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LETTERS

Original sin
Jim Creegan’s article, ‘Walking the 
tightrope’ (March 22), makes some 
valid points against Jacobin and Bhaskar 
Sunkara. Sunkara and co appear from 
the quotations he gives to be affected by 
the common far-left illusions in ‘broad 
fronts’ and formations like Syriza.

But he spoils his points by beginning 
with the issue of Karl Kautsky on the 
1910 Prussian suffrage campaign, in 
Carl Schorske’s interpretation of this as 
the ‘original sin’ of the German Social 
Democratic Party (SPD), which has 
been widely adopted by the post-1956 
new left.

It is, in fact, reasonably clear from 
contemporary comments that Lenin and 
Trotsky, at least, thought that the German 
left was succumbing to adventurism 
in its position in 1910. The event also 
gives indirect context to Lenin’s early 
uses of the tag that “For a revolution to 
take place, it is usually insufficient for 
‘the lower classes not to want’ to live 
in the old way; it is also necessary that 
‘the upper classes should be unable’ to 
live in the old way”. In 1910 it is clear 
that the Prussian suffrage campaign was 
not tending to break up the armed forces 
of the German state, and pushing the 
campaign further would merely have 
resulted in a severe defeat. The German 
left displayed the falsity of its own 
strategic conceptions on this issue by 
adventurism in Berlin in January 1919, 
and again in the Communist Party of 
Germany’s 1921 ‘March action’.

With 720,000 members in 1910 in a 
population of 65 million, and 6.4 million 
in SPD-linked trade unions, and so on, 
the party might have been in a position 
to challenge for power, if the upper 
classes had become “unable to live in 
the old way” through a real crisis. The 
Democratic Socialists of America, with 
32,000 members in 2017 in a country 
of 325 million, is not. This all the more 
is true of the small groups to the DSA’s 
left. The same applies in very many 
countries. We have to hope for time 
for a gradual process of rebuilding the 
workers’ movement before open crisis 
erupts. We may well not get it; but, if we 
don’t, the outcome of a crisis is more 
likely to be ‘Egyptian’ or ‘Syrian’ than 
socialist revolution.

The flip side is that comrade 
Creegan doesn’t mention the debate over 
imperialism in the SPD in 1910-11 over 
‘arms limitation’ proposals and the SPD 
parliamentary fraction’s response to the 
‘Agadir incident’, documented in Day’s 
and Gaido’s collection Discovering 
imperialism (2012). In this debate 
Kautsky and the SPD centre - and, it 
must be said, a part of the left - adapted 
their tactics to pacifist utopianism 
and promoting attempts to defang the 
imperialist states, and abandoned the 
demand for a militia.

This development was pretty 
clearly more closely connected to the 
betrayal of August 1914 than the ‘mass 
action’ debate. Among other aspects, 
as Ben Lewis and I have shown in this 
paper and in Critique, an important 
part of the ‘mass action’ left of 1910 
and before became German defencists 
in 1914.

The issues of imperialism, arms 
and war are also far more relevant 
today than is the issue of ‘gradualism’. 
‘Gradualism’ preoccupied the cold 
war-period new left in response to 
US imperialism’s promotion of social 
democratic gradualism. Today we 
live in a world in which capital no 
longer promotes gradualism: a world 
in which US capital and its state 
promote ‘colour revolutions’, as well 
as overthrowing states and leaving 
behind only ruins.
Mike Macnair
Oxford

Cultural Corbyn
Since becoming the leader of the Labour 
Party, Jeremy Corbyn has succumbed 
too much to those within his party who 
will never accept his leadership.

He has overlooked his supporters by 
appointing his enemies to frontbench 
and other positions. He has allowed 
some of them to worm their way back 
in, despite their having resigned in an 
attempt to force him from office. He has 
allowed a free vote on Syria, yet no-one 
remembers a free vote on Iraq. He has 
whipped an abstention on Trident. 
He has acted against the social and 
ethnic cleansing of Labour Haringey, 
but not to secure justice for the 472 
teaching assistants in Labour Durham. 
He is supporting the government’s 
indulgence of the ludicrous theory of 
gender self-identification. He is hinting 
at support for the customs union. And 
has gone too far in accepting Theresa 
May’s and Boris Johnson’s totally 
unproven attempt to blame the Russian 
state for the attack in Salisbury.

Jeremy Corbyn is the most culturally 
significant British politician in living 
memory, the most agenda-setting 
leader of the opposition ever, and 
the global leader of the opposition 
to neoliberal economic policy and to 
neoconservative foreign policy. The 
Corbyn government will lead Britain 
and the world out of politically chosen 
austerity, and away from wars of 
political choice. But only if it is backed 
up by enough MPs to cancel out his 
enemies within his own party, since 
there is going to be either another hung 
parliament or a tiny overall majority.
David Lindsay
Durham

False flag
I read - as always, with pleasure and 
interest - Paul Demarty’s article, ‘Russian 
weapons’ (March 22), but I think there 
is a lot more to be said.

For a kick-off, how did they know it 
was Russia and could only be Russia? 
There is an obvious connection - ie, 
the two victims were Russians - but 
the inference seemed, to me anyway, 
to come from the agent itself - if it’s 
novichok, it must be Russian. Well, how 
would they know? I assume it’s quite 
easy to say that a can of Coca Cola came 
from India and not Mexico because of 
all sorts of stuff in the water, but a small 
dose of chemical agent? Presumably, 
identified from blood samples surely, 
at the very least, there must have been 
something to compare it with, which 
would imply that novichok is available 
in Porton Down at least, as well as, 
maybe, Russia.

This is not to suggest a ‘false flag’ 
operation by MI5, but if the stuff is 
available in two places, it will surely 
be available in plenty more. And 
is it really believable that there is a 
chemical weapon so lethal that only the 
Russians have the technical expertise 
and equipment to make it? I am not 
suggesting either that Putin and co are 
incapable of doing such a thing. We got 
the measure of Putin from Chechnya, if 
not before, when he joined George Bush 
in waging the ‘war on terror’; most of 
the things said in his denigration are 
no doubt true, though stupidity has not 
often been a charge levelled. To return, 
how did they know? And how did they 
know so very fast when everything else 
about the events has been so slow - ‘If 
you were in Salisbury a week ago you’d 
better wash your clothes’.

Maybe it came from Russia, but, as 
Paul says, “there are close to 150 million 
of them”. He also asserts that Putin must 
have approved. Maybe, but maybe not. 
There are an awful lot of gangsters in 
Russia, in government and out. The 
90s there were a political shambles. 
Scientists left facilities because they 
weren’t being paid and it is surely not 
beyond the bounds of possibility that 
some of the gangsters have access to 

novichok. And this would lead us to the 
question of motive.

Why this bloke, years after he was 
swapped out? Why now? Just to create 
a provocation to help Putin win his 
election? If that’s a strong enough 
motive, then surely there is motive 
enough for someone else to do it as an 
attack on Putin, from Russia or from 
elsewhere.

During the 2016 presidential election 
campaign, I thought that Clinton wanted 
a war with Russia and Trump wanted a 
war with Iran. Trump clearly still wants 
a war with Iran, but less so yet with 
Russia. The Democrats, the mainstream 
media, Clinton - ie, those who would 
probably self-describe as the adults in 
the room - still, it seems, want a war 
with Russia; though maybe they only 
want the Pentagon to spend a few extra 
billion on sending troops and equipment 
to eastern Europe - the Nato franchisees.

Boris Johnson wants to stop Putin 
having his ‘Hitler moment’ at the 
World Cup this year - which does, I 
believe, raise a question about Qatar. If 
we should shun Russia because of two 
people in a coma (a disgusting crime, 
whoever is responsible) then what about 
3,000-4,000 construction workers from 
poor countries who in desperation for 
themselves and their families worked 
and died in appalling conditions in full 
view of the ‘free world’?

But Johnson isn’t the only one with 
a thing about sport. Let us not forget the 
doping scandal that has hit Russia in 
international athletics. A former director 
of Russia’s anti-doping laboratory flees 
Russia and then admits to having spent 
his career covering up the illegal doping 
of Russian athletes. All the available 
blood from Russian athletes was tested 
and, sure enough, some were doped 
and so Russia could be banned from 
the 2018 Winter Olympics. I may be 
wrong, but I don’t recall any references 
to ‘blind testing’ or controls using, say, 
US athletes’ blood. Maybe the result 
would have been the same anyway, but 
it seemed to me that a rush to ban Russia 
was more important than scientific 
analysis. A more honest outcome might 
have been a move towards testing the 
blood of all Olympic athletes, or at least 
medal winners. It’s not as if Russia has 
been the only country at the centre of a 
doping scandal - just the only one to be 
banned from the Olympics.

Paul mentions “Occam’s razor” in 
attributing blame to the Russian state 
and he may well be right, but I suggest 
that it is a little early to say. As a fan 
of ‘true crime’ on the page and the TV 
screen, I would have thought that the 
police, army and whoever would search 
for the earliest trace of nerve agent, 
search CCTV to find witnesses and then 
try and link same to some motivation 
and/or paymaster.

I’m not trying to protect Putin or 
his minions here, but the whole affair 
is occurring in a swamp of barely 
concealed motives - not to mention a 
massive dose of hypocrisy. This one 
will no doubt run and run.
Jim Cook
Reading

No proof
Paul Demarty gives as the reason for 
Theresa May’s warmongering over the 
alleged nerve gas attack by Russia on 
Sergei Skripal and his daughter, Yulia: 
“We suspect, ironically, that the blasting 
of Corbyn for softness on Putin comes 
at least in part not from concern that he 
would reduce Britain to a Russian vassal, 
but the opposite - that he might blunder 
his way into destroying the appeal we 
currently have for the oligarchs, and other 
delightful characters (Saudi princes and 
so on) to boot.”

Whilst noting the half-hearted 
opposition of Corbyn - accepting 
sanctions whilst querying the veracity 
of the account - we must take all related 
global developments together to get a 
true picture of what is happening as a 

consequence of the Skripals’ poisoning. 
The imminent fall of east Ghouta is the 
latest failure of the US in its regime-
change efforts in Syria and this is what is 
behind the feverish changes of personnel 
in the Trump administration to the most 
warlike hawks. It is also behind Theresa 
May’s extraordinary attack on Russia. 
Consistent reports are that, when east 
Ghouta is liberated by Assad and Russia, 
the USA and Israel will launch a strike 
against Syria and possibly Iran, in an 
attempt to kill Assad and his government 
and so begin an invasion for regime 
change. Russia is aware of the plans and 
has made defensive preparations and 
promised retaliation against US forces 
which have illegally invaded Syria east 
of the Euphrates and on US warships in 
the Mediterranean and the Gulf.

Trump’s latest appointment of the 
warmongering John Bolton as his 
national security advisor in place of the 
more cautious HR McMaster is a further 
indication of the preparations for war a 
week after his sacking of secretary of 
state Rex Tillerson on March 13, because 
he was too was moderate on Syria, North 
Korea and Iran. Tillerson’s replacement, 
CIA director Mike Pompeo, is also a far 
more bellicose character. “I’m really at 
a point where we’re getting very close 
to having the cabinet and other things 
that I want,” Trump told reporters, 
moments after announcing he was 
ousting Tillerson. The New York Times 
wrote that the appointment of Bolton, 
after the dismissal of Tillerson and 
McMaster, means that Trump now has 
“the most radically aggressive foreign 
policy team around the American 
president in modern memory.”

It is truly idiotic to take the events at 
their face value and to proclaim, using 
Occam’s razor as a guide, as Paul does: 
“On the face of it, it is highly unlikely 
that anyone other than agents of the 
Russian state conducted the attack 
on the Skripals. There are the usual 
jeremiads of the conspiracy theorists in 
their endless battles with the ‘sheeple’, 
according to whom this was an inside 
job; and a story is doing the rounds that 
it may be a provocation on the part of 
the violently anti-Russian government 
of Ukraine.”

Occam’s razor just will not cut it. 
Taking the one option that makes the 
fewest assumptions was never a great 
plan; this heuristic guide was never 
adequate as a theoretical method; it was 
always simply an opportunist choice 
of which narrative would suit the best 
and was a barrier to the development of 
the scientific method. It takes “mental 
shortcuts that ease the cognitive load 
of making a decision. Examples of this 
method include using a rule of thumb, an 
educated guess, an intuitive judgment, 
guesstimate, stereotyping, profiling 
or common sense”, according to the 
sensible Wikipedia entry.

There is absolutely no proof that 
Russia had anything to do with this. All 
the propaganda is along the line of ‘It’s 
highly likely they did it - it’s like what 
they would do - they’ve done similar 
things in the past’. Not only did Putin 
have no motive to do such a thing, just 
as Assad had no motive on the Ghouta 
sarin gas attack in 2013, the Khan 
Shaykhun chemical attack on April 2017 
and chemical attacks recently in east 
Ghouta: they both had every reason not 
to do such things. They are winning the 
war without the need for these weapons.

Craig Murray, former British 
ambassador to Uzbekistan, has destroyed 
May’s narrative in a piece entitled, ‘The 
Novichok story is indeed another Iraqi 
WMD scam’, where he pointed out that:

“1. Porton Down has acknowledged 
in publications it has never seen 
any Russian ‘novichoks’. The UK 
government has absolutely no 
‘fingerprint’ information such as 
impurities that can safely attribute this 
substance to Russia.

“2. Until now, neither Porton 
Down nor the world’s experts at the 

Organisation for the Prevention of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) were 
convinced ‘novichoks’ even exist.

“3. The UK is refusing to provide a 
sample to the OPCW [Boris Johnson 
said he would provide such a sample 
to the OPCW, but not to Russia. How 
authentic that sample might now be is 
obvious - GD].

“4. ‘Novichoks’ were specifically 
designed to be able to be manufactured 
from common ingredients on any 
scientific bench. The Americans 
dismantled and studied the facility 
that allegedly developed them. It is 
completely untrue only the Russians 
could make them, if anybody can.

“5. The ‘novichok’ programme was 
in Uzbekistan, not in Russia. Its legacy 
was inherited by the Americans during 
their alliance with Karimov, not by the 
Russians.

“It is a scientific impossibility for 
Porton Down to have been able to test 
for Russian novichoks if they have 
never possessed a Russian sample to 
compare them to. They can analyse a 
sample as conforming to a Mirzayanov 
formula, but, as he published those to 
the world 20 years ago, that is no proof 
of Russian origin. If Porton Down can 
synthesise it, so can many others, not 
just the Russians.”

As we observed in relation to that 
Ghouta chemical attack of August 21 
2013, “We have every reason to suspect 
that sarin and mustard gas (the same 
as used by the US in Vietnam), which 
killed hundreds of people, was the work 
of imperialist terrorism in the region. 
Obama and the imperialist mass media 
are seeking to ascribe the blame to the 
Syrian government and are using this 
to justify the attack [not made in the 
end - GD] ... It is also reminiscent of the 
‘Gleiwitz incident’, a staged attack by 
Nazi forces posing as Poles on August 
31 1939, against the German radio 
station Sender Gleiwitz in Upper Silesia, 
Germany (since 1945: Gliwice, Poland) 
on the eve of World War II in Europe. 
This was used to justify the invasion of 
Poland in 1939” (Socialist Fight: ‘For 
the military victory of Syria’).

The “usual jeremiads of the conspiracy 
theorists” were right on those occasions 
because they were more attuned to 
the real world than either Ockham or 
comrade Paul.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Sick to death
Am I the only the reader to be completely 
sick to death of having to read the poisonous 
anti-Semitic rantings and ramblings of 
Ian Donovan, Gerry Downing and Tony 
Greenstein in the Weekly Worker? Greenstein 
appears to now have a weekly article, 
for goodness sake. I am not in favour 
of a general ‘banning’ of anti Semitic, 
racist or frankly neo-Nazi rants, but why 
does a paper with a pro-working class, 
pro-human liberation (for all people), 
communist perspective have to continue 
to provide them with a platform? We 
would not dream of allowing advocates 
of paedophilia a platform.

Greenstein idiotically asserts he 
can’t possibly be anti-Semitic because 
he is ethnically Jewish, but his writings 
prove it is perfectly possible to have 
such a basic hatred. The contradiction 
is within his own personality, not in 
logic. Greenstein ludicrously claims 
there is no such thing as anti-Semitism 
or discrimination in advanced capitalist 
societies such as the UK, because most 
Jews are now either upper middle or 
capitalist class, when the world and 
his wife knows anti-Semitic abuse and 
attacks are going through the roof.

I am happy to declare a non-vested 
interest. I am not Jewish nor is any 
member of my family or circle of friends 
and acquaintances that I know of, and I 
wouldn’t care less if any were. I think the 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign directed at the 
Labour Party has been cleverer than we 
might have first thought. The main tactic 
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London Communist Forum
Sunday April 1, 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 4, ‘From 
revolution to “coup d’etat”: the second duma’.
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;
and Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.

No to war
Tuesday April 3, 7.30pm: Public meeting, Labour Club, 12 Belmont 
Road, Whitstable, Kent CT5. Speaker: Ian Chamberlain, Stop the War 
national officer.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

No to Islamophobia
Solidarity demonstrations, Tuesday April 3
Cambridge, 1pm: Cambridge mosque, 1a Mawson Road, Cambridge CB1.
Islington, 1pm: Town hall, Upper Street, London N1.
Sheffield, 5pm: City Hall, Barkers Street, Sheffield S1.
Newham, 5.30pm: Stratford station, Station Street, London E15.
Edinburgh, 5.30pm: The Mound, Edinburgh EH2.
Tower Hamlets, 6pm: East London mosque, 46-92 Whitechapel Road, 
London E1.
Waltham Forest, 6pm: Lee Bridge Road mosque, Lee Bridge Road, 
London E10.
Haringey, 6pm: Wightman Road mosque, Wightman Road, London N8.
Manchester, 6.30pm: Ahmed Iqbal Ullah Race Relations Resource 
Centre, St Peter’s Square, Manchester M2.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.standuptoracism.org.uk/
stand-up-to-islamophobia-on-april-3rd-dayofsolidarity.

Yorkshire and Brexit
Friday April 13, 9am to 5pm: TUC regional conference on EU 
withdrawal, Duke Studios, 3 Sheaf Street, Leeds LS10.
Organised by TUC: www.tuc.org.uk.

No to war
Wednesday April 18, 7pm: Public meeting, Central United Reformed 
Church, 80 Norfolk Street, Sheffield S1.
Organised by Sheffield Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/STWSheffield.

Israel and apartheid
Saturday April 21, 10am to 3.30pm: Day school, Rivercourt 
Methodist Church, King Street, Hammersmith, London W6. Entry: £5 
(£1 unwaged).
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events/israel-question-apartheid.

For an anti-war government
Tuesday April 24, 7pm: Public meeting, venue to be confirmed. 
Speakers include Chris Nineham, Stop the War vice-chair.
Organised by York Against the War: www.stopwar.org.uk/index.php/
events/local-stop-the-war-events/2919-24-april-york-why-we-need-an-
anti-war-government. 

Marxism and the rate of profit
Tuesday April 24, 7pm: Lecture, Marx Memorial Library, 37A 
Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Speaker: Simon Mohun.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.

End the witch-hunt
Wednesday April 25: Lobby of Marc Wadsworth’s NCC disciplinary 
hearing in London. Details to be confirmed.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.

For a new foreign policy
Saturday April 28, 1pm: Public meeting, St Anne’s church hall, 
Aberystwyth SY23. 
Organised by Ceredigion Stop the War Coalition:  
www.facebook.com/AberStoptheWar.

Marx Memorial Library
Tuesday May 1, 10am to 3pm: Open day with special events, free 
tours, and stalls. Marx Memorial Museum, Marx Memorial Library, 37A 
Clerkenwell Green, London EC1.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:  
www.marx-memorial-library.org.

Lobby Labour’s NEC 
Tuesday May 22, 11am: Lobby, Southside, 105 Victoria Street, London 
SW1.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/events.

People’s Assembly 
Saturday June 2, 10.30am to 4pm: Anti-austerity conference, St 
Pancras New Church, Euston Road, London NW1.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.

CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s name 
and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your will. If 
you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

seemed to be to conflate criticism of the 
policies of the state of Israel - clumsily 
and ambiguously referred to as ‘Zionism’ 
- with being anti-Semitic.

Many of us on the decent, pro-human 
left have tried to separate Zionism from 
anti-Semitism, arguing it is perfectly 
possible to be critical of the policies of 
the state of Israel without that criticism 
becoming, through clumsiness or 
intent, a broader attack on a whole 
group of people because they happen 
to be ethnically, culturally or religiously 
Jewish.

We have to be really careful here. 
Greenstein is not so stupid (but thinks 
he is cleverer and more devious than he 
is) as to openly call for the destruction 
and liquidation of the state of Israel or 
to be completely openly racist against 
Jews. But occasionally he allows his 
true position to emerge. It is one thing 
to wish the Balfour declaration and 
the establishment of Israel had never 
happened; it is quite another to advocate 
the present-day destruction of that state.

Given that there is a moulded 
and established Israeli nation and an 
Israeli people - the majority of whom 
are working class and who therefore 
are our class sisters and brothers - we 
need to be very clear and explicit that 
if we advocate a one-state solution in 
present Israel/Palestine, we are not 
thereby advocating the destruction 
of that Israeli people, either through 
deliberate intent or as a collateral.

Donovan/Downing/Greenstein 
simply invert the approach of the 
‘anti-Semitic’ campaign. Whereas it 
claims that anti-Zionism is inherently 
anti-Semitism, D/D/G simply turn 
that inside out and, to varying 
degrees, blame and criticise Zionism, 
the policies of the Israeli state and 
day-to-day living conditions within 
Israel as down to their ‘Jewishness’. 
Greenstein attempts to be clever 
and attacks through association and 
insinuation, and is not brave enough 
to be totally explicit.

One of the most appalling and 
disgusting contributions from 
Donovan/Downing was their letter in 
the Weekly Worker of October 12 2017. 
Three quotes:

“They (the Palestinians) will have 
noticed that the aircraft that drop 
white phosphorus on Gaza schools 
have Jewish symbols on them, and 
represent a state that calls itself ‘the 
Jewish state’.”

“Apparently, the ‘political Zionist 
movement’, which created the state of 
Israel, had nothing specifically Jewish 
about it.”

“But, for Mike Macnair, it is 
‘anti-Semitic’ to say that that there 
is anything Jewish about political 
Zionism or the Jewish state.”

Excuse me for being a political 
novice or an innocent. But how does 
being Jewish specifically explain how 
Israel and/or its governments can act in 
completely unacceptable ways against 
the Palestinian people in particular and 
Arab people more generally? It can’t and 
doesn’t. This is anti-Semitism pure and 
simple, indicating there is something 
about Jewish people’s ethnicity, culture 
or religion which leads them to act in 
such an appalling way.

Greenstein bashes away on the same 
themes in each article - he is worse 
than Livingstone on Viagra. Each 
article can be quoted from extensively, 
but the persistently common themes 
include: Zionism had a relationship 
with Nazism; Zionism even shared 
some of the same goals as Nazism; 
Zionism collaborated in Nazism’s 
escalating oppression and even the 
destruction of the Jews; Israel as a 
Jewish state and a society is inherently 
racist; Israel as a state and government 
shares many features of Nazism. Over 
and over again, Greenstein refers to 
Zionism, the Jewish nature of the Israeli 
state and society and Nazism.

The all-time classic is that Israel, 
as a society seeking to become an 
ethnically pure Jewish state, has an 
abnormally high rate of rapes and 

general sexual violence (Weekly Worker 
February 1 2018). It is not exactly hard 
to join all the dots. There are a very 
clear and not very subliminal set of 
messages.

I have to be honest that one of 
the things that frustrates me about 
Greenstein and his obsessions about 
Israel, Nazism and Jewishness is 
that on the very few occasions he is 
not writing about these, he can be 
superb. His articles on the UK general 
election were frankly brilliant tours 
de force (June 15 and July 6 2017). 
His proposals on renationalisations 
were pragmatic, radical, insightful and 
thought-provoking (June 15 2017).

The ‘anti-Semitism’ campaign has 
been cleverer than we first thought 
in that I don’t think the progressive, 
decent, pro-human left can any longer 
try and distinguish between anti-
Semitism and anti-Zionism. Corrupted, 
twisted and reactionary individuals 
who claim to be on the left, such as 
Donovan, Downing and Greenstein, 
have polluted the debate to such an 
extent by asserting that ‘Zionism’ - ie, 
the policies of the state of Israel 
and its governments - is due to its 
‘Jewishness’. It has become that much 
harder for the healthy, majority left 
to present and project a clear and 
principled distinction between the 
two concepts. Thanks to ‘our enemy 
within’, I think ‘Zionism’ is now far 
too conflated with ‘Jewishness’ to be 
a useful distinction to be used by the 
decent left.

We are being stabbed in the back, 
machine-gunned from behind, covered 
in shite by these individuals. In the past 
so-called Stalinists would describe 
such people as Trotskyites and ‘social 
fascists’. With these examples, we can 
understand why the ‘fascist’.

For whatever reasons in their 
backgrounds or psychological 
make-up, it is clear they hate and 
detest people who are Jewish - maybe 
not as individuals, but where they are 
assembled in any significant numbers, 
such as in Israel. They use attacks 
on Zionism as a cover for attacks on 
organised entities, whether in civil 
society or at the level of state, which are 
Jewish and which advocate and project 
Jewish values and principles, including 
the right to self-identify as Jewish and 
to celebrate their perceived and actual 
histories, culture and religion.

If the problem with Israel and its 
government’s policies are down to 
‘Jewishness’, it becomes frighteningly 
obvious what the ultimate solution for 
the now indigenous and established 
Israeli population becomes, and where 

Donovan/Downing/Greenstein are 
heading.

We must be very clear and explicit. 
There is nothing inherent about Jewish 
ethnicity, culture or religion which 
involves the oppression and crushing 
of others. We need to understand 
and analyse Israel in the context of 
capitalism and imperialism. And the 
solution in terms of the democratic 
coexistence of peoples, nationalities, 
religions and none, underpinned and 
united by class.

Please can the Weekly Worker stop 
providing a platform for reactionary 
anti-Semitic and frankly neo-Nazi 
poison. These people are laughing at 
us, wondering how they get away with 
it and, much more important, they are 
providing ammunition, including real 
bullets and bombs, for our capitalist 
and imperialist ruling class.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Wrong
We note that Tony Greenstein (‘Shame on 
the SWP’, March 22) omits to mention 
the role of the Revolutionary Communist 
Group in challenging the SWP/SUTR 
decision to allow the Zionist Confederation 
of Friends of Israel - Scotland (CoFIS) 
onto its Glasgow demonstration on March 
17. Just to make clear:
1. It was the RCG and Fight Racism! 
Fight Imperialism! which first publicly 
called for a counter-mobilisation, on 
March 14, after the Scottish Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign (SPSC) said it 
would not do so.
2. The Scottish PSC then opposed the 
counter-mobilisation; privately, SPSC 
chair Sofiah MacLeod emailed SPSC 
supporters and allies on March 14, saying: 
“Our intention is not to engage with 
CoFIS or to attack anti-racist marchers 
and supporting organisations. We are 
not joining the FRFI demo.” So she was 
clear it was us who had called it.
3. The RCG had led the campaign against 
the SWP/SUTR decision, before and 
after it was made, publishing an open 
letter in mid-February, setting up an 
online petition opposing the invitation, 
which attracted over 1,000 signatures, 
organising a militant lobby of the SUTR 
steering committee meeting on March 10.
4. Our website report names all the 
organisations which supported the 
very effective counter-protest against 
CoFIS, and it does state that a few SPSC 
members defied the instructions of their 
organisation not to attend.

We wonder why Tony Greenstein 
got it so wrong.
Dominic Mulgrew
Glasgow

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

Wipe-out
With three days still to go 

before the end of March’s 
fighting fund, we have not only 
reached our £1,750 target, but 
completely wiped out the deficit 
from earlier in the year.

Mind you, since we ended last 
week on £1,701, only a pessimist of 
the worse sort would have predicted 
otherwise! Even though the £245 
that came our way over the last 
seven days was well below the 
weekly average, our running total 
for the month now stands at £1,946.

Three comrades donated £50 - 
thanks to JM for his usual excellent 
top-up to his annual subscription 
cheque; to AN for his PayPal gift; 
and to JT for his regular monthly 
standing order. Other SOs were 
from BB, WC and GT (£15 each), 
SS (£10) and TH (£5). On top of 
that AL donated a handy £25 via 
PayPal, while CF came up with 
a tenner using the same method.

All this means that, if just a 

couple of generous donations land 
in our bank or PayPal account, it’s 
more than possible we could reach 
£2,000 in a single month - for the 
first time since I don’t know when. 
But we are well aware of how much 
the Weekly Worker is appreciated, 
so that’s not ruled out at all.

For instance, comrade AL wrote 
in a note accompanying his PayPal 
transfer: “Thanks for casting a 
light on the SWP and [Stand Up To 
Racism].Who would have thought 
it?” And he added the usual “Keep 
up the good work.”

We certainly intend to try, 
comrade, but that means we need 
to keep reaching that monthly 
target! Any more PayPal donors 
out there? l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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BREXIT

No more ‘broad, sunlit uplands’
Eddie Ford agrees with Jacob Rees-Mogg that the final Brexit deal will be a ‘national humiliation’ like 
Suez 1956

Predictably the Brexit transition 
deal signed by the European 
Union on March 19, said to 

represent 75% of what needs to be 
agreed, involved a whole series of 
concessions by the British government, 
with plenty more to come. Naturally, 
David Davis, the Brexit secretary, has 
claimed partial victory - albeit of a 
Pyrrhic nature: he pointed out that the 
EU has parked or deferred outstanding 
disagreements, when they could have 
refused to budge, and assented to a 
21-month implementation period that 
will last until December 2020.

However, whatever Davis might 
say, the fact remains that the transition 
period will only apply if the remaining 
areas of contention are ironed out by 
the time the UK and EU parliaments are 
asked to ratify the whole withdrawal 
treaty in the autumn - which seems 
unlikely. British businesses and the City 
are still anxious and the whole approach 
of the government has an air of la-la 
land politics. It has abandoned its right 
to have a say in EU decision-making 
institutions - all for the promise of a 
packet of crisps in the future, when 
it could be enjoying a three-course 
dinner now.

In order to secure the transition 
deal, Theresa May’s red lines have 
disappeared one by one - or at least 
become very blurred. With regards to 
Northern Ireland, the most potentially 
excruciating climbdown, only a few 
weeks ago she thundered that no 
British prime minister would sign up 
to a text that included a proposition 
that could “threaten the constitutional 
integrity of the UK by creating a 
customs and regulatory border down 
the Irish Sea”: that is, agree to the EU’s 
“backstop” proposal that Northern 
Ireland will remain in the single market 
and customs union.

But now the UK has gone back 
to a position it appeared to accept 
in December that a “backstop” is 
acceptable or inevitable (plan C) if 
no technological or legal alternatives 
are found (plan A and plan B) that 
would obviate the need for regulatory 
alignment. Up to now, needless to say, 
the EU has viewed the UK’s ‘solutions’ 
as highly implausible - if not “magical 
thinking” - which means that it is only 
a matter of time before some sort of 
confrontation with the Democratic 
Unionist Party. The only dim ray of 
hope for Downing Street is that the UK 
seems to have retained the right to try 

to come up with an alternative backstop 
rather than automatically accept the 
politically toxic EU version - a plan D, 
if you like. God only knows what that 
could be though.

Defend our fisheries! Or rather 
not, it seems. Contrary to the recent 
promises by the environment secretary, 
Michael Gove, the UK has accepted that 
throughout the transition period it will 
abide by the current common fisheries 
policy so despised by ‘leavers’. With 
similar talk of linking ongoing trade 
access to future compliance on fisheries 
access, the government is already being 
accused of betraying the one industry 
which hoped to be a clear winner from 
Brexit.

By all accounts, May was taken 
aback by the level of anger over this 
issue during a meeting with coastal 
MPs. Downing Street officials had 
believed, rather ironically, that a 
promise from the EU for specific 
safeguards for allowable catch limits - 
which went beyond simple consultation 
- would be seen as a “victory” for the 
UK. Instead, misjudging the mood, 
she was met with a furious reaction. 
Expressing his deep unhappiness with 
the fisheries deal, arch-Brexiteer Jacob 
Rees-Mogg - chair of the European 
Research Group - staged a boat trip 
stunt outside parliament alongside 
Brexit-supporting MPs and Nigel 
Farage, which slightly bizarrely saw 
them dumping dead fish into the River 
Thames.

Setbacks
In the end, David Davis accepted the 
21-month transition period on offer from 
Brussels rather than the 24 months he 
once proposed, on the basis that the two 
were “close enough”. But the absence of 
any provision to extend the period if the 
future trade talks are not all wrapped up 
in time is also something of a setback. 
Only recently, UK officials had urged 
that the period last “as long as it takes” 
to ensure a smooth departure - but no 
more. Furthermore, Davis dropped his 
previous boast that trade talks would be 
mostly wrapped up before the transition 
phase even began - which now is seen 
for the pure fantasy it always was.

Other cl imbdowns are now 
irreversible, according to the agreed 
text. Where once Britain imagined 
it might buy its freedom from EU 
rules, the treaty will commit the UK 
to a £40 billion divorce bill stretching 
out until 2064. ‘Taking back control’ 

will definitely have to wait as well. 
Throughout the transition phase, 
Britain has now accepted it will have to 
abide by EU rules, particularly freedom 
of movement.

There is certainty now for EU 
citizens as a result of another 
climbdown over whether they will 
continue to enjoy full rights in the 
UK during transition - something that 
Theresa May was initially dead set 
against - but the EU was never going 
to concede on this point. And it is still 
the case that the rights of EU citizens 
in the UK and those of British citizens 
in the EU are not entirely reciprocated. 
Jane Golding, chair of British in Europe 
- which claims to represent 1.2 million 
Britons living in other EU countries - 
said the new text did not guarantee free 
movement for British citizens. In fact, 
according to Golding, “the agreement 
is as clear as mud when it comes to 
our future rights to move and work 
across the EU”. She went on to point 
out that, with 80% of British people 
living on the continent at working 
age or younger, “free movement and 
its associated cross-border economic 
rights are a necessity” - not a “nice to 
have” luxury. But, “as things stand” 
now, she complained, after Brexit 
“English cheddar will have more free 
movement rights than we will”.

Former Tory leader Iain Duncan 
Smith was not happy with the deal 
either. He told the BBC that “here 
does seem to be a real concern”, 
because “it appears that at least through 
the implementation period nothing 
will change” - something “a lot of 
MPs are very uneasy about”. More 
straightforwardly, Farage called for 
the prime minister’s removal on the 
grounds that she was “Theresa, the 
appeaser”. As for Rees-Mogg, he 
thought it “hard to see what points the 
government has won” in the transition 
deal - it appears to have “rolled over 
without even having its tummy tickled”.

Meanwhile, a few days after the 
transition deal was signed off, the EU 
approved guidelines for the negotiation 
of future relations with the UK after 
Brexit - the text on trade, security and 
other issues apparently being agreed 
in “less than half a minute”. The new 
guidelines give EU chief negotiator 
Michel Barnier the mandate to talk 
directly to the UK about the future 
relationship - and, whilst welcoming 
the “positive momentum” so far, 
remind Britain that there is no legal 

certainty (including over the transition 
deal) until the whole agreement is 
ratified. For example, last-minute 
wrangling by Spain has led to the 
inclusion of a reference to the EU’s 
position on Gibraltar: Spain and the 
UK will have to reach a separate 
deal over the scrap of land - a further 
complication.

The EU’s big offer is a “close future 
relationship” based on a free trade 
agreement with no tariffs on goods 
and a close partnership on security 
and defence, both of which the UK 
desperately wants. However, the 
guidelines note, the UK’s “red lines” 
will limit the closeness of this future 
relationship. What has been dubbed 
the ‘evolution clause’ also indicates 
that the EU will reconsider its offer 
to Britain if the UK government 
compromises on those “red lines”, 
such as by remaining in the customs 
union. The EU is demanding a “level 
playing field” - including ways to 
prevent potential undercutting on tax, 
environmental and labour standards.

The guidelines also warn Theresa 
May she has less than three months 
to resolve the problem of avoiding a 
hard border in Ireland - so get your 
finger out.

Poodle
In response to the transition deal, shadow 
Brexit secretary Keir Starmer has said 
Labour will table amendments to the 
government’s EU withdrawal bill, aimed 
at preventing the UK from crashing out 
of Europe without a deal, if parliament 
rejects the outcome of the Brexit talks. 
Starmer pledged to work with MPs from 
other parties to try to amend the bill.

Labour is keen to regain the 
initiative on Brexit after Jeremy 
Corbyn sacked Owen Smith as shadow 
Northern Ireland secretary for calling 
for another referendum on the final 
deal, thus breaking the shadow cabinet 
line. The Brexit secretary, David 
Davis, has repeatedly promised to 
put the withdrawal agreement to a 
“meaningful vote” in both houses 
of parliament, but ministers have 
heavily suggested the only option if 
the government loses will be to leave 
the EU anyway without a deal in place 
- something that Starmer described as 
“totally unacceptable” and “the worst 
of all possible worlds”. Labour would 
like the bill to say that, if the Brexit 
deal is rejected, MPs should pass a 
motion setting out the government’s 

next steps, which for Starmer would 
include going back to the negotiating 
table in Brussels.

Unsurprisingly though, No10 
quickly confirmed it will oppose the 
proposed amendment. It declared that 
the government’s position is “very 
clear” - “there will be a meaningful vote 
on the Brexit deal, where parliament can 
choose to either accept that deal or we 
can leave without a deal”. But, either 
way, come hell or high water, the UK 
“will be leaving the European Union 
on March 29 2019” - apply for your 
Franco-Dutch-produced blue passports 
right now.

Last week, Tony Blair continued 
his crusade against Brexit, urging 
parliament not to allow the government 
to evade the question of Britain’s 
future relationship with the EU until 
after March next year, arguing - quite 
correctly in many ways - that “as 
time goes on, it will become crystal-
clear that the government’s original 
negotiating position was built on sand”. 
Hence, said Blair, “they will realise that 
they are in mortal danger of putting a 
proposition to parliament which will 
not pass” - meaning “the government 
will turn to fudge”. But it is a strategy 
that parliament “has a duty to foil”, he 
argued - it must demand a vote which 
can only be “meaningful” if “it is on a 
proposition which allows us to know 
with precision what our future path looks 
like before we take it.”

Meanwhile, Rees-Mogg worries 
that the transition deal will become a 
“permanent state”. If so, “it would be 
one of the greatest failures in our island 
story”. Indeed, he claims, “this would 
be a humiliation on the scale of Suez” 
- when “the establishment decided that 
the only option for them was to manage 
decline, that there were no more broad, 
sunlit uplands and that by our own 
efforts we could never succeed”. He 
adds that “the embarrassment of Suez 
was caused by a plot hatched in secret 
and then only followed halfway to its 
conclusion”.

Well, Rees-Mogg is right on here. 
In 1956 Israel, France and Britain 
connived to invade Egypt, Britain 
doing it on the usual basis that Nasser 
was a terrible dictator and another 
Adolf Hitler - how many times have we 
heard that one? - and that the Suez canal 
was British property. But a very irate 
president Dwight D Eisenhower got on 
the phone to Anthony Eden, the British 
prime minister, and demanded that his 
forces immediately cease hostilities and 
withdraw - the final pull out happened 
in 1957.

As everyone realised straight away, 
this was the United States announcing 
itself in charge of the world and that 
Britain was now its poodle. All the 
absurd pretence of the British ruling 
class, having lost India, about rebuilding 
the empire in Africa and Middle East, 
disappeared almost overnight. The US 
also demanded decolonisation and that 
Britain join the then European Economic 
Community (which took a while, as 
French president Charles de Gaulle 
rightly knew that Britain was joining in 
order to act as a US agent and prevent 
“ever closer union” between France and 
Germany. De Gaulle was determined to 
keep Britain out and the US was equally 
determined to get Britain in to weaken 
the European project.

In terms of present negotiations it 
does seem that the EU has the strong 
hand, to put it mildly. Almost certainly, 
Britain will end up accepting EU 
diktats on this or that - but with no MPs, 
commissioners or a vote. Welcome to 
Brexit, Tory-style l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk
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SOCIAL MEDIA

Facebook crisis in context
Is the Cambridge Analytica scandal really all it is cracked up to be? Paul Demarty takes a closer look

There is no way to deny that it has 
been a bad week for Facebook - the 
world’s largest social network and 

one of the pre-eminent technology firms 
to be born this century.

The revelation that the Donald Trump 
campaign might have gotten hold of 50 
million users’ data on the secondary 
market has triggered a great wave of 
media howling, but also regulatory 
action. The Federal Telecommunications 
Commission has announced a non-public 
investigation; something like $75 billion 
has been wiped off Facebook’s market 
capitalisation, with shares down from 
$180 to $150 or so, depending on the 
exact state of the news cycle. Some 
investors are even suing in California, 
which seems at the very least a little 
premature - perhaps redress might be 
sought if the FTC takes the opportunity 
to bludgeon a hated opponent of the 
White House’s current resident, however 
expertly its targeting mechanisms were 
exploited on the campaign trail (it would 
not be the first time this highly dubious 
agency acted in such a way).

At face value, the scandal is not 
enormously interesting. We have before 
us yet another attempt to delegitimise 
Donald Trump’s electoral victory by way 
of insinuations of foreign interference. 
The company at the heart of the 
allegations, Cambridge Analytica, is 
British; but there is a Russian connection, 
which is unsurprisingly being played 
up. That is the main melody - the 
counterpoint is the attempts by bourgeois 
society to cope with the wider cultural 
changes it associates with social media. 
The lasting import of the scandal is likely 
to focus more on the latter issue, although 
we will need to unpack the terms a little 
when we come to it.

Russian circles
As to the former, it will do us good to 
remember the conclusion drawn here: 
that the activities concerned played some 
role in Trump’s victory, or - in stronger 
versions - the decisive role.

To recap: it is alleged that, at some 
time in 2014, Cambridge Analytica 
obtained a large cache of Facebook 
user data concerning up to 50 million 
Americans from a Moldovan academic, 
Aleksandr Kogan (whose ‘Russian-
sounding’ name no doubt accounts for 
a great deal of the salacious feel of the 
scandal, although CA has also been 
linked to the Russian foreign ministry 
on other matters). This data was used, in 
full accordance with the CA sales script, 
to ‘micro-target’ individuals for political 
advertising in a number of contests across 
the USA, and was then reanimated for 
the 2016 election cycle - first on behalf 
of Texas senator Ted Cruz in his failed 
bid for the Republican nomination, and 
then the Orangeman himself.

The Russian connections seem, to this 
writer, a little tenuous; but that is perhaps 
a moot point. American law is quite clear 
that all foreign interference in elections 
is a grave matter (with the exception of 
America’s rampant foreign interference 
in everybody else’s elections, of course). 
We have already got some evidence 
of British ‘interference’, thanks to 
Cambridge Analytica; we know, from the 
disclosures of CA whistleblower Chris 
Wylie, that there is an additional 
Canadian connection in the 
closely connected British 
Columbia firm, Aggregate 
IQ.

What we want to 
caution against 
is the image of 
groups of all-
powerful svengalis 
manipulating 
t h i n g s  i n  t h e 

background: frankly, little we have heard 
about CA and AIQ commends them to us 
as internet-age Machievellis. Alexander 
Nix, chief executive of CA, comes across 
like - if we are honest - very many CEOs 
of purportedly world-changing start-ups. 
The playbook for young tech companies 
tells you to fake it till you make it; it may 
be that you do not yet have the tech to 
transform human activity X, but you 
have had the idea for it and that is the 
hard part; until the thing exists, there is 
merely the hustle of keeping the company 
alive and solvent by raising successive 
rounds of investment. In this process, the 
‘vision thing’ - viz, lying through your 
teeth - looms large.

We worry that consumers of the 
mainstream media are taking Nix, as 
filmed undercover, at his word, so far 
as the devious genius of his political 
manipulation techniques is concerned; 
to such readers, we prescribe a few 
months working at an actual tech start-up, 
trying to cover for the absurd over-
promising of the company leadership 
by creating some Potemkin village 
version of whatever the Big Idea is this 
week. Cambridge Analytica’s Alexander 
Nix projects himself as Saruman the 
White, but is more of a Del Boy Trotter. 
As for Aggregate IQ, it appears that it 
accidentally published all its election 
rigging code on the public internet.1 
Whoops!

So far as the real impact on US politics 
goes, US journalist Seth Abramson2 - 
responding to the AIQ code leak - makes 
the most worthwhile point that any of 
these things may prove solid enough for 
the FBI to charge some Trump underling 
with something relatively minor, in the 
hope of rolling them over into federal 
witnesses against the people that really 
matter. From that point, a legal coup 
starts to look a little more likely. A few 
indictments in the inner Trump circle 
would make a real difference - after all, 
who would trust Jared Kushner not to 
squeal, as the saying goes, like a pig in 
hot oil?

As to the presentation of all this 
highfalutin technology as Steve Bannon’s 
decisive weapon, we must express a little 

more scepticism. We cannot know with 
anything like the certainty presented 
by Wylie whether the skulduggery 
on display swung the election - it was 
very close, after all, and the help of 
all these digital geniuses seems not 
to have done Ted Cruz any good. But 
perhaps we should turn things around, 
and examine instead the eagerness with 
which mainstream media opinion - and 
much of the liberal, chattering-class 
milieu - has brought to the task of 
blaming Facebook for the world’s ills.

Addiction and 
ignorance
The mainstream critique of social media, 
as it has developed, is a contradictory 
thing - much of it is dishonest, but the 
dishonesty is typically in the form of 
‘sins of omission’. A good part of what 
is advanced in its name is at least rooted 
in the truth.

So what is it that we speak of, when 
we speak of a social network? Not 
merely what it appears to be as such - a 
distributed computer application (that is, 
a program or set of programs that must 
be run on multiple, linked computer 
systems to be any use) that allows people 
to interact with each other ‘socially’, 
which after all was true of things like 
bulletin board systems, Usenet and 
internet relay chat over several decades. 
Such things were too inaccessible to the 
run-of-the-mill person, too nerd-centric; 
they had no mass appeal. If we are to talk 
of social networking as a mass-cultural 
form, we must think of such applications 
as standing in the same relationship to 
Facebook and co as Gregorian plainchant 
does to, say, Mozart’s Requiem; it is there 
in the DNA, so to speak, but is a very 
different thing in practice.

So the social networks proper are 
the ones that succeeded in appealing 
to J Random Computer User. There 
were many early contenders - Friends 
Reunited, Friendster, Make Out Club 
- with Myspace the first clear market 
leader, profiting for a time from the mass 
expansion of internet usage in the 2000s. 
Facebook and Twitter rapidly eclipsed 
most of their competitors at the end of 

that decade and, while there are younger 
competitors (and subsidiaries, like 
Facebook’s Instagram and WhatsApp 
acquisitions), there is little doubt who 
is in charge.

The concern is over how this was 
done. A successful social network 
depends on taking advantage of the 
‘network effect’ - which is another 
way of saying that its main use-value is 
having other people on it. If it does not, 
then there is precious little point signing 
up, for who are you going to socialise 
with? And it is not enough to just get 
people on it: they need to actually use it, 
otherwise why bother checking it? But 
actually driving things along to the point 
where user-base growth is self-sustaining 
requires aggressive marketing, which 
means you need money - which means 
you need to make money. You can charge 
a subscription fee, as Friends Reunited 
did, but you had probably forgotten about 
that website before I brought it up (admit 
it). So that pretty much leaves advertising 
as a revenue stream.

Advertising, however, redoubles 
the pressure to grow in the two 
aforementioned dimensions - reach (total 
user base) and engagement (average 
time spent on the app per user), since it 
is the user’s physical act of looking at the 
screen that is valuable to the advertisers. 
If that was not enough, the pursuit of 
venture capital investment (as initially 
engaged in by most companies of this 
type) introduces faces into the boardroom 
whose job is to scream at you constantly, 
grow, grow, grow!

So the techniques used to make all 
this happen cease rapidly to be innocent. 
Anxiety and low self-esteem - two of 
the many social ills frequently linked 
to habitual social media use - have the 
paradoxical effect of making the next 
endorphin hit more necessary. The 
frequently reported sense of Facebook 
containing only those of your school 
friends with sexier spouses, better 
behaved children and faster cars than 
you does not drive users away, but to 
even more usage. Social networks, 
no less than cigarettes, are designed 
for addiction, for pre-rational and 
compulsive consumption patterns; and 
they are designed to basically sell time-
shares in that addiction to advertisers. 
Like evil twins of Aristotle, Facebook 
and Twitter understand that habit and 
quality of personality are closely linked, 
but use that knowledge to promote 
exactly what is animalistic (“brutish”, 
says my translation of the Ethics) instead 
of virtuous in people.

Addiction holds horror to the 
modern mind because it is antithetical 
to autonomy; and it is only one aspect 
under which social media appears out 
of control. Advertising on web platforms 
is pretty low-value stuff, compared to 
traditional streams, and the unique selling 
point is targeting - one of the salesworthy 
aspects of Facebook’s huge size is that the 
targeting opportunities are considerable. 
Very small fractions of the potential 
audience remain statistically significant. 
Nix and co claim that they were able to 
use this to their advantage (and Trump’s).

Beyond the basic categories, however 
- gender, age, home city - this can only 
be achieved using machine learning 

models of such vast complexity that 
the exact heuristics being used 
to do the targeting are simply 
incomprehensible even to the 
people who built them. Facebook 
CEO Mark Zuckerberg has 

refused to come to Britain 
to face the culture select 
committee, but some 
flunky will turn up, and he 
or she will be asked exactly 
how the targeting works, 

and the only honest answer is: ‘I don’t 
know, and neither does anyone else at 
Facebook, and no combination of people 
you could hire for that specific purpose 
could work it out either.’

Hypocrisy
This is why social media increasingly 
represents, in the mainstream liberal 
view, a great threat to civil society. 
Donald Trump is exactly the sort of 
president that such a media apparatus 
would throw up - he is an unashamed 
addict himself!

Yet we have gone into such great 
detail to demonstrate that - far from 
merely following ‘naturally’ from the 
development of technology, or even 
from a sort of Frankenstein-narrative of 
humanity’s relationship to technology, 
the deleterious effects of Facebook 
follow from its business model. And 
its business model is the same as that 
of its most trenchant critics, which are 
advertising-funded media outlets - die 
käufliche Presse, as Karl Kautsky liked 
to call it. Facebook is merely more 
efficient, its targeting mechanisms 
vastly more sophisticated than the 
ad-sale rep’s grasp of the demographics 
of his readers.

This is true also of other aspects of 
the story. The horror is, of course, not 
that people are routinely manipulated 
every moment of their waking lives 
to sell them more worthless shit, but 
that they are politically manipulated in 
order to game the electoral arithmetic. 
Indeed, the costs of political errors 
are much greater than the cost of a 
dodgy protein supplement or erectile 
dysfunction pill. Yet it was not the 
social networks that reduced bourgeois 
politics to a matter of tiny statistical 
margins to be calculated by Poindexters 
in the back rooms, but exactly the sort 
of mainstream politicians whose sense 
of entitlement is so mortally offended 
by the victory of Trump, the Brexiteers 
and so on.

They, too, manipulate; they too 
are primarily motivated by what will 
nudge them a fraction of a percent this 
way or that in the right constituencies, 
in total abstraction from what they 
actually plan to do in office. It turns 
out that Barack Obama also used a 
Facebook app to scrape the data of 
supporters’ friends - on the nod from the 
pro-Obama top bods at Facebook - to 
do exactly the same sort of targeted 
political advertising (although no 
doubt it was ‘nicer’). Yet really this 
stuff is as old as the conjunction of 
capitalism and universal suffrage: when 
the latter is forced on the beneficiaries 
of the former, only the most advanced 
available lies will do to keep the show 
on the road.

Trump, then, is exactly the president 
such people deserve - a man whose 
relationship to the truth is so blasé that 
they might almost occupy different 
universes. When media and political 
hacks blame Facebook for the rise of 
mendacious politics, it is the biggest 
lie of all; for, though we really must 
denounce the social networks as 
inherently corrupt and degrading, it 
is because they follow the mainstream 
media and politicians in their methods, 
not because they defy them, that they 
are so. The sound of Alexander Nix 
giving his sales pitch is the sound of 
chickens coming home to roost l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.upguard.com/breaches/aggregate-iq-part-
one.
2. https://twitter.com/SethAbramson/
status/978340681809883136 (and the thread of 
which it is a part).

Mark 
Zuckerberg: 
could not 
honestly 
explain, even 
if he wanted to
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The taming of Corbyn
While some on the Labour right still hope to force Corbyn to resign, writes Carla Roberts of Labour 
Party Marxists, others are aiming to change the man and his politics

If you do not already hate Facebook 
for selling your data to rightwing 
companies who manipulate elec-

tions and blackmail politicians, for 
keeping copies of all your messages 
and phone conversations or just for 
generally stealing your time and life 
energy, last week should have given 
you plenty of reason to start doing so.

Not only has Jeremy Corbyn been 
‘outed’ as having been a member of a 
third Facebook group in which some 
people posted shite (although he never 
posted anything there himself): but 
Luciana Berger MP, parliamentary 
chair of the pro-Zionist Jewish Labour 
Movement, was said to have dug up 
a six-year-old, now infamous ‘mural 
comment’ he did make on another 
Facebook group. In reality, of course, 
she did no such thing: somebody else 
pointed it out to her. One of those, we 
are guessing, who have been reporting, 
smearing, outing and witch-hunting 
Corbyn supporters as anti-Semitic for 
the last two and a half years.

Now, finally, they got the man 
himself. Of course, he did not “defend 
an anti-Semitic mural”, as the bourgeois 
media have fumed. He asked why it was 
being removed: “Why? You are in good 
company. Rockerfeller [sic] destroyed 
Diego Viera’s [sic] mural because it 
includes a picture of Lenin.”1

One can argue over the artistic 
value of the rather crude depiction, 
angry-student-style, of bankers playing 
Monopoly on the backs of oppressed 
black people. And one can certainly 
argue about how obviously anti-Semitic 
the dodgy painting is; many on the left 
are engaged in this rather futile debate. 
But blogger Jonathan Cook reminds us 
of the bigger picture:

Interestingly, the issue of Corbyn’s 
support for the mural - or at least 
the artist - originally flared in late 
2015, when the Jewish Chronicle 
unearthed his Facebook post.2 Two 
things were noticeably different 
about the coverage then.

First, on that occasion, no one 
apart from the Jewish Chronicle 
appeared to show much interest in 
the issue. Its ‘scoop’ was not followed 
up by the rest of the media. What is 
now supposedly a major scandal - one 
that raises questions about Corbyn’s 
fitness to be Labour leader - was a 
non-issue two years ago, when it 
first became known.

Second, the Jewish Chronicle, 
usually so ready to get exercised at the 
smallest possible sign of anti-Semitism, 
wasn’t entirely convinced back in 
2015 that the mural was anti-Semitic. 
In fact, it suggested only that the 
mural might have “anti-Semitic 
undertones” - and attributed even 
that claim to Corbyn’s critics.

Both points are fascinating. They show 
how dramatically the narrative around 
anti-Semitism has changed in the last 
two and a half years; how successful the 
right has been in portraying the Labour 
Party as being awash with anti-Semites. 
Now the gutter press, along with The 
Guardian, have become such experts 
on the matter that they are certain the 
mural was “obviously anti-Semitic”.3 
This shift also includes the views of a 
certain Jeremy Corbyn (see below).

What is indeed “obvious” is the fact 
that this latest faux outrage was clearly 
orchestrated - building up ammunition 
for an upping of the witch-hunts of 
Corbyn supporters. He had already 
been hammered for his ‘unpatriotic’ 
response to the ‘Russian agent’ crisis 

- surely everyone supports another cold 
war with Russia?

Crucially, local elections are taking 
place in less than six weeks time, 
on May 3. The hope of the right is 
that we will not see a repeat of the 
surprisingly good result for Labour that 
we witnessed in the 2017 snap general 
election, which brought Corbyn some 
reprieve. The right in the party is clearly 
prepared to risk a bad election result in 
order to put pressure on him.

None of this is surprising. Only the 
most naive will believe the nonsense 
about the new-found ‘unity’ behind 
Corbyn in the Labour Party. The right 
will continue to fight the genuine left, 
the socialists and the Marxists in the 
Labour Party to the bitter end. They 
could split, but the first-past-the-post 
British electoral system punishes 
such attempts. The disastrous failure 
of the Social Democratic Party serves 
Labour’s right as a reminder of that.

March 26 demo
The March 26 demonstration in Parliament 
Square has to be firmly seen in this 
context. It had nothing to do with any 
mural, Facebook group or anti-Semitism. 
Trying to get rid of Corbyn has so far 
proved futile. As long as the man remains 
popular among Labour members, they just 
cannot get shot of him. Having weathered 
a storm of attacks at the beginning of 
his leadership with admirable aplomb, 
he is also unlikely to resign.

Hence we are in the middle of phase 
two of operation anti-Corbyn: tame 
him to become a reliable manager of 
British capitalism and pliable ally of 
the US when it comes to the politics 
of the Middle East.

As an aside, we note in this context 
that Donald Trump’s newly appointed 
security advisor, John Bolton, 
has proposed a ‘three-state solution’ 
for the Middle East, where Gaza would 
be given to Egypt, and the West Bank 
to Jordan. It is a mad plan, but not so 
mad that somebody like Trump would 
not go for it under the right conditions - 
especially as it would solve the problem 
of Jerusalem: “The contentious issue 
of Jerusalem’s status as the purported 
capital of ‘Palestine’ would disappear, 
since Amman would obviously be the 
seat of government for an enlarged 

Jordan.”4 Problem solved!
Both the Board of Deputies of 

British Jews (BoD) and the Jewish 
Leadership Council (JLC), which 
called the demo, are, of course, far 
from the ‘independent community 
organisations’ that they have been 
portrayed as. The BoD’s president is 
Jonathan Arkush, a member of the 
Conservative Party. The chair of the 
JLC is Jonathan Goldstein, a director of 
M&C Saatchi - an advertising agency 
network owned by Maurice Saatchi, 
former chair of the Conservative Party.

A dozen or so of Tory MPs attended 
the demo, including Eric Pickles, as did 
a number from the Democratic Unionist 
Party, including loyalist hardliner Ian 
Paisley junior, who was posing happily 
for selfies with Norman Tebbit. They 
were joined by quite an assortment of 
nasties: we spotted David Collier, one 
of the people behind the vile and racist 
blog, GnasherJew; and Emma Feltham 
and Jonathan Hoffman, both from the no 
less vile Labour Against Anti-Semitism.

Among the Labour traitors at the demo 
were pretty much all the usual suspects, 
including MPs Chukka Umunna (who 
was literally rubbing shoulders with Tory 
cabinet member Sajid Javid), Luciana 
Berger, John Mann, Stella Creasy, Liz 
Kendall, John Woodcock, Chris Elmore 
and Wes Streeting. The latter promised 
in his speech to “drain the cesspit of 
anti-Semitism within the Labour Party” 
and has announced on Twitter - somewhat 
ironically - that his campaign will also 
target supporters of Labour Against the 
Witchhunt.5

We did not spot Harriet Harman at 
the protest, but she tweeted: “Standing 
with Board of Deputies of British 
Jews and Jewish Leadership Council. 
Anti-Semitism represents everything 
that @UKLabour is against.” The demo 
was also supported by BAME Labour 
(run by Keith Vaz MP).

However, former Labour MP Chris 
Mullin took a different view in his 
comment on Twitter:

I am not a Corbynista, but I can see 
what’s going on here … Alleged 
anti-Semitism [is] yet another stick 
with which to beat Corbyn - along 
with Corbyn, “friend of the IRA, 
Hezbollah, Hamas, Czech spy, Soviet 

spy …” You name it. Whatever next?6

Mullin gave us some possible answers 
to that question in his fascinating novel 
A very British coup, which imagines 
the tools the British state might employ 
in order to get rid of a leftwing prime 
minister. In short, it will stop at nothing. 
Monday’s demonstration was only a little 
taster - much, much more is to come. 
The Campaign Against Anti-Semitism 
has already called for a demonstration 
“against anti-Semitism under Jeremy 
Corbyn” in London on April 8.

Not surprisingly, with that kind of 
crowd, frequent calls for Corbyn’s 
resignation from the speakers were 
interjected with shouts of him being 
a racist and worse. Speaker after 
speaker said former London mayor 
Ken Livingstone had “no place in 
the Labour Party” and placards 
were held aloft, bearing the slogan, 
“Labour for the many, not the Jews”, 
amid chants of “Enough is enough”. 
They shouted “Shame on you” at the 
counterdemonstrators - organised with 
eight hours notice by Jewish Voice 
for Labour and supported by Labour 
Party Marxists, Labour Against the 
Witchhunt, the Jewish Socialists Group 
and Free Speech on Israel. Former 
Socialist Workers Party leader Lindsey 
German, now of Counterfire, was 
among those addressing them.

Corbyn and IHRA
Most conspicuous by its absence (and 
general silence) was, however, Momentum. 
This is an organisation that has been 
set up explicitly to defend and support 
Jeremy Corbyn - yet it does nothing in 
the middle of the latest attack against 
him. The dozen or so employees at 
Momentum HQ have not even managed 
a single Facebook post or tweet since 
March 20 (apart from sharing a couple 
of posts put out by Corbyn’s office).

Momentum owner Jon Lansman 
has published one singe tweet on 
the subject, in which he writes: “We 
need a serious proactive programme 
of education and training about anti-
Semitism within @UKLabour but we 
should also recognise the seriousness 
of the determination to stamp it out by 
@JeremyCorbyn.”

Is this lack of public support payback 

for Corbyn not backing him for the 
post of Labour general secretary, as 
some have speculated? But his closest 
supporters in the Parliamentary Labour 
Party - Diane Abbott, John McDonnell 
and Chris Williamson - have remained 
silent on the issue too. So the real 
answer is unfortunately more simple: 
Corbyn has, quite simply, folded on 
the question.

He has not only accepted the false 
narrative of the right - that the Labour 
Party indeed has a serious problem 
with anti-Semitism that needs to be 
“stamped out”. He has now gone a 
rather dramatic step further. In the 
crucial paragraph of his March 26 
letter to the Jewish Leadership Council 
and Board of Deputies, published just 
before their demo, he writes:

Newer forms of anti-Semitism have 
been woven into criticism of Israeli 
governments. Criticism of Israel, 
particularly in relation to the continuing 
dispossession of the Palestinian people, 
cannot be avoided. Nevertheless, 
comparing Israel or the actions of 
Israeli governments to the Nazis, 
attributing criticisms of Israel to 
Jewish characteristics or to Jewish 
people in general and using abusive 
phraseology about supporters of Israel 
such as ‘Zio’ all constitute aspects 
of contemporary anti-Semitism.7

Firstly, we note Corbyn’s strange phrase 
that criticism of Israel “cannot be avoided”. 
That sounds very apologetic. I wish I 
could avoid it, but ... No, criticism of 
the actions of the state of Israel is, in 
fact, essential for any socialist with a 
democratic bone in their body.

The rest of the paragraph is 
clearly inspired by the controversial 
‘Working definition of anti-Semitism’, 
published by the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance.8 The definition 
itself, adopted by the Labour Party at last 
year’s conference, is not the problem. 
But now Corbyn also seems to have 
accepted the disputed list of examples 
that shows what the definition is really 
about: conflating anti-Semitism with 
anti-Zionism and support for the rights 
of the Palestinian people.

For example, Corbyn’s assertion 
that the mere use of the word ‘Zio’ 
constitutes anti-Semitism, is, frankly, 
absurd. ‘Zio’ is simply a - yes, highly 
critical - abbreviation of the word 
‘Zionist’. Zionism is not a religion 
or a nationality: it is an ideology. You 
are not born a Zionist - you choose to 
believe in the right of Israel to oppress 
another people. And if you do, hell, you 
deserve to be criticised.

According to Corbyn, it is now also 
anti-Semitic to compare “Israel or the 
actions of Israeli governments to the 
Nazis”. We wonder if he has read a 
newspaper recently. The heroics of 
Britain in World War II (with a tiny 
bit of help from the Soviet Union 
and the US) are utterly ingrained in 
British culture. Comparing anything 
and anybody nasty to the Nazis is a 
short-hand for ‘bad’. Just last week, 
Labour MP Ian Austin called for the 
England football team to pull out of the 
World Cup, because “Putin is going to 
use it in the way Hitler used the 1936 
Olympics.” Boris Johnson replied: 
“Yes, I think the comparison with 1936 
is certainly right.”9 Bombastic PR from 
both of them, obviously. But clearly, it 
is a common feature in British politics.

So should only Israel be immune 
from comparisons to the Nazis? They 
are said to be offensive to Jews, who 
were victims of the holocaust. What 

Stop giving ground to the witch-hunt
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about the Roma? After all, hundreds 
of thousands of Roma people were 
killed by the Nazis. Or do only 
those countries currently involved 
in systematically oppressing another 
people get this special status? It is 
nonsense and Corbyn knows it. His 
son, Tommy, has posted a comment on 
his Facebook page, pointedly asking, 
“Why is it that I can criticise my own or 
any other government, but criticism of 
the Israeli state is immediately branded 
anti-Semitic?”10 Yep, ask your dad 
about that one.

We also fear that the formulation 
could be used to discipline Labour Party 
members who commit the crime of 
pointing out that in the 1930s the Zionist 
movement cooperated with leading 
Nazis in the attempt to persuade German 
Jews to migrate to Palestine. This is 
historic fact. But it is an unpleasant 
one that the Israeli government and its 
Zionist supporters in Britain do not want 
to be reminded of. Ken Livingstone has 
been suspended for two years now after 
pointing it out. After Labour’s national 
executive committee made noises that 
Livingstone might soon regain his full 
membership, the right seized on the case 
and demanded his permanent exclusion.

After all, Corbyn had already 
proven with this entirely unnecessary 
public “apology” over ‘Muralgate’ 
that he is indeed prepared to give 
even more ground on the issue of 
false and exaggerated allegations of 
anti-Semitism. So why not kick him 
while he’s down?

After the March 26 demo, Jonathan 
Arkush, director of the Board of 
Deputies - and a Tory, remember - has 
let it be known that before “Jewish 
community leaders” can “sit down” 
with Jeremy Corbyn to discuss the 
matter, a list of “their demands” needs 
to be met: “Ken Livingstone really 
cannot remain. His views are shameful 
and disreputable. He will have to go.”11 
The Guardian speculates in the same 
article that

demands for the expulsion of Jackie 
Walker, a former vice-chair of 
Momentum, were also expected. 
Walker has been suspended after 
being filmed saying there was no 
definition of anti-Semitism ‘that 
she could work with’.

Arkush also said he would like 

action to be taken against those who 
minimise reports of anti-Semitism, 
including Unite general secretary 
Len McCluskey, who suggested it 
was “mood music” to undermine 
the leadership; and Labour MP 
Chris Williamson, who claimed the 
Labour right was “weaponising” 
anti-Semitism.

Unfortunately, judging by Corbyn’s own 
grovelling apologies, we are far from 
certain that he will not jump to the tune 
of the right and at least urge that the 
NEC permanently expel Livingstone and 
Walker. That would truly be a scandal 
and has to be opposed by all socialists.

We are not surprised that somebody 
like Keir Starmer uses the opportunity 
to stick the knife in - he is a Blairite at 
heart, after all. Ditto Chuka Umunna, 
who complains to the British media 
about the “shameful” way Corbyn 
has behaved. More problematic 
and telling are the comments by 
shadow business secretary Rebecca 
Long-Bailey, a Corbyn ally. She 
has echoed the comments of Jon 
Lansman, promising “education” and 
“a zero-tolerance approach” on the 
question of anti-Semitism, stating that 
it was “devastating to realise that the 
Jewish community had lost faith in our 
approach to anti-Semitism”. Nonsense, 
of course - there is no homogenous 
“Jewish community”, as should have 
been clear from the two mobilisations 
on March 26 and the success of groups 
like Jewish Voice for Labour.

We hear that the shadow cabinet 
“informally” agreed on March 

26 - in Corbyn’s absence - that 
the recommendations from Shami 
Chakrabarti’s report should be 
implemented in full, which apparently 
“will require a significant overhaul of 
party machinery, including appointing 
a general counsel, and an in-house 
team of lawyers to ensure procedure 
is followed properly”.12

It goes without saying that we are 
all in favour of disciplinary cases 
being handled much more quickly and 
efficiently, to avoid good comrades 
being unable to get involved in 
party work for years, while they are  
suspended. But we fear that, in the 
current climate, this call may not 
necessarily be the good news it appears. 
It could be used to institutionalise the 
witch-hunt against leftwingers and 
pro-Palestine campaigners.

In this context, we note with great 
concern in the same Guardian article 
the reported demand “to establish 
specific accounts on social media 
platforms that would identify and 
call out supporters using anti-Semitic 
language”.13 So instead of the Zionists 
from Labour Against Anti-Semitism 
and the Campaign Against Anti-
Semitism reporting people to the 
compliance unit, it should be the 
Labour Party itself hunting down its 
own members! Monitor them to make 
sure they behave like good children.

This is a slippery slope into a very 
undemocratic culture of thought crime 
and (self-)censorship. This is exactly 
the opposite of the kind of open and 
democratic working class culture we 
need.

We also wonder if this suggestion 
for a social media police force has 
anything to do with the fact that 
Jon Lansman (or those running his 
Facebook account) has suddenly been 
sending ‘friend requests’ to hundreds 
of leftwingers, having previously been 
very cautious about accepting the 
‘friend requests’ from others. Once you 
are friends with somebody, you can see 
not just their posts and comments, but 
also the postings of their friends …

The main problem with dancing to 
the tune of the right is the simple fact 
that appeasement does not work. Once 
he delivers the scalps of Livingstone 
and Walker, Corbyn will be faced with 
demands for more of the same. John 
Mann MP claims in the Daily Mail 
that the Labour Party bureaucrats are 
currently dealing with “more than 
200 claims of hatred”, with “shocking 
anti-Jewish sentiment” - though not a 
single example is provided.

The right in and outside the Labour 
Party must be very pleased with 
how successful the weaponising 
of anti-Semitism has proven to be. 
There is now very little to stop them 
from demanding that Jeremy Corbyn 
next looks again at some of his other 
political principles - be it the renewal 
of Trident, increasing the defence 
budget, supporting military action for 
‘humanitarian’ reasons, etc, etc l
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In defence of Stan Keable

On March 27, the day after he 
attended the counter-demon-
stration in Parliament Square 

organised by Jewish Voice for Labour, 
Labour Party Marxists secretary Stan 
Keable was suspended from work by 
Hammersmith and Fulham council. 
The suspension letter states that there 
are “serious allegation(s) which, if 
substantiated, could constitute gross 
misconduct under the council’s 
disciplinary procedure” and which 
“could result in your dismissal from 
the council’s service”.

Stan has not yet been informed 
of the exact nature of the alleged 
“inappropriate comments”. However, 
it seems very likely that they relate 
to a short video clip tweeted by BBC 
Newsnight editor David Grossman. It 
seems that Grossman - without asking 
for permission - filmed Stan on his 
mobile phone while he was talking 
to a supporter of the anti-Corbyn 
demonstration.

Like other LPM comrades, Stan 
had approached the Zionists with 
the intention of engaging with them. 
He handed out Labour Against the 
Witchhunt leaflets and spoke to 
numerous people. Most discussions 
were friendly, if a little one-sided: 
“People on the ‘Enough is Enough’ 
demonstration were a mixture of 
Tories, Labour Party members and 
ex-members,” says Stan. “They told 
me they were there because of the 
‘huge problem’ of anti-Semitism in 
the Labour Party, but when I asked 
if they themselves had experienced 
discrimination, they could not give me 
any concrete examples.”

The conversation in question 
was several minutes long “and the 
guy and I shook hands afterwards”. 
The 105 seconds that Grossman has 
published - again, without even asking 
for permission - are entitled: “Anti-
Semitism didn’t cause the holocaust 
and Zionists collaborated with the 
Nazis”. As we show in the transcript 
below, this is seriously misleading. 
But, as you would expect from such 
a headline in the current climate, the 
short clip has caused quite a stir on 
social media.

Outraged Progress leader Richard 
Angell has called for Stan to be 
expelled from the Labour Party, only to 
be rather disappointed when somebody 
pointed out that he had, in fact, already 
been booted out under Labour’s 
witch-hunting rule 2.1.4.B. This 
automatically bars from membership 
anybody “who joins and/or supports 
a political organisation other than an 
official Labour group or unit of the 
party” and has led to the expulsion of 
dozens, if not hundreds, of Marxists 
and socialists, including supporters (or 
alleged supporters) of the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty and  Socialist Appeal, 
as well as Labour Party Marxists.

Angell then demanded that Jeremy 
Corbyn should “make clear to him that 
he never wants to see him in a Labour 
sticker ever again and that he does 
not speak for the Labour leadership. 

Corbyn could tweet at him, write to 
him and make it clear beyond any 
doubt.”1

Somebody then alerted local 
Tory MP Greg Hands, who sprang 
into Twitter action, demanding that 
Hammersmith and Fulham “investigate 
and urge action. Enough is enough.” 
And they quickly did his bidding. Less 
than 18 hours after the demo, Stan was 
suspended by the council (which is run 
by Labour, incidentally).

Let us take a closer look at the 
short clip then.2 We see Stan talking 
to a man who is, rather outrageously, 
trying to “make a connection” between 
Corbyn’s throwaway comment 
about the ‘anti-Semitic mural’ and 
the holocaust: “Are you saying it’s 
unreasonable to extrapolate that the 
mural reflects tropes that have existed 
for hundreds of years and that have 
really resulted in the anti-Semitism that 
led to the holocaust?”

Stan replies: “I don’t think anti-
Semitism caused the holocaust, no. The 
Nazis used anti-Semitism ...”

The man then interrupts him: “Yes, 
it was anti-Semitism that caused the 
holocaust! Are you really saying it 
wasn’t anti-Semitic?”

Stan replies: “No, I’m not saying 
that. Of course the holocaust was 
anti-Semitic. The problem I’ve got is 
that the Zionist movement at the time 
collaborated with them …” He then 
gets shouted down, while trying to 
explain further that he is talking about 
“the early Zionist movement”.

There are a number of points to 
make about this conversation and the 
reaction to it.

First of all, Stan’s comments were 
clearly part of a longer discussion 
and are taken out of context. Had he 
been properly interviewed or written 
an article, he could have explained 
more fully what he was trying to 
say. Of course, anti-Semitism by 
itself did not cause the holocaust. It 
existed long before the Nazis, eg, as 
promoted by the medieval Catholic 
church. The Nazi, at first, used anti-
Semitism as a propaganda tool to link 
communists and social democrats 
together with finance capital. Both the 
labour movement and banking were 
supposedly dominated by Jews. There 
was an element of truth here - there 
were many Jewish communists and 
social democrats and more than a few 
Jewish capitalists. But, according to 
the Nazis, they were united in a world-
wide conspiracy to rule the world.  A 
form of social madness that led the 
Nazis first to ban the Communist 
Party (February 1933), then the trade 
unions (May 1933), then the social 
democrats (July 1933), then, in 
September 1935, this same ideology 
saw them introduce the Nuremburg 
race laws and, on November 9-10 
1938, a full scale assault on Jewish 
owned businesses.

It was, however, Stan’s comment 
that “the Zionist movement at the time 
collaborated with [the Nazis]” which 
has really got the right incensed. It 

was for this he has been labelled a 
“holocaust denier” online. You could 
criticise the slight factual inaccuracy 
contained within the words “at the 
time”, which implies that Stan meant 
during the time of the holocaust. But 
his attempts to clarify that he was 
talking about the Ha’avara agreement 
of 1933 between the Zionist movement 
and the Nazis (which broke the non-
Zionist Jewish-led call for an economic 
boycott of the Nazi regime) was 
simply shouted down. This notorious 
agreement, however, is a historical fact.

Most seriously though is the 
culture of fear around the question 
of anti-Semitism displayed by this 
episode. Stan’s suspension letter states 
that, “suspension is a neutral act and 
does not in itself constitute disciplinary 
action or imply guilt”. But even the 
briefest look at the clip should show the 
leaders of Hammersmith and Fulham 
council that there is nothing contained 
within those 105 seconds that could 
“bring the council into disrepute” or 
constitute “potentially a breach of the 
Equality Act 2010”.

The right has been incredibly 
successful in creating a moral panic. 
By manipulating, by misrepresenting, 
by imputing, by lying the left can be 
charged with peddling a line which is 
supposedly anti-Semitic. Presumptions 
of innocence go out of the window 
in such a toxic atmosphere. Stan will 
now have to prove that he is not an 
anti-Semite or a holocaust-denier - not 
just to his employer, but also the 
thousands of people who have seen the 
reports and comments about the short 
clip (which has also been published by 
the Daily Mail - again without anybody 
approaching Stan, despite the fact he 
was clearly identified online).

Marxists believe in open, free and 
robust debate. We believe such debate 
is absolutely crucial if we ever want to 
see a working class confident enough 
in defending and arguing its ideas to 
become the ruling class in society.

Some say it would have been 
better to shut up when there might be 
a camera pointing at you. Of course, 
we have been advised to keep quiet 
about plenty of other things too: our 
open criticism of Jeremy Corbyn right 
from the day he won the leadership 
contest; our transparent reporting of 
meetings of the left; our analysis of 
disagreements between politicians in 
the Labour Party. You name it, we’ve 
been publishing openly about it.

This is also reflected in the 
behaviour of our comrades at events: 
we do not shy away from debates, 
discussions. Even if that leaves us 
open to misinterpretation, wilfully 
or otherwise. That comes with the 
territory and there is only one way 
to avoid it: saying nothing at all. 
Something we are most certainly not 
going to do l

Notes
1. https://mobile.twitter.com/RichardAngell/
status/978567946262982657.
2. https://mobile.twitter.com/davidgrossman/
status/978367358472474624.
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LAW

On the offensive
Around two dozen members of 

Labour Against the Witchhunt 
came together on March 24 in 

London. While this was a much smaller 
number than at previous gatherings, 
the fact that it had been advertised as 
an organising meeting - rather than one 
where more controversial matters were 
discussed (such as the participation 
of groups like Socialist Fight, which 
was shown the door at the previous 
national meeting on January 6) - was 
not entirely irrelevant.

Amongst those present were several 
victims of the witch-hunt:
l vice chair Tony Greenstein, originally 
charged with anti-Semitism, but eventually 
expelled effectively for ‘being rude’;
l chair Jackie Walker, suspended for 
saying she was unhappy with some 
definitions of anti-Semitism and for 
stating as an aside that some Jews were 
involved in the slave trade;
l  Stan Keable for being a leading 
member of Labour Party Marxists, 
which had published an article by Moshé 
Machover at the time of the 2017 Labour 
conference; this article was alleged 
by the right to be “anti-Semitic” for 
mentioning the collaboration between 
the Nazis and German Zionists over 
Jewish migration to Palestine in the 
30s (comrade Machover himself was 
expelled, but rapidly reinstated after a 
huge wave of protests);
l Cyril Chilson, who like comrades 
Greenstein, Walker and Machover is 
himself of Jewish background, but has 
just been expelled in effect for making 
criticisms of Israel that are too strongly 
worded.

Comrade Greenstein began the 
meeting by outlining the “very fluid 
situation” following the election of 
Jennie Formby as Labour general 
secretary and the departure of Iain 
McNicol and other officials. But that 
does not mean everything has changed, 
as confirmed by the latest outburst of 
‘anti-Semitism’ accusations against 
Jeremy Corbyn. The right will continue 
to fight, he said, and so we must 
keep up the pressure by, for example, 
lobbying the national executive and 
forthcoming hearings of those who 
have been witch-hunted. LAW must 

go onto the offensive through, for 
instance, a national conference and a 
meeting in parliament. The problem 
is not anti-Semitism: it is support for 
Israel, he said.

John Bridge of Labour Party 
Marxists pointed out that the departure 
of McNicol was always going to 
happen, but Corbyn - and now Formby 
- will remain under pressure from the 
right. Corbyn’s plan seems to be to win 
the next general election on the basis 
of opposing austerity and ignoring the 
false charges of anti-Semitism - they 

are being dealt with internally, after all.
But where is the opposition to the 

‘anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
campaign from the Parliamentary 
Labour Party or leading trade unionists? 
There is enormous pressure on the 
Labour left to avoid the question, stated 
comrade Bridge. But we need to step 
up our own campaign and start naming 
and shaming those on the left who keep 
quiet on the issue.

Comrade Chilson agreed that “quiet 
diplomacy” is not going to work - in 
fact people like us represent a target 

for the ‘unity-mongers’, he said. The 
pressure should be “vociferous”: 
Corbyn must stop giving ground to 
the right.

Comrade Walker reported that 
one MP - Chris Williamson - was 
definitely prepared to help our 
campaign. Hopefully he would 
address the forthcoming meeting 
at Westminster. But she said that 
we must not “target” Corbyn, and 
instead direct our opposition to those 
responsible for conflating anti-Zionism 
with anti-Semitism. She also said 

we must put pressure on people like 
Christine Shawcroft - one of those on 
the left of the NEC whom she accused 
of“shameful behaviour” for allowing 
false charges to be passed on to the 
national constitutional committee.

In response to this I pointed out 
that it was not a question of ‘targeting’ 
Corbyn: we should defend him against 
the right’s attacks, but we must also 
demand he comes out in opposition 
to the witch-hunt and criticise him for 
retreating on this and other questions. 
Most of those who spoke broadly 
agreed with this and, replying to the 
debate, comrade Greenstein stressed 
that the aim of the witch-hunt was, after 
all, the removal of Corbyn.

The meeting then moved on to 
discuss updates on individual 
disciplinary cases and confirmed 
plans for lobbying not only NEC 
meetings, but the forthcoming hearings 
of cases against comrade Walker 
and - on April 25 - Marc Wadsworth 
(suspended for making a public 
criticism of Ruth Smeeth MP, who 
just happens to be Jewish, although 
comrade Wadsworth did not know this). 
Comrade Wadsworth himself arrived 
only at the end of the meeting - he had 
been attending another event organised 
by the Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy - in time to report back on 
the successful LAW public meeting in 
Liverpool, where he had been a speaker 
(see below).

Comrade Walker expressed the 
hope that, following the departure of 
McNicol et al, the Chakrabarti report, 
calling for an open, speedy and just 
process for all disciplinary cases, would 
now be implemented.

The meeting also heard reports on 
the current LAW membership, support 
base and finance, and briefly discussed 
our draft constitution, which will be 
put before the national conference 
planned for May. We also looked at 
the contents of a petition against the 
witch-hunt - to be circulated in the 
first instance to left MPs and union 
leaders, before being used as part of 
a major campaign l

David Shearer
Labour Party Marxists

Launch meeting
More than 70 people, including 

long-standing local activists, 
took part in the launch 

of Liverpool Labour Against the 
Witchhunt at a lively meeting in the 
Quaker Meeting House on March 22. 
It came at a time when Liverpool MPs 
Luciana Berger and Louise Ellman have 
been joining the latest ‘anti-Semitism’ 
scare aimed at Jeremy Corbyn.

Both the speakers and the audience 
were drawn from across Merseyside 
(including Labour Party members 
from all of Liverpool’s constituencies), 
reflecting the different aspects of the 
Labour right’s witch-hunt against 
leftwing activists. Speakers included 
Bob Walker, one of the ‘Garston 
Three’, expelled from the Labour Party 
for having attended a Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition meeting; Alan 
Runswick, from Wallasey Constituency 
Labour Party, which was suspended 
for many months after a dispute with 
supporters of its MP, Angela Eagle, 
who had opposed Jeremy Corbyn; John 
Davies, a leading leftwing activist and 
target of the Liverpool Riverside witch-
hunt in 2016-17; Anyanna Ndukwe, 
north-west organiser of Grassroots 
Black Left; and Marc Wadsworth, the 
suspended black activist from London, 

who gave the keynote address.
Each comrade talked about both 

their individual experiences of the 
witch-hunt and how they had fought 
back in defence of Labour Party 
democracy and leftwing policies. Alan 
Runswick described the situation that 
had developed in Wallasey CLP as a 
result of Angela Eagle’s resignation 
from the shadow cabinet and her 
abortive leadership challenge against 
Jeremy Corbyn. The CLP’s opposition 
to their MP’s challenge and its support 
for Corbyn gave rise to a series of 
spurious allegations of homophobia, 
abuse and bullying, outlined in a 
100-page dossier, which resulted in the 
suspension of the whole constituency 
party. A vigorous campaign by the 
constituency drew national attention 
and media interest and eventually led to 
its reinstatement and no charges being 
made against individual comrades. The 
lesson that Alan drew from this was 
that not only was a successful fightback 
against the witch-hunt is possible, but 
it could also be the basis to advance 
democratic control and accountability 
over councillors and MPs.

The experience in Liverpool 
Riverside was different, as John Davies 
explained. There the attacks by the right 

had alleged that anti-Semitism and 
abuse had been directed towards the MP, 
Louise Ellman. Questions to Ellman on 
her support for the Israeli state and its 
policies in the occupied territories were 
defined as hostile, personal attacks, 
and used as a justification for the 
‘reorganisation’ of the CLP. John argued 
strongly that debate and questioning 
cannot be stifled and that organisational 
manoeuvres which create opaque and 
secretive structures will ultimately 
fail - provided the left acts in a coherent 
and unflinching way against the attacks 
of the right.

Speaking of his experiences in 
Garston and Halewood CLP, Bob 
Walker described how he had been 
ambushed at a meeting by the right, 
who had used the rulebook to obtain his 
expulsion within 24 hours of charges 
being laid against him. Bob’s crime? 
Discussing with other socialists at a 
Tusc public meeting the best strategy 
to fight austerity! In outlining the case 
of the Garston Three, Bob warned that 
all comrades on the left need to fight 
together to defend those under attack. 
Politics was about more than labels and 
slogans: “Just because someone wears a 
T-shirt with Jeremy Corbyn’s face on it 
doesn’t mean they are a socialist.”

Anyanna Ndukwe from Grassroots 
Black Left described the experience of 
black people in Liverpool and the need 
for the left to recruit supporters from 
this community. These struggles were 
both historic and contemporary, and she 
appealed to a new generation to continue 
the fight and build a movement that could 
win. Her linking of the campaigns of 
the past with the current battle against 
the witch-hunt provided a perfect 
introduction to the keynote speech.

This was given by Marc Wadsworth, 
who was in rousing form and recalled 
being in Liverpool during the Toxteth 
riots of 1981. He had met prominent 
activists then, including the leading 
black campaigner, Rashid Mufti, and 
Sam Semoff, an outstanding Jewish 
anti-Zionist and anti-racist, both of 
whom have since died (a minute’s 
silence was held for them). Wadsworth 
described the events at the launch of 
the Shami Chakrabarti report, leading 
up to his suspension from the Labour 
Party almost two years ago and the fake 
news “media storm” surrounding it. 
Originally Wadsworth was summarily 
expelled for an alleged verbal attack 
on Ruth Smeeth MP, an anti-Corbyn 
member of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party. This was changed to a suspension 

after an intervention by Wadsworth’s 
lawyer. Six months later, with party 
witch-hunters realising how flimsy 
the case was, they introduced a false 
allegation of anti-Semitism against him.

In the wide-ranging and lively 
discussion that followed comrades 
discussed not only the attacks by 
the right, but also wider questions of 
socialist strategy and the future role 
of the left, both inside and outside 
the Labour Party. Amongst the 
issues covered in nearly two hours of 
discussion were future perspectives 
for Labour under Corbyn’s leadership, 
and the future of the left in the party. 
Comrades welcomed the appointment 
of Labour’s new general secretary, 
Jennie Formby, and expressed the hope 
that the new left majority on the party’s 
ruling NEC would now decisively end 
the purge of Corbyn supporters.

Following this discussion elections 
were held for the Liverpool LAW 
committee. Officers elected were Kevin 
Bean (chair), Jennifer James (vice chair), 
Kal Ross (secretary/treasurer), and 
Anyanna Ndukwe and Bob Walker (joint 
liaison). After the meeting, a Liverpool 
branch of Grassroots Black Left was set 
up, with Anyanna Ndukwe as convenor l

James Harvey

LAW intends to step up its campaigning
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REVIEW

Truth in fiction
Aly Renwick Gangrene Merlin Press, 2017, pp256, £9.99

The author was 
born in the same post-war 

period as me; I have written a trilogy 
of this period (Stardust and coaldust) 
from the perspective of a participant 
rather than some ‘objective’ historian, 
and in this novel I discover a sort of 
literal pictogram. It paints a similar 
picture - but through the eyes of a 
man who, at least initially, had rather 
different perspectives.

Written by a former serving soldier 
in the British army, this fact-based 
novel glows with authenticity and a 
deep knowledge of the sharp end of 
British army operations. The book 
begins with the description of an 
Irish Republican Army semtex bomb 
strapped underneath the storyteller’s 
car and exploding as he hit a hill, 
sending fragments of the vehicle 
through his lower back and spinal 
column - the mercury tilt switch is a 
very clever device.

Many on the British left - ‘right on’ 
and revelling in the glory of the armed 
struggle - probably never gave a thought 
for the sharp end of the human suffering 
that was endured by our friends and 
foes. Some of that, in a non-emotional, 
non-hysterical, reflective narrative, 
comes alive right from the early pages 
of this book. The story, through the 
memories of this former squaddie 
in the intelligence unit, takes him to 
distant theatres of war, which in rapid 
succession included Malaya, Cyprus, 
Aden and the streets of Ulster - but then 
also to the coalfields. The hero of the 
book and in all probability its author had 
been born in the Nottingham coalfield 
- next to Blidsworth colliery, which 
becomes ‘Bloodworth’ in the book. To 
dodge the often irresistible draw down 
the mine following in the footsteps 
of dad and granddad, he and his mate 
had joined the army - a common story 
amongst generations of pitmen’s sons.

And this lad’s story is not one of 
distant beaches and dark-eyed maidens, 
as the adverts had shown - he had been 
recruited into the intelligence unit by 
a Geordie sergeant, whose formative 
years had been in boys’ homes on 
Tyneside. Even the initiating exposure 
to the brutality of interrogations, with 
fellow soldiers suffering real torture 
in mock war games, had not deterred 
him - but caused him to reflect, if this 
was their ‘mates’, how would the real 
enemy be treated?

I really like the way the book reflects 
the antagonism and hostility felt by 
your average soldier to the kids of their 

own generation, with whom they are 
now totally out of step. Peace, free 
love, revolution, doing your own thing 

- the devil had all the best 
tunes. The mismatch was 
personal and soul-searching.

Striking
Some of the brutal and demonic 

violence described in this book 
against the enemies ‘of the empire’ 

or the British state will be too 
incredulous for some who get to 
read it - they will doubtless point 

to it being mere fiction. But those 
who have read the history of these 

so-called ‘theatres of war’ and literal 
British terrorist resistance to folk in 

their own lands rising for freedom, will 
know that it strikes a chord too finely 
tuned to be false.

The book might well be describing 
actual events. In Ireland, for example, 
when they set up the intelligence unit 
in conjunction with army regiments on 
the ground to monitor ‘both sides’, “it 
was clear that in the last resort the green 
team boys [undercover intelligence 
units] would back the unionist status 
quo” . As in real life, most of the units 
in the novel were pro-loyalist, soon 
abandoning any ‘neutral’, ‘peace-
keeping’ role. Then by 1970 the orders 
had come in to move in heavy: “we’ll 
wipe out the IRA before they’ve even 
got off the ground” . They were given 
the go-ahead “to set up a Q squad in 
Belfast”, made up of plain-clothes 
undercover soldiers posing as locals to 
gather information and strategy against 
“the insurgents”.

In the book the characters are 
engaged in active surveillance of 
loyalist paramilitaries - but only in 
order to understand their internal 
political and tactical divides: who 
was on the ground and in the field. 
Their idea was to use this knowledge 
for what was now becoming the 
clear objective: repression of the 
republican resurgence. The unionists 
were pushing for heavy action against 
the republican groups, and so the 
no-holds-barred invasion of the 
communities started. Smashing down 
doors, wrecking houses, searching for 
arms and imposing a curfew, recruiting 
vulnerable informers who could be 
bribed and blackmailed.

A decade later, as the miners’ strike 
rages through the coalfields, and as a 
native of another civil war on the streets 
of Blidsworth, the author is well placed 
to play out the same role among his 
former neighbours, family and friends.

He has his characters reflect on 
their ‘service’ in Kenya, including 
t h e  s y s t e m a t i c  m u r d e r of 
“commies” and trade 
unionists: “We done as 
we were told, and at 
the time we were 
all up for it ... 

laughing and joking, as we threw the 
rag-heads over the parapet into the 
water”.

And in  I re land internment 
represented the abandonment of any 
guise of normality: concentration 
camps ringed with barbed wire 
and nightly raids on the republican 
areas. Men and youths were dragged 
off and detained without trial. But 
the internment camps were only 
the beginning, with methods of 
interrogation soon becoming notorious. 
The techniques had been developed 
over decades in far-off places and now 
they were coming home:

The Micks were to be hooded ... 
stripped and put into loose boiler 
suits; deprived of sleep, food and toilet 
facilities; made to stand for extended 
periods in a fixed position against 
a wall; and subjected to a loud and 
constant whining background noise.

This ‘fiction’ is in fact straight fact:

We all had a good laugh ... because 
the prisoners came in by helicopter 
and the major had ordered them to 
be kicked out, just a couple of yards 
before landing. With the Micks 
not being able to see, and thinking 
they were still high above the earth, 
they’d be shitting themselves - till 
they hit the ground. So they were 
well fucked in the head before we 
even got to them.

In fact the truth was somewhat worse: 
some men were thrown out while flying 
at height, but had one leg tethered to 
the helicopter, so they would fall freely 
until being jerked painfully to a halt.

The worst page in the fiction is the 
fact of Bloody Sunday. The truth was, 
the mass political protests against 
internment, for civil rights, for justice 
were echoing around the world. It 
was getting under the skin of the 
political establishment and the army 
in particular - individual soldiers were 
being questioned and confronted at 
home over their actions in Ireland. This 
demonstration would be given a lesson 
the uppity Micks would never forget.

For the paras that day it was 
personal: they would leave such a 
mark, the protestors would think 
long and hard before coming back 
(something on a smaller far less 
violent and lethal scale would later 

be unleashed at Orgreave for exactly 
the same reasons). However, the 
book records how the day after the 
massacre the queue of men and boys 
queuing to join the IRA was half a 
mile long. The fact is, the slogan, 
‘Support the IRA’ was now replaced 
by a chorus of ‘Join the IRA’. The 
author puts it this way:

... after internment, Bloody Sunday 
and Operation Motorman the conflict 
intensified and [the Provisional IRA] 
grew and grew. Why did they do it? 
Search me, but I know that if anyone 
asked me who built the PIRA I’d 
say the Micks, but their recruiting 
sergeant was the British army.

The book tells of army recruitment of 
certain PIRA men, who gave a lot of 
information. And there was the Four 
Square laundry service, whose mobile 
collection service mounted a surveillance 
system and checked all incoming clothes 
for traces of explosives and powder 
discharges. The truth is, the IRA had been 
deeply penetrated from its inception by 
‘deep sleepers’, who took key positions 
in both wings of the movement - with the 
duel aim of deflecting the armed struggle 
and diverting its republican socialist 
direction. That story, however, is a book 
yet to be written, but its main characters 
are - remarkably, given the depth of the 
betrayal - still with us.

The book shifts back and forth 
between now and the past, and also 
touches on the struggles within the 
national health service, as the now 
ex-soldier and his wife are employed by 
the NHS. In the midst of that struggle 
and their reflections, they ask: “So how 
is the country run? Who really rules us? 
How are we ruled?”

Very cleverly a soldier injured in a 
bomb blast, and now in the care of the 
health service, is linked to the hospital’s 
own problems, at a time when the 
NHS was incrementally moving down 
the road of privatisations, ‘private 
finance initiatives’, decentralisation 
and cost-cutting.

Barbaric
Some of the inhuman and truly barbaric 
treatment meted out to the enemies of 
the empire, as described here, are deeply 
disturbing: they are not portrayed as 
cold, objective facts, but such treatment 
doubtless occurred. The dehumanisation 
of the army torturers - many of them 

actually getting some fun from it all, 
enjoying the humiliation of the prisoner 
together with the lads - ranks alongside 
anything Franco, Hitler or Pinochet 
presided over. Indeed the story overlaps 
with other theatres of imperialism’s 
anti-insurgency and counterrevolution: 
the state’s special ‘armed bodies of men’ 
were professionals, capable of moving 
in very different countries. The book 
has a former repressor of the Mau Mau 
and IRA joining US special undercover 
assassins in Chile.

Many of us on the left see this global 
struggle as one: one war in different 
theatres. The other side too knows that 
is the case and views it with as much 
‘internationalism’ as we do - perhaps 
more. Moves to bring Chile here were 
seen in the suddenly very visible 
presence of armed troops engaged in 
‘security manoeuvres’ on the streets in 
the 70s, as miners and the working class 
en masse came together in an objective, 
though unplanned, pincer movement 
with the Irish rebellion. The book hints 
at the ‘secret state’, linked cheek by 
jowl to counterinsurgency forces in 
Ireland, planning dirty tricks to remove 
‘soft’ or ‘unhelpful’ political leaders - 
even prime ministers - by any means 
necessary. The ‘anti-establishment’ 
establishment knows the ‘game’ is not 
played like cricket.

It is this thread which leads from 
Ireland through the miners’ strike, 
through the coming and going of 
suddenly discredited politicians 
and PMs, to unexpected and all-
embracing moral panics, thanks to 
the special forces in the various anti-
insurgency movements. This is the real 
governmental form they planned would 
rule over us after the nuclear destruction 
they anticipated during the so-called 
‘cold war’. Apparently unconnected 
events - wars, murders, government 
changes, playing both sides against 
the middle, publicly backing one side 
while running the other - actually 
add up to a coherent game plan. In 
this connection one cannot help but 
reflect on the warmongering jingoism 
and abandonment of diplomacy in 
relation to the mysterious Russian spy 
poisoning.

The book more than hints at 
the secret state covering its tracks, 
including through the elimination of 
witnesses, even at the top, such as when 
a “willy wonker” (military helicopter) 
got “splattered” all over a hill: “My 
RUC source said that the radio beacon 
had been moved, an’ nearly all the top 
brass of our undercover war were taken 
out in one go” . In the novel the victims 
include a colonel, three lieutenant 
colonels and five majors, together with 
the Royal Ulster Constabulary’s special 
branch chief.

I am not generally a fiction man, I 
find too much of reality fascinating, 
but we all speculate on what is going 
on and what has gone on - we have seen 
it, but what did we see? We all reflect 
on the history of our own lives and the 
massive events which have shaped it, 
and wonder how much of it we have 
really understood. This book is ‘what 
if’ - but with facts and real situations by 
the bucketful mixed with speculation, 
within the framework of fiction.

So in a sense this is a true story - and 
a fascinating one that many of us have 
been involved in. The scenes described 
here, together with the machinations of 
the state, its secret wing and soulless 
agents, are dreadfully real. It is a terrific 
and disturbing book l

Dave Douglass

British soldiers 
on the streets of 
Northern Ireland
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REVIEW

From the mouths of the women
Svetlana Alexievich The unwomanly face of war Penguin Classics, 2017, pp351, £12.99

Nearly one million women served 
in the Red Army or joined the 
partisans during World War II. 

But their contribution has not been 
given the recognition it richly deserves 
in the official histories. This is the 
main reason why Svetlana Alexievich 
started to interview hundreds of 
women survivors over a decade or 
so, starting in the 1970s. Hitherto a 
mere statistic, thanks to the author, 
these brave women regain their indi-
viduality. They are also given their 
own voice - just as well, because now 
almost all of them are gone.

Alexievich also claims that women 
see war differently from men - although 
she does not argue that the maternal 
instinct makes women superior beings. 
Rather she points out the obvious: when 
it comes to war, if women are to fight 
on the front line, then they are in a 
unique position: “how unbearable and 
thinkable it is to die. And how much 
more unbearable and unthinkable it 
is to kill, because a woman gives life” 
(introduction, pxxi).

Alexievich is a humanist, albeit not 
a pacifist. Neither is she a bourgeois 
feminist. The latter - in keeping with 
the ethos of neoliberalism - is more 
interested in female empowerment, so 
that women can get a chance to help 
run capitalism, either in the boardroom 
or the offices of state. Therefore they 
can start wars of aggression (à la 
Margaret Thatcher), whilst enriching 
themselves and their class at the 
expense of ordinary working people 
- be they men or women. Rather 
Alexievich starts out with a quote from 
a Osip Mandelstam poem: “Millions of 
the cheaply killed/Have trod the path 
in darkness.” She also quotes Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky, who asked, “How much 
human being is in the human being?” 
Both quotations express the dilemma 
of most ordinary Russians who fought 
in World War II.

For all this Alexievich is to be 
commended. But she deserves most 
credit for confronting the crimes of 
Stalin and his regime, despite the Soviet 
censors, who prevented the publication 
of her book for many years. This is 
a topic which keeps on recurring in 
the course of her interviews with 
hundreds of women. As a result, their 
testimony of sacrifice and suffering 
is even more heartbreaking. And the 
interviews make clear that, when the 
truth was uncovered (even while they 
were fighting), these women came to 
see these crimes as a betrayal of the 
socialist cause. This also helps us to 
understand that Stalinism has left a 
poisonous legacy for future generations 
of proletarians - be they women or men.

Stories about things such as the 
human-made famine in the Ukraine 
or the decapitation of the Red Army 
generals before the outbreak of war 
also raise the question of the class 
nature of the ‘great patriotic war’. 
Understandably this is not part of 
Alexievich’s main concern, which is to 
give her women a voice. Nevertheless, 
I shall try and tackle this question 
myself - with Trotsky’s help - at the 
end of this review.

Conundrum
The title of her book establishes a 
conundrum straightaway. War is 
“unwomanly”, because down through 
the ages it has mostly been waged by 
men. But, when women do get the 
chance to fight alongside men, they 
have to follow their orders. Therefore 
they cannot make a real difference as 
to how war is fought. Nevertheless, 
according to Alexievich and many of 
her interviewees, women really do see 
war differently. For them it is more than 

a question of heroism or who won and 
who lost.

“Everything we know about war 
[especially this one] we know from ‘a 
man’s voice’,” writes Alexievich. Yet, 
although nearly one million women 
fought to defend the ‘motherland’, 
until now, “Women are silent ... When 
women speak [they don’t just talk 
about] How certain people heroically 
kill other people and won or lost. 
What equipment there was and which 
generals. Women’s stories are different 
and about different things.” According 
to many of the women, “There are no 
heroes or incredible feats: there are 
simply people who are busy doing 
inhumanly human things. And it is not 
only they (the people) who suffer, but 
the earth, the birds, the trees.” So she 
decided to write “A women’s history” 
(pxiv).

Alexievich’s next consideration 
is to contrast the cold reality of war 
for women as opposed to men: once 
again they are involved in killing and 
are killed themselves; but, unlike men, 
they give birth to new life - although 
in the end, for both men and women, 
it boils down to the loss of humanity, 
which hopefully can be regained. For 
many this occurs when one is “close 
to death”. Then there is the question 
of chance and fate for each individual 
person. As one woman says, “A bullet’s 
a bullet; fate’s a villain.”

But what form should she adopt to 
express the subject matter itself? Her 
answer is simple, but profound:

I write not about the history of war, 
but the history of feelings. I am a 
historian of the soul. [People] say 
to me: well, memories are neither 
history or literature. They are simply 
life, full of rubbish and not tided up 
by the hand of the artist. The raw 
material of talk, every day, is filled 
with it (pxix).

On the other hand, as one survivor 
said, although she can remember the 
horror, she is lost for words; therefore, 
she comes to the conclusion that “We 
need a poet … like Dante …” (p207).

And so, in the midst of her 
introduction, Alexievich feels obliged 
to start quoting from the stories she has 
heard. One survivor told her:

I remember how one major began 
talking to me: “I want to defend the 
motherland, but I don’t want to defend 
that traitor of the revolution - Stalin.” 
I had never heard such words … I 

was frightened ... I’ll tell you a secret 
… I was friends with Oksana - she 
was from the Ukraine. It was from 
her that I first heard of the horrible 
hunger in Ukraine - Golodomor.1 
I said, “Oksana, comrade Stalin 
is fighting. He destroys saboteurs, 
but there are many.” “No”, she said, 
“you’re stupid. My father was a history 
teacher. He said to me, ‘Some day 
comrade Stalin will answer for his 
crimes ...’” (ppxxiv-v).

Anyone who had been captured by the 
Germans was considered a traitor (even 
Stalin’s own son, who died at the hands 
of his captors). If they returned, they 
were tortured and imprisoned by the 
regime; even shot.

Animals also have a place in these 
stories:

There were so many people killed 
at Stalingrad that the horses stopped 
being afraid. Usually they’re afraid of 
the dead. A horse will never step on a 
dead man [whilst we drove over our 
own and the German dead]. Frozen 
… icy … I was a driver, I transported 
crates of artillery shells, I heard the 
skulls crack under the wheels ... And 
I was happy (pxxxiii).

Alexievich’s conversation with the 
Soviet censors shows that they were 
self-serving bureaucrats, who produced 
a rationale which fooled no-one except 
themselves: “You humiliate women with 
primitive naturalism. Heroic women. 
You dethrone them. You make them into 
ordinary women … But our women are 
saints … Alien thoughts. Not Soviet” 
(pxxxi). Another argues:

“Yes, we paid dearly for the Victory, 
but you should look for heroic 
examples … [You only show] the 
filth of war. The underwear. You 
make our Victory terrible … What 
is it you’re after?”

“The truth.”
“You think the truth is what’s 

there in life. In the street. Under 
your feet. It’s a low thing for you. 
Earthly. No, the truth is what we 
dream about. It’s how we want it to 
be!” (pxxxiii).

After Gorbachev’s perestroika began, 
Alexievich’s book was finally published. 
The first print sold two million copies.

A few last  words from her 
introduction:

Many of us believed … after the war 

everything would change … Those 
who were captured, … who survived 
the German camps, … whom the 
Germans had taken along to work 
for them - all those who had seen 
Europe were arrested. Those who 
could tell how people there lived … 
After the victory everybody became 
silent. Silent and afraid, as before 
the war (pxl).

And:

Humiliated, trampled upon, insulted 
- having gone through Stalin’s camps 
and treachery, these human beings 
came out victorious. They performed 
a miracle. But the history of the war 
had been replaced by the history of 
the victory. They [the women] will 
tell about it … (pxxvi).

Quotes
The main part of the book is composed of 
interviews with the women survivors. 
Here are some of them:

“Partisan Nurse” says of the 
partisans:

Imagine a pregnant woman walking 
with a mine … She was expecting 
a child, yes … She loved, she 
wanted to live. And, of course, she 
was afraid. But she went … Not 
for the sake of Stalin, but for the 
sake of her children. Their future 
life. She didn’t want to live on her 
knees. To submit to the enemy … 
Maybe we were blind, … but we 
were blind and pure at the same 
time (p51).

“Private, Nurse-Aide”:

Once there were two hundred men 
in a shed, and I was alone. The 
wounded were brought straight 
from the battlefield, lots of them 
… I remember I didn’t sit down or 
sleep for four days. Each of them 
cried out: “Nurse … dear nurse 
… help me, dear girl!” I ran from 
one to another … You never know 
your own heart.

In winter some captured German 
soldiers were led past our unit. 
[It was so cold] the birds froze. 
A soldier was marching in that 
column … A young boy … There 
were tears frozen on his face … 
And I was taking bread to the mess 
in a wheelbarrow. He … saw only 
bread … I broke a piece off ... he 
took it … He didn’t believe it. I 

was happy … that I wasn’t able 
to hate (p68-69).

Tamara Stepanova Umnyagina, junior 
sergeant in the guards, medical assistant:

In Stalingrad there wasn’t a single 
inch of dirt that wasn’t soaked in 
human blood. Russian and German. 
And gasoline … And Grease … Near 
Stalingrad … I was carrying two 
wounded men [one by one] … And 
suddenly, when I had crawled away 
from the battle and there was less 
smoke around, I realised that I was 
carrying one of our tank man and a 
German … They were both scorched 
black. Identical. [I thought] ‘Should 
I go back for the German or not?’ I 
knew that if I left him, he would die 
soon. From loss of blood … I crawled 
back for him.

Commander of a communications section:

All through the war I was afraid 
of being hit in the legs and getting 
crippled. I had beautiful legs. What 
is it for a man? Even if he loses his 
legs, it’s not so terrible. He’s a hero 
anyway. He can marry! But if a woman 
is crippled, it’s her destiny that’s at 
stake … (p187).

Sergeant-major, medical assistant in an 
infantry company:

... there weren’t enough bandages … 
There were such terrible bullet wounds 
that each needed a whole package. I 
tore up all my underwear, and told 
the boys, “Take off your long johns, 
your undershirts, I’ve got people dying 
here.” They took everything off, tore 
it up. I wasn’t embarrassed in front of 
them, they were like brothers to me, 
and I lived among them like a boy.

Sergeant-major, armourer:

Six months into the war, “We were so 
overworked, we ceased to be women 
… The biological cycle got thrown 
off … Very frightening! …to think 
you’ll never be a woman again …” 
(pp196, 198, 199).

Underground fighter:

Across the street from our house a 
boy and a girl were sitting on a bench 
kissing. There were pogroms [against 
the Jews] all around, shootings … A 
German patrol appeared. They too 
saw [them] … I had no time to think 
of anything … The first feeling - fear. 
I only saw that the boy and girl stood 
up - and had already fallen. They fell 
down together … Of course, this was 
love … In reality I was horrified. 
What else? … It just occurred to 
me … They were fighting … They 
wanted to die beautifully. That was 
their choice … (p208-09).

Medical assistant:

I was in love with him. Head over heels. 
My first love … Maybe my only love? 
Who knows? … We were burying him 
… he was lying on a tarpaulin; he had 
just been killed … The Germans were 
shelling us ... I remembered how he 
gave me a German chocolate bar for 
the new year. I didn’t eat it - I spent 
a month carrying it around in my 
pocket. I’ve remembered it all my 
life … That moment … There were 
bombs falling all around … He lay 
on a tarpaulin … That moment I was 
happy … Maybe he knew about my 
love … I went up and kissed him. I’d 
never kissed a man before. That was 
the first time (pp246-47).
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What we 
fight for

� Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
�  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.
� 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.
� 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.
� 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’.
�  The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
� 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.
� 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.
� The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
� 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.
� Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
� 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.
� 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.
� 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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This is clearly from the mouth of an 
ordinary woman: a novelist could not 
make this up!

Commander of an anti-aircraft 
battery, whose father had been taken 
prisoner by the whites during the civil 
war:

Could I sit indifferently when the 
enemy came again to my land, if I had 
grown up in such a family, with such 
a father? … He had lived through so 
much … He was denounced in 1937. 
They wanted to slander him; to make 
him the enemy of the people. Well, 
there were those horrible Stalin purges 
... As comrade Stalin said, when you 
chop wood, the chips fly (p102).

She was also held back from her ambition 
to fight, because she was only a girl. But 
she got her way and eventually became 
commander of an anti-aircraft battery. 
She fought on the Rzhevsk front, where 
she was badly wounded.

Many years later Valentina Pavlovna 
Chudaeva recalled how she received a 
visit from her chief of staff:

He talked with my husband and 
reminisced … Mentioned our girls. 
And I burst into tears: “Honour, you 
say, respect. But those girls are almost 
all single. Unmarried. They live in 
communal apartments. Who pitied 
them? Defended them? Where did 
you all disappear to after the war? 
Traitors!”

In short, I ruined their festive 
mood … He asked my forgiveness. 
“I can’t say anything to you, Valya. 
I can only weep” (pp11-12).

Lyudmila Mikhailovna Kashechkina 
had been an underground fighter. After 
being captured and sent to a labour camp 
in France, she escaped and managed to 
join the Maquis. She eventually returned 
home only to find:

My husband had been arrested by 
the NKVD; he was in prison. I went 
there … They tell me, “Your husband 
is a traitor.” But my husband and I 
worked together in the underground 
… I realised someone had denounced 
him … Slander … “No,” I say. “… 
He’s a true communist.”

His interrogator … started yelling 
at me: “Silence, French prostitute! 
Silence! [My husband] had lived under 
the occupation, had been captured, 
had been taken to Germany, had been 
in a fascist concentration camp - [so 
he had to be deemed] suspicious ...

And they didn’t take into 
consideration that we fought, sacrificed 
everything for the sake of victory. 
And we won … The people won! But 
Stalin still doesn’t trust the people. 
That was how our motherland repaid 
us. For our love, for our blood …

I wrote to the authorities. My 
husband was released after six months. 
They broke one of his ribs, injured his 
kidney … When he was captured by 
the fascists, they smashed his skull, 
broke his arm. He turned grey there, 
and in 1945 the NKVD made him an 
invalid for good … (p294).

Partisan liaison:

My dearest little husband … he had 
come back … from the front … And 
he couldn’t speak. He wept … We 
had only one night. The next day they 
came for him … He was smoking 
and waiting; he already knew they 
would come … He had gone through 
Romania, Czechoslovakia. He brought 
back honours, but he came in fear …

... he had been marked, because he 
had been a prisoner. In the first weeks 
of the war … He was captured near 
Smolensk, and was supposed to shoot 
himself. He wanted to … [but] they 
had run out of bullets … the commissar 
had smashed his head with a stone … 
A Soviet officer doesn’t surrender. 
We don’t have captives: we have 
traitors. Thus spake comrade Stalin, 

who renounced his own son who had 
been captured … The interrogators 
yelled [at my husband]: “Why are 
you alive?” …

We had one night … In the 
morning he was taken away … My 
husband came home seven years later, 
… four years after the war, and after 
the Victory, through another seven 
years of Kolyma ...2

Nowadays we talk about 
everything. I want to ask: who is to 
blame that in the first months of the 
war millions of soldiers and officers 
were captured? I want to know … 
Who beheaded the army before the 
war, shooting and slandering the Red 
Commanders - as German spies, 
Japanese spies [in league with Trotsky! 
Why the Nazi-Soviet Pact?] … Who 
assured us our border is secure … I 
can ask now … Where is my life? 
Our life? But I keep silent, and my 
husband keeps silent. We’re afraid 
even now. We’re frightened … And 
so we’ll die scared, bitter and ashamed 
… (pp300-01).

As a surgical nurse who served in the 
Ukraine said,

During the war I heard quiet 
conversations … At night the wounded 
smoked in the corridors. Some … 
didn’t sleep. They talked about 
Tukhachesvsky and Yakir3 … Thousands 
had disappeared, millions of people! 
… The Ukrainians told us … how they 
had been driven into [collectivisation]. 
Forced to obey … How Stalin had 
organised famine; they themselves 
called it the ‘Death-by-hunger’ ... 
recently I visited my friends from the 
front in the Ukraine. They live in a 
big village near Odessa. Two obelisks 
stand in the centre of the village: half 
the village died of starvation, and all 
the men died in the war (pp321-22).

Three themes
On the basis of the above, I have deduced 
three main themes in Alexievich’s book. 
Whilst the first and third ones are explicit, 
the second is implicit in character: ie, she 
does not attempt such an analysis, since 
her focus is on oral testimony.

Firstly, as I have already stated, 
Alexievich’s primary objective is to 
give these women soldiers a voice, since 
they have been largely been hidden from 
history. She does not really explain why 
this is, yet the interviews themselves 
provide ample evidence for a Marxist 
explanation.

Cue my second theme: the Stalinist 
counterrevolution also rolled back 
the limited gains which women had 
achieved as a result of October 1917 
vis-à-vis the question of sexual equality. 
Post-1917 it was easier for women 
to divorce their husbands; but the old 
division of labour remained, which 
discriminated against women. As the 
revolution degenerated, women were 
pushed further back into their traditional 
roles. Sexist attitudes continued: whilst, 
compared to western women, a higher 
proportion were educated to be doctors, 
professors and scientists, etc, most 
Russian women continued to fulfil the 
role of domestic servants, both at home 
and in public life.

As I have already explained, when 
war broke out, hundreds of thousands of 
women were eventually allowed to fight 
alongside their male comrades, although 
the majority of them served at the front 
as medics, nurses and doctors (this 
is borne out by many of Alexievich’s 
interviewees). But, once the war was 
over, men in general carried on with their 
traditional sexist attitudes - in particular, 
against front-line women soldiers. Many 
ex-Red Army men condemned them 
as ‘whores’. Given the fact that they 
had affairs with these same women in 
the heat of battle, this was, of course, a 
gross example of male double standards.

The third theme emerges from 
Alexievich’s interviews: ie, it concerns 
the fact that many of them confessed 
that they were terribly disillusioned, 

once they realised that the regime had 
betrayed the socialist cause they had 
fought for - along with many of their 
comrades, who did not survive.

Now time for some thoughts of my 
own.

In perspective
For Hitler the Russian campaign was 
to be a ‘war of annihilation’. Of the 
estimated 70 million deaths attributed 
to World War II, over 30 million of 
them occurred on the eastern front. 
And the eastern front was decisive in 
determining the outcome of the war in 
Europe, eventually serving as the main 
reason for the defeat of Nazi Germany.

The allies can thank Hitler for 
his invasion of Russia. Apart from 
Nazi genocide, following its initial 
lightning victories, the Wehrmacht 
then became bogged down in a terrible 
war of attrition. The eastern front 
severely weakened the Wehrmacht 
overall, including its ability to defend 
the home front after the allied D-day 
landings in 1944. (This opened up 
the long awaited second front against 
Germany about one year after Stalin 
had requested it.) In the meantime 
the Russians had to endure the Battle 
of Stalingrad - arguably the bloodiest 
battle in history - along with the siege 
of Leningrad, etc.

In military terms, how can we 
measure the military cost of the war to 
the Soviet Union vis-à-vis her allies, 
as well as Germany? Comparing the 
number of divisions deployed is not 
a reliable guide. (For the record, 75% 
of Germany’s divisions were deployed 
on the eastern front, leaving only 25% 
for the western front - ie, after the 
D-Day landings). This is because (1) 
Germany’s divisions in Russia were not 
always at full fighting strength; (2) for 
much of the time the Red Army had to 
fight with inferior weaponry, compared 
to those of Germany and especially her 
allies. Therefore, to a large extent, the 
Soviet Union had to rely on sheer force 
of numbers (about double the number 
of German combatants).

This also helps to explain the role of 
Russian women soldiers in the conflict. 
On the one hand, they witnessed the 
destruction and loss of life, especially 
to the civilian population. So they 
wanted to fight. On the other, given 
the increasing numbers of men who 
were either killed or wounded, more 
and more women were allowed to fight 
alongside their male comrades.

That said, the only reliable way to 
measure the Soviet Union’s contribution 
to Germany’s final defeat is to consider 
military losses on all sides, taking in 
both the eastern and western fronts. By 
1945 the Soviet Union had lost nearly 
five million combatants, compared to 
Germany, which lost just over a million 
men on the eastern front. Between 1944 
and 1945 the allies lost only 165,000 
killed or missing in Europe, whereas 
Germany lost around half a million. 
On the basis of these figures, the allies 
got off lightly!

Class nature
What was the class nature of the ‘great 
patriotic war’? I shall draw upon Trotsky’s 
seminal essay, ‘Their morals and ours’ 
(1938), since it addresses the nature of 
civil war/war in general, along with 
the class nature of the Soviet Union 
in the 1930s:

As Trotsky points out, war is a 
“disgusting barbarism”. Therefore 
the “idealisation of the masses is 
foreign to [Marxists]”. Add to this 
the fact that, when Germany invaded 
the Soviet Union in 1941, fascism, 
as an excrescence of capitalism, 
had combined with a reinvigorated 
German imperialism in an attempt to 
smash what was left of the October 
revolution. (By so doing, Hitler hoped 
to make Germany the world’s leading 
imperialist power.) But by then the 
October revolution had decayed into

an immense bureaucratic reaction 
against the proletarian dictatorship 

in a backward and isolated country 
... Stalinism re-established the most 
offensive forms of bureaucratic 
privilege, … strangled mass activity 
under police absolutism, transformed 
administration into a monopoly 
of the Kremlin, and regenerated 
the fetishism of power in forms 
that absolute monarchy dared not 
dream of.4

Then there is the question of ends and 
means. Trotsky goes on to say that 
there is a “dialectical interdependence 
of ends and means. A means is justified 
only by its end. But the end in its turn 
needs to be justified”: ie, viz, does it 
express “the historical interests of the 
proletariat or not”?5 In the case of the 
Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, the 
bottom line had to be the right of the 
proletariat to defend itself and its limited 
gains against fascist imperialism, despite 
the Stalinist bureaucracy.

From Trotsky’s standpoint , 
regardless of Stalin’s enormous crimes 
and mistakes, in a war between the 
Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, 
the former had to emerge victorious. 
Otherwise there would be no 
political revolution to overthrow the 
bureaucracy, which would require a 
conscious movement.

‘Motherland’
Above all, one cannot escape the sense 
of betrayal spilling out from many of 
the women’s testimonies, which, thanks 
to Alexievich, are now recorded for 
posterity. In defence of the ‘motherland’, 
millions of people died.

They also died for a utopian idea, 
which became the official rationale of 
Stalinism and the counterrevolution 
(from within): in the name of ‘socialism 
in one country’, Stalin elevated the 
interests of the bureaucracy above 
those of the October revolution. As a 
consequence, he had to set up the slave 
labour camps, wherein millions died. 
To cement the regime, he built up an 
apparatus of terror, whereby hundreds 
of thousands of innocent people 
were executed, many of them chosen 
arbitrarily (NKVD men apparently 
resorted to the telephone directory in 
order ‘to make up the numbers’ in their 
quota). Stalin also had most of the old 
Bolshevik leaders shot on trumped-up 
charges. Finally he did the same to his 
generals. Perhaps he feared they might 
link up with the Left Opposition and 
overthrow his regime (although by 
1937-38, the latter was no longer a 
political threat).

But when Stalin decapitated the 
Red Army, he needed to buy time in 
order to build a new head for the armed 
forces. Hence his volte face: ie, the 
Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 (a pact with 
the devil). Yet this was not enough to 
deter Hitler from invading the Soviet 
Union. It also helps to explain why 
the Red Army suffered such terrible 
defeats early on, whereupon the 
Wehrmacht advanced almost to the 
gates of Moscow. The Red Army’s 
new generals had to learn their roles 
quickly, albeit at great cost to both 
soldiers and civilians.

The fact that Stalin betrayed the 
revolution makes the suffering of 
these women, along with the rest of 
the Soviet masses, even worse. For 
this reason, as well, Alexievich’s book 
should be widely read l

Rex Dunn
rexdunn.co.uk

Notes
1. This means ‘death by hunger’ in Ukrainian. The 
term refers to the deliberately created famine of 
1932-33, as a consequence of Stalin’s five-year 
plans, which cost many millions of lives.
2. The Kolyma region of far eastern Siberia - a 
vast, unsettled, sub-Arctic territory - was made 
into a mining system of forced labour camps 
during the 1930s. The prisoners were mined gold, 
which was exchanged with the USA for dollars to 
buy machinery (p309).
3. The two most important Soviet military leaders, 
theorists and reformers. Both were arrested and 
shot during the purges of 1937 (p321).
4. L Trotsky Their morals and ours New York 
1975, p33.
5. Ibid p48.
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Attack on 
Iran could 
strengthen 

regime

War danger increases
Trump’s latest appointment can only mean more confrontation with Iran, writes Yassamine Mather

In some ways the appointment of 
John Bolton as president Donald 
Trump’s national security advisor 

was not a big surprise. In the last couple 
of weeks and following the unceremo-
nious dismissal of Rex Tillerson as 
secretary of state - apparently over the 
Iran nuclear deal - there were rumours 
that Bolton, whose outbursts against 
Iran are well known, would replace 
general Herbert McMaster.

There were other alarming 
appointments. Tillerson is replaced by 
CIA chief Mike Pompeo, who is also 
known for his opposition to the Iran 
nuclear deal. Last year he suggested 
that Iran is responsible for the chaos in 
Iraq, Yemen and beyond, and that Tehran 
must be stopped by whatever means. It 
looks like Pompeo’s former post will go 
to Gina Haspel, the CIA deputy director 
who approves of waterboarding - I 
assume this will be considered a victory 
for neoliberal feminism: a woman who 
is more ruthless than many men!

Bolton is well known for his 
provocative statements, in particular 
about Iran and North Korea. He was an 
advocate of the 2003 invasion of Iraq 
and remains an unrepentant supporter of 
that war. Bolton likes to quote George 
Bush’s infamous ‘axis of evil’ speech 
connecting Iran and North Korea:

Little is known, at least publicly, 
about longstanding Iranian-North 
Korean cooperation on nuclear and 
ballistic-missile technology. It is 
foolish to play down Teheran’s threat 
because of Pyongyang’s provocations. 
They are two sides of the same coin.1

Immediately after the Iraq invasion, 
Bolton became known as a close ally and 
associate of vice-president Dick Cheney 
and one of the Bush administration’s main 
contacts with the Israeli government. 
According to Gareth Porter, writing on 
the American Conservative website,

… with Cheney’s backing, he was 
able to flout normal state department 
rules by taking a series of trips to 
Israel in 2003 and 2004 without 
having the required clearance from 
the state department’s Bureau for 
Near Eastern Affairs.

Thus, at the very moment 
that [Colin] Powell was saying 
administration policy was not to 
attack Iran, Bolton was working with 
the Israelis to lay the groundwork for 
just such a war. During a February 
2003 visit, Bolton assured Israeli 
officials in private meetings that he 
had no doubt the United States would 
attack Iraq, and that, after taking down 
Saddam, it would deal with Iran too, 
as well as Syria.2

There was animosity between Bolton 
and not just Powell, but his successor 
as secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, 
and ultimately he fell out of favour with 
president George W Bush.

He has opposed the nuclear deal 
between Iran and the world’s six major 
powers (the ‘five plus one’). A few 
months before the deal was signed he 
wrote an article headed ‘To stop Iran’s 
bomb, bomb Iran’, in which he stated:

Iran will not negotiate away its nuclear 
programme. Nor will sanctions block 
its building a broad and deep weapons 
infrastructure. The inconvenient 
truth is that only military action 
like Israel’s 1981 attack on Saddam 
Hussein’s Osirak reactor in Iraq or its 
2007 destruction of a Syrian reactor, 
designed and built by North Korea, 
can accomplish what is required. 
Time is terribly short, but a strike 
can still succeed.3

This article was written in March 2015, 
but three months later Iran signed the 
nuclear deal.

Unique
Bolton is also known for remarks, 
implying, for example, that Barack 
Obama was a Muslim. In August 2016 
he referred to king Abdullah of Jordan as 
“the Muslim king of a Muslim country, 
unlike our president ...”

Like his boss, Bolton was a supporter 
of the UK’s exit from the European 
Union and in 2016 claimed that the UK 
would have the upper hand in Brexit 
negotiations (not quite what Jacob 
Rees-Mogg is saying in 2018)!

However, none of the above 
distinguishes Bolton from other 
rightwing neoconservatives around the 
current US administration. What makes 
him unique (alongside former New York 

mayor Rudy Giuliani) is his support for 
the loony Iranian religious cult known 
as the Mujahedin-e Khalq. Last March, 
he attended the exiled group’s gathering 
in Albania, much to the disapproval of 
the New Yorker, which referred to the 
“cult-like Iranian opposition group … 
which has been held responsible for the 
murder of multiple American military 
personnel, a kidnapping attempt of a US 
ambassador and other violent attacks in 
Iran before the 1979 revolution”. The 
same article complained: “In 1997, it 
was among the first groups cited on the 
US list of foreign terrorist organisations. 
It wasn’t removed until 2012.”4

However, one of Bolton’s main 
‘achievements’ concerned his 
association with what became known 
as the ‘laptop document’. The American 
Conservative claimed:

… a large cache of documents, 
supposedly from a covert source 
within Iran’s nuclear weapons 
programme, surfaced in autumn 
2004. The documents, allegedly 
found on the laptop computer of one 
of the participants, included technical 
drawings of a series of efforts to 
redesign Iran’s Shahab-3 missile to 
carry what appeared to be a nuclear 
weapon.5

But the entire story was a lie and it 

took another nine years for the truth 
to come out. The entire dossier was no 
‘discovery’, but a fabrication given to 
German intelligence by none other than 
the Mujahedin-e Khalq.

A c c o r d i n g  t o  A m e r i c a n 
Conservative,

Mossad had been working on those 
documents in 2003 and 2004 when 
Bolton was meeting with [director of 
Mossad] Meir Dagan. Whether Bolton 
knew the Israelis were preparing fake 
documents or not, it was the Israeli 
contribution towards establishing the 
political basis for an American attack 
on Iran, for which he was the point 
man. Bolton reveals in his memoirs 
that this Cheney-directed strategy took 
its cues from the Israelis, who told 
Bolton that the Iranians were getting 
close to “the point of no return”.6

Effect in Iran
As a result of all this, conservative 
Islamists in Iran are looking forward 
to a possible confrontation with the 
‘great Satan’. According to Shaol 
Mofaz, former Israeli defence minister, 
speaking on March 25, Bolton wanted 
to convince him that Israel should bomb 
Iran. Mofaz said he told Bolton that 
doing so would be a bad idea - certainly 
before the Iranian threat “becomes real”. 

However, he welcomed the news of 
Bolton’s appointment, which sends “an 
unequivocal message to Iran that the 
days of the terrible nuclear agreement 
are coming to an end”.7

Meanwhile, supreme leader Ali 
Khamenei, taking his cue from Trump’s 
protectionism, has declared this to be the 
year of ‘Iranian commodities’, when 
citizens are encouraged to buy only 
Iranian goods. But Khamenei seems to 
have forgotten that, thanks to decades of 
economic mismanagement, Iran imports 
large quantities of basic food items, as 
well as steel, copper, plastic …

In late March the rate of exchange 
with the dollar jumped to an all-time 
high, which was directly related to 
uncertainty about the future of the Iran 
nuclear deal. The assumption is that 
Trump will walk away from it and Iran 
will face further international sanctions 
or financial penalties imposed by the 
United States, which will stop European 
states investing in or even trading with 
Iran. In some ways it does not matter 
if the US does not abandon the nuclear 
deal: economic uncertainty is already 
causing additional hardship for the 
Iranian people.

Bolton has promised to end the 
rule of Shia clerics before the 40th 
anniversary of the Iranian revolution8 
- ie, by the end of the year - but that is 
unlikely to happen. If the warmongers 
in and around the White House succeed, 
the United States or Israel will bomb 
Iran’s nuclear and ballistic facilities.

At this stage it is difficult to predict 
how the Iranian people would react 
to such an attack. It is possible that it 
might actually strengthen the clerical 
regime. After all, no-one inside the 
country, including opponents of the 
regime, wants Iran to become another 
Iraq or Syria l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.co.uk
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