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Funerals
James Linney, in his last letter to the 
Weekly Worker, continues to argue 
for the position that the modern 
obesity epidemic in the UK results 
from a biological maladaptation by 
humans, who, he posits, evolved 
under conditions of calorific scarcity, 
compared to the supposed conditions 
of calorific abundance found under 
modern capitalism (Letters, October 
1).

He again argues that humans 
acquired a genetic predisposition 
towards high levels of adiposity as 
an evolutionary survival mechanism 
in the pre-agricultural era, in which 
“people inevitably experienced 
episodes of food scarcity and where the 
balance between calorie availability 
and daily calorie expenditure was 
very different to one in a modern/late 
capitalist society.”

Admittedly, James Linney’s claims 
appear to be in accord with widespread 
prevailing common sense. However, 
can we actually find any data to 
support his assertions? I will first 
consider the supposed chronic caloric 
insufficiency among hunter-gatherers 
or pre-agricultural peoples, before 
moving on to consider the evidence, 
or lack thereof, for his assumption 
that energy expenditure among such 
peoples was necessarily greater than 
among modern western populations.

In 2003, an Australian Aboriginal 
woman named Mary Pappen found 
a series of 20,000-year-old fossilised 
footprints in New South Wales. 
These footprints were the subject of 
an article by anthropologist Steve 
Webb, published in the Journal of 
Human Evolution in 2006. Webb’s 
paper includes a stride analysis of the 
footprints and a study of a collection 
of 17,000-year-old bones buried near 
the footprints. He found that the bones 
suggest the people were tall, in good 
health, and very athletic and calculated 
that one individual in a group of five 
hunters who left footprints at the site 
was running at the remarkable speed 
of 37 kilometres (23 miles) an hour - or 
as fast as a modern Olympic sprinter.

The record shows Australian 
Aboriginal populations (before 
the British invaders put them on 
rations of wheat flour, sugar and tea, 
whence they soon acquired metabolic 

dysfunction, obesity, diabetes and 
other chronic disease of civilisation) to 
have been tall, extremely fit, lean and 
highly muscular. If James Linney is 
not satisfied with this anthropological 
evidence, then I would strongly urge 
him to do a search for images of 
Aboriginal hunter-gatherers on the 
internet, or even look at the work of 
Weston A Price on indigenous peoples.

He will probably agree that, 
compared to fat tissue, which 
modern western populations carry 
in abundance, muscle tissue, which 
people such as Australian Aboriginal 
hunters and the Maasai moran carry 
in relatively higher proportions, is 
extremely expensive metabolically 
to build and maintain, requiring a 
consistently greater than adequate-
for-survival intake of high-quality 
nutrients, such as protein, minerals and 
fat-soluble vitamins. Perhaps James 
Linney can explain how a population 
that faced chronic nutritional stress 
and caloric deficiency would be able 
to routinely maintain levels of fitness 
which, among modern populations, 
are only seen among highly trained 
and well-nourished Olympic athletes.

If this is not sufficient to discredit the 
assumption that such ‘technologically 
ill-equipped’ people as the Australian 
Aborigines faced lives of chronic 
poverty and nutritional stress, then 
consider the evidence of their hunting 
practices. Norman Tindale records 
that Aboriginal people prize kangaroo 
fat and, in their hunts, routinely 
discard any kill that is found to be 
too lean: “After killing the animal, 
they immediately inspect the body for 
evidence of the presence of caul fat. If 
the animal is fatless, it is usually left 
behind.”

Are these hunting practices 
consistent with chronic poverty or 
caloric and nutritional stress? I would 
argue not. I would also point out that, 
contrary to the racist beliefs held 
about them up to this day by their 
colonisers, Australian Aboriginal 
people had developed one of the 
most sophisticated human cultures of 
visual art, music, dance, ceremony 
and oral history. Such an advanced 
artistic culture could hardly have been 
maintained, let alone developed, under 
the conditions of chronic poverty, 
hunger and nutritional stress, which 
James Linney appears to believe to be 
the norm in all hunter-gatherer or pre-
agricultural societies.

In 2005, Richard Steckel published 
a study of North American Indians, 
such as the Cheyenne, Sioux, Blackfeet 

and Comanche. This study questioned 
the usual Eurocentric stereotypes and 
assumptions and found that these 
peoples, who lived on buffalo, prior 
to their near extermination by the US 
army in the 19th century, to be among 
the tallest people in the world at the 
time (stature, once again, being a proxy 
for nutritional status) and concluded 
that, notwithstanding the effects of the 
diseases brought to North America by 
the colonisers, “the Plains Indians had 
a remarkable record of nutritional and 
health success, despite the enormous 
pressures they were under. They 
developed a healthy lifestyle that the 
white Americans couldn’t match, 
even with all of their technological 
advantages” (emphasis added).

One could scour the British 
colonial and anthropological records 
of people like the Maasai, Samburu 
and Dinka in Africa, Tokelau 
Islanders in the Pacific or the Inuit in 
the Arctic, and conclude that, before 
being reduced to consuming those 
products that Weston A Price called 
“the displacing foods of modern 
commerce”, indigenous people were 
almost universally well-nourished 
and remarkably free of diseases. If all 
known markers for nutritional status, 
including metabolic health, height, 
physical fitness and animal protein 
consumption, show indigenous and 
pre-agricultural peoples to have been 
more than adequately nourished by 
modern standards, then what can we 
say of their daily energy expenditure?

A study published in 2015 by 
Pontzer, Raichlen et al, titled ‘Energy 
expenditure and activity among 
Hadza hunter-gatherers’ found the 
daily total energy expenditure (TEE) 
of Hadza individuals to be largely 
independent of physical activity and 
not significantly different from other 
modern human populations. The 
paper concludes: “Physical activity 
may not predict TEE within traditional 
hunter-gather populations like the 
Hadza. Instead, adults with high levels 
of habitual physical activity may adapt 
by reducing energy allocation to other 
physiological activity.”

This study calls into question James 
Linney’s commonsensical belief that 
the high levels of obesity observed in 
capitalist, relative to hunter-gatherer, 
societies can be understood as the 
simple result of higher calorie intake 
and lower energy expenditure among 
people in capitalist societies. I will 
very briefly outline why this variation 
in obesity levels is actually better 
understood in terms of qualitative 
differences between the modern 
industrial and the hunter-gatherer 
diets, and the widely divergent 
responses of the human endocrine and 
metabolic regulatory systems to these 
diets.

I acknowledge that James Linney 
is correct in his understanding that 
a calorie is just a calorie, when 
measured in a calorimeter. However, 
the calorimeter is a poor model to use 
to understand the impact of different 
nutrients on the intricate cellular and 
extra-cellular biochemical regulatory 
and feedback mechanisms that govern 
human metabolism, including fat 
storage. These mechanisms could only 
begin to be understood in detail in the 
second half of the 20th century, when 
Rosalyn Yalow and Solomon Berson 
together discovered a method capable 
of measuring insulin and other peptide 
hormones in blood. Unfortunately, 
for various reasons - including 
commercial vested interests and 
professional scientific conservatism - 
the true implications of their work are 
not widely understood today.

Yalow and Berson showed that 
individuals with type-two diabetes 
had significantly higher levels of 
blood insulin than their healthy 
counterparts. They also found that 
the tissues of these diabetics did not 

respond properly to insulin. Later 
Gerard Reaven discovered the role of 
this insulin resistance in a cluster of 
diseases, which are generally referred 
to as metabolic syndrome.

Significantly, Jack Brink has 
observed that “fat, not meat, was 
the food source most sought after 
by all Plains Aboriginal cultures” - 
the peoples whom Richard Steckel 
found to “have a remarkable record 
of nutritional and health success”. 
Similarly, the Maasai moran, who 
today live on a 3000 calorie-per-
day diet of milk, blood and meat, 
constituted of approximately 60% 
saturated fat, show no signs of insulin 
resistance or the cluster of conditions 
characterised by metabolic syndrome 
and found universally among the 
modern peoples, who everywhere 
subsist on “the displacing foods of 
modern commerce”.

The displacement from modern 
diets of energy sourced from natural 
fats like lard, tallow, butter and 
cheese, by calories from sugars and 
carbohydrates has led to a population 
with chronically high levels of insulin 
- precisely the hormone that promotes 
fat storage and inhibits the mobilisation 
of fatty acids for energy. This provides 
a hormonal mechanism to explain the 
obesity epidemic, linking it directly 
to the consumption of the displacing 
foods of modern commerce.

Those foods are cheap, but highly 
profitable to agribusiness firms like 
Unilever, Nestlé, Conagra, General 
Mills, Kellogg’s, Kraft, Coca Cola, 
and so on. These foods are consumed 
in disproportionately large quantities 
by the working classes and poor, 
and marginalised populations 
across the globe. For this reason, the 
carbohydrate-insulin model makes 
clear the origin of the double burden 
of malnutrition and obesity found 
side by side in capitalist societies. I 
would therefore argue that metabolic 
syndrome and obesity are best seen 
as diseases not of over-nutrition due 
to caloric surplus, as James Linney 
might claim, but as conditions of a 
form of malnutrition that has so far 
been specific to industrial capitalism.

I am aware that this entire argument 
conflicts with the modern ideology 
promoted by big public health, 
which - in alliance with big food, and 
discounting all the knowledge and 
experience accumulated by indigenous 
and hunter-gatherer peoples across 
the world over countless millennia 
- continue to push the idea that all 
calories are equivalent and that low-
fat, high-carbohydrate diets are ideal 
for human health. I recognise that 
the notion that not all calories are 
equivalent from the point of view 
of human metabolism may wildly 
contradict James Linney’s world view.

Radical as this suggestion may 
seem, I would urge him to consider 
the possibility that some of the most 
cherished scientific ideas that we 
acquired from our undergraduate 
tutors and lecturers may not be the final 
word for all time on our subjects of 
specialisation. Indeed, they may turn 
out to be simply wrong. University of 
California, San Francisco researcher 
Cristin Kearns has used documents 
from university archives across the 
US to show how, through funding 
of scientists, the sugar industry was 
able to manipulate medical research 
and redirect blame for obesity and 
other chronic diseases from refined 
carbohydrates to fat. Meanwhile 
Anna Mangel, long-time editor of the 
prestigious New England Journal of 
Medicine, has gone on the record to 
say: “It is simply no longer possible to 
believe much of the clinical research 
that is published, or to rely on the 
judgment of trusted physicians or 
authoritative medical guidelines.”

The only valuable scientific service 
- if we can call it that - performed by 

researchers who refuse to admit to the 
possibility that their most cherished 
ideas may be incorrect is to vindicate 
the physicist, Max Plank, in his dictum 
that “science advances, one funeral at 
a time”.
Gary Simons
email

Six Counties
James Harvey assumes that a 
“demand for self-determination and 
the reunification of Ireland in a federal 
republic is top of the agenda for 
challenging the political power and 
constitutional status of capitalism” 
(‘Class struggle and reunification’, 
September 17). But his follow-up 
is full of evidence that no major 
social, political or economic force 
drives Ireland towards reunification 
- especially since he concedes that 
“the nature of the [reunified republic 
of Ireland], federal or otherwise, 
and the basis on which rights would 
be accorded to the British-Irish 
population still need to be defined” 
(‘Shared island or democratic 
republic?’, September 24). 

This grudging reference to the 
“British-Irish population” - aka 
the Protestant/unionist community 
- undermines his bald claim that 
reunification is a - nay, the - 
democratic demand for the peoples of 
Ireland.

He rightly states that the power-
sharing structure of the Good Friday 
agreement continues to shape the 
(political and) communal divisions 
within the Six Counties. But what 
does not follow is his deduction that 
this purportedly democratic demand 
must be at the top of the agenda for 
socialists and the labour movement in 
Ireland and Britain. 

For those power-sharing structures 
avowedly privilege communalism in 
both major communities; the “internal 
dynamic within the unionist bloc” is 
by no means “given” (‘Class struggle 
and reunification’), but is nowadays 
the product precisely of its ‘divide and 
rule’ on the British-Irish community. 
Previously (1920-72) the dual neo-
colonialist structure, and from 1972 
direct rule, similarly operated a 
‘divide and rule’ policy. But pointing 
this out does not lead to, or even 
towards, Harvey’s assumption that 
a 32-county decision is guaranteed 
to be democratic, even if a majority 
for reunification is the result. For it 
begs the question of how to convince 
the British-Irish community that the 
32-county island is the right forum 
for a unitary decision (all this is 
clearly expressed in the requirement 
of two separate referendums, north 
and south, for unification to have 
a democratic validity). This is not 
rocket science.

What is still clearer now than 
in 1920 (two years after the 1918 
general election results showed a 
clear majority in the Six Counties for 
unionist candidates taken together) 
that the British-Irish have not been 
convinced to accept an all-Ireland 
majority, unless it coincides with 
a majority on their part. This is the 
notorious ‘unionist veto’. Comrade 
Harvey has shown us no immediate or 
proximate way of overcoming it. So 
we are left with a status quo in which 
partition is currently entrenched and 
indeed secure.

Blaming British imperialism for 
this impasse shows no way of escaping 
from it. So by comrade Harvey’s own 
evidence Westminster will continue 
to retain sovereign power over the 
Six Counties. The Labour Party is 
therefore doomed to aim at eventually 
ruling the province, and certainly to 
providing the opposition to a Tory 
government which currently does so, 
and will do so well into the 2020s. 
While residents of Northern Ireland 
are subject to this system without 

Online Communist Forum

Sunday October 11, 5pm
Ireland’s borders - the sticking point for Brexit?

Speaker: James Harvey

Sunday October 25, 5pm
103rd aniversary of the October revolution 

Speaker: Lars T Lih

If you wish to take part in these Zoom meetings, 
email Stan Keable at: secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk



weekly
worker 1318 October 8 2020 3

the right to vote for or effectively 
against Westminster governments, 
they are oppressed by a profoundly 
undemocratic system - neo-colonialist 
to a T.

The ability to vote Labour - indeed 
actually casting a Labour vote - is no 
more Labourist in Northern Ireland 
than it is in Britain. Comrade Harvey’s 
“programme and perspectives” are 
thus empty and in the medium term 
at least, utopian; this gives the lie to 
his claim that he offers a link between 
class struggle and reunification. The 
democratic way forward is through 
democracy - the right to vote Labour. 
In the absence of that right, no UK 
government constitutional policy can 
carry any credence.
Jack Fogarty
email

End lockdown
The UK figures for deaths from 
Covid-19 are overestimated because 
they include people who died ‘with’ 
the virus rather than ‘from’ it. That is 
why they were adjusted downwards. 
‘Excess deaths’ is even more 
misleading, because it’s not Covid that 
is responsible for them, but the fact 
that lockdowns resulted in hospital 
admissions being curtailed, operations 
delayed and other factors that led to 
additional deaths that have nothing to 
do with Covid.

Similarly, the statement that 10% 
of people infected suffer some ‘long 
Covid’ illness is also poorly supported. 
For one thing, the data on such cases 
appears somewhat fuzzy, and can 
cover a wide range of symptoms and 
levels of seriousness. Moreover, as 
professor Sunetra Gupta has pointed 
out, such long-term effects are 
common to all viruses, not just Covid. 
But the proportion, even setting all 
that aside, is clearly wrong. We know 
that 30% of positive cases amongst 
those that are tested are not picked 
up. So, if we take a current average of 
positive tests of around 7,000, the real 
number should be 10,000. But that is 
only 10,000 positive cases amongst 
those tested - which represents a very 
small proportion of the population, 
and of those actually infected.

Given that 80% of people who are 
infected are asymptomatic, and that 
an additional number may experience 
worse symptoms, but not sufficient 
to seek medical help or testing, 
the number of positive, confirmed 
infections is actually only about 10% 
of the actual number of additional 
infections. So the actual number of 
new daily infections is around 10 
times the reported infections - or 
around 100,000 new infections per 
day. This is one reason test and trace is 
never going to work.

With current deaths at an average 
of around 50, that gives a mortality 
rate currently of around 50:100,000 - 
or 0.05%, which is significantly lower 
than in the initial period. Then the rate 
was inflated by the high number of 
deaths in hospitals and care homes, 
where no protection for vulnerable 
people was provided. Similarly, in 
terms of long Covid, it means that the 
proportion is more like one in 100, not 
one in 10. The reality of the testing 
is that it’s pretty useless, with many 
of the same people being repeatedly 
tested, and tests only detecting (at best) 
if you currently have the virus, not if 
you have already had it and developed 
immunity against it - or if you contract 
it an hour after being tested: hence the 
need for repeated testing.

On ‘who controls’, clearly, under 
capitalism, capital controls, and there 
is no likelihood of that changing any 
time soon. So, as you point out in the 
Weekly Worker, no-one can consume 
unless workers produce, so for the 
benefit of all of us it’s important that 
the lockdown be ended, that the 80% 
of the population not at risk from the 
virus go about life as normal, and 
quickly develop herd immunity, given 
that a vaccine is at least a year away. 

The risk then to the vulnerable will 
also disappear. It’s also important that 
the lockdown be ended and production 
resume as normal, so that society can 
produce all of the resources required 
to ensure that the vulnerable 20% of 
the population can indeed be enabled 
to isolate from the risk of infection, 
and that all of the resources required 
for that can be produced.
Arthur Bough
email

Covid Turkey
As a result of Turkey’s foreign 
dependency and keeping up with the 
capitalist order, labour has always 
been competitive. In pre-Covid 
times, the elementary needs of the 
workers were always opposed by the 
bourgeoisie - including people who 
wanted to get rich in a short time. 
Covid has reminded us how to get rid 
of this foreign-dependent economy - 
by promoting production, agriculture 
and labour again.

Although Turkey contains much 
fertile and productive soil, even 
lentils have been imported. Even 
before Covid-19 the big cities were 
crowded - people had migrated 
there from the countryside, causing 
unemployment and poor working 
conditions. Instead agriculture 
should have been given financial 
support by the government, 
encouraging country craftsmen to 
stay and produce.

Since the country has been 
dependant on foreign sources, 
under the pro-market policies of 
the government, Covid testing and 
treatment has been very poor. And 
the recent ‘normalisation’ process 
was put into effect without any 
precautions to protect the health 
of working people. Governments 
all around the world should have 
imposed an absolute quarantine for 
15-30 days in order to reduce and 
eliminate the pandemic before it 
spread.

Covid-19 has become an issue for 
drug monopolies around the world. 
Not only have working people 
become more impoverished, but 
also the gap between wealthy people 
and middle class has been growing - 
which is obvious in Turkey.

For example, while students 
attending private colleges and 
universities are able to access the 
information they need through 
technological devices and an 
education system which was easily 
adapted to distance learning, their 
peers attending state schools living 
in poor districts cannot easily access 
the website operated by the ministry 
of national education - some of them 
do not even have a computer.

But Covid-19 has made people 
aware of nature’s healing properties, 
which means some have moved to 
the countryside, in the hope of living 
in more comfortable conditions.
Atşan Sinci
email

Not infinite
It is not pessimistic to point out 
facts, limits, barriers and dangers. 
The science around climate change 
is not a pessimistic science; it is just 
science, albeit with certain interests. 
But what science doesn’t come with 
interests?

Comparing the flight of an 
arrow to agriculture is not helpful 
in addressing these problems; it 
certainly doesn’t put the green 
movement to bed once and for all. 
I do hope Marxists are not peddling 
this line out there in the ‘real world’. 
Is it any wonder we are not taken 
seriously in academic circles with 
drivel like this?

According to Daniel Lazare, “But 
the basic trend is unmistakable - 
rising productivity means a growing 
ability to make more out of less - and 
there is no indication that the process 
is about to end any time soon” 

(Letters, October 1).
It is probably too soon to make 

that assumption - yes, 300 years 
really is too soon. It is also not 
the correct trend to look at, or the 
only one. The rate of growth of 
productivity is important too. This 
rate is non-linear, and is more a 
punctuated trend, where specific 
developments can result in huge 
leaps of productivity. For example, 
the change to the power loom raised 
productivity massively rather than 
incrementally.

The limits, which are becoming 
ever more evident - both in 
technological progress and natural 
- will also affect the trend. The rate 
of technological progress is difficult 
to ascertain, but can be measured, 
and what is the relation between the 
rate of technological progress and 
the advancement of science? We 
have known about nuclear fusion 
for decades, but harnessing this 
science is problematic. So the rate 
of technological progress has slowed 
markedly in this area. What will the 
future trend be? Who can tell? But the 
limits of nature can be ascertained, 
given what we know now.

To illustrate, we went from the 
invention of the aircraft to landing 
on the moon relatively quickly, but 
getting to Mars is a whole different 
challenge. But by Daniel Lazare’s 
logic we should be on Alpha 
Centauri by now! But, if we reach 
the same impasse in agriculture that 
we have reached with space travel, 
then the rate of productivity can go 
the other way. So to say it is infinite 
is just plain wrong. And, more to the 
point, it doesn’t actually solve the 
real-world problems.

Engels said a lot of really stupid 
things: for example, the more science 
progresses disinterestedly, the 
better it is for the labour movement. 
As if science ever progresses 
disinterestedly!
Maren Clark
email

Censorship
The department for education, no 
less, has recently told schools that 
they cannot use teaching material 
that calls for the end of capitalism, 
because it is an “extreme political 
stance”. Extreme, sensible (and much 
over-due, some of us might say), but 
apparently anti-capitalism is much 
the same as opposition to freedom of 
speech; or the endorsement of illegal 
activities, and violence against people 
or property. Plus endorsing racism, 
anti-Semitism and violence, or the 
overthrow of democracy.

The minister, Gavin Williamson, 
clearly knows what he’s doing (?). 
It’s as if Dominic Cummings had 
set Johnson’s cabinet of clowns a 
bit of homework. What to do about 
immigrants - send them to the south 
Atlantic. What to do about commies - 
ban them in schools. What to do about 
Covid 19 - er, don’t know. This is the 
same Williamson who presided over 
the A level and GCSE results mess and 
who ordered the reopening of schools 
and universities with precious little, if 
any, guidance or preparation. Many 
teachers and leaders have fortunately 
put a good bit more thought into the 
operation.

Governments like censorship; we 
only need to look briefly around the 
world to know that. But, back at home 
in the UK, Conservative governments 
especially love censorship. We had 
Margaret Thatcher’s section 28, 
which was to stop teachers from 
‘promoting’ homosexuality in 
schools. Not that teachers were doing 
so, but the act warmed the hearts 
of Conservatives, while chilling 
young people’s expressions of their 
own lived experience - win, win for 
Thatcher.

But, to quote Wikipedia, “The law’s 
existence caused many groups to close 
or limit their activities or self-censor. 

For example, a number of lesbian, gay 
and bisexual student support groups 
in schools and colleges across Britain 
were closed owing to fears by council 
legal staff that they could breach 
the act.” The act was repealed after 
Thatcher went, but …

How to administer the anti-
capitalism rules? Williamson would 
obviously have no idea, so he would 
have to outsource it. Deloitte will 
happily take the money, but, since 
they would have no idea either, they’d 
have to sub-contract it. Serco would 
be happy to take the money too, 
but who next down the chain? An 
obvious answer would be the Vatican. 
It’s been quite some time since the 
‘Index Librorum Prohibitorum’ was 
stopped in 1966, but they’re bound 
to have written guidance (perhaps in 
Latin) that could be followed for the 
task. Johnson would like the Latin bit, 
even if he too didn’t know what was 
going on.

Well, next, who to ban. We have 
William Blake with his ‘dark satanic 
mills’. We have Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, whose response to the 
perfectly understandable Peterloo 
massacre was to write a poem ending 
with “Ye are many - they are few”. 
The variation on this used by Jeremy 
Corbyn proves it’s anti-capitalist.

Then we have Upton Sinclair, 
whose 1906 novel The Jungle 
revealed something of the horrors, 
in work and sanitary conditions, 
of the meat slaughter and packing 
industry in Chicago at the time. Such 
was the outcry that some sanitary 
regulation was put through. Working 
conditions? Less so. But then he and 
other American writers like, say, Jack 
London, Ralph Nader … don’t matter, 
since Michael ‘The Americans can’t 
write in English’ Gove has already 
taken care of them.

There is a danger though. Banning 
a book, or trying to, can make it a 
sure-fire best seller - just look at Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover. It’s the same with 
pop music. The BBC ban on Frankie 
Goes to Hollywood’s ‘Relax’ surely 
helped propel it to number one! And 
in schools? Is it wise to try and stop 
teenagers from reading something 
you don’t like?

This is a nasty and potentially 
dangerous move by this rightwing 
government; so excuse me for not 
treating it entirely seriously here. 

But I think that something ridiculous 
deserves a bit of ridicule.
Jim Nelson
email

Housing
The Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough Combined Authority 
has been accused of ‘artificially 
inflating’ the number of ‘affordable’ 
homes it has delivered.

Apparently, the authority is 
struggling to prove to the government 
that it is playing a significant role in 
the delivery of 540 homes - more 
than a quarter of its target. Whatever 
the details of the discrepancy, the 
government’s attempt to solve the 
housing crisis by subsidising the 
private property market has been 
shown to be a complete failure. It 
is also a waste of £100 million of 
taxpayers’ money. It would be far 
better for this money to be used 
to build energy-efficient, quality 
council houses and flats with low 
rents.

Marxists like me approach the 
housing crisis in a similar way that 
Lenin and the Bolshevik Party won 
over 135 million Russian peasants 
in the lead-up to the October 1917 
revolution. At the time, the peasants 
wanted their own land. In 2020, 
opinions polls show that 90% of 
young couples in Britain want to 
own their own home. The reality for 
most young couples is that home 
ownership is only a pipedream - made 
worse by the huge expansion of ‘buy 
to let’ landlordism under Tony Blair’s 
New Labour.

Ironically, most Tory Party 
members, activists and councillors 
are ‘buy to let’ landlords. It is high 
time that all of them were put out of 
business. The first thing that must be 
done is to abolish mortgage interest 
tax relief for such landlords. The 
second is that rent controls and rent 
control officers should be brought 
back. The third is that the so-called 
‘right to buy’ should be ended. The 
fourth is that local councils should 
borrow the money to build thousands 
of new council houses and flats.

Young couples could then occupy 
council housing with its attendant low 
rents, whilst they saved up the deposit 
to buy a home on the open market.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

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

Worth it!
Our October fighting fund has 

got off to a reasonable start, 
with £372 received towards our 
£2,000 monthly target after the 
first week.

Pride of place goes to veteran 
activist, writer and Weekly 
Worker supporter CG, who, 
in addition to his usual £30 
monthly standing order, made 
a bank transfer of £50 to show 
his appreciation for what we 
are doing week after week. So 
that’s £80 he’s donated within a 
couple of days!

His standing order was actually 
one of 20 over the last seven days, 
in amounts varying from £5 to 
£50. It was comrade AC who 
came up with that £50, while 
also deserving of special mention 
were FK (£35), GD (£25) and 
three comrades whose monthly 
donation is £20: PG, SJ and II. 
Thanks very much to everyone!

Well, as I say, £372 isn’t bad, 
but what happened to our usual 
PayPal donors this week? Not one 
of them! Neither do I have any 
cheques to report - but that could 
be because, as a result of various 
problems caused by the pandemic, 

we didn’t manage to pick up our 
mail last week. So watch this space 
though for next week!

But there’s good news from 
another quarter. Comrade TH 
writes: “Just to let you know 
that I’ve done what Robbie Rix 
suggested and set up a standing 
order - you’re bloody worth it!” 
His first £15 donation should 
come our way by the end of the 
month.

If you want to follow his lead, 
you can download a form from 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/
donate - or, alternatively, 
make a one-off donation by 
either PayPal or debit/credit 
card. Finally you can set up a 
single or regular payment by 
bank transfer (either through 
your online account or via 
your bank) to account number 
00744310, sort code 30-99-
64. If you think we’re “bloody 
worth it”, that is! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Words as weapons
CPGB members discussed the Middle East, the IHRA, and possible amendments to our Draft programme. 
Daniel Harvey reports

Members of the CPGB and 
Labour Party Marxists held 
a joint aggregate on October 

3 to discuss the diplomatic changes 
occurring in the Middle East in light 
of the US-brokered ‘Abrahamic 
Accords’ between Israel, the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain, the impact 
of the adoption of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
definition of anti-Semitism by the 
Labour Party, and potential revisions 
to the CPGB’s Draft programme.

Guest speaker Moshé Machover 
began by saying that he was really 
giving two separate talks, the first on 
the Middle East and the second on 
the IHRA. Starting with the Middle 
East, he said that while the Abrahamic 
Accords were being presented as a 
big deal, they were in fact mostly “for 
show”, and stem from the need to 
boost Israel’s international reputation 
in the light of domestic problems.

For example, Israeli prime minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu is currently 
mired in a corruption trial for taking 
bribes. At the same time, US president 
Donald Trump, through his son-in-
law Jared Kushner, has offered the so-
called “deal of the century” to resolve 
the Israel-Palestine conflict. This deal 
was widely seen by all parties as an 
agreement which gave Palestinians 
nothing and was therefore a non-
starter.

Netanyahu took this as a pretext to 
propose launching annexation of parts 
of the West Bank and the Jordan Valley 
from July. This went down like a “lead 
balloon” due to pressure behind the 
scenes from France, Germany, the 
UK, etc. This was particularly based 
on the fear that it would explode the 
illusion in a two-state solution. All 
this has piled additional problems on 
Netanyahu, as he tries to keep Israeli 
public opinion onside.

Comrade Machover further 
stated that it was surprising that the 
western media paid so little attention 
to the protests that have been taking 
place in Israel, which have been 
growing steadily. This has also 
been compounded by an economic 
deterioration in Israel, which has 
translated into discontent within the 
Israeli working class.

At the same time, whilst Israel had 
initially seemed to be coping well 
with the Covid crisis, the number 
of infections have been growing 
recently. This has been driven by 
concessions made to Netanyahu’s 
rightwing religious allies, which have 
allowed congregations to gather and 
become a locus for new infections. 
Meanwhile, Netanyahu has banned 
demonstrations purportedly because 
of the Covid emergency. This has only 
had the result of making demonstrators 
angrier, and them finding new and 
inventive ways to protest against him.

So Netanyahu is in serious need of 
a boost, and the accords are presented 
as a major breakthrough in diplomatic 
relations. However, due to the hatred 
of Israel among the Arab masses, such 
an agreement could not be achieved 
without some kind of “bait”. In this 
case the UAE has been promised 
access to the F-35 fighter jet. Comrade 
Machover saw all this as part of a 
longer-term strategy to build an anti-
Iranian coalition in the region.

He also pointed out that Saudi 
Arabia has adopted a more 
conservative position. The aged 
monarch, Salman bin Abdulaziz, has 
refrained from commenting on the 
agreement publicly, whilst crown 

prince Mohammed bin Salman has 
been much more favourable towards 
the Trump administration and Jared 
Kushner in particular. Conversely, 
Jordan with its big Palestinian 
population could end up becoming the 
“fall guy” for the accords.

A number of issues and 
clarifications were made in the 
discussion. James Harvey suggested 
that the more conservative position of 
Saudi Arabia may be tied to its greater 
potential for political instability, and 
that maintaining its stability was the 
prime focus for the regime. He also 
recalled that there were protests in 
Bahrain from the predominantly Shia 
section of the population, which led to 
Saudi intervention. Bahrain therefore 
surely required permission from the 
Saudis to make its agreements with 
Israel. Mike Macnair questioned 
whether western powers other than 
the United States could really be 
a restraining influence on Israel in 
relation to the annexations on the West 
Bank. He thought it unlikely the UK 
would behave in such a way, given its 
suppression of anti-Zionism through 
the fake ‘anti-Semitism’ campaign, 
which is aimed at keeping criticism of 
Israel to a minimum.

Yassamine Mather pointed to the 
switch in alliances between Iran, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Turkey, 
and also to the situation in Kuwait, 
which has been more aggressively 
pro-Palestinian recently. Jack Conrad 
emphasised the point about the 
instability of Saudi Arabia, but said 
that the more important issue was the 
coming prospect following the current 
US elections.

IHRA
The aggregate then moved onto the 
second topic, which was very much 
linked to the first: the adoption of the 
IHRA ‘definition’ of anti-Semitism, 
in particular by the Labour Party. 
Comrade Machover began by saying 
that he thought that the adoption of 
the IHRA by Labour had actually had 
very little material consequence in all 
the high-profile cases of suspensions 
and expulsions from the party, as it 
had not in fact been deployed directly. 
The ‘definition’, along with its 11 
examples (seven of which relate to 
the state of Israel), only allows the 
mildest criticism of the Israeli state or 
its policies.

Comrade Machover noted that, in 
the first major case, Ken Livingstone 
was driven out of the party for 
making the (imprecise) claim that 
Hitler supported Zionism. Hitler 
never did, but the Nazi regime did. 
The collaboration between Nazi 
Germany and Zionism is a historical 
fact. But the case of Ken Livingstone 
did not actually involve the IHRA 
‘definition’. Tony Greenstein was 

expelled for “rudeness” around what 
he had said about Israel, while with 
Jackie Walker it was about “bringing 
the party into disrepute”. Marc 
Wadsworth was expelled for his 
“hand in glove” statement after he saw 
Labour MP Ruth Smeeth in cahoots 
with a journalist from The Daily 
Telegraph. The IHRA was not used in 
any of these three cases either.

What was particularly noteworthy, 
comrade Machover continued, 
was that one of the most ‘serious’ 
transgressions one can commit in the 
Labour Party is to criticise the Jewish 
Labour Movement. There have 
been two cases, he said, which are 
particularly significant in this respect. 
The first was that of George Wilmers, 
who was accused in an anonymous 
letter from Labour’s governance 
and legal unit of calling the JLM an 
Israeli front group in a Labour branch 
meeting back in March 2019. This 
was said to be a breach of rule 2.I.8 
on making racist remarks! He wrote 
a scathing reply and the case was 
dropped.

In the other case the individual 
concerned, who should remain 
anonymous, comrade Machover said, 
is accused of saying in a private email  
he wrote that the JLM had been put 
into “top gear” to undermine Jeremy 
Corbyn and Labour more generally. 
Again he got an anonymous letter 
saying he was in breach of rule 2.I.8, 
but there is no accusation of anti-
Semitism. So, he said, you have 
to defend yourself from a vague 
accusation, and being critical of the 
JLM is enough of a pretext.

Comrade Machover rounded off 
by speaking about what a Marxist 
approach to the IHRA should be. He 
used example 7, which states that 
calling Israel a “racist endeavour” is 
a form of anti-Semitism. Of course, 
he said. Israel is an ongoing project 
of colonisation, which includes 
racism towards Palestinians. Another 
example he mentioned was drawing 
comparisons between Israeli policies 
and those of the Nazis. He said that 
Marxists would do better to compare 
them to other forms of colonisation. 
Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians 
stands somewhere between how 
the British behaved towards the 
Tasmanian and New Zealand natives.

In the discussion, Peter Manson and 
Mike Macnair agreed that the IHRA 
‘definition’ was largely symbolic. 
Comrade Macnair went further in 
saying that the target for the witch-
hunt was the entire mainstream anti-
war and pro-Palestinian movement as 
part of a “roll-back” operation similar 
to what was done to social democracy 
in the late 70s and early 80s. He asked, 
why has it not been used in expulsions? 
The answer was that the one thing 
those pushing it could not afford was 

for the definition to actually be tested 
in court. If it was, and the targets were 
given free rein to argue against it, that 
could ultimately undermine the entire 
witch-hunting project.

Another factor that was raised was 
the extent to which anti-racism was 
being used as a wedge to attack anti-
capitalism, or rather, to designate anti-
capitalism itself as a form of racism. 
Jim Nelson brought up the example 
of changes in the curriculum in 
schools, where “black history” might 
be used as cover for the suppression 
of anti-capitalism. However, Sarah 
Stewart challenged this by stating 
from her own experience as a teacher 
she had found that discussing black 
history made it possible to question 
elements of the national mythology 
on things like Winston Churchill and 
imperialism.

Jack Conrad posed the problem 
of the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission report, which was due 
to come out soon, and could become 
a new driver for extending the witch-
hunt in Labour. He questioned how 
far this could be taken. Would it 
mean going after prominent trade 
union leaders like Matt Wrack of the 
Fire Brigades Union, or even Len 
McCluskey of Unite? If it did, it would 
entail a wholesale de-Labourisation 
of the party - “the end of Labour as 
we know it”. James Harvey spoke of 
the way in which the national myth, 
particularly around World War II, 
could be used against the left, such as 
the myth of Britain fighting the war to 
end the holocaust.

Programme
Jack Conrad opened the final session 
of the aggregate on suggested revisions 
to the CPGB Draft programme. He 
began by emphasising the need for 
communists to take their programme 
seriously and the tradition of this in 
the Marxist movement. In the case 
of the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party, he noted that it retained 
the same programme from 1903 until 
after the Russian Revolution.

Comrade Conrad then turned to the 
important principles that have been 
established by Marxists, including that 
it was not legitimate for communists 
to join forces with the capitalist class 
in government - although they could 
help it to bring about a democratic 
revolution that led to a capitalist 
government. He went on to say that, 
while Owenism and Proudhonism 
were dead as traditions, we do see 
the continuation of Bakuninism in 
the rejection of mass parties and 
permanent organisations. This is not 
because of the influence of anarchism, 
which is marginal, but actually 
because of the evolution of various 
strands of Trotskyism.

The transitional ‘method’ has been 

pared down to the minimalism of 
Eduard Bernstein and merged with 
the ‘action is everything’ of Mikhail 
Bakunin. The result is the worship of 
strikes and demonstrations, and the 
dishonest approach of hiding one’s 
‘real’ politics and objectives - your 
maximum programme, or indeed any 
programme at all in the case of the 
Socialist Workers Party. In contrast, 
the history of the CPGB project can 
be seen as the fight for a programme. 
Whilst our programme is only a draft, 
because we are not the party, as some 
sects like to believe about themselves, 
it is a serious attempt to equip the 
working class with the politics and 
strategy it needs to take power.

Unlike the programme of the 
‘official’ communists, our programme 
is designed to last. But, of course, 
there have been important political 
changes that we need to take account 
of. Most importantly, of course, is the 
change with respect to the European 
Union. While Brexit has meant that 
some aspects of our programme 
are now outdated, it cannot mean 
removing our commitment to a united 
Europe - the working class in Europe 
still holds a strategic importance on 
a global scale, so we must continue 
to support a revolutionary party of 
the European working class. And the 
section on Ireland, where the situation 
has changed a great deal since 1995 
when the programme was first written, 
needs to be amended, not least in view 
of Ireland’s continued membership of 
the EU despite Brexit.

He also suggested that we should 
at least consider including a section 
on the Labour Party and the need to 
transform it into a permanent united 
front. But he was against including 
such a section, given the distinct 
possibility of the Pasokification of 
the Labour Party. Then there is the 
central issue of the environment - the 
programme now needs to stress that 
we are facing a real danger of runaway 
climate change. This necessitates a 
close relationship between minimum 
and maximum demands - socialism is 
a matter of the utmost urgency.

In the discussion, comrade Macnair 
warned that we should be very careful 
about what we add to the programme. 
He thought that adding a section on 
Labour might make us a hostage 
to fortune if the right in the party 
attempted to resolve the contradiction 
of a bourgeois workers’ party in a 
similar way to social democratic 
parties on the continent. At the same 
time, he accepted that the sections on 
Europe, Ireland, the national question, 
and the environment needed to be 
updated.

Jim Nelson thought we could 
improve the section on housing 
in light of the amount of empty 
property in the country, while Gaby 
Rubin said that she thought some 
parts on sexual freedom needed 
to be changed, particularly that 
relating to prostitution. Comrade 
Harvey agreed that changes needed 
to be made in the Irish section as a 
result of Brexit.

Addition
The final item of business was 
a change to the composition of 
the CPGB’s Provisional Central 
Committee. Comrade Conrad 
proposed that James Harvey should 
be elected to the PCC as a candidate 
member, with speaking, but not 
voting, rights at this time. This was 
unanimously agreed l

Definitely a historic change
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Break the cycle
It is understandable that many on the left will cast a vote for Joe Biden - but it is time for a decisive break 
with lesser-evilism, argues Paul Demarty

One of Donald Trump’s killer lines 
in the first presidential debate 
was “I’ve achieved more 

in 47 months than you have in 47 
years”.

It does not particularly feel like 
it right now, simply because there is 
something of a déjà vu vibe to the 
whole situation. For all the drama 
and grotesquery of those 47 months, 
here we are again: in the red corner, 
the orange man, bullying, cajoling, 
lying, openly treating the contest as 
a test of virility. In the blue corner, 
a basically apolitical product of 
Democratic gerontocracy, with 
nothing more to offer the world than 
merely not being Donald Trump. 
One must fall - or possibly both, if 
Covid-19 does us a favour for once.

Some things have, perhaps, 
sharpened the mind. We no longer 
anticipate the gruesome goings-
on of a Trump administration, 
but have his ‘achievements’ to 
look back on. As is usual with 
this relentless liar, there are not 
so many as he would want you to 
think. He failed to build his wall, 
but succeeded in radicalising the 
cruelty of the USA’s border forces, 
with children separated from 
parents and thousands crammed 
into what are often called, with 
justice, concentration camps. He 
did not succeed either in getting rid 
of Obamacare or replacing it with 
‘something better’.

He managed to hand out a vast 
tax cut to his billionaire mates, and 
was gifted three opportunities to 
nominate a conservative supreme 
court justice - the third of which 

will undoubtedly be waved through 
regardless of November’s result - 
but can hardly take credit for Ruth 
Bader-Ginsburg’s decrepitude. He 
managed to turn a tricky problem of 
disease control into a public health 
disaster. (That humble RNA virus 
has, of course, achieved more in 
the Trumpian specialism of global 
chaos in 47 weeks than Trump has 
in 47 months ... ) He started no 
wars, nor did he extricate America 
from any.

The debacle of Covid-19 and the 
sheer intensity of his demagoguery 
make four more years of Trump 
a frightening prospect in many a 
leftwing quarter. We find some 
familiar faces here, to be sure; it 
is panic stations at the Communist 
Party USA, whose short-term 
expectation is for extensive polling-
station intimidation by fascist 
bands, and whose prescription is

the broadest united front 
- the main force being the 
working people, who realise 
their healthcare, jobs, homes, 
education, planet, freedom of 
speech and equality are all at 
stake. But it must also include 
people like those in the military 
communities and, yes, even the 
defectors from that very Trump 
administration whose vision 
of patriotism includes 
protecting democracy.1

The ultimate conclusion 
of this line is to be found 
in a statement from 
the CPUSA’s Political 

Action Commission: “it is urgent 
to defeat Trump by voting for Joe 
Biden and Kamala Harris.”2

Beat Trump
It would be foolish to expect any 
better from the CPUSA, which - let 
it never be forgot - backed Hillary 
Clinton against Bernie Sanders in 
the 2016 presidential primary, since 
she was the candidate who could 
beat Trump (whoops-a-daisy!). 
Ever more contingents of the far 
left are panicked into that camp, 
however. One such - a diminutive 
Trotskyist group by the name of the 
League for a Revolutionary Party - 
graced our own inbox to argue for 
a Biden vote, on similar if slightly 
more sober grounds to the CPUSA. 
Comrades Walter Daum and Matt 
Roberts object to Weekly Worker 
correspondent Daniel Lazare thus:

If Trump secures another term 
in office and can appoint at 
least one more [supreme court] 
justice, the far-right majority 
will establish ... strong-man 
rule, not simply by enforcing the 
“ancient constitution”, as Lazare 
suggests, but by dramatically 
overturning the way it has long 
been interpreted. And they will 
not stop there ... To be sure, 
Democrats have done much 

to establish today’s imperial 
presidency, especially 

its ability to spy, 
torture and wage 
war. But they 
are not pursuing 
a sweeping 

constitutional counterrevolution; 
and in their recent impeachment 
of Trump, however narrowly 
focused, they took a stand against 
such lawless authoritarianism.3

We quote the LRP not because 
it represents significant forces, 
but rather because the outcome is 
striking; its political character has, 
until relatively recently, been of 
the strident orthodox Trotskyist 
variety, comparable for those not 
adept at sliding cigarette papers into 
place with the Spartacist League 
and its progeny (though the Sparts 
have recently collapsed into left 
nationalism and perhaps, now, into 
oblivion entirely - not a peep has been 
heard from them since May). A key 
part of this world view is something 
like a commandment - Thou shalt 
not vote for bourgeois parties. 
So horrified are these comrades 
at the Trump administration, that 
they have not only abandoned 
this commandment in a panic, but 
then extensively discussed the 
question and published a lengthy 
and thoughtful self-criticism. Their 
acknowledgement of the historical 
record of Marxism on this point is, 
perhaps, an exception to the rule that 
too quickly theorising immediate 
tactical considerations leads to 
bad theory,4 though their present 
position is hopelessly defeatist.

That is not to say that the whole 
of the American left is all out 
for Biden. Most pertinently, the 
Democratic Socialists of America, 
which is almost certainly the largest 
left organisation in the country and 

Both candidates should come 
with a public health warning. 

One is strychnine, the other is 
arsenic

Voting Biden will do nothing 
to further the struggle for 

working class political 
independence. Voting 

Biden will not stop foreign 
aggression. Voting Biden will 
not stop the attack on wages 
and conditions that will come 

post-Covid
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Notes
1. peoplesworld.org/article/its-time-to-listen-to-
donald-trump.
2. cpusa.org/article/people-power-at-the-ballot-
box-and-beyond.
3. Letters Weekly Worker April 23.
4. lrp-cofi.org/statements/elections-capitalist-
parties.html - “the proponents of this principle 
[‘thou shalt not ...’ - PD], ourselves included, have 
perpetuated a good deal of mythology ... Marx and 
Engels, as well as Lenin and Trotsky, all advocated 
electoral support for certain capitalist parties 
under certain circumstances ... We challenge 
anyone who looks to the Marxist heritage to find 
evidence that voting for bourgeois parties was held 
by leading Marxists to be unprincipled under all 
circumstances.”
5. dsausa.org/statements/beyond-bernie-a-
statement-from-the-dsa-national-political-
committee.

the one most associated with Bernie 
Sanders and the soi-disant socialist 
congresswomen, Alexandra Ocasio-
Cortez and Rashida Tlaib, has 
pointedly refused to endorse a vote 
for Biden - to no small consternation 
in its ranks, it must be said. Its 
statement deserves extensive 
quotation:

The Democratic Socialists of 
America will not be endorsing 
Biden. We fully agree with 
Senator Sanders that taking 
on the reactionary, racist 
and nationalist right wing 
represented by Donald Trump 
is imperative for the survival of 
millions of working class people 
across the country and the world. 
We believe that the only way to 
beat the radical right once and 
for all is through a socialist 
movement that draws millions 
of disillusioned working class 
people, here and abroad, into the 
political arena.

We also recognise this moment 
to strategically strengthen our 
movements and power. We will 
fight like hell against the Trump 
agenda by running pressure 
campaigns, engaging in mutual 
aid, helping to build strong, 
democratic unions, building 
coalitions with those organising 
against capitalism, acting in 
solidarity with immigrants and 
incarcerated people against 
deportation and detention, 
working to protect tenants and 
unhoused people, organising to 
expand voting rights, locations 
and the right to vote by mail. We 
will demand Covid relief that 
addresses inequality through a 
lens of reparations, push for an 
end to sanctions that are killing 
millions and fuel militarism in 
many parts of the world, and 
will back democratic socialist 
candidates at the grassroots 
level.

That’s because we know 
that politics does not begin 
every four years with a national 
election: when we get organised, 
we become the agents of the 
change that will win the better 

world the working class desires 
and deserves.5

The DSA’s attitude contrasts 
interestingly with the CPUSA’s, 
since both have played rather similar 
roles in recent-vintage US politics, 
as more overtly socialist or anti-
imperialist components of the big 
Democratic tent. The DSA’s close 
involvement with both Sanders 
runs and its development into a 
material force within Democratic 
Party politics has, it seems, been 
a teachable moment. What the 
comrades have learned is that the 
Democratic mainstream, whatever 
they may say about the issue, would 
prefer four more glorious years of 
Trump to a social democrat waving 
a Green New Deal around that 
he could not possibly get through 
Congress.

Inter alia, it is also worth noting 
movement even on the CPUSA’s 
part: it supported Sanders in the 
primaries this time, at least, and 
perhaps it is our imagination, 
but we detect more than a little 
hesitation to be seen to advocate a 
Biden vote directly. We have quoted 
the one instance we have found 
with admittedly not very extensive 
research; it is more common to see 
formulations like ‘Use your vote 
to defeat fascism’, with Donald 
Trump very definitely dressed up 
in a toothbrush moustache for the 
occasion. Though no doubt the 
comrades’ ingrained opportunism 
will dispel all such thoughts in due 
course, it is only natural that they 
should bow under the pressure 
of reality, and what reality has to 
say about their contention that 
Democratic administrations offer 
more favourable conditions for 
building up a socialist alternative 
than Republican ones.

Denying that proposition may 
seem particularly barbaric in 
present circumstances, for the sort 
of reasons outlined by the LRP 
comrades. When they wrote to us, 
of course, Ruth Bader-Ginsburg 
still lived, and so now their letter 
is out of date - the Republicans, for 
all intents and purposes, already 
have their majority of three on 

the supreme court. In prospect 
is the legalisation, basically 
without a fight, of the extensive 
disenfranchisement conducted by 
Republican state authorities, the 
further militarisation of the police, 
a crusade against ‘Antifa’ that will 
likely turn into a generalised police 
offensive against the left, and so on. 
A Biden presidency will not actively 
pursue any of these things, though it 
will offer no meaningful resistance 
to them either.

Political dynamic
To treat the question thus, however, 
is to miss the immediately concentric 
political dynamic. This becomes 
visible if we address seriously 
the question of Trump’s unique 
depravity, as it is usually taken. It 
is perhaps the case that his political 
style is so carnivalesque that he truly 
will be remembered as a political 
nadir. We are not so sure.

Twenty years ago, Americans 
elected a man who was generally 
considered to be a simpleton to the 
highest office (in reality an image 
deliberately cultivated so as to 
inflame anti-intellectual sentiment, 
on the basis that nobody ever 
missed election to the presidency 
by underestimating the American 
public). George W Bush embarked 
on two enormous military disasters, 
and was widely talked about as 
a near-fascist danger, especially 
given the apocalypticism of his pre-
millennialist Bible-thumping coterie.

Barack Obama capitalised on war-
weariness and horror at the effects 
of the banking crash to replace 
Bush; but was in the end cornered 
into complicity with them by state 
department warmongers (and their 
warrior queen, Hillary Clinton), 
neoliberal ‘expert’ economists 
and intransigent Republican 
congressmen, who spurned his 
painstaking ‘bipartisanship’ and 
painted him as a communist Muslim 
foreigner. A suitably demobilised 
Democratic base sleepwalked into 
2016.

The point is that the 
demoralisation is part of the cycle. 
It is simply not true that, having 
escaped the madness of Sarah Palin 

in 2008, the American working class 
was necessarily in a better position 
vis-à-vis the bourgeoisie: it was just 
as incapable of acting independently 
after, as before; and so it was unable 
to advance a distinctive class agenda 
strong enough to avoid the Trump-
Clinton disaster of 2016. Voting 
for ‘the right lizard’, in Douglas 
Adams’s famous illustration, calls 
forth an even wronger lizard in the 
near future.

There is exactly zero reason to 
doubt a similar outcome with a Biden 
presidency; Sleepy Joe is in for a rude 
awakening when Wall Street tires 
of counter-pandemic government 
largesse, and the gentlemen in suits 
are far more likely to get what they 
want from that somnolent coward 
than they are from the impulsive 
egotist Trump, who will happily send 
cheques to American households, 
so long as it is his signature on 
them. While rhetoric on the world 
stage will be calmed, imperialist 
strangulation of strategic rivals is 
likely to tighten, and the risk of 
military entanglements to increase. 
Four years of crisis management 
and increasing alienation will unfold 
until, most likely, some cracked far-
right reprobate takes up the job in 
2024.

There is exactly one alternative 
to this spiral of despair and creeping 
tyranny: an independent political 
voice for the working class as a class, 
that exposes the US constitution for 
the malfunctioning monstrosity 
it is; fights for the replacement 
of capitalism by socialism; takes 
the form of a party in the strict 
sense, rather than the competing 
professional machines that presently 
exist in the USA; and is not - most to 
the point - browbeaten into support 
for openly capitalist candidates 
for an office that, let us remember, 
should on elementary democratic 
principle be abolished.

The trouble with the historic far-
left opposition to the Democratic 
Party - as exemplified by the LRP up 
to 2016 - is that it treated the matter 
as a shibboleth, and, in the absence 
of any serious electoral alternative to 
the Democrats, could propose merely 
infantile anti-electoralism, in the 

hope that a party might mysteriously 
emerge from ‘the struggle’ at some 
future date. That perspective failed 
the LRP, and has - in reality - failed 
the other Trot ginger groups who 
hold it. There is no reason whatever 
to withhold votes from, say, DSA 
members standing on a Democratic 
ticket: the more of them there are, 
the better the opportunities are to 
weaken the Democratic Party by 
heightening its contradictions, and 
to bring something living out it, like 
the alien from John Hurt’s chest. 
We should have no illusions in the 
personal virtues of such politicians as 
Ocasio-Cortez, of course; careerism 
can set in very quickly, as we have 
lately been reminded in Britain.

The question in relation to 
Biden, however, is this: by calling 
for Americans to vote for him, 
leftwingers cannot avoid taking 
responsibility for the attacks his 
administration will make on the 
working class. So is it worth it? Is 
there that much difference between 
Trump 2020 and Tom Cotton 2024? 
Will our side find it easier to build 
a party under Trumpite repression or 
Bidenite demoralisation? And, above 
all, will a party ever be built if the 
American left is always terrorised 
by the far right into voting for 
any Democrat whatever, however 
conservative and senile? It is past 
time to leave this panic behind: we 
urge our American readers, for what 
our opinion is worth, not to vote for 
the Biden-Harris ticket l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

What passed for debate testifies to the state of mainstream politics in America
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Nineteenth nervous breakdown
Daniel Lazare denounces the checks and balances that make what passes for ‘democracy’ such a shambles

Is the US on its 19th nervous 
breakdown? Or is it all just for 
show? America is a place of 

excess - not only of material goods, 
but of emotions and moods - so it 
is hard to be sure. After all, this is 
the country that Saul Bellow once 
called the “moronic inferno”, while 
Tom Wolfe could not stop writing 
about the craziness of it all - the 
hustlers, the flak-catchers, the Wall 
Street “masters of the universe” 
riding out the financial storms, 
etc - all of which he regarded as 
quintessentially American.

But after one of the most 
tumultuous weeks in political 
memory, panic seems justified. The 
process began on September 29, 
with a debate between two senile 
old men - one frail and bewildered, 
and the other exploding with rage, as 
he instructed his fascist followers to 
“stand back and stand by”, because 
“I’ll tell you what - somebody’s got 
to do something about Antifa and 
the left.”

It continued on October 1, when 
Trump tested positive for Covid-19 
amid unmistakable signs of White 
House panic and disarray. And 
it ended on October 5, with the 
president’s triumphant return from 
Walter Reed hospital, as voters in a 
bellwether county in north-western 
Pennsylvania told The New York 
Times that the country was heading 
for civil war. “It’s going to be 
hell, no matter what,” one person 
declared. “This man has put us in a 
dark place,” another said of Trump, 
while another confessed: “I’ve 
never been afraid. Now I’m scared 
to death.”1

Such sentiments are correct. 
America is indeed heading for 
a crunch - even the most sober 
observers warn of a looming 
disaster starting on election day and 
continuing to no-one knows when.

As tens of millions prepare to 
vote by mail due to the pandemic, 
Trump has made it crystal-clear that 
he regards such ballots as fraudulent 
and that Republicans will mount a 
legal challenge. With some 260 
election-related lawsuits already 
filed, the legal snarl will likely wind 
up in the supreme court, where 
Amy Coney Barrett, Trump’s ultra-
right pick for the high court, could 
tilt the balance in favour of the 
Republicans.

If so, the results would be a 
rerun of December 2000, when a 
Republican-controlled supreme 
court awarded the presidency to 
George W Bush, even though 
he was trailing by more than 
500,000 popular votes. If the 
court punts, on the other hand, 
the election could move to the 
House of Representatives, where, 
according to the US constitution’s 
12th amendment, adopted in 1804, 
members would be required to vote 
on a state-by-state basis, meaning 
that Wyoming’s lone congressman 
would have the same clout as 
California’s 53.

It is an outrageously 
undemocratic exercise, given that 
one state has nearly 70 times more 
people. But it is an exercise that 
Trump would likely win, since 
Republicans control 26 out of 50 
state delegations, with two more 
split down the middle. For the third 
time in a little over two decades, 
a minority president would slip 
into the Oval Office courtesy of a 
centuries-old constitutional warp.

Meanwhile, rightwing militias 
would almost certainly go into action 
with White House encouragement. 
This, too, is reminiscent of the 

November 2000 ‘battle of Florida’, 
in which upscale Republican 
operatives succeeded in shutting 
down the vote count in Miami in 
what has come to be known as the 
‘Brooks Brothers Riot’. But instead 
of yuppies in Hermès ties pounding 
on office windows and doors, pro-
Trump forces this time around will 
likely sport assault rifles and bullet-
proof vests, as they go after leftwing 
antifascists in state after state. 
Instead of Florida 2000, the results 
will be more like Weimar Germany 
circa 1929-33.2

Fears have been multiplying 
since July, when Trump refused to 
say what he would do if the official 
tally went against him. “I have to 
see,” he told Rupert Murdoch’s 
Fox News. “No, I’m not going to 
just say yes. I’m not going to say 
no.” He made the same point at a 
press conference two months later: 
“We’re going to have to see what 
happens. You know that I’ve been 
complaining very strongly about 
the ballots, and the ballots are a 
disaster.” So in Trump’s mind, it is 
not a matter of refusing to abide by 
the official tally, but of refusing to 
abide by a tally that he has decided 
will be rigged against him due to 
fraudulent mail-ins.

The New York Times has 
repeatedly dismissed such 
complaints as “baseless,” but there 
is little question that mail-ins will 
provide Trump with a perfect 
opening. Thanks to them, two New 
York City congressional primary 
elections ended up stalled for six 
weeks this summer, as lawyers for 
opposing Democratic candidates 
scrutinised some 400,000 ballots, 
searching for flaws that would 
render them invalid. Thousands 
wound up in the waste basket due 
to missing postmarks and other 
irregularities. More alarms went off 
last week, when the New York City 
board of elections revealed that as 
many as 100,000 mail-in ballots in 
Brooklyn had been misaddressed, 
rendering them invalid as well. 
Mayor Bill de Blasio, a Democrat, 

was livid, while Trump chortled 
with glee. “THEY WANT TO 
REPLACE THEM,” he tweeted in 
his usual all-caps, “BUT WHERE, 
AND WHAT HAPPENS TO THE 
BALLOTS THAT WERE FIRST 
SENT? THEY WILL BE USED BY 
SOMEBODY. USA, END THIS 
SCAM – GO OUT AND VOTE!”

Trump was talking out of 
both sides of his mouth, since he 
obviously could not care less about 
honest elections. But the system is 
so dysfunctional that, after months 
of championing mail-ins, the The 
New York Times was forced to 
recant and advise New Yorkers to 
vote in person instead.3 Given all 
this, it is hard to see how chaos will 
not erupt - not just in New York, but 
from coast to coast.

Structural
That is not all. Local election 
officials are meanwhile so short of 
funds due to Covid-related costs 
that they are reduced to appealing 
for private donations. Facebook 
founder Mark Zuckerberg and 
his wife, Priscilla Chan, have 
agreed to contribute $300 million 
toward filling a $3.6 billion gap in 
operational expenses, while Arnold 
Schwarzenegger has offered to 
kick in more. But the fact that 
all three lean to the Democrats 
has prompted Republicans to 
mobilise in opposition. Private 
contributions, one Republican 
lawyer complained, “undermine, 
over time, the way we view 
elections”, with the result that “one 
group of billionaires will own this 
city, and one group of billionaires 
will own that city”.4

The fact that the lawyer works 
for a conservative non-profit 
organisation known as the Thomas 
More Society does not mean he 
is wrong. In fact, both bourgeois 
parties are facilitating a billionaire 
takeover for the simple reason that, 
when electoral machinery breaks 
down, private capital will inevitably 
step into the breach.

With its usual timidity, The 

New York Times has delicately 
broached the possibility that the 
problem might be structural. “For 
some election experts,” it observed 
on September 24, “the extended 
uncertainty underscores the 
fragility of the greatly decentralised 
American electoral system - 
something Mr Trump and his 
allies seem to be suggesting they 
could exploit in any post-election 
litigation about the outcome”.5

“Greatly decentralised” is an 
understatement. The US will not 
have one election in November or 
even 50 separate contests run by the 
states. Rather, it will have more than 
10,000 run by counties and other 
local jurisdictions. Screw-ups are all 
too predictable amid such anarchy, 
while opportunities for mischief 
abound. Yet there is nothing 
Americans can do in response.

State officials in Republican-
controlled Texas have thus closed 
some 750 polling places in mostly 
urban neighbourhoods since 2012 
in order to tamp down the minority 
vote. Even though Floridians voted 
nearly two-to-one to allow 1.4 
million convicted state felons to 
cast ballots after completing their 
sentences, Republicans managed 
to stymie the initiative by requiring 
them to first pay thousands of 
dollars in fines and other legal fees - 
a burden that few impoverished ex-
prisoners can afford.

When Michael Bloomberg 
offered $16 million to allay such 
costs and celebrities like Steven 
Spielberg, Ariana Grande and 
basketball stars LeBron James and 
Michael Jordan threw in millions 
more, Republicans threatened to 
launch an official investigation into 
whether the money amounted to an 
unlawful inducement. It was a case 
of one set of billionaires going to 
war against another, because they 
belong to the wrong faction of the 
ruling class.

Republican billionaire Louis 
DeJoy, whom Trump has appointed 
to head up the US Postal Service, 
may try to hold up mail-in ballots, 

according to worst-case Democratic 
scenarios, while Republicans 
are reportedly recruiting 50,000 
volunteers to monitor polling 
places and challenge voters they 
deem suspicious in 15 swing states 
- an effort aimed at scaring away 
Democratic voters as well.

Then there is the ‘blue shift’. 
With blue the Democratic colour, 
the phrase refers to the party’s 
purported predominance among 
mail-in voters - a preponderance 
that might not make itself felt until 
days after the polls close. If Trump 
takes the lead among in-person 
voters on election night, therefore, 
the fear is that he will then move to 
shut down the vote count before all 
Democratic mail-ins arrive.

This is what happened two years 
ago in Florida, when Republican 
gubernatorial and senatorial 
candidates saw their lead shrink 
by as many as 20,000 votes, as 
mail-in ballots continued flowing 
in. “The Florida election should be 
called in favour of Rick Scott and 
Ron DeSantis, in that large numbers 
of new ballots showed up out of 
nowhere, and many ballots are 
missing or forged,” Trump finally 
tweeted in exasperation. “An honest 
vote count is no longer possible - 
ballots massively infected. Must go 
with election night!”

Scott and DeSantis managed to 
squeak by regardless. But, having 
tried to cut short the vote count once, 
it is hard to believe that Trump will 
not try it again. That does not mean 
the gambit will work. But, with the 
supreme court in his corner along 
with the House of Representatives, 
according to the rules outlined 
in the 12th amendment, the odds 
are certainly in his favour. With 
arcane constitutional procedures 
again overriding the popular will, 
the days when Americans actually 
elected their presidents will fade 
into memory.

What is to be done? One solution 
is for a non-partisan national 
commission to take charge of 
America’s fragmented electoral 
system and impose order on a welter 
of local rules and regulations. This is 
something that ‘backward’ countries 
like India take for granted. But you 
cannot get there from here, because 
America’s 18th century constitution 
places elections almost entirely in 
state and local hands. This may have 
seemed perfectly normal back in 
the days of the New England town 
meeting. But it is utterly abnormal 
in an age of modern democracy.

Yet nothing can be done, 
because the constitution, by certain 
measures, is better than twice as 
rigid and change-averse than it 
was at its inception. Reform is 
thus impossible, no matter how 
catastrophic conditions become. 
Democrats will cry foul, liberal 
outlets like the New York Times will 
wring their hands in despair, while 
ordinary people will reach for their 
guns. Yet the ancient machinery will 
stagger on regardless.

In the end, American democracy 
may wind up looking like Joe Biden 
- a man so frail and decrepit that a 
strong gust of wind might send him 
tumbling into the nearest ditch l

Notes
1. nytimes.com/2020/10/05/us/trump-biden-
election-pennsylvania.html.
2. See my article, ‘Weimarisation of politics’ 
Weekly Worker September 17.
3. nytimes.com/2020/09/30/opinion/new-york-
ballots-early-voting.html.
4. nytimes.com/2020/09/25/us/politics/elections-
private-grants-zuckerberg.html.
5. nytimes.com/2020/09/24/us/politics/trump-
election-voting-rights.html.
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Plan for siege warfare
Resting hopes on a Biden victory in November’s election stems from sheer desperation, writes 
Yassamine Mather

On September 28 the Bloomberg 
website published details of 
the Trump administration’s 

fresh sanctions plans, plans designed 
to cut ties between Iran’s economy 
and the outside world (with very 
few exceptions). Crucially, more 
than a dozen banks will be subject 
to sanctions and the country’s entire 
financial sector labelled off-limits.

Of course, Iran’s economy is 
already crushed, partly because 
of the loss of oil sales and partly 
because of the inability to import 
vital equipment, medicines and other 
supplies - all this thanks to existing 
American sanctions. However, 
these latest measures will isolate it 
completely from the global financial 
system, the few remaining legal 
links to global trade will vanish and 
the country’s economy will become 
dependent on informal or illegal 
routes. The US administration and its 
Iranian regime change allies hope this 
will bring down the Islamic Republic 
before January 2021, irrespective of 
who is elected to the White House.

The new measures are directly 
related to the US presidential 
elections. Joe Biden for the 
Democrats has committed to re-
enter the 2015 nuclear deal, the 
JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action), provided Iran also 
returns to compliance, should he 
win in November. According to 
Biden, the Trump administration’s 
“maximum pressure” has failed. Of 
course, there will be many obstacles 
to such a plan. In Iran conservative 
hardliners dominate the new majles 
(parliament) and, given the endless 
disappointments with the ‘reformist’ 
faction, it is very likely that the next 
Iranian president to be elected in 
2021 will be from the conservative 
wing of the regime, which is opposed 
to any deal with the United States. Or 
the country could be ruled by one of 
the commanders of the Revolutionary 
Guards, wanting to ‘save the nation 
from an impending disaster’.

In addition, even if Biden is serious 
about returning the US to the JCPOA, 
he will have a very short window 
between January 2021 and May/June 
2021, when the presidency of Hassan 
Rouhani comes to an end. But this 
has not stopped Iran’s ‘reformists’ 
from expressing enthusiasm for a 
Biden presidency. After all, it is clear 
that the new sanctions proposed 
by the Trump administration are 
aimed at closing down one of the 
few remaining financial loopholes 
allowing Iran’s government to earn 
revenue. In Trumps’ view, that 
will precipitate regime change and 
therefore undermine Biden’s plans in 
relation to JCPOA, even if he wins.

Many are claiming that the 
new sanctions plan was initially 
promoted by Mark Dubowitz , the 
chief executive of the Foundation 
for Defense of Democracies. It looks 
like it has the support of rightwing 
Republican senators. In late 
September, a group of 57 members of 
Congress issued a joint letter backing 
Trump’s proposals: “Iran’s desperate 
economic circumstances provide a 
critical opportunity for the United 
States to force the regime to abandon 
its malign activities and return to the 
negotiating table on your terms,” 
Iranian groups financed by the many 
‘human rights’ organisations and 
‘research institutions’ associated 
with the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies must be really proud of 

themselves.
According to Bloomberg,

Under the plan, the administration 
would designate the Iranian 
financial sector under executive 
order 13902, which Trump signed 
in January to clamp down on 
mining, construction and other 
industries. That would not only 
affect banks, but also remittance 
processors, money-changers and 
the informal transfer system used 
frequently in the Muslim world 
known as hawala.

Then the administration would 
blacklist roughly 14 banks in 
Iran that have so far escaped 
some US restrictions, under 
authorities designed to punish 
entities associated with terrorism, 
ballistic-missile development and 
human-rights abuses.1

Of course, it is not clear if or how 
Iran can continue trade with countries 
such as China and Venezuela. It is 
already engaged in barter deals with 
Venezuela and, as I wrote a few 
weeks ago, Islamic Republic leaders 
are waiting to see what happens 
in Washington before committing 
themselves to the Iran-China 25-year 
comprehensive partnership deal”.2

The new plan was announced 
soon after the Trump administration 
lost the vote in the United Nations 
security council, when it tried to 
impose ‘snapback’ sanctions against 
Iran on August 14.3 These would have 
extended certain arms restrictions on 
Iran that are scheduled to be lifted as 
a consequence of JCPOA. Only one 
country, the Dominican Republic, 
voted in favour of the US motion. 
China and Russia voted against and the 
other 11 countries, including France, 
Germany and the UK, abstained.

Interventionist
Many have pointed out that US 
interventions in other countries’ 
affairs have reduced under Trump; 
that, in keeping his promise to “make 
America great again”, he has wound 
down military interventions abroad. 
There is some truth in this. After 
all, he is withdrawing troops from 
Afghanistan. However ridiculous 
it might be, Trump wants the peace 
deal currently being negotiated with 
the Taliban, and he is pulling troops 
out from Iraq and Syria. Former 
Democratic presidents Bill Clinton 

and Barack Obama were far more 
interventionist. However, when it 
comes to Iran, you cannot say Trump 
has not been interventionist.

Trump’s rhetoric is arrogant, 
bullying and hectoring, but hardly 
consistent. To the dismay of his allies 
in the disparate rightwing Iranian 
opposition, one day he wants war, 
the next he wants negotiations and a 
handshake with Rouhani and the day 
after he wants regime change through 
sanctions. But hardly a day goes by 
when he does not mention Iran.

We should also remember the 
fundamental differences with 
Obama’s sanctions, which had a 
clearly declared aim: to force Iran 
to stop its nuclear development 
programme. In that respect the Obama 
administration was seeking support 
from European and international 
allies. Trump came to office boasting 
of his aim to achieve regime change 
in Iran. His close allies, at the time, 
Steve Bannon and John Bolton, were 
determined to take revenge for the 
1979 revolution, the humiliations 
of the US embassy hostage taking 
and the bombing of the US barracks 
in Beirut in 1983. This policy has 
not achieved much - except the 
impoverishment of the overwhelming 
majority of ordinary Iranians and the 
strengthening of the financial and 
therefore political power of factions 
of the Islamic regime.

Sanctions imposed since Trump 
took office have seen the Islamic 
Republic’s currency fall to its lowest 
value ever. It now trades at 300,000 
rials to a single American dollar. 
That is down by a third since its 
previous all-time low in June and 
by more than 12% down since only 
mid-September. In 2015, following 
the nuclear deal, Iran’s currency was 
valued at 32,000 rials to the dollar. 
Washington’s crippling sanctions, as 
well as Iran’s endemic corruption and 
mismanagement of the coronavirus 
pandemic, have precipitated an 
economic collapse.

For all the bellicose demands and 
moves, even John Bolton (former 
director of Trump’s national security 
council) admits the administration’s 
“maximum pressure” has failed 
to change Iran’s attitude or bring 
forward regime change. Of course, 
let us not forget that Iran’s most 
conservative elements have always 
preferred making deals with rightwing 
Republican administrations. In 1980 

the US embassy hostages were 
released after secret negotiations 
with presidential candidate Ronald 
Reagan. Iran’s Islamic clerics 
wanted him to defeat the incumbent 
Democratic, Jimmy Carter.

This week happens to be the 
anniversary of the first leaks in 
1986 of the cover-up of the scandal 
that became known as the Iran 
Contra affair. This occurred when 
a US citizen, Eugene Hasenfus, 
was captured by Nicaraguan troops 
after the plane in which he was 
flying was shot down. He was part 
of a complicated deal involving 
shipping military supplies to the 
anti-Sandinista Contras, who were  
funded and run by the CIA.

The deal - conjured up by Reagan 
national security staffer Oliver 
North and CIA director William 
Casey - was complicated. Israel 
would sell weapons received from 
the US to Iran in exchange for the 
release of American hostages held by 
Hezbollah, Iran’s ally, in Lebanon.

However, North and Casey then 
decided to use the profits from these 
arms sales in yet another illegal project 
– sending arms to the Contras. So the 
‘anti-imperialist’ Islamic Republic of 
Iran was indirectly funding a CIA-
backed outfit in Nicaragua.

Vote Biden?
Very few Arab or Muslim Americans 
will have either forgotten or forgiven 
Trump’s racist language. And his 
administration has banned travel from 
a number of Muslim countries, which 
stopped family visits for many Arab/
Iranian Americans. The Democratic 
Party claims it will repeal Trump’s 
“Muslim ban”, end support for the 
Saudi-led war in Yemen, prioritise a 
return to nuclear diplomacy with Iran 
and shut down the detention camp at 
Guantanamo Bay.

However there is no mention of 
Israel or the plight of the Palestinians 
living under occupation. That is why 
a coalition of Muslim delegates to 
the Democratic National Committee 
submitted a statement on July 20: 
“As Democrats, we seek a solution 
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
negotiated by the parties that 
guarantees equality, security and 
democracy for all,” reads the draft. 
“No matter what the final resolution 
regarding states and borders, Israelis 
and Palestinians alike deserve peace, 
equal rights, dignity and security.” 

But most Americans who identify 
as Democrats, including Muslim/
Arab Americans, are well aware of 
the party’s unwavering support for 
Zionism and the US-Israel ‘special 
relationship’.

By nominating Kamala Harris 
as his deputy, Biden has underlined 
his pro-Israel credentials. The Times 
of Israel welcomed the choice of 
someone who believes in “aid to the 
Jewish state”. But, to the consternation 
of the Israel lobby, things are 
changing. The notion of unwavering 
support for Israel amongst most 
Democratic voters no longer carries. 
Young people in particular see the 
Palestinians as victims of an illegal 
Israeli occupation, supported by the 
US.

According to Inside Arabia,

An open letter signed by more than 
100 progressive, anti-war, and 
faith-based US organisations calls 
upon Biden to “adopt a principled 
foreign policy towards Israel and 
the Palestinian people based on 
justice, freedom, equality, and 
human dignity”.

It also reminds Biden that a 
“majority of American voters, 
including many Jewish voters, 
young voters, and voters of 
colour” are looking for a dramatic 
change to the way in which the US 
provides Israel with tacit support 
for its criminal settler-colonial 
enterprise, veto protection from 
United Nations enforcement of 
resolutions in the security council, 
and a no-strings-attached military 
aid package.4

As for The New York Times, it states:

Once, Democratic legislators 
had to worry about appearing 
unsupportive of Israel; today some 
of them - especially those who 
need to be re-elected by liberal 
voters - seem to have the opposite 
concern: they do not want to be 
seen as too supportive.5

Now we have one of the most 
reactionary and dangerous alliances 
- the ‘deal of the century’ drawn up 
by the US, Israel and Saudi Arabia. 
If Trump is re-elected, they will 
continue to work together to the 
benefit of Israel, while continuing to 
impose misery on the Palestinians, 
not to mention the peoples of Iran. 
However, that is no reason to opt for 
Biden-Harris as the lesser evil. Evil is 
still evil l

Notes
1. bloombergquint.com/politics/trump-team-
weighs-tough-new-sanctions-on-iran-s-financial.
2. ‘Boost to Beijing’s ambitions’ Weekly Worker 
August 6.
3. “In July 2015, the UN security council 
unanimously endorsed the ... JCPOA by passing 
resolution 2231. According to the resolution’s 
article 11, a ‘participant state’ in the nuclear deal 
can, on the basis of ‘significant non-performance’ 
by one of the agreement’s other parties, initiate the 
restoration (or ‘snapback’) of six security council 
resolutions enacted against Iran between 2006 and 
2010 that were terminated under 2231. Snapback 
would nullify an approaching sunset on restrictions 
on Iranian arms purchases and exports; strengthen 
strictures on Iran’s ballistic missile activity; 
and require Iran to suspend nuclear enrichment, 
among other measures. Under the terms of 
resolution 2231, if the council has not passed a 
new resolution confirming the continuation of the 
sanctions terminations after 30 days, the sanctions 
immediately come back into force” (crisisgroup.
org/global/behind-snapback-debate-un).
4. insidearabia.com/for-joe-biden-muslims-lives-
matter-palestinians-not-as-much.
5. nytimes.com/2016/06/10/opinion/israels-
problem-with-the-democratic-party.html.
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More blood and tears
Esen Uslu looks at the increasing problems of the Erdoğan regime as it engages in yet more foreign adventures

T he regime in Turkey consistently 
tries to make us all believe that 
we are surrounded by a circle of 

enemies plotting to do us down, while 
the heroic government fights them off 
with devout Islamic determination, 
aided by the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) of president Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and the resilience of 
our gallant armed forces.

The streamlined media - which 
consists of channels bought by a pool 
funded by the largest construction 
contractors and other entrepreneurs 
- having benefited from preferential 
treatment in public works contracts, 
and virtually controlled by the AKP, 
comes out with the same message day 
after day. Media control is so extensive 
that all the major dailies use virtually 
the same front-page headlines and 
all the TV channels continuously 
broadcast Erdoğan’s speeches, 
together with endless footage supplied 
to embedded journalists by the army 
from various fields of conflict. The 
only other current-affairs programmes 
consist of presentations of the 
same fare, with various academic 
researchers and ‘experts’ attempting to 
give some credibility to the regime’s 
propaganda.

Hundreds of journalists have been 
jailed for daring to voice a different 
line and, as I write, four more have just 
been added to the tally. They reported 
that an army patrol threw two Kurdish 
villagers out of a helicopter in Van 
province, and then tried to hush up 
the case. One of them died after being 
in a coma for 20 days and even the 
funeral was monitored - and attacked 
- by security forces. Journalists, from 
the Mesopotamia News Agency, 
had managed to lay bare the trail of 
evidence on social media. They now 
find themselves in jail as a result.

And now the new social media 
law is coming into effect. Very soon 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok 
and the other channels which do not 
have a recognised status subject to 
Turkish law will be access-restricted in 
stages. As most of them have ignored 
the threat or said they will not comply, 
we could see Turkey blocked from all 
access to social media channels in a 
couple of months time.

In addition there is now a new court 
case against the leaders of the soft-
left, pro-Kurdish Peoples Democratic 
Party (HDP), who have been charged 
with inciting violence during the 
siege of Kobanê in 2014. Among the 
detainees was the mayor of Kars, a 
city near the Azerbaijan and Armenian 
border, who was previously jailed, 
but the constitutional court eventually 
quashed the verdict. But, no problem, 
the prosecution claimed that a string of 
new convincing witnesses have come 
forward. The case has been reopened.

A total of 59 out of the 65 elected 
HDP mayors of Kurdish cities 
have now been replaced by official 
appointees. This form of ‘direct rule’ 
in local government, combined with 
legislation presented to the recently 
reconvened parliament to remove 
the legal immunity of HDP MPs, 
seems to indicate that the regime 
has decided to finally close the party 
down. Erdoğan’s intention seems to 
be to ensure that there is no Kurdish 
representation in the coming local and 
general elections.

And the Kurds over the border 
are also on the receiving end of the 
regime’s big-stick policy. The so-
called 30-kilometre ‘safety belt’ into 
Iraq is regarded as insufficient unless 
the cooperation of Kurdish regional 
government forces is secured. To keep 
the Peshmerga on board has meant 

pitting the two principal tribes against 
one another without antagonising the 
US. That means a greater role for 
Turkish intelligence in driving foreign 
policy.

The same goes with the occupied 
zones in Syria. The jihadis massed in 
Idlib have been used as a resource to 
be recruited. Already trained, they are 
sent into conflict zones such as Libya 
and Azerbaijan. However, keeping a 
working relationship with Russia is 
essential, to maintain a kind of truce 
in Idlib despite the presence of around 
15,000 Turkish troops. But the joint 
Russian-Turkish patrols to keep major 
roads open failed, and some sections 
of the jihadis have actually opened fire 
on Turkish troops.

Erdoğan’s desire to maintain the 
truce and keep control over Idlib 
province for as long as possible 
without coming into conflict with 
Russia resembles a tightrope walking 
act. That despite the occasional roar 
from the president, demanding the 
Russians surrender the zone around 
Kobanê to Turkish forces. A similar 
call is also occasionally made to 
the US to stop supporting “Kurdish 
terrorists” and instead stand by their 
longstanding ally and Nato partner. 
Both of these calls seem to be oriented 
to the domestic audience only, as both 
Putin and Trump have been kept rather 
occupied by other worries.

Cyprus
Meanwhile, in northern Cyprus a 
presidential election will be held on 
October 11, but the Erdoğan-supported 
candidate seemed to be in need of a 
last-minute boost to stand any chance 
and avoid serious embarrassment. 
That last-minute boost came in the 
form of a haphazard decision to finally 
reopen the Varosha neighbourhood of 
the Cypriot city of Famagusta, which 
has been a closed zone for 40 years.

The reopening of this ghost town 
had long been under consideration, and 
a tentative step had been taken with 
the formation of a joint commission to 
deal with the complex issues of real-
estate ownership and compensation. 
But things did not proceed in any 
meaningful way. Everybody on the 
Turkish Cypriot side had been talking 

about ways of giving the process a 
new impetus after the elections.

However, there was no time to lose 
for the Turkish regime and the sudden 
decision dictated to north Cyprus has 
seriously rocked the boat - the ruling 
coalition there collapsed because 
of the lack of consultations. The 
president, Mustafa Akmei, had been 
against any such move, but his prime 
minister, Ersin Tatar, announced the 
decision to reopen Varosha while 
visiting Turkey.

Varosha had been the playground 
of wealthy Europeans in the 60s. 
But since the occupation by Turkey 
in 1974 the hotels and casinos have 
remained empty. Today they are in a 
state of decay. The area is controlled 
by the Turkish army. No civilians 
are allowed there. Allegedly it was 
being kept as a bargaining chip in 
negotiations towards a final settlement 
for the whole island. However, one 
of those plush hotels with its famous 
beach was converted into an officers’ 
club.

The Varosha issue has also been 
used as a lever to pressurise the Greek 
Cypriots. They had seemed adamant 
that the new alliance they formed 
with Israel, Greece and Egypt under 
the patronage of France must proceed 
in order to curb Turkish attempts to 
grab the lion’s share from gas and 
oil explorations. And now the Greek 
Cypriot cause is being deployed to 
bolster international efforts to curb 
Turkish involvement in Libya.

In other words, Erdoğan seems 
to be willing to act without thinking 
about what the consequences may 
be. Recent experience has shown that 
the side taking the initiative is likely 
to gain and can then sit on those gains 
and weather the storm. This seems a 
realistic option that may be repeated 
again and again while circumstances 
allow.

And those circumstances seem 
favourable at present. Nato is 
increasing its naval cooperation with 
new members Bulgaria and Romania 
in the Black Sea basin, and with 
Ukraine. Nato’s naval forces continue 
to follow an aggressive exercise 
schedule, keeping the largest fleet 
allowed by the Montreux Convention 

in the Turkish Straits. Almost every 
day Nato ships cross the Bosporus 
- followed by Russian navy ships 
destined for the eastern Mediterranean 
to supply Syria going the other way.

Turkey and Russia have now 
completed ‘TurkStream’ - the 
underwater pipeline supplying 
Russian gas to the westernmost part of 
the southern shore of Black Sea, with 
a view to exporting to Europe without 
going through Ukraine. However, 
how it will then proceed into Europe 
remains problematic unless Turkey’s 
relations with Greece are improved.

Although Erdoğan is helping 
Russia to bypass Ukraine, that country 
is now becoming a close friend of 
Turkey. The jet engine factories of 
Ukraine, previously used to supply 
the Soviet airforce, now have a new 
opportunity in the shape of Turkey, 
which wants engines for helicopters 
and drones. So, while not recognising 
the incorporation of Crimea and 
occupation of the eastern parts of 
Ukraine by Russia, Turkey is walking 
on another tightrope, trying to keep 
both these parties on board, while 
keeping Nato happy.

Uncertain future
Our clockwise tour around Turkey 
brings us next to the trans-Caucasia - 
another soft spot for Russia. Armenia 
is a member of the post-Soviet 
Commonwealth of Independent States 
under the protection of Russia, but for 
years Turkey has been arming and 
training Azerbaijani forces, and now, 
of course, there is a major conflict 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
During the summer, immediately 
after the initial skirmishes, Turkey 
and Azerbaijan held a major military 
exercise. And thanks to the Turkish 
airforce some of those jihadis recruited 
from Idlib were flown to Azerbaijan.

A poke in the eye for Russia. 
Islamist fundamentalism has been an 
obsession of Russia’s since the war 
in Chechnya. And the radicalisation 
of Azerbaijan would inevitably affect 
other Muslim populations in the 
region. But Erdoğan declared that 
Turkey would support Azerbaijan by 
any means necessary and indicated 
that if a truce was imposed it should 

have a role in negotiations to find 
a settlement. Turkey seems to be 
following a pattern in this: engage 
with Russia in maintaining control 
of the conflict zones - similar 
cooperation structures were set up in 
Syria and Libya. Now it seems Turkey 
is suggesting something similar in 
Caucasia.

This will inevitably worry Iran, 
which shares a border with Azerbaijan. 
To be suddenly faced with Sunni 
jihadis to its north will be a cause of 
concern to put it mildly. In addition 
Turkey’s growing role in Caucasus 
weakens Iran’s position. But Turkey 
has become an important trading 
partner during the era of ever tighter 
sanctions imposed on Iran by the west.

So the going seems not too bad 
for the Turkish regime. However, 
the fighting all along its periphery, 
as well as the fulfilment of its other 
commitments, such as training 
the Somali army, maintaining a 
substantial force in Qatar and a 
contingent in Afghanistan, etc, require 
a strong economy as well as access 
to substantial foreign cash. But the 
money pouring in from Qatar during 
the war in Syria has started to slow 
down.

On the other hand, the Turkish 
economy is quickly going down the 
drain, with the pandemic only adding 
to the general deterioration. The ‘tax 
and spend’ public works programme, 
shifting the traditional burden of state 
borrowing onto the private sector, 
thanks to a surplus of easy credit, has 
reached its limits. And, with it, the so-
called ‘Turkish miracle’ has run into 
trouble.

Playing a dangerous game of 
tightrope walking, while various 
other powers are in conflict with one 
another, may well end in disaster. 
Added to which, it looks increasingly 
unlikely that Erdoğan and the AKP 
will allow anything but crudely rigged 
elections. There now appear to be very 
few new options open for Turkey’s 
coalition of Islamist politicians and 
nationalist militarists. Losing an 
election cannot be contemplated, so 
one option is the iron fist of the army - 
which will mean more blood and tears 
in the region l

Next - the army again?



STATE POWER
weekly

October 8 2020 1318 worker10

Ministry of Truth
Outlawing anti-capitalism in schools is the thin end of the wedge. Boris Johnson’s government is shifting 
ever further to the right, warns Eddie Ford

There is no question that in Britain 
we have a very rightwing Tory 
government that puts the Thatcher 

years to shame. That can be seen not 
only in the figure of Boris Johnson - a 
cut-down Donald Trump with public 
school affectations - but by many of 
the decisions and policy choices they 
have openly discussed.

So at one stage they were seriously 
talking about appointing the 
notoriously reactionary Lord Charles 
Moore of Etchingham to be the new 
part-time chairman of the BBC - a job 
that comes with the power to fire the 
organisation’s director general. The 
Tories are, of course, congenitally 
hostile to the liberal BBC, constantly 
attacking it for being the “Bolshevik 
Broadcasting Company”, anti-
Brexit, too metropolitan, and so 
on. A big section of the media is 
not particularly enamoured by the 
BBC either, because it is subsidised 
and therefore can compete with 
commercial stations ‘unfairly’. 
Rupert Murdoch and other capitalists, 
of course, want a free market in the 
media - that is, one controlled by 
them that will doubtlessly offer up a 
rightwing mono-culture even more 
dull and conformist than most of the 
content delivered by today’s BBC.

Who is Lord Moore? He is a 
former editor of Britain’s biggest 
circulation ‘quality’ conservative 
newspaper, The Daily Telegraph - 
or as it is commonly known, ‘The 
Torygraph’. I have to say, I am not 
alone in being absolutely shocked 
by the contempt that its editors must 
have for their readership - telling 
them a pack of total nonsense 
on stilts. There again, who does 
not enjoy having their prejudices 
confirmed? Giving you a rich flavour 
of his political opinions, in a 1992 
article for the Spectator magazine 
Moore wrote that “the Korean 
sets up the grocery store, which 
the black then robs” - that is “the 
caricature which modern America 
recognises”. One explanation for this 
supposed phenomenon, according 
to Lord Moore, is that “there really 
is something different about blacks, 
or at least about black men, or at 
least about young black men”. Dog-
whistling away, he went on to write 
that people in the UK and US “detect 
in black youths an aggression and 
defiance and indifference to normal 
moral and social constraints which 
frightens them”. All this proves 
that if “some races - the Jews are 
the obvious example - are highly 
enterprising and talented, it may also 
be true that some are the opposite”. 
Moore has also argued that Muslim 
immigration brings “more political 
disturbance, more communal tension, 
more intolerance of other faiths (and 
of non-faiths) and more terrorism”. 
He also compared the legalisation 

of gay marriage to allowing one “to 
marry one’s dog”, and supported gay 
‘conversion therapy’.

Making him the perfect man for 
the job of BBC chairman, he has 
a long history of hostility to the 
organisation. In 2010, Moore was 
fined £262 for failing to have a TV 
licence after he refused to pay the fee 
until the BBC sacked Jonathan Ross 
for his ‘Sachsgate’ prank telephone 
call with Russell Brand - regarding 
the episode as part of an ongoing 
“pathology” at the BBC instead of 
an isolated incident by two idiots. 
Like many of his stripe, he has 
complained that the BBC hardly 
ever airs “sceptical” opinions on 
climate change - claiming that such 
scepticism is the view of the “great 
majority” in the country, showing 
yet again that “our self-righteous 
national broadcaster is woefully 
detached from voters’ real lives”.1 
Instead, the company promotes 
“alarmism” and gives a regular 
platform to “doomsday cultists”.

By all accounts, Moore was Boris 
Johnson’s favourite for the job, with 
his appointment “virtually a done 
deal” - bringing joy to the hearts of 
reactionaries everywhere. However, 
he has ruled himself out of contention 
for the position, apparently asking 
for £280,000 a year, as opposed to 

the £100,000 currently paid to Sir 
David Clementi, the current chair. 
There is now speculation about the 
government giving the job to George 
Osborne - the former chancellor 
under David Cameron, whose 
intellectual background lies in Ayn 
Rand and the libertarian right.

Even more bizarrely, there is still 
talk about appointing Paul Dacre 
as chairman of Ofcom - which 
monitors TV, radio and virtually 
the whole electronic media to 
ensure compliance with ‘proper’ 
standards. Dacre used to be editor 
of the Daily Mail, Britain’s other 
main Tory newspaper. If you think 
The Torygraph is bad, try reading the 
Mail - it is totally off the wall. The 
websites of most papers allow you to 
peruse their back issues, going back 
many decades - but not the Mail, of 
course, because that would be too 
shameful and embarrassing, given 
its sordid history. The Mail not only 
supported Hitler into power, but also 
backed Oswald Mosley, leader of 
the British Union of Fascists - thus 
the infamous headline back in 1934, 
“Hurrah for the Blackshirts!”

True, The Times and other papers 
also have a shameful history when it 
comes to the rise of fascism, but none 
of them became the actual voice of 
the British Union of Fascists, as the 
Mail did under Lord Rothermere. 
The paper regularly ran competitions 
inviting readers to tell you how 
wonderful the Blackshirts were, the 
best entry getting a prize.

For those who know Dacre 
and his methods, he subjects his 
underlings to “verbal abuse” and 
“a drill sergeant’s delight in public 
humiliation”.2 An expletive volcano, 
Dacre himself believes that “shouting 
creates energy, energy creates great 
headlines” - no place for snowflakes. 
In the memorable words of the 
novelist Andrew O’Hagan, the Mail 

is a “bubbling quagmire of prejudice 
posing as news, of opinion dressed as 
fact, and contempt for that portion of 
the world’s population that doesn’t 
live in Cheam”.

It almost goes without saying 
that Dacre has attacked the BBC’s 
“cultural Marxism” and two years 
ago predicted that a “right-of-centre 
TV network will one day take root 
in this country” - something that 
is already coming to pass with the 
launch fairly soon of GB News - a 
24-hour rolling TV channel, which 
will have Andrew Neil as its face and 
chairman.3

The fact that such a man as Paul 
Dacre could possibly administer 
the standards of the British media 
is an indication of the Tories’ 
‘commitment to impartiality’.

Harmful
Hand in hand with these threatened 
appointments, the department for 
education recently issued lengthy 
authoritarian guidance to schools.4 
We learn the following:

Schools should not under any 
circumstances use resources 
produced by organisations that 
take extreme political stances on 
matters. This is the case even if 
the material itself is not extreme, 
as the use of it could imply 
endorsement or support of the 
organisation (my emphasis).

We further discover that this 
prohibition on extremist 
organisations and ideas includes 
those that have expressed any sort of 
anti-capitalism. Well, organisations 
that would immediately fall under 
that category would be the British 
version of Black Lives Matter and 
Extinction Rebellion - when it comes 
to the latter, some Tory backbenchers 
have already called for it to be 
banned. Earlier this year, the south-
east division of Counter Terrorism 
Policing placed XR on a list of 
“extremist ideologies” that should 
be reported to the authorities running 
the Prevent programme - though that 
document was later rescinded.

In fact, it might even include the 
Labour Party up to Tony Blair when 
he scrapped the old clause four. After 
all, from 1918 up to the Blair years, 
the party was committed to replacing 
capitalism with some sort of vaguely 
defined “socialism” - surely putting 
the Labour Party beyond the pale if 
you are the DfE. It could also include 
some of the oldest trade unions in 
Britain, such as the GMB, whose 
rules - partially written by Eleanor 
Marx and which still stand - state that 
the aim of the union is socialism; the 
same goes for the RMT and other 
unions. The resources of such unions 
and protest movements - let alone 
parties like the Communist Party 
of Great Britain and the Socialist 
Workers Party - are presumably 
now forbidden in schools. Only one 
viewpoint is allowed – that of the 
mainstream establishment. Welcome 
to the Ministry of Truth.

Anyway, in the words of the 
guidance, examples of “extreme 
political stances” are “a publicly 
stated desire to abolish or overthrow 
democracy, capitalism, or to end 
free and fair elections”; opposition 
“to the right of freedom of speech, 
freedom of association, freedom of 

assembly or freedom of religion and 
conscience”; the “use or endorsement 
of racist, including anti-Semitic, 
language or communications”, the 
“encouragement or endorsement 
of illegal activity” and a “failure to 
condemn illegal activities done in 
their name or in support of their cause, 
particularly violent actions against 
people or property”. Furthermore, 
more “extreme positions” are those 
“teaching that requirements of 
English civil or criminal law may 
be disregarded, whether for political 
or religious reasons or otherwise”; 
“engaging in or encouraging 
active or persistent harassment or 
intimidation of individuals in support 
of their cause”; and “selecting and 
presenting information to make 
unsubstantiated accusations against 
state institutions” (my emphasis).

It is hard to see how the 
Suffragettes and their campaign, for 
instance, would not be classified as 
the “encouragement or endorsement 
of illegal activity” and a “failure 
to condemn illegal activities done 
in their name or in support of their 
cause”. Does that mean that schools 
are no longer allowed to use materials 
produced by the Suffragettes 
themselves? After all they advocated 
and practised terrorism. Ireland’s two 
main political parties certainly fall 
foul. They have their origins in Sinn 
Féin and the armed struggle for Irish 
independence. The guidance even 
warns against “promoting divisive or 
victim narratives that are harmful to 
British society”. What about people 
from the West Indies whose great-
grandparents were slaves - would 
mentioning that fact be promulgating 
a ‘victim narrative’?

Most obscenely of all - which 
is a problem with the left as well 
unfortunately - the DoE guidance 
equates capitalism with democracy. 
Hence those attacking or criticising 
capitalism are automatically attacking 
democracy. QED. But any half-
decent student of the 19th and 20th 
centuries will immediately tell you 
that the extension of the vote was an 
achievement of the working class 
movement. True, back in the 1830s 
the bourgeoisie were threatening 
revolution if they did not get the 
vote. But we also know that, once 
the bourgeoisie got the vote, they did 
nothing to extend it to the working class 
- not a chance. Hence it was down to 
the Chartist movement, whose militant 
left wing announced that we should 
fight peacefully if we can, forcefully 
if we must. Leftwing Chartists also 
developed a social charter, which went 
beyond the slogan of simply calling 
for one man, one vote - democracy had 
to have a social content. Karl Marx 
thought that if the Chartists won, that 
would mean the rule of the working 
class. Clearly, the bourgeoisie were 
never allies of the working class in the 
fight for democracy l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
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3. itv.com/news/2020-09-25/andrew-neil-
announces-24-hour-gb-news-channel-to-rival-bbc-
and-sky.
4. schoolsweek.co.uk/cancel-culture-gender-
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new-dfe-guidance-says-about-rse.
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Shattering account
Clare Cowen My search for revolution - and how we brought down an abusive leader Troubador 
Publishing, 2019, pp204, £19.99

The 1960s were a turbulent time - 
in politics and in youth culture: 
the swinging 60s and revolting 

students, sex, drugs and rock and 
roll; the US civil rights movement, 
which led on to black power and the 
Black Panther Party and inspired the 
civil rights movement in Northern 
Ireland. The US also had the free 
speech movement, which rejected the 
stultifying effects of McCarthyism, 
and students fighting a similar 
stultification in France led to les 
événements in 1968.

There was more, much more, 
and the biggest movement of all 
was against the Vietnam war. This 
evoked a mass movement in the US 
of students and other youth, but also 
driven by Vietnam veterans who 
had experienced it. The international 
flavour was conveyed by the chant, 
“We shall fight, we shall win, London, 
Paris and Berlin!” (perhaps a little 
Eurocentric). Alongside all this was 
the Prague Spring, the continuing 
anti-colonial movements, the struggle 
against apartheid and regimes in South 
America, which became in most cases 
military regimes.

In Britain we had rallies, 
demonstrations, meetings, a lively 
left and alternative press, together 
with a plethora of leftwing groups 
and parties. For people of the author’s 
age there was a widespread search for 
revolution, and Clare Cowen’s starting 
point was unusual. She was brought 
up in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) a 
little before Ian Smith’s unilateral 
declaration of independence (UDI) in 
1965. She came from a comfortable 
home with black servants and at the 
beginning of the book, in her late 
schooldays, she was beginning to ask 
what was going on.

Right from the start her narrative 
is in a conversational style that gives 
the book a lively feel and helps to 
move the story along through the 
years to follow, when Clare heads to 
Europe for her further education. Via 
personal and political relationships, 
she graduates from Bristol University, 
where she encounters the Socialist 
Labour League (SLL).

She piles into her new political life 
with enthusiasm and describes rallies, 
marches, together with pub, factory 
and street paper sales. She plays a 
key role in building SLL and Young 
Socialist branches and is clearly an 
effective organiser. Much of her work 
is also administrative: for instance, 
driving ahead of unemployment 
marches to organise food and shelter 
for the marchers. She got things done.

Gerry Healy
There are accounts of widely diverse 
events, from small local picket lines 
to the 1973 Pageant of Working Class 
History that attracted an audience of 
10,000, and plenty of photographs in 
the book. The most important driving 
force in the SLL, and for Clare, was 
Gerry Healy.

At her book launch she read out 
this description of him:

There was a rustle of curiosity, as 
this unprepossessing man mounted 
the platform. He spoke quietly until 
everyone was straining to hear him 
and then worked up to a crescendo, 
thrusting his index finger upwards 
to emphasise his points.

Healy was undoubtedly the 
charismatic leader of the SLL (and 
later its successor, the Workers 

Revolutionary Party) for Clare - and 
for all members who, like me, stayed 
for any length of time.

But there were intimations of 
something else and Clare recounts 
these as they appeared at the time, 
rather than in hindsight. A major one 
was her relationship with her partner. 
They were living together, but Healy 
thought that was a bit ‘hippyish’ and 
so they got married, happily enough.

The SLL number one gave 
her husband a leading role in the 
headquarters and so they moved 
to London, but then Healy started 
criticising and then humiliating her 
husband, who eventually left the 
League. Clare and he got divorced: a 
points win for the SLL - or rather for 
Healy. At the book launch and since I 
have heard of his other interventions 
in people’s personal lives - for 
‘the benefit of the working class’, 
apparently.

Clare was busy building a Young 
Socialists branch, when she came 
across two members scabbing on 
the Lambeth dustmen’s strike. She 
reported it. Soon after, at a London 
aggregate where there was quite 
a crowd, she was denounced by 
member number two, Mike Banda, 
for her comment - and then publicly 
humiliated, with Healy himself 
leading the hunt. She accepted this 
nonsense - that was how things were 
after the great leader had spoken, but 
Healy later assured her that she could 
correct her behaviour: “You can do it, 
comrade. I’ll help you.”

Public humiliation was a common 
feature of SLL and WRP life. Many 
comrades left in disgust or went into a 
state of quiet resignation. Others, like 
Clare, strove to learn. They were still 
searching for that revolution and this 
was the place to do it - if only they 
were worthy.

Clare was proud to be given a role 
at party centre - she gave up teaching 
and went to work in the finance 
office. One evening Healy wanted a 
discussion with her in his flat - and 
that is when the abuse started: “I 
went back upstairs in turmoil after the 
least romantic seduction I had ever 
experienced - by the leader of the 
world party of socialist revolution.” 
She had a lot to think about: this and 
further encounters were disturbing 

and yet she thought: “Maybe this 
is something you have to do for the 
revolution.”

Meanwhile she was shunted from 
pillar to post: working in the party 
offices, sacked and reinstated at a time 
of great excitement. The worldwide 
crisis of capitalism and the developing 
‘revolutionary situation’ in Britain 
meant that a mere league was too 
small; what the revolution needed was 
a party!

At around the time the new 
WRP began printing its own daily 
newspaper, Clare was learning to be 
a typesetter. There was already a big 
editorial team and many journalists 
and photographers. There were also a 
few experienced printers, but this was 
a big new development.

News copy, layout sheets and some 
photographs were sent by a dedicated 
phone line to the Runcorn printing 
shop, entirely run by party members. 
There was a web offset press, 
camera equipment, sheet presses, 
guillotines, and much else, as well as 
the computing gear needed to receive 
copy and pictures, and transform them 
into what was needed to produce a 
newspaper. Not just the newspaper, 
News Line, but leaflets, posters, 
magazines and books too.

Clare was pleased and proud to be 
involved at the heart of this work, but 
some things stayed the same: grinding 
daily routines, including branch work 
and paper sales, which she was happy 
to keep up with. There was also the 
unwelcome attention of Healy, as well 
as continuing humiliation by others. 
Clare mentions at various points the 
gratuitous rudeness of Sheila Torrance, 
WRP assistant general secretary.

She also tells the tale of Alex 
Mitchell, News Line editor and 
Healy’s general henchperson. She 
was asked to stay and clear up after 
a load of other comrades left. When 
she showed some objection to this, he 
slapped her!

Clare was a typesetter for a while, 
but later she was back in the finance 
offices and taking on other roles. 
The period she covers - the mid-60s 
to mid-80s - includes the arrival of 
Margaret Thatcher and Thatcherism, 
and the UK’s move from an industrial 
economy to a deindustrialised one, 
with all that meant in terms of 
unemployment, strikes and protests, 
culminating in the miners’ Great 
Strike of 1984-85.

Beginning
But I will now move on to the second 
part of her book title, “How we 
brought down an abusive leader”. In 
1982 Healy had a heart attack. This 
was mostly kept quiet, but Clare knew 
and was thinking, “How would the 
party manage without Gerry? It was 
unimaginable. His political leadership 
was vital.” He was back not long 
after, but, as she says, “something had 
fundamentally changed”.

In 1984, Healy instructed Clare to 
join Aileen Jennings, his secretary, in 
fortnightly trips to see her mother in 
Nottingham and this is really when it 
starts. It reads like a thriller, because 
it is a thriller. There was no mortal 
danger, as far as I know, but comrades 
did get thumped from time to time.

The actual danger was that of 
denial, humiliation and expulsion. 
Many comrades held on for fear of 
the latter. For many it would mean 
loss of the only friends they had and, 
for cadre working for the party, loss 
of job and even home. However, the 

real fear was the end of “my search 
for revolution”.

Accusations against Healy could 
only lead to accusations of provocation 
and then immediate expulsion. Any 
violence would be denied - not just by 
Healy, but by numerous ‘witnesses’. 
He was the great leader and any attack 
on him was an attack on the party and 
hence on the working class.

When it all blew up, in October 
1985, party members knew that there 
had been five ‘conspirators’ and that 
they had three lines of attack, but there 
were an awful lot of details that we 
did not know, and many of them are 
here in this book. Those who knew 
that things had to change could not 
just go down to the pub for an evening 
and plot. They took great care not to 
be any more associated together than 
they had been before.

Things really kicked off when 
Aileen Jennings wrote a letter to each 
member of the political committee 
(PC), telling them that Healy had 
been using party premises for sexual 
liaisons with female comrades for 
many years: she listed 26 names. She 
characterised this as a serious security 
issue, on which the PC must act. She 
then, very wisely, skipped town.

This was timed for the day after 
a hugely successful rally to greet 
marchers from all over the country 
who had turned out in support of the 
miners, just after the end of their strike. 
Not a happy moment for the party 
leadership: “‘This is a provocation,’ 
said Vanessa [Redgrave].” Reactions 
were varied and confused, but, for a 
while, business continued as usual.

But other pressures were also 
acting and then the ‘conspirators’ 
dropped another bombshell. Healy 
had always insisted on being kept 
bang up to date with party finances, 
even while he was in hospital. But 
the finances had to be as he wanted 
and expected them to be. Clare 
witnessed, and suffered, many 
screaming fits of rage when this was 
not so and the party treasurer, along 
with Clare and Aileen, had to keep 
him happy, while trying to keep the 
ship afloat anyway.

The bombshell was telling the 
political committee the truth: that the 
party was pretty much broke. Healy 
had been keen on building resources 
- daily paper, printshop, numerous 
bookshops, party school ... But he was 
less interested in the revenue needed 
to keep things going - gas, electricity, 
wages ...

The PC put Corin Redgrave at 
the head of a committee to repair 
the damage of the “saboteurs”. 
Unfortunately, he had to use the 
saboteurs’ help, since he had no idea 
what he was doing. Other political 
leaders were of no use either: they 
had rarely if ever taken any interest 
in such matters. Redgrave ordered 
redundancies. Until I read Clare’s 
book, I did not know that the party 
employed about 100 people (!). They 
were not paid much, but still ...

Then came the third point of 
attack. After the miners’ strike Healy 
was convinced that we had entered 
a “revolutionary situation”. One of 
the five ‘conspirators’, Dave Bruce, 
gave a presentation to the political 
committee disputing this nonsense 
and they struggled to produce a 
rebuttal.

Critical moment
Cracks were showing and leading 
members started to demand 

explanations. The critical moment 
came with Mike Banda. Everything 
had been hidden from the membership 
(apart from the leadership and the 
‘conspirators’ - though the latter had 
picked up a few allies). Mike Banda 
broke it to the membership. I heard 
about it, because I was one of the 
printers in Runcorn.

Tony Banda, his brother, told us 
everything one evening and Mike 
phoned next day and asked us not 
to print the paper. Some agreed and 
some did not: a paper was produced 
by a skeleton crew. Tony meanwhile 
had gone to a North West aggregate 
meeting in Liverpool and several 
carloads of extremely angry comrades 
arrived at the printshop, just as the 
papers were being loaded on a truck.

They threw off the papers and told 
the drivers where to go. Tony sat by 
the phone all night, explaining to 
worried comrades in London and at 
intermediate drop-off points what had 
happened and why. Not long after 
Mike Banda told the press, blowing it 
open to the world.

There were all sorts of meetings, 
as the party split. Corin Redgrave 
defended Healy and in one meeting 
“cited the party’s achievements” and 
said: “If this is the work of a rapist, 
then let’s recruit more rapists.” So a 
split was inevitable - a straightforward 
split between continuing supporters of 
Healy and decent people who opposed 
him. But each wing splintered further 
and continued to do so for some time, 
while many members just walked 
away. Many assets had to be sold to 
pay off debts.

The point of bringing down “an 
abusive leader” was to continue the 
“search for revolution”, but it was 
clearly not going to happen in the 
WRP. There were and are assorted 
grouplets. I was in one, and then in 
a smaller one and then… like many 
I played no active political role for 
decades after.

Clare’s final chapter is entitled 
‘The women’s question’. The group 
she was in were appalled by Healy’s 
actions, but comments she heard or 
read always seemed to concentrate 
on the sexual nature of his offences. 
Clare, not alone, disagreed and 
said that his actions were “about 
subjugation, humiliation, control - 
and these were political issues”.

Reading that, I was struck by the 
discussions in the left - including, of 
course, the CPGB - about democratic 
centralism. This has long been 
recognised as crucial to communists. 
For Healy the ‘democratic’ bit came 
when party members voted (in general 
unanimously) for anything he put 
to them. The ‘centralist’ bit was that 
Healy ran the show - no questions 
asked. This was not, as we know, 
unique to Gerry Healy or the WRP, but 
Clare has written a valuable account of 
exactly where this can lead.

There are lessons and insights 
here: there were many knowledgeable 
Marxists in the WRP - many 
communist fighters, many comrades 
who gave their money, time and 
lives to ‘the party’ and, they thought, 
to the working class. Yes, we were 
‘searching for revolution’, but we 
too not only suffered because of an 
“abusive leader”: the main abuse 
related to democratic centralism. 
As with many other revolutionary 
groups, what was practised was as far 
removed from the genuine article as it 
was possible to go l

George Evans

Vanessa Redgrave: a Healy dupe



12 weekly
October 8 2020 1318 worker

Programmeless liquidationism
Neil Faulkner’s interpretation of Lenin is based on stunningly bad history, argues Mike Macnair

This is the second part of my 
examination of the debate 
between Neil Faulkner of 

Mutiny and Martin Thomas of the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty on the 
party question.1 As I argued at the 
outset, both authors’ conceptions of 
what the history of Marxist politics 
tells us about the ‘party question’ 
are poisoned by unwillingness to 
really interrogate the traditions of 
their own political backgrounds - 
and by personality-cult ‘great men’ 
approaches to the history. Already 
visible in Faulkner’s first part, on 
‘Marx’s theory of the party’, which 
I looked at last week, the ‘great 
men’ approach is equally visible in 
his second part, on ‘Lenin’s theory 
of the party’.

As with Faulkner’s Marx, 
his Lenin exists only at a few 
pivotal moments, which are quite 
inaccurately described, with 
startling leaps between them. 
The three moments are the 1902 
pamphlet, What is to be done?, and 
- related in Faulkner’s version - the 
1903 split in the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party; the 1912 
Prague conference of the RSDLP, 
considered as a split (merely 
mentioned); and the formation of 
the Communist International in 
1919-20.

The lesson which we 
are supposed to learn from 
Faulkner’s Lenin is, essentially, 
the organisational separation of 
‘revolutionaries’ from ‘reformists’ 
(though how these groups are to 
be defined politically for Faulkner 
remains very unclear). This 
‘lesson’ is, essentially, a dogma of 

the Cliffite tradition from the time 
of the International Socialists’ 
abandonment of Labour Party 
entry work under the 1964-70 
Wilson government.2

Faulkner begins with the 
symmetrical ‘cold war’ mythical 
narratives of the origins of 
Bolshevism in Lenin’s What is 
to be done? and 1903: both for 
‘official communists’ and for 
liberals and anarchists, WITBD and 
1903 represented the creation of a 
militarised, top-down centralist, 
activist ‘party of a new type’ - the 
‘democratic centralist vanguard 
party’. This ‘Leninism’ supposedly 
led to Stalinism: both for Stalinists, 
who celebrated it, and for liberals 
and anarchists, who damned it. 
For some reason (which Faulkner 
only attempts to explain in the 
third article) the Trotskyists also 
swallowed this conception. He 
argues:

This conception is still with 
us. It has now evolved and 
degenerated to the point of Life 
of Brian parody, where small 
organisations of a few thousand 
at the most - sometimes only a 
few hundred, even tiny outfits 
of 50 or so - imagine themselves 
to be the embryo of an early 21st 
century Bolshevik Party.

Small organisations of this 
kind exist in all periods. Mass 
revolutionary parties, on other 
hand, are never like this. There 
are no historic examples 
of a revolutionary party 
emerging from a democratic-
centralist sect through what 

has sometimes been called 
‘the primitive accumulation of 
cadre’. Not one.

This argument muddles two 
radically different issues. The first, 
which the ‘party of a new type’ 
line addresses, is what practical 
form of organisation will work for 
workers’ political organisations 
which aim to overthrow capitalism. 
This ‘party of a new type’ idea 
developed in reality in 1918-21, 
though the myth ‘retrojected’ it 
onto 1902-03.

The second issue is whether 
a mass workers’ party with 
revolutionary aims can emerge by 
“primitive accumulation of cadre”3: 
ie, whether small groups can 
develop into mass parties merely 
by recruiting individuals. The 
answer comrade Faulkner gives in 
this quotation could consequently 
have one of two meanings: either 
‘democratic centralism’ blocks 
the emergence of a mass party; 
or (irrespective of ‘democratic 
centralism’) such a party can never 
emerge by individual recruitment 
to a small group. In either case the 
argument is plainly false: witness 
the emergence of rather significant 
mass communist parties in the 
colonial and semi-colonial ‘third 
world’.

The escape route could 
be that such parties were not 
“revolutionary” in comrade 
Faulkner’s sense. But then, in 
that sense there has been no 
mass “revolutionary party” ever, 
since even the Bolsheviks do not 
qualify (their leadership included 

opponents of their October 
1917 seizure of power; radical 
separation between Bolsheviks 
and Mensheviks at the base 
only developed in limited areas 
before 1917 itself). Hence on 
this interpretation, the negative 
evidence becomes an unimpressive 
argument, since there is no positive 
example.

There is a true statement which 
could be created by ‘reading down’ 
comrade Faulkner’s claim until it 
fits the evidence. It is this: “There 
is no case where a small group has 
leaped to a mass party by individual 
recruitment where there was an 
existing workers’ party, parties or 
groups already in existence.”

The reason why this read-down 
statement is true is, of course, the 
point already made in my article 
last week. The proletariat as a class 
has an extremely powerful interest 
in common action among people 
who have political disagreements - 
which is necessary to trade unions 
and all other sorts of workers’ 
organisations. Hence, setting 
yourselves up in organisational 
competition with existing workers’ 
organisations to recruit individuals 
is a sure-fire route to marginality 
unless you have a very clear 
political explanation of why you 
have to be separate.

Left wholly on one side here, 
of course, is the question what 
a party is for. This issue was, in 
fact, addressed by Lenin’s What is 
to be done? - arguing that it was 
precisely for political action of the 
working class, as opposed to the 
arguments of the ‘economists’. But 

POLEMIC

Petrograd soviet 1917. In 
the capital, the Bolsheviks 
won a clear majority by the 

summer. In more distant parts 
of the country, Bolsheviks 

and Mensheviks sometimes 
operated in the same 

committees. Those with a 
keen eye will be able to spot 

Lenin (he is standing near 
the speaker’s podium and 

dressed in his usual dark suit) 

Neil Faulkner might well be 
an excellent Romanist and 

Anglo-Saxon archaeologist, but 
when it comes to the history 
of Marxism he is as good as 

useless
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the myth marginalises this point, 
and so does comrade Faulkner.

WITBD?
If 1902-03 did not stand for the 
mythical party of a new type, what 
did these events stand for? Comrade 
Faulkner begins with the correct 
statement that the Bolsheviks 
(and, he should have added, the 
core of the Mensheviks too!) saw 
the Sozialdemokratische Partei 
Deutschlands (SPD) as a “model 
socialist party”. But he immediately 
blunders by characterising the 1891 
Erfurt programme - a 1,310-word 
summary of the political basis of 
the SPD4 - as “a book-length treatise 
on the perspective and strategy” 
of the SPD. He is here confusing 
the programme the SPD voted on, 
with Karl Kautsky’s 1892 book 
Das Erfurter Programm in seinem 
grundsätzlichen Teil erläutert 
(‘The basic principles section of 
the Erfurt programme explained’) 
- later translated into English in an 
abridged form under the misleading 
name The class struggle.5

The blunder is understandable, 
but symptomatic. Understandable, 
because comrade Faulkner’s July 
interlocutors from the Red Flag 
group are politically linked to the 
League for the Fifth International, 
whose 2019 programme is 23,609 
words long and consists mainly of 
analysis of the current economic 
and political situation and 
theoretical claims.6 Symptomatic, 
because it shows that comrade 
Faulkner’s assumptions about 
what a ‘programme’ means have 
prevented him from doing very 
elementary web research into the 
Erfurt programme. This error is also 
reflected in his treatment of 1903.

Comrade Faulkner cites as 
“further reading” Lars T Lih’s 
short biography, Lenin. It is 
presumably from here that he gets 
the understanding that Russian 
Social Democracy sought to imitate 
the SPD. But he has made no use, 
as far as I can see, of Lih’s earlier 
and elaborate treatment of 1900-
03, WITBD and the 1903 congress 
in Lenin rediscovered: ‘What is to 
be done?’ in context.7 It is not as 
though the book is obscure; it has 
been reviewed and discussed all 
over the leftwing web.8

It is, of course, acceptable to 
disagree with Lih’s arguments in 
Lenin rediscovered.9 But Faulkner’s 
treatment of WITBD and the 1903 
congress does not attempt to argue 
against Lih: it merely tries to escape 
the conclusions of the myth that Lih 
criticised, without breaking with 
most of the substantive content 
of that myth. To disagree with 
Lih’s arguments could be a serious 
contribution to debate; to ignore 
them, when writing in 2020, is just 
plain sloppy.

Faulkner writes as if WITBD was 
written before the launch of Iskra 
in 1900, rather than - as it was - in 
response to the failed attempt in 
1901 to unify Iskra with the rival 
‘Erfurtian’ journal Rabochoe Delo, 
after the stunning success of Iskra 
among the underground activists in 
1900-01. He claims: “When Lenin 
returned from exile to active politics 
in 1899, he had a fully worked out 
strategy for building such a party 
in Russia” - a very questionable 
argument10; and one which also 
misses out the prior growth of 
German-model social democratic 
politics, reflected in the abortive 
attempt to hold a congress to found 
the RSDLP in 1898.

Faulkner presents WITBD as 
an argument against ‘economism’ 
(which it is); but he fails to see 
the links Lenin made between this 
Russian trend and the rightwing 
British ‘pure trade unionists’ 
and the German revisionists. 
Instead he links it to the favourite 

Trotskyist bogeyman: ‘stagism’. 
The arguments in WITBD about 
‘spontaneity’ (stikhiinost, which 
Lih argues is wrongly translated) 
disappear altogether.

Then the organisational aspect 
of the text is, for Faulkner, purely 
an argument for the paper as a 
technical instrument to unify a party 
(for this purpose Faulkner has two 
proof-texts) and the need for tight 
konspiratsiia technical organisation 
run from the centre (for this purpose 
Faulkner has one proof-text). As 
I indicated at the end of my first 
article, there is some similarity 
in the latter aspect to the German 
Vertrauensmänner and related 
arrangements, run from the centre to 
link with localities, in the period of 
Social Democrat illegality in 1878-
90.11

Faulkner jumps to the 1903 
congress (to be looked at below), 
before returning (under the 
subhead, ‘Elitist or democrat’) to 
the ‘scandalous’ passages, in which 
Lenin argues that “class-political 
consciousness can be brought to 
the workers only from without: that 
is, only from outside the economic 
struggle …” and so on. Faulkner 
argues:

The clunky formulation in 
What is to be done? is refuted 
by almost the whole of the rest 
of Lenin’s theory and practice 
... And for good reason: it is 
sectarian nonsense, which 
violates the central insight of 
Marxism that the working class 
itself is the agent of revolutionary 
transformation.

There follows an argument that 
“socialists learn from the struggle”, 
using Marx on the Paris Commune 
as the form of the dictatorship of 
the proletariat, Lenin on the mass 
strike and soviets (a very muddled 
account) and Trotsky on ‘permanent 
revolution’. The latter was allegedly 
“demonstrated in practice by 
the workers before it could be 
crystallised in theory” - which is 
plain nonsense, given that Trotsky’s 
original joint article with Parvus, 
which nearly inaugurated the idea, 
was written at the beginning of 
the revolution of 1905, before the 
workers had demonstrated anything 
in practice other than willingness to 
strike on a large scale in protest.12

Missing altogether from 
Faulkner’s account is the fact - 
pointed out by Lih - that Lenin’s 
“clunky formulation” is based on an 
argument which is a straight lift from 
Kautsky; and that what it is doing in 
Kautsky is discussing formulations 
in the draft revision of the Austrian 
party programme, which Kautsky 
considered threatened to lead to a 
vision of socialist development as 
automatistic without any place for 
human choices.13 In which case there 
would be no need for a workers’ party 
at all (or, indeed, if you really pushed 
the point, for any forms of organisation 
beyond strike committees).

Kautsky’s formulas are indeed 
unsatisfactory, and so are Lenin’s 
here (as Lih acknowledges): it is 
illusory to imagine that Marx and 
Engels dreamed up their politics 
out of their own heads and ‘took 
them to’ the workers, since they 
are a development of the ideas 
already current in left Chartism, as 
pointed out in my first article. And 
so on. But they were a development 
of these ideas, and also drew on 
material about anthropology, history 
and political economy not easily 
available to worker-autodidacts, so 
that they are not only a crystallisation 
of theory out of the experience of the 
class struggle. There is an interplay 
between the mass movement, the 
activist minority and the class 
traitors from the intelligentsia who 
attach themselves to the workers’ 

movement against the large majority 
of their own class.

There is another side to this last 
point which is worth remembering, 
because Kautsky repeated his 
argument about scientific socialism 
coming to the working class ‘from 
outside’ for use against rightwing 
German trade union bureaucrats, 
who wanted to shut up leftist 
intellectuals (like Kautsky and 
other Neue Zeit authors) on the 
ground that “the working class 
itself is the agent of revolutionary 
transformation”. Actually, the 
labour bureaucracy is a segment of 
the intelligentsia, merely differing 
in class origin from the general 
intelligentsia (and hence not 
differing at all, for example, from 
working class kids who manage 
to get into ‘elite’ universities and 
acculturate). It is better to answer 
the bureaucrats by pointing to 
the bureaucrats’ own separation 
from the grunts at the workface 
than by artificially playing up the 
separation of Marx and Engels (and 
subsequent left intellectuals) from 
the workers’ movement.

1903
Given that comrade Faulkner started 
by rejecting the symmetrical cold 
war myths about 1903, it is then 
startling that he should precisely 
reproduce the core of these myths. 
He tells us that “the other part of 
Lenin’s plan - to make the party 
more police-resistant - proved far 
more problematic: it was, in fact, 
the origin of a factional dispute that 
would divide the party for more 
than a decade.” And:

Though issues became tangled 
and allegiances shifted, in 
the succession of rows that 
divided the Second Congress 
can be detected a fundamental 
difference between those who 
sought compromises with 
others and those whose aim was 
proletarian revolution.

The most significant argument 
arose over a seemingly minor 
issue: the definition of a party 
member.

This is, in fact, the absolute core of 
the standard myths.

It has been known since 1967 at 
the latest - eg, from Israel Getzler’s 
biography of Martov14 - that the 
split did not take place over the 
definition of membership in the 
party rules. Since Martov won the 
vote on the issue, it would have had 
to be Lenin who made a split against 
it; and the stenographic minutes 
translated by Brian Pearce in 1975 
show that Lenin said precisely that 
this was not a split issue: “I do not at 
all consider our difference so vital 
as to be a matter of life and death 
for our party”.15 As several authors 
have pointed out, the Mensheviks 
abandoned Martov’s formulation in 
autumn 1905 as unworkable; and it 
was never resurrected.

Although it is not apparent 
in the literature I have read on 
1903, it seems that Martov’s 
unworkable formula may have been 
addressed to the circumstances of 
the Georgian social democrats. 
Having set out to build a workers’ 
party, from May 1902 on they 
found themselves catapulted into 
the leadership of a mass peasant 
movement in Guria (in south-
western Georgia); and initially they 
tried to respond to the mass peasant 
demand to join the party by creating 
a sort of ‘membership’ which did 
not actually involve full rights.16 
Georgian leader Noe Zhordania, 
arguing at the congress for Martov’s 
formula, relates the point precisely 
to the Georgians’ involvement in 
leading a mass movement, and 
argued in this context against a 
requirement that members paid 

dues (on this issue he lost).17 By 
1905 the Georgians had capitulated 
to peasants joining the party 
with full membership, and both 
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks had 
embarked on mass recruitment; the 
adoption in Germany of a formula 
similar to Lenin’s at the September 
1905 Jena SPD Parteitag must have 
made it easier for the Mensheviks 
to abandon Martov’s formula.18

Rather, the immediate cause 
of the split was that Lenin won 
a majority in a late session of the 
congress, (after the Jewish Bund 
and the Rabochee Delo group 
had walked out) for reducing the 
editorial board of Iskra from six 
(Axelrod, Plekhanov, Zasulich 
from the ‘older generation’; 
Lenin, Martov, Potresov from the 
younger) to three - Lenin, Martov 
and Plekhanov. The opponents of 
this proposal, including Martov, 
then announced a boycott of the 
editorial board. After the congress, 
Plekhanov demanded the restoration 
of the original EB, deadlocked the 
EB until Lenin resigned and a new 
EB based on the congress minority, 
without Lenin, was created.

Contrary to the expectations of 
the makers of this coup, it turned 
out that Lenin had too much 
support among the clandestine 
organisers in Russia to be disposed 
of in this way - and hence the result 
was, in 1903-04, the emergence 
of the ‘majoritarian’ (‘Bolshevik’) 
and ‘minoritarian’ (‘Menshevik’) 
factions, partially separately 
organised.19

What lay behind this immediate 
cause is debated. The myth said 
that it followed immediately from 
the dispute over the basis of party 
membership. Getzler argued that 
Martov had become hostile to 
Lenin’s personal (im)morality over 
a case which involved Bauman, one 
of Lenin’s agents in Russia, having 
a ‘love her and leave her’ affair 
with a woman comrade, resulting in 
her committing suicide. In relation 
to this Lenin and Plekhanov 
refused to break off relations with 
Bauman; the proposal to remove 
Axelrod, Potresov and Zasulich 
then appeared as confirmation of 
Lenin’s personal disloyalty. In 
favour of this view is Martov’s 
persistent unwillingness to break 
decisively with personal friends 
over political differences, which 
is apparent throughout Getzler’s 
biography and was particularly 
paralysing to Martov’s political 
action in 1917.

Lih, on the other hand, argues 
that the Mensheviks thought that the 
stability of the leadership (meaning 
the Iskra EB) was more important 
than the sovereignty of a perhaps 
underrepresentative congress; they 
embraced the name ‘minority’ 
because they thought the minority 
was the same thing as the vanguard: 
the advanced part of the party.

We can, I think, add to this - again 
- the Georgian Social Democrats’ 
move into leading mass actions on 
issues considerably distant from 
the formal party programme.20 This 
was, I suggest, reflected late in the 
congress by Martov’s (successful) 
proposal that Iskra should be 
turned into an ‘agitational’ paper, 
among other means by eliminating 
‘theoretical’ articles (against 
Lenin’s opposition).21 It looks 
slightly as though the success of the 
Georgians had led Martov to regret 
the breaks which had happened 
earlier in the congress with the 
more ‘agitationist’ Rabochee Delo 
and Bund (and indeed, after the 
split, Trotsky’s Our political tasks 
polemic in favour of Menshevism 
was violently ‘agitationist’). This 
implied a break with Lenin’s 
insistence on the party’s focus on 
the specifically political.

It is in any case utterly senseless 

for Faulkner to detect in these 
disputes “a fundamental difference 
between those who sought 
compromises with others and 
those whose aim was proletarian 
revolution”. This is no more than the 
repetition of the myth of 1902-03. 
Both sides sought the overthrow of 
the tsarist regime; both sides had 
the long-run aim of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat and socialism. 
This was not a ‘broad front’ party 
based on immediate agitational 
demands: both sides agreed that 
there was no basis for anything 
more than temporary tactical unity 
between the social democrats and 
the ‘socialist revolutionaries’, who 
argued for a peasant-led revolution 
- Axelrod’s resolution on the issue 
being passed with none against and 
one abstention.22

In this context, Faulkner’s 
silence as to the larger part of the 
proceedings of the 1903 congress 
is also symptomatic. Of the pages 
of the stenographic minutes 
translated by Pearce, almost a third 
are addressed to the discussion of 
the party programme. Some way 
behind this comes 15% on the draft 
rules (of which the difference on the 
membership rule was a small part). 
Thus a lot of the business of the 
congress was the production of the 
party programme, and this common 
programme afterwards formed the 
basis of the continued identification 
of both majority-ites and minority-
ites as ‘RSDLP’.23

Another 15% of pages were 
occupied by the question of 
the Bund, which made what 
would nowadays be called an 
‘intersectional’ demand that the 
Bund should be recognised as the 
only legitimate voice of Jewish 
workers, and withdrew from 
the congress when this demand 
was rejected.24 Two topics each 
attracted 11%: credentials, agenda 
and related matters; and the extent 
to which various other local and 
sectoral organisations should be 
recognised or incorporated in 
the new RSDLP. Faulkner’s final 
subhead in his ‘Lenin’ article – 
‘Tribunes of the oppressed’ - gives 
proof-texts from WITBD for the 
idea that the party should act as 
a “tribune of the people”. But he 
altogether ignores the thorny issues 
about the problems of decision-
making and the class nature of 
the party, which were posed by 
‘movements of the oppressed’ and 
discussed at length in 1903 - both 
in this context and in that of the 
‘agrarian programme’.

1903 ... 1912
From 1903, comrade Faulkner’s 
account leaps to 1912, when he 
tells us:

Bolsheviks and Mensheviks 
continued to meet together 
in local RSDLP branches - in 
some cases until as late as 
the middle of 1917. Lenin 
avoided an irrevocable break 
at the top until 1912. When 
this came, the Bolsheviks had 
an overwhelming four-to-one 
majority inside the party; their 
supporters, moreover, were 
almost 90% working class, 
in contrast to those of the 
Mensheviks, more than half of 
whom were middle class.

Even so, Lenin still saw his 
task as building a mass working 
class party on the European 
social democratic model. He 
had not yet generalised the split 
between revolutionaries and 
reformists in Russia to the rest 
of Europe.

The first sentence quoted here is 
plainly correct. But then it makes 
the second sentence of the second 
paragraph into nonsense: there was 



What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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not yet in 1917 a full “split between 
revolutionaries and reformists”. 
Indeed, in October Bolshevik 
leaders Grigori Zinoviev and Lev 
Kamenev denounced the impending 
seizure of power in the capitalist 
press; Lenin proposed their 
expulsion, but the Bolshevik CC 
- pretty certainly rightly - rejected 
the proposal.25 On the one hand, the 
incompleteness of the split between 
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks as of 
early-mid 1917 did not prevent 
the Bolsheviks leading the seizure 
of power in October. On the other 
hand, to the extent that there was 
a radical organisational split - as 
was true at least in Petrograd - it 
did not prevent leading Bolsheviks 
pursuing an anti-revolutionary line.

In fact, the brief mention of 
1912 is also false. The 1912 Prague 
Conference was regarded on the 
Menshevik side as a splitting 
action, by appropriating the name 
and organisational forms of the 
party for an unrepresentative 
event.26 From the Bolshevik 
side, it was reorganising the 
party’s structures by Bolsheviks 
together with a minority of ‘pro-
party’ Mensheviks, against the 
‘liquidators’, who wanted to close 
down the illegal party in favour 
of a legal broad-front party like 
the British Labour Party.27 The 
large Bolshevik majority at Prague 
therefore merely represented the 
non-participation of most pro-
Menshevik groups.

The reference to class composition 
is taken from Lenin’s analysis 
of the votes cast for Bolshevik 
and Menshevik candidates in the 
1912 duma elections: while it is 
certainly true that the Bolsheviks 
won workers’ curia in these class-
stratified indirect-voting elections, 
while the Mensheviks won mainly 
‘urban’ - ie, middle class curia - this 
is at most symptomatic of the class 
support of the two trends; and in 
fact the Mensheviks, and indeed 
the ‘liquidators’, were probably 
stronger in the limited legal trade 
unions.28

But what has happened to the 
events in the middle? That is, the 
revolutionary crisis of 1905 (!); 
the adoption of the ‘democratic 
centralism’ formula by both 
factions of the party in that year; 
the reunification of the RSDLP at 
the Stockholm congress in 1906, 
with a Menshevik and Bundist 
majority at the congress; the 
London congress of 1907, when 
the withdrawal of the Bund and 
the coalition of the Poles with 
the Bolsheviks produced a partial 
Bolshevik majority; Lenin’s partial 
bloc with the Mensheviks on 
participation in the duma elections 
and split with the Bolshevik 
boycottists round Bogdanov and 
others who organised themselves 
round Vpered. Why is comrade 
Faulkner silent on this part of the 
history?

The answer, I think, has to be 
two elements. The first is that 
1906-07 is, as Lars T Lih has 
argued, the first of two periods 
in which Lenin actually used the 
formula ‘democratic centralism’.29 
This does not fit comfortably with 
Faulkner’s dismissive claim in his 
third article that “references to the 
concept in Lenin’s works are few, 
and most of these few post-date 
1917”.

The second is that any actual 
examination of the political 
history of the RSDLP and the 
party conceptions involved which 
led up to 1912 (and, indeed, 
continued in 1912-14) would 
show that 1912 was not a final 
split between the Bolsheviks and 
the Mensheviks, but a Bolshevik-
led group (including ‘party 
Mensheviks’, but without Vpered 
and ‘Bolshevik conciliators’) 

attempting to reconstruct the 
RSDLP party structures against 
the ‘liquidators’. And what the 
‘liquidators’ wanted to liquidate 
was not workers’ organisation 
as such, but the organisation of a 
social democratic party: that is, one 
based on a summary programme 
for the political overthrow of the 
state power. ‘Liquidationism’ was, 
in short - so far as it succeeded - 
the triumph of the ‘economism’ of 
the 1890s and the ‘spontaneism’ of 
Rabochee Delo.

But, put another way, that 
means that what the liquidators 
sought was to build broad-front 
organisations which got rid of the 
constitutional revolutionism of the 
1903 RSDLP party programme: that 
is, formations like the Labour Party 
- and like the various ‘broad left’ 
formations which the British far left 
has attempted to create in the last 30 
years as a Labour Party mark two 
- Socialist Labour Party, Scottish 
Socialist Party, Socialist Alliance, 
Respect

In this period, Faulkner’s 
problem is, as with many modern 
far-leftists trying to use Lenin as an 
icon, that his actual political line 
- advocating a ‘broad’ mass party 
without a political platform - is that 
of Lenin’s opponents.

Comintern
From 1912 Faulkner leaps, in effect, 
to the foundation of the Communist 
International in 1919, and indeed to 
the Second Congress in 1920 and its 
ideas about the leading role of the 
party in the proletarian revolution, 
and about the ‘21 conditions’, 
which set out to finalise the split 
with the social-chauvinists and 
centrists - though the account has 
almost no concrete history. Instead, 
we are told that “The First Congress 
of the Third International in March 
1919 was the culmination of an 
organisational struggle between 
reform and revolution that had 
begun in 1903” - again a version 
of the myth comrade Faulkner 
denounced at the beginning of his 
article. And:

‘A party of a new type’ did not 
spring from the head of Lenin 
in his Siberian exile: mass 
revolutionary parties separate 
from mass reformist parties 
emerged in the course of the 
great European revolutionary 
wave that swept the continent 
between 1917 and 1923. 
‘Give us an organisation of 
revolutionaries,’ Lenin had said, 
‘and we will overturn Russia.’ 
The Third International was the 
generalisation of this Bolshevik 
experience onto the scale of 
world revolution.

Marx and Engels had argued 
for a mass, independent, 
working class party. Lenin and 
the Bolsheviks came to stand for 
a mass, independent, working 
class, revolutionary party. This 
- not ‘democratic centralism’ 
or ‘the primitive accumulation 
of cadre’ - was the critical 
difference.

What follows is not history at all, 
but an explanation of the need 
for the split on two grounds. The 
first is the labour bureaucracy, as 
playing an intermediating role in 
capitalist society and “therefore 
a conservative barrier to working 
class self-activity”; the second is 
that “reformism is anchored in 
the routines and common-sense 
thinking of everyday life” - a 
vulgarised sub-Lukácsian argument 
for street-ism and strike-ism.

There are no ‘proof-texts’ offered 
here; because neither of these 
arguments is actually in Lenin’s 
or Zinoviev’s arguments for a split 
with the social-patriots and centrists 

in 1914-17, or in those of 1919.30 
Rather, the main arguments in this 
context was that ‘opportunists’, in 
the sense of career politicians who 
had attached themselves to the 
workers’ movement, had managed to 
take over, and a split was needed to 
purge them; so far as they were seen 
to have a social base, it was believed 
to be the “labour aristocracy”.

Faulkner’s second line of 
argument could be drawn by 
elaboration from the arguments of 
Zinoviev’s Theses on the role of the 
communist party in the proletarian 
revolution and his introduction to 
them, at the 1920 Second Congress 
of Comintern.31

But the context of the 1920 
arguments is the idea that the 
party has to represent the more 
backward masses. This idea 
became necessary because there 
was no majority in the soviets 
for accepting the German peace 
terms at Brest-Litovsk, with the 
result that carrying through the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty forced the 
Bolsheviks to turn their majority-
backed soviet coalition with 
the Left SRs into a Bolshevik 
minority dictatorship over the 
soviets, rig or suppress soviet 
elections, and so on. It does not 
seem likely that Faulkner actually 
supports this view. His attachment 
to these arguments is not the 
result of any research in the 
Comintern proceedings or Lenin’s 
writings: he merely assumes that 
SWP writers must have got the 
interpretation he gives right.

Why stop, as Faulkner does, 
at 1921? The answer is that the 
development of the idea of the 
united front in 1921-22 and the 
elaborations made at the 1922 
Fourth Congress of Comintern may 
not have been intended to call into 
question the idea that the split was 
necessary to separate reformists and 
revolutionaries organisationally, 
but it certainly does do so. In 
order to reach the masses led by 
the social democrats, communists 
are urged to enter into agreements 
with the social democratic leaders 
for limited common action (on the 
basis of freedom of dissent: a basis 
which the social democrats never 
conceded, and which Comintern 
in 1936 abandoned).In sum, just 
as Faulkner’s version of Marx and 
Engels was violently inaccurate 
both by suppressio veri and by 
suggestio falsi, so is his version of 
Lenin. It is not simplified history, 
but stunningly bad history. And 
in this case, Faulkner cuts out 
from Lenin his actual substantive 
politics. By doing so, it reduces 
Lenin to a figure who justifies 
the need for ‘revolutionaries’ to 
split from ‘reformists’ - without 
any sense of what the political 
difference between these two 
camps might be. Indeed, it is 
worse: Faulkner’s programmeless 
party, which responds merely to 
the spontaneous mass actions of 
the class, is a Menshevik and a 
liquidator project. If Lenin had 
been allowed into his grave, he 
would be turning in it l
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Candidates, slates and votes
How best to oppose the witch-hunt and reorient the forces of the left? James Harvey presents LPM’s 
reconsidered approach

With nominations now closed, 
the election for Labour’s 
national executive committee 

is set to be another test of strength of 
the left in the party. This follows, 
it ought to be frankly admitted, a 
disastrous general election defeat 
under a ‘dream leader’ with a ‘dream 
manifesto’, the subsequent failure 
of a hopelessly divided left in the 
last NEC by-election and, of course, 
the humiliation of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
‘continuity candidate’ at the hands of 
Sir Keir Starmer in April. Not even 
Corbyn’s own constituency activists 
in Islington North believed that the 
hapless Rebecca Long-Bailey could 
deliver the left-reformist holy of 
holies: ‘the next Labour government’. 

Given Starmer’s rapid move to the 
blue Labour right and his repeated 
promises to continue the ‘anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ witch-hunt, this 
election will be a test for tried and 
repeatedly failed centre-left formulas 
and an opportunity to see if the left can 
be reorientated … to the left as a left. 
With that in mind, let us turn to what 
will be the most hard-fought contest 
- the election for the Constituency 
Labour Party representatives on the 
NEC.

Before looking at the politics, let 
us deal with the numbers. Altogether 
42 individuals are standing for nine 
seats, but, with well over half of 
them connected to organised slates 
of candidates, the main interest is 
on how these groups will perform. 
There are two main blocs. From the 
hard right there is Labour to Win 
(made up of Progress, Labour First 
and an assorted mish-mash of old 
Labourites, former Eurocommunists 
and naked careerists). Then on 
the ‘left’ there is Grassroots Voice 
(GV - formerly the Centre-Left 
Grassroots Alliance). This is the 
‘official left’, a left that looks to 
align itself with the ‘centre’: ie, the 
less openly pro-capitalist careerists 
who traditionally inhabit the trade 
union and labour bureaucracy. 
Predictably, GV is backed by 
Momentum, Red Labour, Campaign 
for Labour Party Democracy, 
Labour Representation Committee, 
Jewish Voice for Labour, FBU, the 
Bakers’ Union, Jeremy Corbyn and 
the Socialist Campaign Group of 
Labour MPs.

At this stage of the contest, the 
‘official left’ - ie, the left-centre - 
seems to be in a strong position: 
its six candidates have 42% of 
the nominations, with its leading 
candidate, former MP Laura Pidcock, 
gaining the backing of 333 CLPs - the 
highest number of nominations.1 On 
the hard right, the six candidates of 
Labour to Win only secured 24% of 
nominations, whilst groups defining 
themselves as ‘soft left’ - ie, soft right - 
such as Open Labour’s two candidates, 
secured 11% of nominations and a 
group of three ex-MPs supported by 
the Tribune Group of MPs - again a 
version of soft right - gained 7%.2

Labour Left Alliance has also 
endorsed six candidates, who together 
gained 5% of nominations. LLA is, of 
course, a loose federation of individual 

signatories, local groups and left 
organisations, including its Marxist 
fraction, Labour Party Marxists.

These figures are important 
because at the beginning of the contest 
the number of nominations is a rough 
guide to the relative strengths of the 
different currents ... albeit under the 
freezing conditions of a vicious witch-
hunt (hence there are good reasons 
to believe that the LLA - as the anti-
witch hunt slate - could conceivably 
garner a significantly higher level of 
support when it comes to members 
voting in the relative safety of their 
own homes).

Nonetheless, nomination numbers 
count. The election is being held using 
the single transferable vote (STV) in 
place of the previous majoritarian 
‘first-past-the-post’ (FPTP) system 
familiar in Westminster elections. The 
Starmer leadership opted for STV, but 
not because they were persuaded by 
democratic considerations. No, the 
intention, and undoubtedly the effect, 
will be to increase the right’s majority 
on the NEC. Whereas in ‘normal’ 
circumstances the ‘left’ would win all 
nine, now the right can expect to get at 
least three seats.

The STV innovation has led to all 
sorts of online speculation about how 
this new voting system will influence 
the outcome and heated argument 
about the dangers of a split vote on 
the left. Some of this has arisen from 
genuine confusion about how the 
system of preferences and transfers 
operates, but some of the claims that 
LLA is splitting the left vote and 
handing seats to the right are plainly, 
transparently, unambiguously wrong 
and need to be convincingly countered 
before voting begins on October 19.

On the ballot paper members will 
receive they will be asked to rank 
candidates in order of preference - 
rather than nine equally weighted 
votes, as would be the case under an 
FPTP system. This means that slates 
will win seats in proportion to the 
votes they gain. In this election for 
nine NEC places it has been calculated 
that it will require approximately 10% 
of the vote to elect one member.3 
Understanding how this system 
of preferences and transfers - in 
particular the first-preference votes - 
actually works is essential if the left 
vote is to be used most effectively. 
Put simply, if a candidate exceeds the 
quota for election or has too few votes 
to remain in the contest, their votes 
are transferred to other candidates, 
meaning that those lower down the list 

can benefit from transfers. It means 
that persuading the leftwing rank 
and file to choose more than just six 
candidates is more than advisable in 
this election.

However, whilst these numbers 
are important, it is the politics that 
are crucial. During the nomination 
period entitled GV operatives claimed 
that putting forward candidates other 
than their slate of six would weaken 
what passes for the left. They are 
now continuing that argument, as we 
prepare to vote, by suggesting that 
voting for more than six candidates 
will lessen the left’s chances of 
gaining seats on the NEC. Some, if 
not all, comrades on the LLA list have 
been approached and asked to stand 
aside in favour of the GV slate. Thus, 
in the remaining week or so before the 
voting starts the situation could quite 
possibly change.

Clear tactics
Labour Party Marxists wholeheartedly 
support the LLA Six as the only 
candidates openly challenging the 
continuing witch-hunt and standing 
up for democracy and free speech in 
the party. At a time when individual 
leftwingers continue to be falsely 
accused of anti-Semitism and fast-
tracked out of the party, voting for the 
LLA six gives rank-and-file members 
the chance to fight back collectively 
and show their defiance.4

Put the LLA six at the top of 
your ballot paper. Vote for the LLA 
candidates 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6. A good 
vote for these comrades is vital. Hence 
whatever the threats, whatever the 

inducements, whatever the ‘big name’ 
phone calls, they should not stand 
down. To do so would amount to 
treachery.

However, we urge the LLA to 
modify its current voting tactics 
- tactics which our LPM fraction 
supported at the LLA organising 
group (OG) meeting on September 
26, but which, after lengthy, serious 
discussion, we now believe should 
be revised, not least given the final 
state of the nominations and changing 
circumstances since the OG met. To 
be clear, our argument is not about the 
arithmetic of STV, but focuses instead 
on the important political messages 
the LLA should be sending out to 
Labour’s mass membership and the 
organised soft left.

Firstly, we should continue to 
make the NEC elections a political 
campaign against the witch-hunt and 
for party democracy. That is why 
urging members to prioritise the 
LLA six above all other candidates is 
undoubtedly correct. But we believe it 
is advisable, in order to maximise the 
chances of getting at least one anti-
witch-hunt comrade onto the NEC, 
that the LLA ranks its candidates in 
order of preference, perhaps putting 
those with the highest number of 
CLP nominations at the top, therefore 
starting with Roger Silverman. 
Remarkably, especially given the 
witch-hunt, he secured 65 CLP 
nominations. Well done, comrade - 
more than encouraging. A mass base 
to build upon.

Secondly, we should prioritise 
the GV slate of six over the various 
individual left candidates not 
associated with any particular left 
group, faction or bloc. The criticisms 
that the LLA has made against the way 
that the GV candidates were selected 
might well be justified - but we should 
not be against horse-trading, deals 
or compromises when it comes to 
selecting candidates. To object would 
be politically childish, naive, self-
defeating. In contrast the LLA made 
great play of organising open hustings 
(to which all left candidates were 
invited), and an open vote amongst 
its supporters. In other words, a 
popularity contest that unhealthily 
smacked of referendums and US 
primaries.

We insist, on the contrary, on our 
candidates having a proven record on 
the left, pledging their commitment to a 
principled Marxist programme, being 
chosen by a trusted, democratically 
elected, politically intransigent 

leadership and agreeing to follow its 
lead, no matter what the personal costs 
or dangers that might involve.  

The GV slate ‘emerged’ from behind 
closed doors, without any involvement 
of the rank and file, without hustings 
… and most importantly without an 
agreed political platform! The crassest 
of crass opportunism.

To its credit LLA made numerous 
approaches to meet with GV, only 
to be answered, however, with a flat 
wall of silence. During the nomination 
period LLA continued to call for 
discussions with GV on a common 
slate.5 Yet GV refused to engage, 
seemingly believing that it alone has 
an automatic monopoly over the votes 
of the Labour left - despite its foul 
centre-left politics and the criminal 
refusal to criticise, question or even 
mention the ‘Anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism’ witch-hunt.

Despite these damning criticisms 
of its trajectory, lack of any socialist 
principles, silence on the witch-hunt 
and thoroughly dishonest claims, 
LPM recognises, as a simple fact, that 
GV is made up of the most important 
organisations that for the moment pass 
for the Labour left. We are convinced 
that the majority of the supporters of 
these groups, like us, want to fight 
back against the right, reject the lies 
about anti-Zionism equalling anti-
Semitism and will, over time, be won 
to the politics of Marxism.

Prioritising the six candidates of 
the organised left above individual, 
unorganised left candidates would 
send a clear message to those who 
make up GV that the LLA is serious 
about wanting to negotiate some kind 
of joint list. It would also send a clear 
message to individual left candidates 
and their supporters: the left needs 
organisation, not lone rangers.

LPM argues for this approach in 
the interests of strengthening the 
LLA and taking forward the struggle 
to form a politically principled left 
in the Labour Party l

NEC elections: 
shift the left 

to the left
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