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Fairyland
The October 14 joint meeting of 
members and supporters of Labour 
Against the Witchhunt, the Labour 
Left Alliance and the Labour In 
Exile Network highlighted the 
confusion and desperation that 
exists in this corner of the left.

The meeting was called to 
endorse the plan for closer 
cooperation between the three 
groups, with the suggestion of a 
weekly meeting for their combined 
steering committees. There was 
some debate about a suggested 
goal of full fusion, though the 
technical and political obstacles 
raised in contributions meant that 
the emphasis in the short term will 
be on ‘pooling our resources’ and 
the ‘cross-fertilisation of ideas’.

Real differences emerged 
over the question of the future 
orientation to the Labour Party. 
All three organisations were 
established on the assumption that 
the class struggle was taking place 
within Labour. Yes, expellees were 
welcome, but the objective was 
to get them back in to resume the 
battle in support of the Labour 
left. But now the heightened purge 
under Starmer has changed all that 
- what about those who are unable 
stomach the hostile environment 
for lefties in the Labour Party, and 
who have jumped ship or are about 
to do so?

Speakers fell into two opposing 
camps. The motion was moved 
by Tina Werkman, who argued 
to keep the current orientation 
centred on the Labour Party. But 
her reasoning seemed to be based 
purely on the trade unions and 
electoralism - the current voting 
system disenfranchises smaller 
parties - rather than any strategic 
goal of transforming Labour into a 
weapon for winning socialism.

Countering this were a number 
of amendments, whose movers 
were of the opinion that the Labour 
Party was now a lost cause, and the 
emphasis should be on bringing 
forth a new formation. Prominent 
in supporting this view were Tony 
Greenstein and Roger Silverman. 
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership 
victory resulted in hundreds of 
thousands of new members joining 
Labour, but now that cohort has 
fissured, went the arguments. Up 
to half have already left or been 
excluded, while the remainder are 
constrained by the new regime. We 
were told that what is needed is an 
organisational form that unites both 
groups, thereby empowering those 
remaining inside, while cohering 
those outside, and avoiding any 
dispersal of disillusionment. This 
in itself is the politics of fairyland. 
But, even if somehow it did come 
to pass, the result would be a short-
lived, unprincipled fudge, with no 
coherent ideology or programme 
for socialism.

Comrade Silverman gave us 
an insight into the politics of his 
version, which he described as a 
“transitional movement”. It would 
need to campaign on real issues 
that affect people, like defending 
living standards and working 
conditions, rather than rule changes 
in the Labour Party and abstract 
slogans like ‘peace’, ‘freedom’ and 
‘justice’. The Labour manifesto of 
2019 would provide its political 
baseline.

This is all wrong on multiple 
levels. First, squaring the circle: 
the last thing those who have 

abandoned Labour will want is 
to crawl back into bed with the 
left still inside, many of whom 
refused to confront the purge or 
- even worse - actively joined in. 
And those inside will be reluctant 
to unite with those who rubbish 
Labour and berate them to stop 
wasting their time.

Second, the politics of this 
broad left formation are those of 
Labourism - the best that can be 
achieved is a Labour Party mark 
two. There is no clarity on what 
socialism is, and the emphasis will 
be on electoralism and managing 
capitalism by passing reforms in 
parliament.

Third, the history of the last 25 
years is littered with failed projects 
that have attempted to replace 
Labour on the left, but instead 
have declined into embarrassing 
sects. Roger Silverman stated we 
had to avoid such an outcome, but 
his offering bears all the hallmarks 
of another sect in the Grantite 
tradition.

There is a need for a new 
formation on the left, but nothing 
like that described above. It will 
need to be based on organising 
the working class to overthrow 
the capitalist state and introduce 
socialism. In other words, it 
needs to be based on ideological 
clarity rather than broad, reformist 
confusion. It will be able to bring 
together all the revolutionary 
groups if they are able to break free 
from their sect-style attachment 
to bureaucratic centralism. It will 
be able to organise members both 
outside Labour and inside too, 
campaigning for the removal of all 
bans and proscriptions.

The first clause in the aims 
and principles of Labour Party 
Marxists lays this out: “The central 
aim of Labour Party Marxists is 
to transform the Labour Party 
into an instrument for working 
class advance and international 
socialism. Towards that end we 
will join with others and seek the 
closest unity of the left inside and 
outside the party.”
Andrew Kirkland
Labour Party Marxists

Rt Hon Hypocrisy
I will leave it for comrades to 
debate the morals and ethics of 
celebrating the death of one’s 
political enemies - for example, 
the killing of a Tory MP. I myself 
took no shame in jollification after 
Thatcher’s long awaited departure. 
However, when it comes to serious 
politics, we ought recognise that 
this is generally counterproductive. 
In a certain sense it can be likened 
to the ultimate futility of individual 
terrorism (as a political strategy): 
sure enough, another drone will 
step up to take their place.

The mass media spectacles and 
vulture feeding frenzies that occur 
after a terror attack, royal event or 
establishment death provides one of 
the strongest cases for independent 
proletarian media - made by the 
class, for the class - and here the 
Weekly Worker leads the way!

That said, whilst my usual 
recommendation is, in such 
circumstances, for comrades to 
switch off the telly and hunker 
down for their own sanity, a certain 
(non-lethal) dosage of the so-called 
‘journalism’ of the establishment 
press can also prove to be 
enlightening occasionally. Take, 
for example, an interview with 
former Labour MP Paula Sherriff 
on BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s hour 
(October 18). After singing David 
Amess’s praise, she stated: “We 
disagreed on many issues … I 
am very much pro-choice around 

things like abortion, David is pro-
life.”

Interestingly for a supposed 
show about women’s issues, with 
the (albeit ‘officially sanctioned’) 
feminist slant that one might 
expect, there was no further 
mention of this key political issue 
of women’s rights. Instead, she 
continued to regale listeners, and 
as she did so, out popped an ironic 
slip worthy of Freud himself: “This 
might seem odd, because we were 
politicians, but we never really 
discussed ... partisan politics.”

No, Paula, that doesn’t seem 
odd to us! Amid the trite cries 
from politicians for ‘unity over 
adversity’, ‘hope defeating hate’ 
and slightly out-of-place 9/11-style 
‘not letting the terrorists win’ 
declarations, we also heard the 
familiar nostrums of that martyred 
saint, Jo Cox MP, that “there is 
more that unites us than divides 
us”. Totally correct. 18% of 
MPs are landlords, 29% went to 
private schools, and something 
approaching 100% are career 
politicians - ready and willing to 
prostitute their politics to whatever 
gets them coin, power, privilege 
and votes.

Needless to say, this united 
‘Commons community’ hasn’t 
always shown such shock, horror 
and grief at the news of the cold-
blooded murder of ‘one of their 
own’. For example, aside from 
being the 40th anniversary of the 
founding of that most prestigious 
journal, The Leninist, this year also 
marks 40 years since the (second) 
H-Block hunger strikes, where 
Bobby Sands and nine of his Irish 
republican comrades starved to 
death over their right, as prisoners 
of war, to the following five 
demands:
n the right not to wear a prison 
uniform;
n the right not to do prison work;
n the right of free association with 
other prisoners, and to organise 
educational and recreational 
pursuits;
n the right to one visit, one letter 
and one parcel per week;
n full restoration of remission lost 
through the protest.

Not only was Bobby at 27 one 
of the youngest MPs ever elected: 
he was also one of the shortest-
lived (just 25 days). Let us also not 
forget that this proud IRA soldier 
of the Belfast Brigade was - thanks 
to some republican solidarity - 
elected with 30,493 votes. That’s 
31% more than Thatcher got!

After the death of each of the 10 
brave hunger-strikers, what did the 
pathologists and coroners record 
on their reports? “Self-imposed 
starvation”! I am sure I don’t need 
to lecture comrades on this. They 
were murdered by Thatcher and 
the British state in HMP Maze 
concentration camp.

Hollow ring the cries of the 
career politicians when they plead 
for nicer treatment for MPs and for 
an end to ‘nasty’, ‘polarised’ and 
‘divisive’ politics. They might be 
surprised that there were no such 
‘luxuries’ as human rights afforded 
by even basic ‘international law’, 
let alone the pleasantries, pomp 
and flummery of the ‘Commons’ in 
an H-Block cell.

Likewise the calls for greater 
security for ‘our politicians’. What 
is the best way to ensure a healthy 
‘democracy’? Well, more state 
agents armed with guns, of course! 
Perhaps one irony of the previous 
example is that, the more radical 
you are, the more ‘security’ you 
get. After all, Bobby Sands MP 
was guarded 24/7 with iron bars, 
steel doors, concrete walls, dogs, 

snipers and barbed wire - all at Her 
Majesty’s expense!

The communist MPs of the 
(hopefully near) future will be 
- by establishment standards - 
‘parliamentary brutes’. They will 
take only an average worker’s 
wage and be politically subordinate 
to the discipline of the Communist 
Party’s democratic centralism. 
True people’s representatives - 
representatives of the organised 
working class - will use the most 
‘unparliamentary’ language, 
will name-call and will heckle 
when they expose the corruption, 
injustice, war and social murder 
committed by the bourgeoisie and 
its state.
Ollie Douglas
Manchester

No surprise
Maren Clarke did not disappoint 
in her latest response (Letters, 
October 14). As I predicted, rather 
than her breaking the habit of never 
actually responding with facts 
or reasoned argument - indeed 
of responding to the quotes from 
Marx I provided, the ideas which 
she had previously contested - she 
again fails to either defend her 
original argument or to withdraw 
it, and instead flies off at another 
irrelevant tangent, complete with 
all of the accompanying insults and 
unsupported allegations.

Apparently, Andrew Northall, 
who seeks to come to her defence 
in his letter in the same issue, 
did not see all of these insults 
and unsupported statements by 
Clarke, when he complains about 
“bullying”, which itself is a rather 
odd term for a Marxist to use in 
a political discussion. As Engels 
pointed out, the revolution itself is 
a very “authoritarian” event.

Clarke opens her letter both 
with an insult and an unsupported 
statement in the same sentence. 
She claims without any supporting 
facts, statements or evidence that 
I am guilty of a “vulgarisation of 
Marxism”. What is that, comrade 
Northall, if not an insult, and, 
thereby, an instance of “bullying”, 
and “authoritarianism”, and an 
attempt to shout me down by 
Clarke?

Moreover, similar things can 
be found in letters from Clarke in 
previous exchanges. In her first 

letter, in this exchange, she began 
by complaining that my response to 
Michael Roberts was “built purely 
on logical foundations”, which 
she turned into somehow being 
a bad thing (though something 
understandable, given Clarke’s 
own method of argumentation), 
and ended it with the insult: “but 
Bough is just too tiresome”. When 
such things repeatedly happen, 
they have to be recognised as part 
and parcel of the method of the 
individual concerned.

In her last letter, which 
mercifully she says is her last, 
she starts by claiming that my 
definition of trolling is her 
taking exception to my supposed 
vulgarisation of Marx - an assertion 
that Northall also repeats. But, 
nowhere have I defined ‘trolling’ 
in such terms. I would be highly 
delighted if Clarke would actually 
put forward a rational argument, 
supported by evidence, as part of 
any debate, and the same applies 
to Andrew Northall. The point is 
that she repeatedly fails to do any 
such thing, and instead relies on 
making unsupported assertions, 
sweeping statements, clothed 
in insults, and, whenever she is 
challenged with facts or reference 
to what Marx actually said, rather 
than what she continually, and 
wrongly, paraphrases him as 
saying, she simply runs away from 
that argument, and on to some 
other tangent. That is the method of 
the troll and, as Lenin pointed out, 
when the Narodniks complained 
about the “authoritarian” Marxists 
“bullying” them, by defining 
their ideas as “petty bourgeois 
romanticism” and “reactionary”, 
that would only have been valid, 
had the characterisation by the 
Marxists not been true and was 
not backed up by evidence and 
argument.

In my last letter, I pointed out 
that the argument put by Michael 
Roberts was far more intelligent 
than the position that Clarke was 
putting forward, even if Roberts 
himself is wrong. Indeed, Roberts 
disagrees with me on numerous 
points, and I with him, but nothing 
in that has ever prompted me to call 
him a troll, for the simple reason 
that he does present facts, evidence 
and reasoned argument. I could 
cite many more people, in similar 
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Do the necessary
I am pleased to report that our 

fighting fund for October was 
given a real boost in the third 
week of the month. After two 
weeks, we only had £590 towards 
our £2,000 target, but week three 
saw a fantastic upsurge, with no 
less than £874 coming our way. 
In other words, the running total 
now stands at £1,464, with 10 
days still to go. Brilliant!

A special mention must go to 
a comrade from Ireland - AM, 
who donated a tremendous €100 
(£84), after being unable to 
contribute much for some time. 
Thanks a lot, comrade! Then 
there are those excellent standing 
orders that always land in our 
account in the third week of the 
month - three-figure donations 
from comrades SK, KB and PM. 
There were also SOs from MM 
(£75), GB (£50), TR (£40), GS 
(£20) and OG (£15).

On top of that, LC (£50) and 
US comrade PM (£25) made 

their usual monthly PayPal 
transfers, while comrade Hassan 
chipped in with £15 in cash. So, 
all in all, it’s the best week I can 
recall for some time. And it’s 
the right time too - when we are 
faced with rising costs, not least 
the cost of printing.

But now we need to ensure 
that we hit that target - and, if 
possible, go smashing through 
the £2K barrier, as we still haven’t 
made up for the deficit from the 
first few months of the year. Can 
you help us? If so, why not click 
on that PayPal button or - better 
still - make a bank transfer (sort 
code 30-99-64, account number 
00744310).

With your help we can do the 
necessary! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
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Defend the right to asylum
Saturday October 23, 12 noon: Demonstration. Assemble Italian 
embassy, 14 Three Kings Yard, London W1. March to Maltese 
embassy, then the home office. Demand safe status for all asylum-
seekers and refugees, irrespective of their method of arrival.
Organised by Amnesty UK Europe:
www.facebook.com/events/986848198554142.
March for Assange
Saturday October 23, 1pm: Demonstration. Assemble Portland 
Place, London W1. March to the high court in The Strand. 
The October 27 appeal hearing must uphold the decision to refuse 
extradition - an essential step in the freeing of Julian Assange.
Organised by Don’t Extradite Assange Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/247420953949151.
Palestine: education and resistance
Monday October 25, 6.30pm: Webinar. The situation for teachers, 
educators and students in Palestine, where living, teaching and 
learning is an act of resistance under occupation and apartheid.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events.
Stop the NHS corporate takeover bill
Tuesday October 26, 1pm: Halloween-themed protest, Old Palace 
Yard, Westminster, London SW1. The NHS bill will give private 
healthcare companies power to shape the future of our health 
service, amounting to a corporate takeover of the NHS.
Organised by We Own It and Just Treatment:
www.facebook.com/events/2996786880595892.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday October 26, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is online-only via Zoom.
‘Burning borders: migration, revolution, and the work of dignity in a 
Tunisian coastal town’. Speaker: Valentina Zagaria.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Labour and the CPGB 1918-1939
Thursday October 28, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom. 
Speaker: Lawrence Parker. Part of a weekly series on ‘Labour and 
the left - a history of witch-hunts and fightbacks’.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088.
Marxism and science
Thursday October 28, 7pm: Online panel discussion. The nature of 
scientific ‘facts’ and our understanding; the processes for acquiring 
this understanding and applying that knowledge.
Speakers: Professor Helena Sheehan (Dublin City University),
Dr Leo Impett (Durham University), Dr Rox Middleton (Bristol 
University), Dr Liam Shaw (Oxford University) and Dr Joel 
Hellewell (London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine).
Registration free. Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/334.
Revolution Festival 2021
Friday October 29 to Sunday October 31: Socialist Appeal annual 
school, Friends House, Euston Road, London NW1. Thirty talks 
around the theme of ‘Socialism in our time’. Tickets: £5 to £30.
Organised by Socialist Appeal: revolutionfestival.co.uk.
Day of action for climate justice
Saturday November 6: Protests organised by the Cop26 Coalition 
(cop26coalition.org), as world leaders meet in Glasgow for the 
climate summit.
Glasgow: Demonstration. Assemble 11.30am, Stewart Memorial 
Fountain, Kelvingrove Park, Glasgow G3. March to Glasgow Green.
www.facebook.com/events/344283064113490.
London: Demonstration. Assemble 12 noon, Bank of England, 
Threadneedle Street, London EC2. March to Trafalgar Square.
www.facebook.com/events/1321222944961890.
Stand up for Palestine
Tuesday November 9, 7.30pm: Comedy fund raiser, Museum of 
Comedy, St George’s Church, Bloomsbury Way, London WC1 and 
online. Tickets £18 (£16) or £12 online.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/602075454480500.
Socialism 2021
Friday November 19 to Sunday November 21: Socialist Party 
annual school, Queen Mary University, Mile End Road, London E1. 
Forty workshops around the theme, ‘Capitalism is rotten - how can 
socialist ideas change the world?’ Some workshops also on Zoom. 
Tickets: one day £20 (£10); weekend £30 (£16).
Organised by Socialist Party in England and Wales:
www.socialism2021.net.
¡Adelante! 2021
Saturday December 4, 10am to 5pm: Conference, Friends 
House, Euston Road, London NW1. People across South America 
are fighting back, developing mass movements to struggle for 
independence, sovereignty and resistance to neoliberalism and US 
domination. Speakers include Jeremy Corbyn and ambassadors 
from Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela. Also stalls and films. 
Tickets £10 (£8).
Organised by Latin America conference:
www.facebook.com/events/1072041540268905.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

vein, with whom such debates have 
taken place, without any need to 
define their behaviour as trolling.

Clarke’s latest letter is another 
classic example. The idea that she 
might actually give any evidence 
as to how I am supposed to 
have “vulgarised” Marx, or how 
anything I have said amounts 
to “reductionism”, never enters 
her head, as she expects to be 
able to issue these insults willy-
nilly, and sweeping statements 
unchallenged.

But, then, an Andrew Northall 
will come along to support her, 
with his own unsubstantiated 
claims that Clarke is “even better 
read, to have understood it better 
and certainly how to apply it”. 
Well, in that case, should he not 
require that she demonstrates that, 
by responding with actual citations 
from Marx, or challenging the 
validity of those I have provided, 
rather than continually running 
away from dealing with them, with 
claims that to do so is “tiresome”? 
Northall wonders how my writing 
and references to Marx relate 
to the current world. Well, if he 
had been keeping track of this 
debate - starting from Michael 
Roberts’ article and my response 
to it, in relation to what drives 
the accumulation of capital - he 
would know the relevance of those 
arguments.
Arthur Bough
email

Another Assange?
I was talking with some comrades 
recently about the Steve Donziger 
case and I was surprised to learn 
that they had never heard of him. 
He’s quite a cause célèbre on the 
left in the US (haven’t they got 
a lot of them?), but not so well 
known here. The US investigative 
journalist, Greg Palast, recounts 
on his website a visit he made to 
Ecuador for BBC television.

He met the chief of an indigenous 
tribe, whose three-year-old son had 
swum in a pool of water with a 
“shine on it and came up vomiting 
blood and died in his arms. His 
older son, right after that, died of 
leukaemia. What was going on? A 
Chevron Texaco unit was dumping 

oil sludge from its drilling into the 
waters of the Amazon around the 
Cofán indigenous villages.”

In 2011 the chief and thousands 
of other indigenous people won 
$9.5 billion against Chevron oil 
and their advocate was US lawyer 
Steve Donziger. Chevron pulled all 
its assets out of Ecuador and went 
after Donziger. As a short piece in 
The Guardian put it, “Chevron has 
never paid up, claiming ‘shocking 
levels of misconduct’ and fraud 
by Donziger and the Ecuadorian 
judiciary. In the US, a judge agreed 
and said the Ecuadorian decision 
had been secured through bribery, 
fraud and extortion” (March 29).

The case was overturned in the 
US and then in Ecuador, with no 
damages to be paid, and so far one 
might think that this is business as 
usual. Fossil fuel companies pay 
scant regard to the impact of their 
wastes in the US itself, let alone in 
‘lesser’ countries like Ecuador. But 
then we have a strange twist in the 
tale.

Chevron wanted to have 
Donziger charged with contempt 
of court and, as Palast points out, 
the justice department, even under 
Donald Trump, was not interested. 
And so, to quote Palast again, “the 
judge told Chevron oil to act as the 
prosecutor in this contempt trial. 
It’s the first time in US history a 
private corporation is prosecuting 
a US citizen - in fact the guy that 
they’re opposing. Now look, no 
jury is going to convict him. So the 
judge said, there’s no jury trial.”

So a unique case: the allegedly 
injured party acts as prosecutor 
and the judge rules out a jury. It’s 
no wonder then that Donziger has 
been under pre-trial house arrest 
for two years - complete with ankle 
bracelet - and was disbarred from 
practising law in New York. And 
now, he has a six month jail sentence 
for contempt. His contempt? He 
refused to hand over his iPhone 
with numbers of witnesses and 
whistleblowers on it. The reason - 
attorney client privilege.

As he said to The Guardian, 
“This is all part of a plan concocted 
by Chevron to dismantle my life. 
They want to do this to avoid paying 
up and to turn me into a weapon 

of intimidation against the whole 
legal profession” (October 1).

By the way, it’s not surprising 
that the comrades I talked about 
had never heard of him. Googling 
in turn ‘Donziger’, then ‘Donziger 
press’, then ‘Donziger UK press’, 
I found one Guardian piece, one 
from The Daily Telegraph and one 
from the Morning Star - the latter, 
by Chloe Koffman, being the best 
one, which I recommend as a full 
account. There was precious little 
to be seen from the US mainstream 
media either. Left websites, in the 
US and the UK, filled the gaps.

There are so many echoes of the 
Julian Assange case; the hegemon 
and its corporations say ‘Don’t 
mess with us, buddy!’
Jim Nelson
email

Don’t miss it
A new film has been launched 
claiming to expose the “shocking 
truth” about the Labour Party 
- which Keir Starmer has tried 
to suppress, it’s claimed, by 
postponing publication of the 
Forde report.

The film, called Not the Forde 
inquiry, alleges that there is 
racism at the highest levels of the 
party, that freedom of speech has 
been effectively outlawed and 
that the leadership is pursuing an 
aggressive, McCarthyite witch-
hunt against the left. In the film, 
shot during the Labour Party 
conference, a panel, including film 
director Ken Loach, hears shocking 
testimony from party members, 
past and present, including former 
Labour MP Chris Williamson.

The official Forde inquiry, 
chaired by QC Martin Forde, was 
commissioned in May 2020 to 
investigate a controversial leaked 
Labour Party report, but its findings 
have been repeatedly postponed. 
In his latest announcement Forde 
said he would try to report by early 
autumn - but to date nothing has 
appeared.

As one of the producers of the 
film, let me say that it will do what 
Martin Forde should have been 
allowed to do - blow the lid off 
the corrupt practices and total lack 
of democracy at the heart of the 
Labour Party.

I was chair of South Thanet 
Labour Party in Kent until 
December 2020, when I was 
suspended for allowing members 
to debate a motion supporting 
Jeremy Corbyn. I’m only one of 
hundreds of members who have 
been suspended or expelled for 
daring to allow free speech in our 
party. Starmer makes much of his 
background as a civil rights lawyer, 
but he has trampled on the most 
basic democratic rights of his own 
party members.

Keir Starmer has tried to conceal 
from the outside world what’s 
going on in his party. This film - 
which was produced by the award-
winning, London-based Platform 
Films, and is available online at 
youtu.be/tUg1dr8EhLk - exposes 
the shocking truth: Starmer has 
destroyed democracy in Labour 
and is now facing an enormous 
backlash from grassroots members.
Norman Thomas
Labour In Exile Network

China event
On Saturday October 23 at 2pm 
I will be speaking as part of a 
diverse video panel on ‘What 
was the Chinese revolution and 
where is it going?’ My talk will be 
based on my recent Weekly Worker 
article, ‘Modernisation with typical 
characteristics’ (July 22).

If you’re interested, contact 
Kevin Dong for the link at 
kdong217@gmail.com.
Mike Belbin
London

Online Communist Forum

Sunday October 24 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report and discussion from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee

Sunday October 31 5pm 
Agreementism in 1917: 

its rise and fall 
Speaker: Lars T Lih

Register in advance for this webinar: 
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register

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

For further information, email Stan Keable at 
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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KILLING

Common caste identity
Eddie Ford says that the killing of rightwing Tory MP David Amess reveals a lot about careerist politicians 
in general. And not only on the Labour right … there is the official and unofficial Labour ‘left’ too

We now know the alleged 
killer of Sir David Amess, 
Tory MP for Leigh-on-

Sea: Ali Harbi Ali, a 25-year-old 
British citizen whose father was a 
former advisor to the Somali prime 
minister. Ali senior had reportedly 
faced death threats from the Somali-
based Islamist group, al Shabaab, 
which is loosely affiliated to al 
Qa’eda.

While communists cannot, and 
do not, condone the murder of 
Amess, we are totally opposed to 
the bourgeois establishment, not 
least those who sit as Tory MPs. 
But that clearly does not apply to 
Sir Keir Starmer, of course, who, as 
part of the bourgeois establishment, 
walked side by side with Boris 
Johnson to lay a wreath at the 
Belfairs Methodist church, where 
the MP was killed. No-one in the 
working class movement should 
join in the commemorations for 
a reactionary Conservative - or 
decline to stand against the Tories in 
the forthcoming by-election to elect 
a replacement MP, as the Labour 
Party has pledged to do.

Regarding the alleged killer, 
whatever his exact motivation, it 
is important to understand that his 
‘radicalisation’ was not primarily a 
product of Somalia - he was born and 
raised in this country. Rather, he was 
radicalised by British conditions. 
Attempting to get into his head is 
obviously not a science - more an 
act of imagination. But when he 
listened to the BBC reporting world 
politics, discovered what Britain 
has been doing in northern Africa 
and the Middle East to his fellow 
Muslims, he presumably found 
it obscene. After all, the death of 
one British or American soldier 
commands considerable media 
attention, while, the routine killing 
of hundreds of Afghanis, Somalis or 
Iraqis hardly rates a mention.

The assassination of Amess 
needs to be viewed in that context. 
It is blowback.

Probably his assassin felt no 
particular personal animus towards 
him - he struck out against the 
British establishment as a whole: 
Amess was a representative of the 
hated British parliament, not a hated 
individual. After all, trying to attack 
a government minister must be 
extraordinarily difficult nowadays. 
They get round-the-clock armed 
protection. Not ordinary backbench 

MPs. Well, not at the moment at 
least. So, if you want revenge, 
best to strike out against someone 
lower down the pyramid. You have 
a much greater chance of success - 
as demonstrated by Thomas Mair, 
the fascist loner who in 2016 killed 
Labour MP Jo Cox.

We have had to endure the official 
mourning and flags at half-mast, 
as Amess is turned into a saintly 
martyr just like Jo Cox before him 
(whilst his alleged killer is treated 
as a evil monster). But this is the 
man who wanted to bring back the 
death penalty and like many ‘pro-
deathers’ he was also ‘pro-life’ - 
ie, he opposed a woman’s right to 
abortion, supporting the Prohibition 
of Abortion (England and Wales) 
Bill in 2006. After becoming an MP 
in 1983, he generally voted against 
bills furthering LGBT rights, 
including equal age of consent and 
same-sex marriage. Naturally, he 
was staunchly pro-Brexit, saying 
it was “dangerous” and a “huge 
mistake” to vote ‘remain’.

Moving further afield, 
Amess was a leading member of 
Conservative Friends of Israel. In 
2011 he accused the BBC of biased 
reporting over the settler colony, 
which in his opinion was covered in 
a “highly disproportionate manner” 
and showed the Zionist state in a 
“poor light” - which would be truly 
dreadful, of course. Amess voted for 
the Iraq War, even if later he became 
critical of the Blair government’s 
failure to find ‘weapons of mass 
destruction’ - actually believing the 
‘dodgy dossier’ and the propaganda 
lies about the Saddam Hussein 
regime. Indeed, feeling so betrayed, 
he was one of the few Tory MPs to 
support the campaign to impeach 
Tony Blair!

In the end, however, perhaps 
he ought really to be remembered 
most of all for appearing in the 
1997 ‘Drugs’ episode of the 
brilliant spoof current-affairs 
television programme, Brass Eye.1 
In his then capacity as the newly 
appointed chair of the government’s 
Psychoactive Substances Bill 
committee, his ignorance was on 
full display when he got fooled 
into filming an elaborate warning 
against the dangers of a non-existent 
drug called “cake”. When Brass 
Eye was repeated and released on 
DVD, a disclaimer was added to 
the ‘Drugs’ episode at Amess’s 

demand, reiterating his disapproval 
of recreational drug use. Maybe, 
instead of declaring Southend-on-
Sea a city, a more fitting way to 
remember Sir David Amess would 
be to buy the Brass Eye boxset.

Surveillance
But the killing of reactionary 
politicians who vote persistently 
for war and state mass murder is 
problematic not so much because 
it is morally unjustifiable. Rather, 
it simply does not work and can be 
used against the left and working 
class movement. It not only gives 
the authorities a chance to stress 
the bipartisan nature of ‘sensible 
politics’, but, more dangerously, it 
gives them an alibi to introduce yet 
more measures of surveillance and 
oppression.

A few years prior to the attack, Ali 
had been referred to Prevent and the 
Channel programme. A home office 
factsheet describes the latter as a multi-
agency scheme providing “tailored 
support for a person vulnerable to 
being drawn into terrorism”.2 Ali is 
believed not to have spent long in the 
programme and apparently was never 
formally a “subject of interest” to 
MI5. Ironically, if anything, it is quite 
possible that being referred to the 
Prevent scheme acted as another stage 
in the process of his ‘radicalisation’.

Now the government is talking, 
of course, about recruiting yet 
more intelligence operatives and 
fast-tracking people in terms of 
the overall Prevent and Channel 
strategy. At the beginning of the 
week, government sources said that 
they hoped the long-awaited review 
of the programme led by Sir William 
Shawcross would “be published as 
quickly as possible”, with the aim of 
making it “more organised and more 
security-focused”. One proposal 
under consideration in the review is to 
allow the policing element to become 
“more significant” in local-authority 
Channel panels, which could easily 
end up making disillusioned people 
more likely to be drawn towards acts 
of individual terrorism, not less.

Boris Johnson is also facing calls 
to enact “David’s law” to crack down 
on social media abuse of public 
figures and end online anonymity. 
Mark Francois, a swivel-eyed 
member of the European Research 
Group, has vowed to dedicate his time 
in parliament to overhauling the rules 
governing social media. He wants 

MPs to “radically toughen up” the 
pending Online Safety Bill to prevent 
trolls and other abusers “hiding 
behind pseudonyms”. The bill intends 
to introduce new obligations on 
social media companies to regulate 
“illegal and harmful” material, 
but unsurprisingly there has been 
significant controversy over how such 
“illegal and harmful” material should 
be defined.

This putative bill clearly presents 
a clear danger to basic democratic 
rights. Not only for the obvious 
reason that ending online anonymity 
could put whistle-blowers and pro-
democracy campaigners against 
particularly authoritarian regimes at 
risk, but also because people should 
have the right to use any name they 
like or use ways to stop their boss 
from spying on them. For instance, 
most - if not virtually all - prominent 
members of the Russian communist 
movement were “hiding behind 
pseudonyms”: Lenin, Stalin, Trotsky, 
Zinoviev, Kamenev, Martov, etc.

Showing the irrational and anti-
democratic nature of the reaction to 
Amess’s death, there are demands 
that Keir Starmer disavows Angela 
Rayner, Labour’s deputy leader, 
because of her use of the term, “Tory 
scum”. Former army intelligence 
colonel Philip Ingram told Rayner 
that “you need to modify your 
hate language”, as “the calling of 
colleagues on the other team ‘scum’ 
stimulates these sorts of attacks”. So 
“hold your head in shame”, Rayner. 
It is easy to see how strongly worded 
phrases of condemnation can be 
viewed as “hate language” that 
becomes an alibi for terrorism. Please 
keep your mouth shut.

Community
Following the Amess killing, the 
speaker of the House, Lindsay 
Hoyle, demanded an “end to hatred” 
against MPs and talked about the 
“parliamentary community”. This 
was not a wrong choice of words: it 
actually reflects a reality about our 
professional politicians: Labour, 
Tory, Lib Dems, SNP, Greens, etc 
- including the Labour left with 
maybe a few exceptions. They all 
fundamentally view themselves as 
a special class who have common 
interests. Whatever their background, 
a caste who dedicate themselves to 
themselves and their ladder-climbing 
career. Salaries, in bourgeois terms, 
are pretty meagre. Yet there is job 

satisfaction, connections and the 
prospect, with the right moves, of 
considerable wealth (eg, the multi-
millionaire, Tony Blair).

In that sense, they are like 
professional footballers. For 
90 minutes a week they will tackle 
and professionally foul fellow players 
in the other team, shout insults and 
abuse across the field, but are well 
aware that next week they could be 
playing for that very team. This is 
the spectacle we see every week in 
parliament.

In other words, Philip Ingram’s 
comments about the “other team” 
are significant. True, there is no 
‘transfer market’ in professional 
politicians - well, apart from the likes 
of Reg Prentice and John Mann. 
Leaving aside the possibility of a 
seat in the House of Lords, what do 
they get? Well, apart from lucrative 
appointments and sinecures, it is 
the comforting belief that they have 
stayed true to their careerist origins 
(after all they have arrived).

Professional politicians, including 
on the Labour left, therefore have 
a lot more in common with other 
professional politicians than they do 
the great British public, not least in 
the way that professional footballers 
regard their fans.

Of course, there are those on 
the official left who want to join 
them. That is why Momentum, 
the Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy, the Chatham House 
left and the other such outfits exist. 
And then there are the fan clubs, 
such as the Labour Representation 
Committee, who excuse, or simply 
ignore, their heroes’ dropping of one 
bothersome principle after another 
as if they were mere ballast. After 
all, is not politics all about elevating 
‘good leftwingers’ into the (pro-
capitalist) Labour shadow cabinet 
and then, through the next Labour 
government, into the stratospheric 
heights of the (pro-capitalist) 
cabinet itself? A perspective 
defended in the, now near defunct, 
Labour Left Alliance by Socialist 
Appeal’s Daniel Platts.

The rot runs deep l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. theguardian.com/society/shortcuts/2015/
oct/23/david-amess-from-chris-morris-and-
cake-to-scrutinising-drugs-policy.
2. homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2019/11/05/
factsheet-prevent-and-channel.

Unity between them is sincere and no mere affectation
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Approaching train wreck
With Donald Trump getting ready to run again in 2024, Joe Biden’s support has collapsed in opinion polls. 
Daniel Lazare explains why

Last April, Joe Biden was “the 
calm after the four-year Trump 
storm”, to quote the Wall Street 

Journal1 - the nice, grandfatherly 
sort who would return America to 
normalcy. After a half century in 
politics, he supposedly knew how 
Washington works, knew how to 
forge compromise and knew how to 
get the job done.

But that was last spring. 
Nowadays, Bidenism seems like little 
more than the shortest possible route 
between the old Donald Trump, who 
was at war with the entire federal 
establishment, and the new Donald 
Trump, who is more pissed off than 
ever and is sharpening his sword in 
anticipation of 2024.

A recent Trump rally in Iowa 
said it all. Flanked by top state 
Republicans and buoyed by a new 
state poll showing his approval rating 
at a record high, the once and perhaps 
future president told an overflow 
crowd in Des Moines:

After just nine months under 
Biden, violent criminals and 
bloodthirsty gangs are taking 
over our streets, illegal aliens and 
deadly drug cartels are taking over 
our borders, inflation is taking over 
our economy, China is taking over 
our jobs, the Taliban has taken 
over Afghanistan, lunatic leftists 
are taking over our schools, and 
radical socialists are taking over 
our country. And we’re not going 
to let that happen, we’re not going 
to let that happen.

It was the sort of red-meat, semi-
fascist rhetoric that set the crowd 
howling for more. Meanwhile, 
Biden’s own polls were plumbing 
new lows. Whether the issue was 
Afghanistan, the economy or the 
crisis at the Mexican border, as much 
as a 23-point gap had opened up 
between those who disapprove of his 
performance and those who do not. 
What is more, this was before Biden’s 
signature $3.5 trillion legislative 
package, combining social benefits 
and decarbonisation incentives, began 
dying a slow death on Capitol Hill - 
an epic defeat that leaves him looking 
even more ineffectual than he was 
before. “Battered on trust, doubted on 
leadership and challenged on overall 
competency,” one analyst observed, 
“president Biden is being hammered 
on all sides, as his approval rating 
continues its downward slide …”2

Quite right. But why are Biden’s 
fortunes plunging? The reasons 
are many. For starters, there is the 
honeymoon effect - the fact that 
reporters usually give a new president 
the benefit of the doubt (provided his 
name is not Donald Trump, that is) - 
only to turn on him with wolfish glee, 
once he starts fouling up. Then there 
is the fact that Biden railed against 
Trumpian incompetence with regard 
to Covid-19, only to display even 
greater incompetence when it came 
to the Afghan withdrawal. Biden is 
old and tired and has trouble even 
reading a tele-prompter, which is not 
exactly confidence-inspiring. As for 
his politics, they are a centrist mess 
- hawkish in terms of foreign policy, 
vacillating and confused in terms of 
domestic.

Neutralisation
But perhaps the most important 
reason that Biden’s poll numbers are 
collapsing is one that few Americans 
talk or even know about: ie, the 
fact that 2020 left him in a much 

weaker position than is generally 
realised. The reason has to do with 
an increasingly sclerotic system and 
the mixed signals it sends.

Take elections. In other countries, 
their purpose is simply to clarify 
where the people stand at any 
given moment. Do they approve or 
disapprove of the way the current 
government is handling things? An 
election will tell you if the answer is 
yes or no.

Not in America, however. Here, 
the purpose is more often to muddle 
and confuse. James Madison, the so-
called ‘Father of the Constitution’, 
laid out the thinking in a famous 
article written at the height of the 
constitutional ratification battle in 
New York state in November 1787. 
The problem with republics, he said, 
is that they give rise to overbearing 
majorities that tend to trample 
minority rights. The question, 
therefore, is how to rein in such 
inherently oppressive tendencies 
without destroying liberty itself.

But how? For Madison and his 
co-thinkers, the solution lay in 
complexity - which is to say in a 
federal structure, subdivided into a 
multitude of states, each serving to 
muffle and scatter political energy 
the way a series of breakwaters 
muffles and scatters the power of an 
ocean wave. As he put it, the goal is 
to:

make it less probable that a 
majority of the whole will have 
a common motive to invade the 
rights of other citizens; or, if 
such a common motive exists … 
[to make it] more difficult for all 
who feel it to discover their own 
strength and to act in unison with 
each other.

Hence, while

[t]he influence of factious leaders 
may kindle a flame within their 
particular states … [they] will 
be unable to spread a general 
conflagration through the other 
states … A rage for paper money, 
for an abolition of debts, for an 
equal division of property, or for 
any other improper or wicked 
project, will be less apt to pervade 
the whole body of the union than 
a particular member of it ...3

Confusion was good, in other words, 
if it prevented the majority from 
doing something that Madison did 
not like. As he put it in a letter to 
Thomas Jefferson, “Divide et impera 
[‘Divide and rule’], the reprobated 
axiom of tyranny, is under certain 
qualifications, the only policy by 
which a republic can be administered 
on just principles.” The only way 
the people could act in a way that 
Madison, Jefferson and their fellow 
slave-owners regarded as just was 
by neutralising their own power via 
a process of self-division and self-
conquest.

The upshot is a people that is 
simultaneously all-powerful and 
powerless! - a paradox that lies 
at the heart of American politics. 
The effects were all too evident in 
November 2020, when the US saw 
not one election, but several - each of 
which sent a different message, so as 
to prevent a single conclusion from 
shining through.

The best-known election was the 
race for the presidency, which Biden 
won by a hefty seven million popular 
votes. But the party performed less 
well in other elections that got less 
press. In the race for the House, for 
instance, Democrats collectively 

outpolled Republicans by five 
million votes, two million less than 
their lead in the presidential contest 
and therefore a sign that voters were 
more anti-Trump than they were pro-
Democratic. Dems ended up losing 
13 seats despite holding on to a slim 
majority overall.

The picture in the Senate was 
worse. There Democratic candidates 
wound up with nearly two million 
fewer votes overall despite holding 
Republicans to a 50-50 draw. Worst 
of all were the state elections, in 
which Democrats trailed by eight 
percentage points in gubernatorial 
contests overall and lost control 
of two state legislative chambers 
as well. All told, it means that 
Democrats now control just 22 state 
governments, while Republicans 
control 27 (one state, Nebraska, is 
‘nonpartisan’).

So did Democrats win or lose? To 
repeat, it is a muddle. All we can say 
for sure is that, while moving one part 
of a vast and rickety federal structure 
to the left, the election otherwise 
allowed the remainder to hover in 
place or continue drifting to the right. 
In a slow and balky Congress, subject 
to endless ‘checks and balances’, 
this means that Republicans had 
more than enough leverage to bring 
Biden to a standstill. At a state level, 
it means that Republicans have 
sufficient clout to re-engineer the 
electoral system to the point that 
regaining the White House in 2024 
is looking like more and more like 
a distinct possibility, even if voters 
might disagree.

The results are not fair or 
democratic. But they are fully in 
accord with an 18th century structure 
that, in its eternal wisdom, gives 
state governments nearly unlimited 
leeway to run federal elections 

however they see fit. In 19 states, 
Republicans have passed laws aimed 
at limiting voter access, while, in 
the bellwether state of Texas, they 
have introduced measures allowing 
Republican activists-turned-poll-
watchers to move freely about voting 
places and to sue or seek court orders 
against any election official who gets 
in their way.4

It is a recipe for intimidation 
and disruption that is not so much 
designed to prevent elections as to 
tie them up in litigation. The goal 
could not be clearer: to call enough 
state tallies into question, so that, 
when it comes time for Congress 
to certify the results in early 2025, 
the entire contest winds up in the 
House, where Republicans enjoy a 
built-in advantage, thanks to voting 
rules dating from 1803. This is what 
Trump tried to do in last January’s 
attempted coup d’état, but lacked the 
legal means. But, as the Texas model 
spreads, he will be in a far stronger 
position in 2025. It is no exaggeration 
to say that 2020 may well prove to be 
the last free presidential election in 
US history.

Beyond reach
This is why Biden’s fortunes are 
plummeting - because he tried 
to cover up an increasingly grim 
picture with a lot of happy talk 
about bipartisanship and good will. 
So ridiculous was the rhetoric that 
one pundit - Larry Sabato of the 
University of Virginia - finally 
exploded in November 2020:

This is beyond naive. It’s 
delusional ... He’s living in a 
past that was destroyed a long 
time ago and the remnants of it 
have been incinerated by Donald 
Trump. The cooperation just 
doesn’t exist except on things that 
aren’t controversial and that’s not 
where you need cooperation. You 
need cooperation to solve difficult 
problems, not the easy ones.5

If so, then global warming, the most 
difficult problem of all, is beyond 
reach. Despite emitting carbon 
dioxide at a rate five times the global 
average, it means that the United 
States is unable to stop, because its 
political system is not up to the task. 
When it comes to greenhouse gases, 
America is like a hopeless drunk who 
continually promises to sober up 
… tomorrow. Meanwhile, he has to 
down just one more quart of booze, 
because, hey, he’s an American and 
that’s what Americans do.

Reform is always beyond 
reach. The more Democrats rage 
and despair, the more they are 
captive of a system set in stone. 
Americans know that a train wreck 
is approaching. But, now that 
they are giving up on Biden, they 
figure that all they can do is brace 
themselves for the impact l

USA

Notes
1. www.wsj.com/articles/bidens-post-trump-
honeymoon-11619564017.
2. thehill.com/opinion/white-house/575882-
battered-on-trust-doubted-on-leadership-a-
brutal-poll-for-biden-shows-no.
3. Federalist paper No10, November 23 1787: 
avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed10.asp.
4. ‘Voting laws roundup’, Brennan Center 
for Justice, New York University, October 
4 2021: www.brennancenter.org/our-work/
research-reports/voting-laws-roundup-
october-2021; see also: www.nytimes.
com/2021/05/01/us/politics/republican-
pollwatchers.html.
5. http://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2020/nov/14/joe-biden-president-
republicans-democrats.

Looking to run in 2024
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COP26

Delusions of techno-fix
Today’s capitalist politicians are unlikely to agree, let alone implement, the measures needed to stop 
runaway climate change. Jack Conrad argues that the fundamental problem lies at the level of the 
system itself. Nonetheless, as shown by the Soviet Union, more than the mere abolition of capitalism is 
needed. The associated producers must take control

Cop26 is widely expected to 
end in failure - by mainstream 
media commentators, by 

political insiders, even by UN general 
secretary António Guterres himself.1 
There will probably be no binding 
agreement to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions to the net-zero level needed 
to ensure that global temperature rises 
are kept at no more than 1.5°C - or, for 
that matter, even the 2°C upper limit 
agreed in Paris in 2015.

Instead there will be 12 days 
of governmental ‘green is good’ 
platitudes - along with thousands 
marching on the streets of Glasgow 
under the Cop26 Coalition umbrella 
and its politically meaningless slogan: 
‘The era of injustice is over - the 
time is now’.2 The Cop26 Coalition 
is approvingly described as “broad 
and radical” by the Socialist Workers 
Party.3 Needless to say, it is yet another 
popular front consisting of NGOs, 
faith groups, justice networks, trade 
unions and a few leftish add-ons, 
such as Anticapitalist Resistance. 
Such amorphous protest politics are, 
in themselves, no more than safety 
valves, and as such are destined to 
go nowhere. But, given the reality of 
the climate crisis and its impact on 
all classes and all states, they could 
easily serve as justification for climate 
socialism. Be warned, this is a real 
danger - railed through, imposed and 
overseen by capitalist slave politicians 
turned masters.

Of course, Boris Johnson is relying 
on a combination of the ‘invisible 
hand of the market’ and government 
sponsorship of techno-fixes: he has 
“regularly expressed the belief that 
technology would mostly solve 
the problem”.4 No wonder many 
see Cop26 as a brilliant business 
opportunity. Unilever, Microsoft, 
NatWest, Sainsbury’s, GSK and Sky 
are all corporate sponsors.

Top of the techno-fix list is, of 
course, electric vehicles (as previously 
argued, not a planet-saver but a 
profit generator for an ongoing car 
economy5). But there are plenty 
of other so-called solutions being 
pushed and peddled - some perfectly 
reasonable, such as heat pumps and 
home insulation. Others, however, 
are far more problematic. True, 
small modular reactors (SMRs) have 

the great advantage of dramatically 
cutting the start-up times associated 
with standard nuclear power stations 
(normally 20 years). But not only is 
the electricity generated still hugely 
expensive: there is the problem of 
disposing of the spent fuel, radioactive 
for thousands of years, and the risks 
of terrorist attack, nuclear weapons 
proliferation and disastrous accidents 
- Kyshtym, Sellafield, Three Mile 
Island, Chernobyl, Fukushima, etc. 
Producing hydrogen from natural gas 
(!) falls into exactly the same category.

Under circumstances where 
greenhouse gas emissions continue 
to inexorably rise globally, there is 
a growing clamour for much more 
radical measures such as carbon 
capture and sequestration (CCS). The 
idea here is to reduce atmospheric 
CO2

 by seeding the oceans with iron 
filings; growing huge algae beds in 
the oceans; sucking CO2 from the 
atmosphere mechanically or capturing 
it before release from fossil fuel 
burning power stations, steel plants 
and cement kilns. The CO2 would be 
safely stored in geologically suitable 
underwater or land sites.

However, there is a definite 
downside. The estimated cost of CCS 
is around $70-$100 per ton. Note, the 
IPPC reckons that to limit the global 
temperature rise to 1.5°C between 
100 billion and one trillion tons of 
CO2

 needs to be removed from the 
atmosphere.6 In other words, we have 
a CCS price tag of between $7 trillion 
and $100 trillion (in 2021 global GDP 
is put at some $93 trillion7). As Mick 
Hulme puts it: “prohibitive”.8

There are also proposals to shoot 
particulates into the upper atmosphere 
in an attempt to mimic the cooling 
effect of volcanoes - suggested by 
Dutch Nobel prize winner Paul 
Crutzen in a famous paper: ‘Albedo 
enhancement by stratospheric sulphur 
injections: a contribution to resolve a 
policy dilemma’ (2006).9 The basic 
idea is that solar radiation would be 
masked - that, or be reflected back 
into outer space, and would thereby 
counteract the greenhouse effect down 
here on Earth.

Crutzen deployed the terms 
‘geoengineering’ and ‘climate 
engineering’. Nevertheless, he never 
actually advocated such a course. 

Presumably he knew better. Despite 
that, his work spawned a whole 
slew of research papers, networks, 
conferences, computer simulations, 
feasibility studies and government 
consultations.

There are other such sunlight 
reflection methods (SRMs) being 
proposed. Eg, deploy a giant, 
2,000-kilometre-diameter eye patch 
in space - though that would cost an 
estimated $5 trillion (plus). Then there 
is building massive cloud-generating 
machines; whitening low-level clouds 
by spraying them with seawater; 
painting roads, buildings and roofs 
white, etc - all run into costs of tens 
of billions annually. Expensive, but 
obviously far cheaper.10

When it comes to the reasoning of 
the geoengineers, Elizabeth Kolbert 
damningly says this: “If control is 
the problem, then, by the logic of 
the Anthropocene, still more control 
must be the solution.”11 In effect, the 
geoengineers want to treat greenhouse 
gas emissions in the same way as 
Victorian engineers such as Joseph 
Bazalgette treated sewage. But the 
climate system is vastly more complex 
than London’s 1858 ‘great stink’12 - 
and certainly vastly more complex 
than whizz-bang geoengineers deign 
to imagine: everything is connected 
to everything else. Physics, biology, 
chemistry - and human society - form 
an interconnected and interacting 
whole.

So, in all probability, if one (or a 
number) of these ‘solutions’ was to 
be implemented, it would let loose 
a Pandora’s box of demons. For 
example, once the SRM programme 
of upper atmosphere seeding is 
finally terminated, there exists the 
“potentially dangerous” consequence 
of a temperature bounce, which 
would be “two to four times larger” 
than would otherwise have had been 
the case.13 The impact on ecosystems 
and biodiversity, though largely 
unexplored, would, to put it mildly, 
probably be decidedly negative.

Then there is the danger of “slowing 
or reversing” the recovery of the ozone 
layer and reducing global rainfall 
and turning it more acidic (editors 
of Scientific American November 1 
2008).14 Geoengineering also might 
well breed political complacency. 

Saved from the immediate prospect 
of climate catastrophe, big business 
blithely carries on as before, emitting 
greenhouse gases as it pursues its 
overriding aim: profit.

International politics represents 
another obvious barrier. What would 
China do if the US unilaterally placed a 
giant solar eye patch above its territory 
in near space? There would, surely, 
have to be an agreement between all 
the rival major powers - unlikely.

Surveying the sorry results of past 
efforts to ‘solve nature’s problems’, 
Michael and Joyce Huesmann argue 
that it is “impossible for humans to 
substantially modify natural world 
systems without creating unanticipated 
and undesirable consequences”.15 Even 
at the most modest level, consider the 
introduction of the giant cane toad into 
Australia in the mid-1930s. Intended 
to kill off the pesky grey-backed cane 
beetle, the cane toad now plagues the 
north-western regions of the country 
(it is poisonous and therefore kills off 
animal predators). Almost needless 
to say, the gray-backed cane beetle 
survives and prospers. It lives mainly 
at the top of plants and the cane toad is 
a bad climber.

What needs to be understood, first 
and foremost, is that the Anthropocene 
is in fact the Capitalocene. The 
danger of runaway climate change is 
primarily the result of capitalism and 
its M-P-M′ imperative. That is what 
the blind hand of the market amounts 
to. And neither carbon taxes nor a 
Green New Deal would change that 
imperative. It is capitalism which, 
often violently, separated the worker 
from the land and therefore broke 
the organic relationship between the 
worker and the natural conditions of 
production. It is capitalism which is 
the threat to the very civilisation it has 
created … the solution therefore must 
primarily lie at the level of the social.

Left approaches
Despite that, far too many on the 
left advocate techno-fixes. It is often 
assumed that humanity can do what it 
likes with nature. That, or nature can 
be ignored or treated as if it were a 
free gift, to be robbed, mistreated and 
refashioned at whim.

This approach has been seen in 
recent times with left accelerationists 

such as Nick Land, Mark Fisher, 
Paul Mason, Nick Smicek and Aaron 
Bastani. Technology is held out as 
the panacea for overcoming climate 
change and third-world poverty. It is 
even credited with an ability to deliver 
so-called “fully automated luxury 
communism”. Instead of organising 
the working class into a party - so 
passé - we have the relentless forward 
march of technology: that, not the 
class struggle, undermines capitalism 
and holds out the promise of human 
freedom. Through supercomputers, 
through embracing automation, 
through space rockets, through 
mining asteroids, through following 
the “leading-edge” political vanguard 
of Alexis Tsipras and Pablo Iglesias, 
we are promised a 10-hour working 
week, more equality and all manner 
of tawdry luxury commodities - yes, 
taken from an article that is over five 
years old.16 The whole, almost instantly 
dated, utterly banal, left accelerationist 
programme clearly owes rather more 
to Eduard Bernstein, Peter Struve and 
Nikita Khrushchev than to Karl Marx 
and Frederick Engels.

Not that orthodox(ish) Marxism 
can be entirely excused. Here is what 
Leon Trotsky, still at the pinnacle of 
political power in 1924, breathlessly 
wrote about refashioning nature:

The present distribution of 
mountains and rivers, of fields, of 
meadows, of steppes, of forests and 
of seashores cannot be considered 
final. Man has already made 
changes in the map of nature that 
are not few nor insignificant. But 
they are mere pupils’ practice in 
comparison with what is coming. 
Faith merely promises to move 
mountains; but technology, which 
takes nothing ‘on faith’, is actually 
able to cut down mountains and 
move them. Up to now this was 
done for industrial purposes 
(mines) or for railways (tunnels); 
in the future this will be done on 
an immeasurably larger scale, 
according to a general industrial 
and artistic plan. Man will occupy 
himself with re-registering 
mountains and rivers, and will 
earnestly and repeatedly make 
improvements in nature. In the end, 
he will have rebuilt the Earth - if not 

Rather more complex than a sewage system
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in his own image, at least according 
to his own taste. We have not the 
slightest fear that this taste will be 
bad.17

And the approach to nature Trotsky 
preached, Joseph Stalin and his 
successors put into practice - not in 
order to realise some global artistic 
grand design: rather, more prosaically, 
to provide the state (and in due course, 
its citizens) with more and more 
use-values. However, this could not 
be achieved with genuine socialist 
planning, which relies on the active 
participation, the positive control, 
of the associated producers. The 
bureaucratic elite pursued the interests 
of the state (along with its own narrow 
self-interest).

Therefore the organisation 
of production - crucially with 
the first five-year plan and the 
counterrevolution within the 
revolution - necessitated setting targets 
from above: ie, via Gosplan. This can 
be presented as: T-P … PP … P′-T′. 
Here T stands for target and P for 
product. The ellipsis indicates the time 
delay involved with PP, the production 
process. However, the movement 
is best presented in expanded form: 
P-T-P … PP … P′-T′-P′. This being 
the case simply because the targets 
rely on existing products: eg, raw 
materials and labour-power. And, to 
stress the point, the aim is to obtain 
use-values on an ever growing scale. 

Yet, despite massive oppression 
and the effective atomisation of the 
population, those below resisted. They 
flitted from enterprise to enterprise in 
search of better terms and conditions, 
they lied about their output figures, 
they cheated when it came to the 
time spent at work, they exerted 
negative control over the production 
process and they forced managerial 
concessions one after another. In their 
turn managers lied to and cheated 
those above them. They hoarded, 
over-ordered inputs - ie, supplies of 
labour-power and raw materials – they 
did everything to reduce the targets 
demanded by Gosplan and finally 
presented wonderfully inventive 
statistics. That way, failure became 
success and non-use-values became 
use-values.

What mattered both to workers 
and enterprise managers (in industry 
and agriculture too) was quantity, not 
quality. Indeed quantity and quality 
stood in contradiction. Hence the 
all too characteristic expenditure of 
useless labour-power, waste of raw 
materials and production of non-use-
values. Hence this form of growth: 
T-P … P-T′. Or even this: T-P … P--T′. 
In its turn Gosplan had its own reasons 
not only to accept such results, but 
to celebrate them as a triumphant 
vindication of ‘socialist planning’. 
True between 1928 and 1973 there 
were impressive economic growth 
rates - largely for real. True, between 
1953 and 1973 living standards rose 
substantially - largely for real. But 
what people experienced in terms 
of everyday life was shortages, poor 
quality, being lied to and the necessity 
of lying in return. A vicious circle that 
was bound to eventually close.

Under such inherently irrational 
circumstances, the top leadership 
blamed foreign experts, old 
Bolsheviks, former kulaks, first-
generation Stalinite cadre, lazy 
workers, hidebound managers, etc, 
for the litany of failures … and all that 
went hand-in-hand with the desperate 
attempt to find and implement all 
manner of gigantic techno-fixes. 
Surely an object lesson, when it comes 
to climate change.

Results
Leave aside the radioactive waste 
littered over Kazakhstan, the open-
cast mining, the oil spills and the 
ruinous industrial practices which 
caused choking air pollution, 
poisoned rivers and killed lakes. Let 

us concentrate on agriculture. We 
will see why Marx argued that what 
is needed for rational agriculture 
is either the “small famer living 
by his own labour or the control of 
associated producers.”18

Expropriating the peasants 
through forced collectivization 
in the late-1920s and early-1930s 
caused agricultural production 
to crash. The cities went hungry. 
The countryside starved. Millions 
died. However, joining together the 
country’s peasant farms without the 
necessary tractors and combines 
meant that the regime would never 
again be held to ransom by richer 
peasants, the kulaks. Throughout 
the 1920s they had held back grain 
when prices were considered too 
low. The state had to respond, either 
by increasing prices (and thereby 
denying industry, the army, etc) 
or by sending out special armed 
detachments to seize grain supplies.

But collectivization merely 
collectivized primitiveness. The 
peasants were, to all intents and 
purposes, re-ensurfed. They were 
state helots. Even when tractors and 
combines eventually came on stream, 
productivity remained notoriously 
low. Collective farm members had 
to be allocated individual plots to 
grow fruit and vegetables for their 
own consumption and for sale in 
special, private, markets established 
in the towns and cities. Even without 
machinery, productivity on the 
individual plots was far higher than 
on the kolkhoz and sovkhoz.

In the second half of the 1940s 
Stalin proposed his ‘Great Plan 
for the Transformation of Nature’ 
- a superambitious response to the 
1946 drought, which in 1947 left 
an estimated 500,000 to one million 
dead. Huge bands of land were to 
be forested in the southern steppe 
to provide a network of shelterbelts. 
Rivers feeding into the Aral Sea 
were to be diverted - once the 
world’s fourth largest lake, it has 
now virtually disappeared. Irrigation 
canals, reservoirs and countless 
ponds were going to upgrade the thin 
soils. Trofim Lysenko’s “elite strains 
of seed”, so went the presumption, 
would ensure fabulously high yields.

Lysenko, of course, 
contemptuously dismissed the 
Mendelian theory of gene inheritance 
as an example of “metaphysics 
and idealism”.19 Instead he upheld 
a neo-Lamarckian doctrine of 
crops passing on environmentally 
acquired characteristics, such 
as cold resistance and drought 
resistance. This was vigorously 
opposed in Britain by the CPGB’s 
scientific superstar, JBS Haldane 
(much to the chagrin of the official 
leadership faction).20 Haldane was 
famously one of the originators of 
the Darwinian-Mendelian synthesis21 
and eventually resigned in 1950. A 
great loss.

Lysenkoism had been elevated 
into official doctrine in the Soviet 
Union. Those who disagreed were 
viciously denounced, dismissed 
from academic posts and often 
ended up in the gulag. That or they 
were simply shot. The message 
was clear: politics, not scientific 
facts - certainly not nature - was in 
command.

In 1948, Lysenko made his 
notorious speech to the Lenin 
Academy of Agricultural Sciences. 
He rhetorically asked: “What is the 
attitude of the central committee 
of the party to my report?” He 
answers: “the central committee has 
examined my report and approves 
of it (Stormy applause. Ovation. All 
rise).” The “most chilling passage in 
all the literature of the 20th century 
science”, writes Stephen Jay Gould.22

The Great Plan ended in complete 
failure. The trees were of the wrong 
kind, went untended and died. The 
crops were of the wrong kind too, 

and froze or wilted. Topsoils were 
quickly exhausted and were washed 
away by rain or blown away on the 
winds (they contained, of course, 
the highest concentrates of organic 
matter and microorganisms). 
All negative and unintended 
consequences.

Nikita Khrushchev attempted 
his own agricultural revolution. 
In 1953 the virgin lands campaign 
was launched. Within two years 
the first secretary sought to put 
13 million hectares of hitherto 
uncultivated land under the plough, 
in “Kazakhstan, western Siberia, the 
lower Volga and (to a limited extent) 
in the northern Caucasus”.23 ‘Fallow 
land is lost land; erosion is a fiction’ 
ran a Khrushchevite slogan, featured 
widely in the Soviet press during the 
mid-1950s.24 An obvious absurdity.

The eventual target for 1962 was 
a staggering 42 million hectares. 
Never before in history had there 
been such a vast projected extension 
of cultivation in such a short period 
of time. Masses of urban volunteers 
were mobilised - especially young 
enthusiasts. However, neither 
instruments of labour (tractors, 
combines, etc) nor the extra labour-
power itself proved up to the job. 
Crucially, though, topsoils were thin 
and weather conditions notoriously 
dry. Repeatedly ploughing, sowing 
and harvesting the fragile virgin lands 
of the northern Caucasus, western 
Siberia and north Kazakhstan saw 
productivity steadily decline. Soils 
were quickly exhausted and deserts 
expanded.

Khrushchev had one more 
gigantic plan up his sleeve: irrigating 
the arid south, specifically in order 
to expand cotton production. He 
gave the go-ahead to divert 12 rivers 
‘uselessly’ flowing into the Arctic 
Ocean. Reversing the flow of the 
Pechora was not only going to boost 
cotton production: the shrinking 
Aral and Caspian seas would be 
replenished.

Obviously part of the project 
relied on digging new water 
channels. However, instead of using 
traditional methods - mechanical 
diggers, dumper trucks and the 
requisite labour-power - the proposal 
was to detonate 250 nuclear devices. 
In fact, the Soviet bureaucracy 
envisaged the almost boundless 
application of nuclear technology 
to construction, industry, agriculture 
and medicine: “atomic-powered 
communism”.25 Sounds familiar, 
does it not?

The wonders of computers, 
automation, robots and, yes, nuclear 
power held out the prospect of 
catching up with the US by 1970 
and the beginnings of ‘communist 
abundance’ by 1980. Three 
15-kiloton devices were actually 
detonated - inevitably causing 
some fallout. The whole crazy 
river-diversion idea was finally 
abandoned in 1986. Who knows 
what the consequences would have 
been if it had gone to completion.

With warm river waters no 
longer flowing into the cold Artic 
ocean from the south, maybe a 
new, Eurasian, ice age, is triggered. 
Glaciers, permafrost and sea ice 
slowly spreads. Leningrad is 
eventually permanently frozen in. 
The city becomes uninhabitable and 
has to be abandoned. Nowadays 
climate modellers might well be 
able to give us a highly accurate 
prediction. Impossible in the 1960s 
and 70s, though.

In a final, desperate throw. Mikhail 
Gorbachev told the 27th Congress 
of the CPSU that a “decisive turn 
is needed in the agrarian sector to 
improve the food supply”.26 He 
proposed to dramatically increase 
mechanisation, chemicalisation 
and soil amelioration (ie, drainage 
schemes, irrigation, erosion 
control). In other words, to up the 

mass of inactive allocation applied 
to the same area of land. Despite 
the “objective of improving food 
supplies” being “first in line”, when 
it came to Gosplan’s guidelines for 
the period ending 2000, agriculture 
showed the unmistakable signs 
of diminishing returns.27 Albeit in 
the distorting language of roubles 
(not real money, not a universal 
equivalent, but only a partial 
equivalent), what was needed to 
obtain a ton of grain rose from 
51 roubles in 1970 to 101 roubles 
in 1987.28 With still further 
mechanisation, chemicalisation and 
soil amelioration, the chances are 
that what was needed to obtain a ton 
of grain would have doubled again 
... if the system had managed to 
survive into the 21st century.

Here, as the economist and 
ecologist, Mikhail Lemeshev, 
argued, one glaring factor was 
ignored, or given mere lip service: 
ie, the “reproduction of the natural-
resources potential of agriculture”.29 
Soviet agriculture was not 
sustainable agriculture. Effectively 
the soil was being mined. Artificial 
fertilisers could temporarily 
“override ecological limits”.30 But 
chemicalisation created conditions 
where vital minerals, such as 
calcium, magnesium and potassium, 
were gradually leached away.31

As for the Soviet Union’s big 
tractors and combine harvesters 
that heralded the bright future for 
Gosplan, they pounded, compacted 
and suffocated the soil. “[W]ater and 
air permeability” was considerably 
reduced. 32 Micro-organisms 
dwindled. And, of course, the more 
frequently such behemoths moved 
across kolkhoz and sovkhoz fields, 
the more damage they caused.

Meanwhile, just as under 
capitalism, giganticism ruled. Cattle, 
chicken and pigs were crammed into 
vast warehouses, the poor creatures 
treated as if they had no feelings, 
no self-awareness. They were 
considered mere production units.

Output was maximised through 
the misapplication of science. 
Animals were genetically selected 
and manipulated to produce more 
milk, more eggs, more meat and 
more offspring. Bodies were taken 
to their limits in order to produce 
the largest amount in the shortest 
possible time. Crippling deformities 
were commonplace. Intensive 
livestock production is, though, 
grossly inefficient. Huge tracts of 
land are needed to produce silage, 
mixes and pellets - land which 
otherwise could be used to feed 
people. Note: animals have a caloric 
conversion ratio of 10:1. Ten calories 
of inputs are required for every one 
calorie of meat.

Not for nothing is such agriculture 
called factory farming. Take pigs. 
The scale is staggering. Soviet 
enterprises produced “between 12 
and 126 thousand pigs per year”.33 
Piglets are removed from mothers 
at around 10 days old for finishing. 
She is then impregnated again and 
again until slaughtered. The average 
life of a breeding sow is just three or 
four years. Disease is endemic. So is 
stress-related behaviour: tail-biting, 
cannibalism, chewing cage bars, 
etc. Antibiotics are administered 
as a matter of routine. While the 
availability of ham, pork chops, 
bacon and sausages increased, 
especially between 1964 and 1971, 
so too did urine and faeces. A “major 
drawback”. 

Large scale intensive livestock 
production broke the natural 
interchange between animals and 
soil. Enterprises flushed the poo and 
piss into stinking, open-air cesspits. 
After treatment the slurry went to 
fertilise nearby fields, but the sheer 
quantity made it impossible to 
complete the metabolic cycle. With 
applications reaching “10-20 tons 

per hectare”, there were numerous 
reports of ammonia poisoning.34 
Crops yellowed, wilted and died. 
Seepage into underlying water tables 
and runoff into streams, rivers and 
lakes inevitably followed too. Fish 
stocks were wiped out. Tap water 
carried dangerous pathogens. Wild 
swimming became a health hazard.

Once upon a time it was lazily 
assumed - and not only by the 
paid apologists for the Soviet 
regime - that, untrammelled by 
the capitalist profit motive, with 
universal nationalisation, and hence 
the ability to organise on a vast 
scale, environmental protection was 
guaranteed.

No, nothing could be further 
from the truth. The progress of 
Soviet agriculture was progress 
towards ever greater ecological 
degradation l
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A long-established disorder?
Famous as a polemical target of ‘Leftwing’ communism, ironically Amadeo Bordiga claimed to agree with 
Lenin’s strategy for world revolution. David Broder investigates 

I have written before of the 
‘Misuses of Antonio Gramsci’1 
- in particular in the tradition of 

the Italian Communist Party (PCI) 
led by Palmiro Togliatti from the late 
1920s until 1964. Part of the way 
that Togliatti’s PCI built up its cult of 
Gramsci - especially in the late World 
War II period, as its role in the anti-
fascist resistance made it a truly mass 
party - was to erase from its origin 
story any trace of its main founder, 
Amadeo Bordiga, as well as other 
figures irreconcilable with popular 
frontism.

In Bordiga’s case this often took 
the form of lying vituperation - calling 
him a renegade who had not only set 
himself against the party, but even 
collaborated with Benito Mussolini’s 
fascist regime. Yet, in public-facing 
materials produced by the PCI in 
these years, the misrepresentation of 
his role more often took the form of 
silence: Gramsci and Togliatti were 
presented as the “party’s founders”, 
with the man they had so looked up 
to in 1921 simply left unmentioned. 
As editors at the party’s Edizioni di 
Cultura Sociale prepared a volume 
to mark Thirty years of the Italian 
communists’ struggles in 1951, 
Togliatti issued a simple instruction: 
“Not one line from Bordiga - even to 
polemicise against him.”

There was, however, an important 
exception to this approach, during the 
formative resistance period: namely, 
the reliance on Lenin’s pamphlet 
‘Leftwing’ communism (henceforth, 
LWC) as a blunt tool of legitimation 
for the Togliattians seeking to impose 
their line on the party emerging from 
illegality. The main message that 
militants were meant to take from 
LWC - especially as summarised in 
didactic articles in the party daily 
l’Unità - was that the communists 
should be able to show extreme 
flexibility of tactics and alliances, 
rather than dogmatically insist on 
their separateness and ‘purism’ in the 
manner of Bordiga. In party training 
courses and materials encapsulating 
the lessons of LWC, Lenin’s pamphlet 
was cast as a defence of this same call.

So, at a moment when the PCI was 
engaged in broad cross-class alliances 
against fascism (even joining a 
government headed by monarchists, 
the better to prosecute the war 
against Nazi Germany), LWC was 
used to advance a generic rejection 
of ‘sectarianism’ - in opposition to 
the notable minorities within the 
resurgent communist movement, who 
defended the spirit of the split which 
had founded the party at the Livorno 
Congress in 1921.

In the Togliattians’ case, Lenin’s 
pamphlet served - despite its real 
content - as a means of overcoming the 
problem of the popular-frontist party’s 
relationship to its own founding. The 
essential information they conveyed 
was that Lenin had attacked Bordiga 
as a sectarian dogmatist, and that a 
PCI now liberated from its earlier 
sectarian dogmatism took the Russian 
revolutionary and not the expelled 
Neapolitan as its inspiration. It was in 
this vein that Gramsci was cast as the 
“first Leninist in Italy”, and the latter-
day PCI as the true heirs to Gramsci.

But if this amounted to a 
particularly egregious reading of 
LWC - given the radical difference 
between the “revolutionary 
parliamentarism” advocated by Lenin 
and the PCI’s essentially reformist 
practice in the institutions of post-
war Italy - the vision of Bordiga that 
thus emerged is commonly accepted 
across most of the left. He is mainly 

known, if at all, among members of 
Eurocommunist, Marxist-Leninist, 
Trotskyist etc, groupings alike, as the 
target of a polemic against electoral 
abstentionism and the various anti-
parliamentary communist forces that 
emerged after World War I.

There is some real basis for such 
a view. But, as we shall see, it is also 
radically inadequate for the purpose 
of understanding the current of ideas 
he embodied - or even the issues at 
stake in LWC itself. The furthest-left 
current within the Italian Socialist 
Party (PSI) in the late World War 
I period - headed by Bordiga’s Il 
Soviet group in Naples, as well as 
allies in cities including Turin - was 
formally constituted under the name 
‘Abstentionist Communist Fraction’ 
after the PSI’s Bologna Congress of 
October 1919, and argued against 
participation in the following 
month’s Italian general election. 
At a time when even figures on the 
so-called ‘maximalist’ left of the 
party leadership, such as Giacinto 
Serrati and Nicola Bombacci, were 
advancing indistinct schemas for 
constituent assemblies, for a future 
socialist majority in the Chamber of 
Deputies to proclaim the existence 
of soviets and such like, this faction 
strongly asserted the need to prepare 
an immediate struggle to found a 
workers’ state in Italy. So, while 
in the elections the PSI turned out 
to be the biggest single party, with 
32% support, the Abstentionist 
Communist Fraction above all 
denounced the party’s integration into 
bourgeois parliamentarism and lack 
of preparation to seriously confront 
the established state machine.

That said, the idea that this 
amounted to an in-principle rejection 
of tactical electoral participation - and 
that this was generally characteristic 
of Bordiga’s thought - deserves some 
qualification. In this sense, it is worth 
looking back to his approach to the 
1913 general election - the first in 
Italy to be held under universal (male) 
suffrage. While Bordiga was a sharp 
critic of the party’s integration into 
bourgeois parliamentarism (including 
its combinations with the Liberal 
premier, Giovanni Giolitti, which 
had allowed for the extension of 
the franchise, but also drawn part of 
the party into support for his war in 
Libya), the main thrust of Bordiga’s 

writings in the build-up to the 1913 
general election was a polemic against 
syndicalist and anarchist advocates 
of electoral boycotts. The grounds 
on which he made this case strongly 
resemble those made in LWC a few 
years later.

Even recognising the likelihood 
of socialist MPs becoming drawn 
into unprincipled combinations, 
even recognising that an MP from a 
working class background may well 
become unbound from their base, and 
the party programme, even though 
they would not be able to carry through 
effective reforms in parliament - the 
party should still take the opportunity 
to present its programme, use the 
opportunity for propaganda and 
combat apolitical sentiments among 
workers concerned only with narrow 
individual or corporatist interests.

The difficulties that resulted 
were hardly limited to the electoral 
arena alone. Bordiga added that the 
syndicalist opponents of electoral 
participation were more often than 
not engaged in rotten compromises 
with bourgeois politicians, with 
whom they had established a division 
of labour: you handle ‘politics’, while 
we stand for our category’s immediate 
economic concerns. In such a case, 
the mere fact of abstention would 
not galvanise a working class force 
in a solid bloc against bourgeois 
institutions, but risked fragmenting 
its forces and contributing to a more 
generic rejection of political action.

By July 1920, when LWC 
was presented at the Comintern 
Second Congress, the Abstentionist 
Communist Fraction included PSI 
leftwingers who advocated electoral 
participation (for instance, Francesco 
Misiano, within the Naples Il Soviet 
group, and Antonio Gramsci, who 
also attended its meetings). The 
Communist Party of Italy (PCd’I) 
was created in January 1921 and did 
stand in the general election held in 
May 1921. This owed to multiple 
factors, including both obedience to 
Comintern discipline and the fact 
that Bordiga was no dictator within 
PCd’I ranks. But it is also worth 
noting that in the May 1921 contest, 
the party whose main leader was an 
‘abstentionist’ elected more MPs (15) 
than any other Communist Party in 
western Europe at the time (France’s 
PCF inherited 13 deputies after the 

split from the Socialists in December 
1920, but soon lost four of these; the 
KPD in Germany took just four seats 
in the June 1920 general election; 
the CPGB had just one - a Liberal 
defector).

We could also point to another 
example rather complicating the 
established myth. In June 1924, after 
Blackshirts murdered the reformist-
socialist MP, Giacomo Matteotti, 
all the opposition parties abandoned 
the fascist-dominated parliament in 
protest. Yet it was Bordiga - already 
ousted from the leadership group 
- who argued that the PCd’I MPs 
should return to the chamber and use 
it as a propaganda tribune. So, counter 
to the widespread received wisdom 
about LWC, on-principle refusal of 
electoral participation is evidently 
a limited tool for defining Italian 
left communism and, in particular, 
Bordiga’s own political practice.

Russia
But Bordiga’s relationship to LWC 
is also much richer than what Lenin 
has to say about him. For in 1960-61 
Bordiga wrote a series of articles on 
Lenin’s pamphlet in Programma 
Comunista, later collected in 
a pamphlet entitled Leftwing 
communism: a condemnation of 
renegades to come. Here, Bordiga 
insists that despite the normal political 
uses of Lenin’s text as a generic 
condemnation of ‘sectarianism’, he 
shared the essential approach to world 
revolution set out in LWC, which was 
far from limited to a dispute over 
electoral tactics.

This necessarily included a critical 
disposition toward some of the other 
forces known as left communists. 
This is encapsulated in the well-
established distinction between an 
‘Italian’ left communism, seeking to 
defend an original Leninism, and the 
‘Dutch-German’ left, connected to 
figures including Hermann Gorter, 
Otto Rühle, Karl Korsch, Anton 
Pannekoek and so on - all bound to 
a critique of Bolshevik experience 
and the non-applicability of Russian 
tactics in the west. Unlike in Italy, 
this milieu produced ‘Communist 
Workers’ Parties’ which split from 
the Comintern in 1920-21 over the 
question of electoral participation 
and then founded the Communist 
Workers’ International (KAI), 
also including Sylvia Pankhurst’s 
organisation of the same name in 
Britain.

The difference between these 
forces was rooted in different 
appreciations of the Russian 
Revolution, wholly bound up with the 
titular theme of the opening chapter 
of LWC: ‘In what sense we can speak 
of the international significance of the 
Russian Revolution’. Had October 
1917 created a “model” for the rest 
of the world to imitate - and did the 
particular forms it took (whether that 
meant factory councils, soviets or the 
vanguard party) need to be imitated 
in other countries? For Lenin, the 
international revolutionary wave 
up till summer 1920 had illustrated 
that Russian experience showed the 
rest of the world “something highly 
significant of their near and inevitable 
future”, but that the successful 
revolution in the west would soon 
overtake this “model”.

Bordiga cast his 1960-61 writings 
as a defence of the position Lenin had 
already set out in LWC, but in reality 
his argumentation went much further. 
He agreed that the particular forms 
of the Russian Revolution could 
not be written off as owing to local 

idiosyncrasies (its backwardness, 
small working class, underdeveloped 
democratic culture and such like), as 
claimed, for instance, by Pannekoek. 
Yet Bordiga argued not that the 
Russian experience had created a 
model to be generalised, but, more 
particularly, that this experience was 
itself not new - merely combining 
tactics developed even in the 19th 
century:

“The necessity of a violent 
revolution of the proletariat, led 
by the disciplined and centralised 
Marxist party; the assertion of the 
subsequent revolutionary dictatorship 
of the proletariat; struggle with 
no compromises against the two 
anarchist and reformist ‘extremisms’” 
- the Italian left had been “in the 
trenches, side by side with the 
Bolsheviks”, in defending this 
perspective. But, Bordiga insists, 
“Like us, the Bolsheviks didn’t 
discover anything.” The grandeur of 
the Bolshevik experience, its general 
applicability, owed, rather, to the fact 
that the party had been forged through 
such a variety of conditions, including 
through the 1905 revolution, involving 
both a moment of “liberalisation” and 
a certain militarisation of tactics, and 
then the repression and clandestinity 
that followed.

Condemnation of the renegades 
to come thus starts from a classic 
theme that pervades all of Bordiga’s 
work: namely the attempt to 
reaffirm an assumed original 
Marxism against those who claim to 
‘enrich’ or ‘improve’ it, citing local 
particularities, special cases and so 
on. He had drawn on this rhetorical 
tool even in the 1910s, when he 
was still in his early 20s, faced with 
the improbable alliances sought by 
some socialists in his native Naples 
- advocating anti-clerical and broad 
‘democratic alliances’ in the name of 
addressing ‘pre-capitalist conditions’, 
‘completing the bourgeois revolution’ 
and such like.

Even back then, he had pointed out 
that the map of constituencies surely 
made up 500 “special cases”, but such 
an observation could hardly be taken 
to contradict the fundamental logic 
of Marxism; indeed the ‘innovators’ 
only ever seemed to turn backward 
- to idealistic formulas which Marx’s 
work had critiqued. For Bordiga, 
October 1917 vindicated a vision of 
proletarian revolution established by 
Marx already in the period of the Paris 
Commune, through the break with all 
bourgeois republican and democratic 
factions.

Telling in this regard is Bordiga’s 
reference to Karl Kautsky - one of 
those who, in the post-World War 
I context, counterposed Bolshevik 
authoritarianism in backward Russia 
to the imaginary democratic, peaceful 
and bloodless course of the revolution 
in the west. Lenin could in turn reply 
in LWC citing Kautsky’s 1902 article, 
‘The Slavs and the revolution’, 
which had cast doubt on any such 
counterposition between east and 
west. As Bordiga pointed out in 1960,

When he was a Marxist, back 
in 1902, [Kautsky] wrote an 
article entitled ‘The Slavs and the 
revolution’, where he admitted 
that the guidance of the European 
revolution might pass into the 
hands of the Russian proletarians; 
after that the centre of revolution 
had been in France in the first half 
of the 19th century, and at times 
in England, and in Germany in 
the second half. How well Karl 
Kautsky wrote 18 years ago, 
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exclaimed Lenin [in LWC], who 
always wrote similarly until his 
death, which followed not long 
after. Today we can echo: how well 
Kautsky wrote 58 years ago!2

Now, given that I am a Jacobin editor 
writing for the Weekly Worker about 
Lenin harking back to an earlier, 
better Kautsky - and then Bordiga 
harking back to Lenin harking back 
to Kautsky - I admittedly risk being 
accused of trying to push Bordiga 
into a ‘neo-Kaut’ schema. But it is 
worth working through why exactly 
this would be absurd, also because 
Bordiga develops his own position in 
a manner which distinguishes it from 
what it claims to be: ie, a defence of 
Lenin’s own stance.

I will go on to discuss Bordiga’s 
relationship to Second International 
Marxism, but broadly we can see 
a development away from it - a 
radicalisation of his critique of it - 
especially in the post-World War II 
era, as he mounted a more systematic 
effort to study Marx’s writings rather 
than return to direct involvement in 
mass politics. While in his early 20s 
(the first phase of his involvement 
in the Italian socialist movement, 
between 1910 and Italy’s entry into 
World War I in 1915), Bordiga had 
drawn on the cultural reference 
points of the PSI - and can even be 
found positively citing such distinctly 
unMarxist reference points as 
Ferdinand Lassalle - the development 
of his distinct perspective would 
sharply reject the SPD tradition in 
two important ways, firstly regarding 
the idea of socialism as an extension 
of democracy, and secondly its idea of 
political mobilisation.

Against utopianism
In this sense, it is worth doing 
something to extricate left 
communism from a sole focus on 
reactions to the Russian Revolution 
- whether they be a defence of 
Leninism (as in Bordiga’s case) or 
an anti-Bolshevik communism of the 
type derived from the Dutch-German 
left.

There is one broad commonality 
between these currents, apart from 
their greatly divergent prescriptions: 
that is the conclusion that the 
19th century workers’ movement 
ultimately gave birth to a vision of 
socialism which was in fact a more 
effective integration of the working 
class into capitalism, through its more 
rational or democratic or participatory 
management.

I emphasise the words gave birth 
- there is no necessary claim that this 
was the only thing the 19th century 
workers’ movement produced, while 
it could itself appear in the most 
varied forms. But in the Italian left-
communist canon, the critique is 
backdated far beyond World War 
I or even the turn-of-the-century 
‘revisionism’ debate - hence the first 
volume of the Storia della sinistra 
comunista (‘History of the communist 
left’), published by Programma 
Comunista in 1963 under Bordiga’s 
direction, describes the communist 
left as having been “present in Italy in 
embryonic form from around 1880”, 
albeit given greater theoretical depth 
and practical expression in the 1910s.

Much of this critique was levelled 
against non-Marxist influences, which 
persisted in the Second International, 
as well as in the broader Italian 
workers’ movement, whose late 19th 
century società operaie (workers’ 
clubs) often reflected a confused 
mix of ideas indistinctly drawn from 
both Marxist and anarchist sources, 
as well as figures like Lassalle. 
From Bordiga’s perspective, the 
common root of all these non-Marxist 
influences was their utopianism, 
which also coloured the various 
‘enrichers’ in the present, all seeking 
to create schemas which would hurry 
along socialism by building elements 

of working class control within, and 
of, capitalism.

The ‘novelties’ in fact merely 
regurgitated the same ‘petty bourgeois 
utopias’. Hence in his 1957 lecture, 
Fundamentals of revolutionary 
communism, Bordiga derided the 
Proudhonists, who defended small 
production units, ‘fair day’s pay for a 
fair day’s work’, cooperatives and so 
on, along with ‘factory socialists’ who 
wanted self-managed industry, but - 
also and in the same breath - Stalin’s 
talk of the exchange of equivalent 
values in a socialist society.

While Bordiga’s remarks on 
Gramsci are often tempered by some 
degree of personal sympathy, this 
argument is also directed against 
l’Ordine Nuovo - the paper run by 
Gramsci, Angelo Tasca and Togliatti 
- in post-World War I Turin and 
specifically its councilist edge: ie, 
the idea that workers take power in 
society by taking control of their 
workplaces. This is in essence his, 
and the Italian communist left’s 
opposition also to the Dutch-German 
communist left, represented by figures 
like Otto Rühle, Jan Appel and Anton 
Pannekoek. These latter not only more 
or less dismissed the peasantry as a 
revolutionary factor and highlighted 
the greater success of western 
European bourgeoisies in creating a 
national culture which imbued the 
masses, but also emphasised the need 
for ‘from below’ type organisational 
forms, or even insisted that political 
parties are themselves inherently 
bourgeois.

In his 1960 text on LWC, Bordiga 
stridently emphasised his agreement 
with Lenin on these points. As well 
as making a - for the Neapolitan 
communist typical - claim that 
revolutionary strategy is not a matter 
of organisational forms (ie, cannot 
be derived from utopian schemes), 
Bordiga argues that the Russian 
experience had confirmed discipline 
and centralisation as the fundamental 
factors, which allowed the working 
class to act as a political subject, 
rather than a collection of groups with 
corporatist demands.

Here I make no claim to do justice 
to the positions of the different strands 
of the Dutch-German left. Rather 
I will simply cite a short passage 
from Fundamentals of revolutionary 
communism, which well captures the 
spirit of his position, and indeed his 
polemical style. Taking up a common 
theme - the poverty of those who 
claim to enrich Marxism - Bordiga 
connects his denunciation of present-
day libertarian utopias, to Marx’s 
Poverty of philosophy. He explains:

Along with his defective view 
of the revolutionary society, 
Proudhon is the precursor of 
the worst aspects of today’s 
fashionable ‘factory socialists’: 
the rejection of party and state 
because they create leaders, chiefs 
and power-brokers, who, due to 
the weakness of human nature, 
will inevitably be transformed 
into a privileged group; into a new 
dominant class (or caste?) to live 
off the backs of the proletariat. 
These superstitions about ‘human 
nature’ were ridiculed by Marx a 
long time ago, when he wrote in 
a short, pithy sentence: “Monsieur 
Proudhon ignores that all history 
is nothing but a continuous 
transformation of human nature.” 
Under this massive tombstone can 
be laid to rest countless throngs 
of past, present and future anti-
Marxist idiots.

I mentioned that this was a text 
from 1957 - an era in which Bordiga 
was principally concerned with the 
study of Marx - or, as he put it, the 
reaffirmation of Marxist doctrine, 
against its falsifiers. In his work with 
the small International Communist 
Party, which published Il Programma 

Comunista (the paper which also 
offered his 1960-61 articles on 
LWC), he sought not to rebuild mass 
organisation or directly intervene in 
mass politics so much as to systematise 
what he cast as an orthodoxy - indeed 
often using the language of ‘tablets of 
stone’ and ‘restoring original Marxist 
doctrine’. One of the more charming 
aspects of his rhetorical invocation of 
the Marx-Engels duo is his continual 
references to “big Freddie”, “Uncle 
Carlo” and so on.

At the same time, as I wrote in the 
Weekly Worker last July, reviewing 
the Bordiga anthology published by 
Brill last year,3 that there are certainly 
elements of novelty in Bordiga’s 
post-war writing in particular, 
regarding his increasingly developed 
rejection of the ‘substitute bourgeois 
revolution’ model. As I wrote, this 
had many aspects - notably an 
ecological critique of industrialism 
and the “building up of the productive 
forces”. But here I will dwell on just 
one of its aspects: namely the role of 
‘culture’ and ‘education’ in Second 
International political practice, which 
was the subject of Bordiga’s first 
major polemical intervention in the 
life of the Italian socialist movement.

Heroism
Bordiga often cited The German 
ideology - and surely could have 
made his own Marx’s and Engels’ 
description of the young Hegelian 
philosophers’ idealist vision of 
history:

Once upon a time a valiant 
fellow had the idea that men were 
drowned in water only because 
they were possessed with the idea 
of gravity. If they were to knock 
this notion out of their heads - say, 
by stating it to be a superstition, 
a religious concept - they would 
be sublimely proof against any 
danger from water.4

This fight against such idealism, and 
its place in the Second International, 
was an early theme of Bordiga’s 
political activity. From his time in 
the Socialist Youth in Naples in the 
years before World War I, he was 
at loggerheads with what he called 
“culturalism” - the belief that the 
working class was possessed by 
ignorance and dominated because 
it had not commanded culture and 
science, and thus that the party’s task 
lay in preparing it to overcome this 
condition and become fit to govern 
society. This was the central debate 
at the Socialist Youth congress in 
1912, where Bordiga clashed in 
particular with Angelo Tasca with 
his cutting phrase, “The need for 
study is something a congress of 
schoolteachers would proclaim, not a 
congress of socialists.”

This was a continuation of a 
dispute which had already coloured 
the history of socialist parties more 
broadly. The SPD partly originated 
from the worker-educational circles 
created in the aftermath of 1848, and 
its educational mission had always 
been riven between the perspective of 
theoretically educating a small group 
of worker-cadres and then a much 
broader effort of worker-libraries, 
spreading a broad culture of learning. 
The distinction is well-illustrated by 
works like Andrew Bonnell’s ‘Did 
they read Marx?’,5 which tells us that 
the user of an SPD library was much 
more likely to read novels, popular 
science and even, say, Darwin, than 
Marxist theoretical works, even in 
popularising editions.

In the Italian Socialist Youth 
debate, Bordiga pushed back against 
the understanding - then widespread 
in the party - that the working class 
needed to prepare itself culturally 
through merging socialism and 
scientific understanding. More 
particularly, it could not be demanded 
of workers that they be educated 

or break out of ignorance before 
they could become such militants 
- the party should above all draw 
on class “instinct” and the learning 
that came through experience and 
struggle: what Bordiga even ventured 
to call “working class heroism”, 
not a “scholastic” pedagogy of the 
rationality of the socialist future.

But such a formal position also 
sits uneasily with the reality of the 
workers’ movement and the militants 
attracted to it. Earlier on I referred 
to the crude Stalinist hounding of 
Bordiga following his expulsion 
from the Communist Party, with 
the founder alternatively cast as a 
fascist renegade or else subjected to 
a suffocating silence. But the rise of 
a critical Marxist historiography in 
the 1950s-60s, most notably through 
the Rivista storica del socialismo 
and historians like Luigi Cortesi 
examining the early Communist 
Party,6 in turn demanded that the 
Togliattian PCI produce something 
rather more serious, and the most 
effective (if not necessarily truthful) 
vein of critique was surely that 
which criticised Bordiga as an 
inconsequential ‘maximalist’.

‘Maximalism’ was not just a 
generic indication of extremism, 
but pointed to a specific tradition 
on the left of the Socialist Party, 
even before World War I, almost 
universally connoted in pejorative 
terms. Maximalism entered 
history as a combination of verbal 
declarations of intransigence, 
inevitable victory and unyielding 
revolutionary principle, with a 
political practice whose messianism 
translated into abject passivity 
or simple reformism. After the 
victory of revolutionaries over 
reformists at the party’s 1912 
congress, its broadly pacifist stance 
on World War I and the victory of 
the maximalists around Giacinto 
Serrati at the 1919 party congress, 
the Italian Socialist Party provided 
a woeful lack of leadership to the 
post-war wave of land and factory 
occupations, maintaining a classic 
Second Internationalist no man’s 
land between present-day tactics 
- local administration - and the 
eventual horizon of revolution. 
Bordiga’s struggle to create the 
Communist Party was squarely 
directed against this, seeking to 
form a centralised and disciplined 
(if not outright militarised) party.

In what we might call the high 
period of his involvement in mass 
politics (roughly from around 
1911 to 1926) Bordiga developed 
many avenues of critique of the 
Second International parties - from 
their obsession with education and 
‘culture’ to the more or less explicit 
understanding of socialism as a 
continuous extension of bourgeois 
democracy. Yet, while certainly a 
keen and aggressive critic of idealists, 
utopias, calls for a fairer capitalism 
and so on, Bordiga’s critique of 
socialist ‘moralism’ was often rather 
inconsistent - in particular insofar as 
he maintained a framework in which 
the working class’s revolutionary 
instinct was thwarted by misleaders 
and illusions, as if it could somehow 
be protected from the influence of 
bourgeois culture.

This extended to the insistence 
that honest proletarian militants 
were, indeed, better than the 
intellectuals at what they were 
supposed to be providing: hence 
the memorable image of the 
1900s labour movement, with its 
“thousands of leaders of peasant 
leagues who explained Marxist 
theses at night in the local inn, with 
no payment other than the half-litre 
of wine placed in front of them - 
perhaps not showing total theoretical 
rigour, but miles ahead of today’s 
academies in Moscow”.7 Indeed, 
despite his keenly asserted scientific 
pretensions, Bordiga’s writing is 

itself soaked in the language of faith 
and renunciation, misleaders and 
cowards, and clearly recognised the 
mobilising potential of the appeal to 
principled intransigence.

This was something to which 
Lenin himself referred in LWC, 
specifically in his critique of Sylvia 
Pankhurst: a “noble, proletarian 
hatred”, what he calls a “temper”, 
“very often dormant, unrealised and 
unroused” among the masses, which 
ought to be kindled. This “gratifying 
and valuable” temper, understood 
and shared by all “small folk”, was 
the “beginning of all wisdom”, but 
did not alone produce revolutionary 
strategy or allow a party to master 
the art of politics.

This presents something of 
an irony in Bordiga’s career, as a 
revolutionary leader involved in 
mass politics in the 1910s and 1920s. 
For he proved especially skilful at 
mobilising this kind of ardour and 
faith, even to the extent of gaining 
a certain reputation as a “man of 
action on the side of the workers” - 
distant from the more commonplace 
view of him today as the archetypal 
“armchair revolutionary”, who 
offered nothing but a counsel of 
passivity. In reality, the Communist 
Party of Italy was galvanised not just 
by force of Bolshevik example or 
disappointment with the socialists, 
but also with the kind of moral 
certitude that Bordiga was able to 
provide - not least as he had been 
one of the only workers’ leaders 
who had remained implacable in his 
opposition to all Italian participation 
in World War I.

The negative characterisation 
of Bordiga in LWC, but also left-
communists’ own common self-
representation, has fed the impression 
that the early Communist Party 
of Italy was merely a sterile sect, 
defined by a refusal of the terrains 
of electoral propaganda or anti-
fascist militancy. Yet a more serious 
appraisal of the party’s real activity, 
and the actual influence that Bordiga 
had over the tens of thousands of 
militants in its ranks, paints a rather 
different picture, in which it showed 
real capacity for mass mobilisation 
and militancy, helping to steel its 
ranks in the face of the overwhelming 
counterrevolution.

In my forthcoming book, 
Amadeo Bordiga and the origins 
of communism in Italy, I shall seek 
more fully to correct the historical 
record through a more in-depth 
study of the activity of local PCd’I 
branches during these formative 
years. But doubtless one lesson of 
this experience is that an insistence 
on the separateness of the proletarian 
struggle from the world of bourgeois 
politics could itself be a force for 
mobilisation and organisational 
strength, rather than simply a recipe 
for minoritarian detachment from 
mass politics l

Notes
1. ‘The misuses of Gramsci’ Weekly Worker 
February 25 2021: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1336/the-misuses-of-gramsci.
2. A Bordiga, Leftwing communism, an 
infantile disorder - a condemnation of the 
renegades to come’: www.sinistra.net/lib/
upt/comlef/ren/renegadede.html (translation 
edited).
3. ‘Wrongly overlooked thinker’ Weekly 
Worker July 23 2020: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1309/wrongly-overlooked-thinker.
4. www.marxists.org/archive/marx/
works/1845/german-ideology/preface.htm.
5. AG Bonnell, ‘Did they read Marx? Marx 
reception and Social Democratic Party 
members in imperial Germany, 1890-1914’ 
Australian Journal of Politics and History 48 
(1) pp4-15.
6. Many important interventions are collected 
in Luigi Cortesi Le origini del PCI: studi 
e interventi sulla storia del comunismo in 
Italia (Milan 1973); we could also cite such 
works as Rosa Alcara’s La formazione e i 
primi anni del partito comunista italiano 
nella storiografia marxista and Andreina de 
Clementi’s studies, resulting in the biography 
Amadeo Bordiga (Turin 1971).
7. ‘Le lotte di classe nella campagna italiana’: 
www.sinistra.net/lib/bas/battag/ceju/
cejukjizui.html.
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CPB

Failing the Lenin test
A spooked leadership is attempting to silence its left critics, especially the rebel youth wing. The use of 
cadre names, defence of Stalin, advocacy of a popular militia and any public dissent have been outlawed. 
Paul Demarty reports on what could end up as a messy split

The news is trickling out that the 
Communist Party of Britain is 
suffering from ‘growing pains’.

That, in itself, is at least in part 
heartening. Most groups on the far 
left have been in decline for most 
of the period since the 2008 crash 
- that is, exactly the period when 
they expected to grow. Some of the 
misfortunes have been apparently 
random (it so happened that the 
Socialist Workers Party chose 
to immolate itself in 2013, for 
instance); some of rather grander 
significance, such as the astonishing 
revival of the Labour left after 
Jeremy Corbyn got on the leadership 
ballot, immediately putting many 
firmly held perspectives to the 
sword. The bottom line has been 
the same, however: smaller sects 
have winked out of existence, and 
larger ones atrophied or imploded. 
Any growth among consciously 
organised groupings of self-declared 
Marxists is positive.

The CPB - and its youth 
organisation, the Young Communist 
League - have found themselves 
swelled by hundreds of new 
recruits, but they are not necessarily 
thought to be the ‘right sort’ by the 
leadership, which has now produced 
an extensive protocol for members’ 
behaviour on social media. We are 
given to understand that, especially 
in the ranks of the YCL, this 
document has not exactly been met 
with a rapturous welcome.1

Its content is not uninteresting 
from our point of view, as both 
another entry in an ever-longer 
history of left groups attempting to 
keep their troops in line in the chaotic 
battlefield of the internet, and as an 
index of the image the CPB wants to 
project to the wider world.

Old and new
There is also the question of exactly 
who these troublesome youth are, 
and the protocol gives us a sort 
of photographic negative of their 
political character. No doubt they are 
of a heterogeneous character: some 
ex-Corbynites, others rejoining after 
resigning to join Labour. It seems that 
there is a particularly troublesome 
constituency, however, of young and 
dedicated Stalinists: and very much, 
as it were, of the Stalin school of 
Stalinism.

Lawrence Parker, a contributor to 
this paper, commented on the social 
media protocol over the weekend, 
highlighting one particular paragraph 
as especially pertinent:

Research and debate continues on 
the reality of major events in the 
Soviet Union during the 1920s 
and 1930s; but adulation of Stalin 
and support for the substantial 
abuses of state power which 
occurred under his leadership is 
not compatible with our party’s 
judgment of these matters, as 
reflected in BRS [the CPB’s 
programme, Britain’s road to 
socialism - PD].2

Not long after, comrade Parker 
received an email from a CPB 
and YCL member, who presented 
a picture of the YCL “attracting 
loads of people - hundreds, across 
the country - who have a very anti-
revisionist, pro-Stalin, position”, 
and claiming that the incoming 
central committee of the YCL has a 
“majority … dead opposed to [the 

protocol]”. This policy of “no talking 
about Stalin”, the comrade writes, “is 
the knee-jerk reaction of the older 
generation of the CPB leadership”.3

It perhaps offends common sense 
that there should emerge a whole 
new generation of people defending 
the record of Stalin, given the rather 
grisly nature of that record, so some 
kind of genealogy is in order. While 
the ‘official communist’ parties 
after 1956 were generally prepared 
to allow, in spite of the importance 
of the Soviet Union’s survival, 
that grave crimes were to be laid 
at Koba’s door, there was always 
a trend that rejected this - as they 
saw it - ‘revisionism’. The ‘anti-
revisionists’ took on many specific 
forms - notably Maoism in the 
1960s and early 1970s and, after the 
Chinese essentially switched sides 
in the cold war, many later became 
devotees of the Albanian Stalinist 
leader, Enver Hoxha.

Some stayed within the Soviet-
loyal parties, however, and found 
themselves swept up with the 
Soviet-loyal ‘revisionists’, when 
a new enemy arrived in the form 
of Eurocommunism. In the British 
context, the word ‘tankies’ came to 
stick to the whole mass of those who 
defended the Soviet Union in either 
its Brezhnevite or Stalinite eras. The 
name referred specifically to the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 
1968, which the ‘tankies’ defended 
and the Euros abjured (as did the 
Maoists, ironically, since Mao et 
al saw it as a dress rehearsal for a 
similar attack on China).

The ‘Euros vs tankies’ account 
of the factional struggles in the 
Communist Party of Great Britain 
was always reductive, given the 
heterogeneity of the tankies. Many 
were simply down-the-line Soviet 
loyalists; some discreetly flew the 
flag for a more robust Stalinophilic 
outlook, such as Fergus Nicholson, 
the leader of the Straight Left 
faction, who wrote under the pen-
name ‘Harry Steel’ after Harry Pollitt 

and Stalin. (Indeed, this paper’s 
predecessor, The Leninist, emerged 
originally from this milieu, although 
it ended up taking a far more critical 
view of the Stalinist countries than 
was typical for such factions.)

The CPB originated as a ‘softer’ 
pro-Soviet split from the CPGB, 
but, as the old party headed towards 
liquidation, it hoovered up many 
ex-Straight Leftists and others 
from the various tankie factions. 
It thus contains many, many older 
individuals who - if you get a 
couple of beers in them - will give 
you a stirring rendition of ‘Red 
fly the banners, O!’ or ‘the Soviet 
airman’s anthem’, and tell you that 
the problem is that not enough were 
purged and exiled in the 1930s; but 
its whole political practice remains 
based on promoting a politically 
timid, ‘broad left’ newspaper, the 
Morning Star, which can hardly 
afford open Stalinophilia in its pages. 
The older generation of tankies keeps 
its powder dry.

While all this was happening, 
some idiot invented the internet. Any 
alienated youth searching for a way 
out of declining bourgeois society’s 
murderous complacency had a near 
infinite menu of all the ideas, good 
and bad, that human ingenuity had 
ever come up with as an antidote, from 
Hitlerism to council communism. 
The appeal of Stalinophile politics 
may be interpreted in this context, 
as a form of revolutionary leftism 
that has the glamour of apocalyptic 
struggle in its history (in the form 
of the Eastern Front), and offers a 
joyously scandalous way out of the 
arid moralism of the present. As 
soon as two or three are gathered in 
his name, Stalin can make his mark 
again on politics in the internet age.

So far as that is an accurate 
characterisation of these troublesome 
YCLers - and there are doubtless 
shades of difference between the 
‘true believers’ and those who merely 
enjoy hurling ice-pick memes in 
the general direction of annoying 

Trotskyists - the CPB has a tricky 
problem. On the one hand, it has its 
ultra-gradualist strategy, enshrined in 
the BRS programme, and embodied 
by the Morning Star. On the other, 
it is not the only game in town for 
young tankies: the Communist Party 
of Great Britain (Marxist-Leninist), 
whose unabashed Stalinophilia gives 
it a certain amount of morbid virility 
and which is certainly recruiting 
from similar layers, might rob it of 
a much needed infusion of youthful 
energy.

Without Trotsky
The social media protocol is, alas, a 
perfect example of CPB bureaucratic 
buffoonery. Whenever such speech 
codes rear their heads among those 
who call themselves Leninists, it 
is worth considering how a certain 
Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov would have 
coped under their strictures. The 
CPB protocol comprehensively fails 
the Lenin test.

It demands that critics of CPB 
policy refrain from public dissent 
except in properly-authorised party 
organs and during the allowed 
pre-congress discussion period - 
which flies in the face of Lenin’s 
remorseless and unrelenting 
criticism, in any public avenue 
he could find, of his opponents 
in the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party and the Bolshevik 
faction alike, from the 1890s until 
the revolution. It denounces the use 
of false names and anonymity as 
dishonest and cowardly, which is 
an instant fail in relation to anyone 
in the Russian movement. It insists 
on confidentiality in internal party 
proceedings, when the RSDLP 
published its proceedings as openly 
as circumstances allowed (with the 
enthusiasm of Lenin, who often 
urged his readers to confirm his 
perspective by consulting congress 
minutes and suchlike).

It forbids any discussion of the 
question of arms at all:

State surveillance (whether or not 
assisted by Google or Facebook) 
and anti-terrorism legislation 
make it essential that the party and 
its members do not publish or post 
anything that could be interpreted 
as support for the possession of 
weapons in Britain or for armed 
struggle at home or - except when 
explicitly endorsed by our party 
- abroad. Party members should 
make themselves aware of the 
home office list of proscribed 
terrorist organisations.

This, of course, puts the CPB wildly 
to the right not only of Lenin, but of 
Edouard Bernstein, the Labour Party 
in its very earliest years, and frankly 
almost any over-excited radical-
liberal of our age, who may oppose 
gun rights at home, but tend to get 
misty-eyed about antifa activists 
and the people’s protection units of 
Kurdistan.

Every one of these 
commandments is the negative 
image of the sin it casts out. We 
can very well imagine the sort of 
carry-on that gave rise to each of 
them: the anonymous trolling of the 
drunk Red London creep; ‘Victory 
to Hezbollah!” sloganeering on 
the part of the simplistic anti-
imperialist; grumbling and grousing 
about the CPB’s timidity outside the 
‘proper channels’. Its response is, 
alas, about the least revolutionary 
imaginable, and certainly the least 
Leninist. Comrade Parker’s young 
correspondent notes: “I’ve heard the 
same joke dozens of times about the 
older generation of the CPB being 
‘Trots without Trotsky’: buy the 
books, sell the paper, attend branch 
meetings, repeat.” Young CPBers 
are right to reject such routinism 
and timidity, even if the politics they 
offer as an alternative are hopeless.

And hopeless they certainly are. 
This is true of the narrow question 
of Stalin - it is not that apologists for 
the - ahem - excitement of the 1930s 
shall find no believers, they clearly 
exist. But it is one thing to recruit 
300 Stalinites to the YCL, and quite 
another to win enough layers of 
wider society to that kind of politics 
to actually take power. What has 
online shock-value, ain’t going to 
make it in the real world. It is frankly 
unimaginable that people will vote 
for - let alone be prepared to die 
for - a repeat of the great purges and 
famines.

But it is also true of the questions 
of party regime, raised by the idiotic 
social media protocol of the CPB. 
In producing such a thing, they are 
merely entering their names in a long 
lineage of foolish leftwing attempts 
to suppress ‘factionalism’ rather than 
harnessing its intellectual energy for 
the benefit of the movement. We 
should expect splits but very few, if 
any, lessons will be learnt. For that 
there will need to be engagement 
elsewhere l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. The text can be found on pages 4 and 5 of 
the September issue of the CPB members’ 
bulletin, Unity!: www.communistparty.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/September-
2021-Unity_.pdf.
2. communistpartyofgreatbritainhistory.
wordpress.com/2021/10/16/communist-party-
of-britain-stalin.
3. communistpartyofgreatbritainhistory.
wordpress.com/2021/10/18/correspondence-
ycl-stalin.

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

Unity without principle
It does not look like the Resist Movement has much of a future. Anti-sectarianism is a 
good thing, but not if it means fudging, refusing to take a stand and disparaging sharp 
argument. Gerald Wiley reports

Chris Williamson has been an 
active presence on the fringe 
events of the left since he 

resigned from the Labour Party 
in 2019 in order to stand as an 
independent in the general election 
(he got just 635 votes and came 
bottom of the poll).

Clearly, the comrade is sincere, 
is motivated by an anti-sectarian 
impulse and is genuinely hopeful of 
seeing various, often deeply hostile, 
political and theoretical traditions 
drawn together. He not only wants 
to keep people together who are no 
longer in the Labour Party, so they 
can stay in touch, swap information, 
jointly campaign, etc: he has also 
been keen to encourage comrades 
to engage with ideas, as evidenced 
by his prominent role in organising 
the Festival of Resistance - an event 
which took place over October 16-17 
in Nottingham under the banner of 
his Resist Movement. Around 100 
attended in what was, sad to say, a 
display of confusion, not clarity.

In his introductory remarks, 
comrade Williamson suggested that 
recent events had shown that “the 
Labour Party is a bigger barrier to a 
socialist transition than the Tories” - 
which would certainly be the case, 
if masses of people were actually 
demanding, striving towards, hungry 
for, something like socialism, or even 
the transition to the genuine article. 
But because they are not, then it is far 
too early, given the bifurcated nature 
of Labour as a bourgeois workers’ 
party, to give up on it as a site of 
struggle. Not, of course, the only site 
of struggle - that would be stupid - 
but a site of struggle nonetheless.

Understandably, and quite rightly, 
the comrade saved particularly harsh 
words for the “so-called Socialist 
Campaign Group of Labour MPs” 
- a conspiratorial gaggle that has 
exposed its “utter uselessness”. 
Basically, comrade Williamson 
accused them of operating as 
“Starmer’s useful idiots”. Worse, 
this group gives the gullible the 
impression that it is capable of 
some sort of “redemption”, when 
the Corbyn debacle showed that “in 
reality, it isn’t”.

Thus, the key question that must 
be posed and convincingly answered, 
comrade Williamson believes, is that 
old chestnut - “What is to be done?” 
Unfortunately, just throwing this 
famous phrase out there does not 
guarantee a useful answer coming 
back. Indeed, when the comrade 

elaborated further, he gave us a 
bland, very modest checklist of 
activities that are standard fare for 
the left in general. Thus, he told us 
that:
n We need to “find a way to 
collaborate” with other socialist 
individuals and groups “outside 
the Labour Party” (inside too, we 
presume, although Chris did not 
make that explicit).
n We must bring radicals and trade 
unionists together.
n We need to develop “independent 
media platforms”.
n We have an important job to 
encourage “community organising 
on the ground”.
n In addition, as “Resist grows 
stronger”, there will be “relentless 
efforts to divide us”, so we must be 
vigilant to guard unity. The key to 
pushing back on this is “building 
alliances across the progressive 
left”, which will be “the secret to our 
success”.

Apparently, these imperatives are 
why Resist has already taken a seat 
on the Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition steering committee and is 
also “working closely” with the newly 
formed Workers Party of Britain. 
Comrade Williamson mentioned 
the close ties he apparently has 
with the WPB, whose leader is, of 
course, George Galloway, and whose 
prominent founding members, such 
as Joti Brar, are Stalin devotees. So, 
so far so eclectic, comrade.

However, the problem comes 
when life demands answers … 
as it will. What assessment does 
the Resist Movement have of the 
Soviet Union? When did things go 
wrong and why? Ducking such vital 
questions simply will not do.

Other than this display of anti-
sectarianism, Chris essentially 
presented us with pretty much 
the standard left Labourite fare, 
including telling us what a nice 
chap Sir David Amess was with his 
commitment to animal rights and a 
private message to him over the fake 
charges of anti-Semitism. Sir David 
did not believe them for a moment. 
But then who really does? They are 
a big lie.

Minimal policies
The Festival team gathered together 
quite an extensive and mostly 
interesting group of speakers. For 
example, Dave Nellist - veteran 
stalwart of the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales - highlighted, as 

you would expect, the ‘key role’ of 
Tusc. He recommended its policy 
document that he readily admitted 
was mostly taken from Labour’s 
2019 election manifesto (ie, a nicer, 
a fairer, a less warlike capitalism). 
He finished his contribution with a 
call for unity and the need to avoid 
letting the 20% where we disagree 
stop us from collaborating on the 
80% where we agree - a ‘common 
sense’ truism that is typically used to 
excuse opportunist fudge.

Comrade Nellist explained 
how the federal nature of Tusc’s 
arrangements for candidates worked. 
All it requires are some minimal 
policies, such as:

... opposing all cuts, supporting 
workers’ struggles, fighting for 
united working class struggle 
against racism and all forms of 
oppression, setting needs budgets 
and fighting the government to 
provide the shortfall. And, beyond 
that, those that are involved 
in Tusc have the autonomy of 
running their own campaigns.

That would be true for Resist too, he 
assured his audience.

In answer to a question, the 
comrade conceded that this approach 
may mean a slower pace of progress 
than some would wish, but it would 
maintain unity, he suggested. It 
would protect smaller groups from 
being railroaded by a larger bloc. It 
was a well targeted approach from 
comrade Nellist and he received a 
healthy round of applause for it.

However, the key debate needed 
was on the future of this new 
organisation and the need for clarity 
on the central question: what sort 
of party is required? Unfortunately 
though, the agenda was stuffed with 
altogether secondary issues and, 
when we came at last to this key item, 
there was a ludicrously short time for 
discussion. Speakers from the floor 
were allowed a measly two minutes - 
no wonder some comrades lost their 
rag when they were prevented from 
making any coherent arguments. 
This arrangement was ridiculous and 
insulting.

The event organisers had taken 
it into their heads to have two 
‘mainstage panel debates’, as they 
called them. These had the specific 
task of discussing the prospect 
of registering as a political party. 
However, instead of open discussion, 
the first panel debate was composed 

of various lefty ‘celebs’. Moreover, 
these four luminaries were allocated 
three quarters of an hour to muse on 
the problem.

Naturally, the arrangements 
caused some dissent.  
Understandably, many were 
frustrated and who can blame them?

This is not to imply that the 
invited guests said nothing worth 
listening to. Far from it. A panel 
composed of Hannah Sell of SPEW, 
Nina Schild of Die Linke, comedian 
Alexei Sayle and Joti Brar is worth 
a comment in and of itself. But it 
hardly brought clarity.

Farage
It is worth telling readers that this 
was the first time that the members 
of the Resist Movement had been 
given a chance to discuss the issue 
that many felt to be the key question, 
which would decide how comrades 
would organise themselves, their 
relation to electoral politics, what 
sort of programme they would fight 
for, etc.

The majority in the hall voted 
to register as a political party - a 
decision, I think, that will at this stage 
possibly hasten disintegration, rather 
than bring about consolidation. That 
said, we are still not yet in possession 
of all the results. We await the 
‘electric vote’, which is accorded 
to all paid-up members in the week 
following the festival. In effect 
politics by referenda. Fine for Louis 
Bonaparte and his dictatorship, but 
surely not the workers’ movement.

So it was all very messy. Given 
the sequence of events, the makeshift 
and slightly frenetic way the Festival 
was organised, the lack of serious 
discussion about the organisation’s 
nature and perspectives, it almost 
seems possible that the Resist 
Movement could declare itself a 
political party before it has a properly 
constituted elected leadership and a 
programme.

Lastly, in a meeting that was 
overwhelmingly dominated by panel 
speakers and harsh time strictures, 
the Festival of Resistance owes 
comrade Tony Greenstein a little 
debt for managing to get in and 
take on Joti Brar, the number two in 
George Galloway’s Workers Party. 
Her contribution was brief and to 
the point: Unify the left? No! They 
are running dogs of imperialism! 
Destroy the Labour Party! Join the 
Workers Party!

In response, comrade Greenstein 
managed in his two minutes to 
mention the historical dichotomy 
between international revolution 
and ‘socialism in one country’. He 
reminded us that Galloway had 
“specifically said that Trotskyists 
are not welcome in the Workers 
Party”. Presumably, as a result 
of his bitter experience of the 
thoroughly dishonest SWP and their 
fellow travellers in Respect. Worse, 
Galloway had actually given support 
to Nigel Farage and the Brexit Party 
(as had Joti Brar). “You cannot win 
the working class to socialism by 
appealing to the worst common 
denominator,” said comrade 
Greenstein - a militant remainer.

But comrade Williamson rebuked 
him for his ‘divisive’ comments - 
“Aren’t we in new times?” he asked. I 
hope I misunderstood. The notion that 
we blithely tolerate forming a cross-
class common front with the likes 
of Farage is a surrender to reaction - 
whatever times we happen to be in l

Chris Williamson and friends
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Back to the past - again
James Harvey looks at the latest round in the Brexit saga and asks where it might all be heading

Last week saw just the latest 
twist in the continuing stand-off 
between the British government 

and the European Union over 
the so-called ‘Northern Ireland 
protocol’: that is, those sections in 
the withdrawal agreement, signed 
and sealed in 2020, that dealt with 
Northern Ireland’s relationship with 
the EU.

Although the legal and 
constitutional complexities of the 
protocol are fast taking on all the 
tortuous entanglements of a modern-
day ‘Schleswig-Holstein question’, 
in essence both the legal issues and 
the politics involved are actually 
quite simple. Attentive readers will 
recall that the protocol was designed 
to avert a hard border between 
Northern Ireland and the Republic of 
Ireland by keeping the six counties in 
the EU’s single market and customs 
union for goods, even though Great 
Britain is out of both. That meant that 
the economic and customs border 
was not ‘on the island of Ireland’, but 
was in the Irish Sea between the two 
parts of the United Kingdom.

A customs border will always 
result in increased paperwork 
and all kinds of checks on goods 
moving between territories, and so 
it has proved in this case. Increased 
veterinary checks and difficulties 
in ‘exporting’ Stilton cheese and 
Cumberland sausages from Britain to 
Northern Ireland, along with alleged 
shortages of more basic goods on 
supermarket shelves, have been just 
some of the problems highlighted 
by the media as a product of the 
protocol’s operation. As the year has 
gone on, politicians have picked up 
on these issues and the protocol has 
now become the latest battleground 
between London and the EU, with 
squabbles in Belfast also becoming 
increasingly important. So far, so 
rather predictable from all sides.

The Johnson government has 
kept up a chorus of complaints, 
saying that the protocol needs to 
be ‘renegotiated’ because of these 
impacts on Northern Ireland, 
whilst the EU has insisted that the 
British government agreed the 
deal, knowing what it contained, 
and must now stick to it. So, after 
a summer of manoeuvres and 
meetings, the European Commission 
on October 13 put forward a series 
of modifications and compromises 
that keep the protocol intact, but 
dealt with most of the outstanding 
issues relating to checks on chilled 
meats, medicines and other products 
destined solely for consumption in 
Northern Ireland.

In an earlier stage of the tortuous 
Brexit negotiations Johnson might 
have been satisfied with these 
concessions and would have boasted 
that he had secured a great victory: 
free and unimpeded passage for 
the Great British banger over the 
Irish Sea had been wrested from 
the Brussels’ bureaucrats! However, 
now the tone is a little different: he 
has got bigger fish to fry when it 
comes to this deal than worrying 
about the unrestricted movement of 
chilled meats and blue cheese.

Despite a cautious welcome from 
business groups, both in Northern 
Ireland and Great Britain, the British 
government is not satisfied with 
the EU proposals. Indeed, it got its 
retaliation in first, the day before, 
when Britain’s chief negotiator 
with the EU, Lord Frost, placed a 
clear emphasis on asserting British 
sovereignty, when he repeated 
demands for a complete rewriting 
of the protocol, and the removal of 
the European Court of Justice from 
any function in implementing or 
adjudicating on it. Furthermore the 
noble lord has made strong hints 
that, should the impasse continue, 
then Britain might suspend the 
trading arrangements for Northern 
Ireland by invoking article 16 of the 
protocol, prompting fears of a wider 
trade war with the EU.

The response from the EU has 
been as expected. It has made all 
the changes that it can, and no more 
concessions are on offer: the ECJ’s 
role must stay, and the basis of the 
protocol must remain intact. Indeed, 
as the tension ratchets up, there 
are reports that some of the bigger 

players in the EU, such as France, 
Germany and the Netherlands, are 
urging the commission to “put the 
bloc on standby for a trade war with 
Britain”.1 Cue further stalemate and 
still more meetings, negotiations 
and “intensive Northern Ireland 
Brexit talks” to come in Brussels and 
London, to deal with “the substantial 
gap” that still remains.2 As The 
Economist archly noted, looking 
ahead to the forthcoming round of 
negotiations, “This winter may be 
frosty.”3

Useful distraction
No-one can really be surprised by 
this turn of events, least of all Boris 
Johnson and David Frost. After all, 
they negotiated the original Brexit 
deal, and they knew perfectly well 
what was in it and how it had to be 
implemented. So this ‘crisis’ did not 
come out of the blue: if its underlying 
causes arose from the Johnson 
government’s electoral imperative 
to “get Brexit done” (never mind 
the mere detail of an “impossible 
border” in the Irish Sea), the timing 
of this latest round and how it might 

pan out clearly arises from current 
political dynamics in London and 
Brussels.4

The potential benefits of 
triggering a conflict for the British 
government are obvious: in the 
midst of political problems at home 
involving shortages and supply chain 
issues, rising inflation, a looming 
NHS winter crisis, along with a 
difficult budget and public spending 
round, directing attention away to 
yet another spat with Brussels could 
prove to be a useful distraction for 
the Tories. Many in the EU suspect 
that something of this sort had 
always been Johnson’s strategy and 
that he never had any real intention 
of honouring the terms of the 
withdrawal agreement.5

However, whether the nuclear 
option of using article 16 and 
prompting certain retaliation by the 
EU is the course the government will 
choose still remains unclear and - in 
the short term at least - not really very 
likely. Given the current balance of 
economic forces between the EU and 
Britain, the uncertain political and 
economic ramifications across the 
island of Ireland that might result, and 
the pending trade deals that Britain 
is trying to reach internationally in 
the wake of Brexit, a trade war and 
a crisis of this character is not in the 
interests of either British capitalism 
or the Johnson government.

The concessions made by the 
EU show that they too are unlikely 
to easily get drawn into a trade war 
and related retaliations. However, 
defending the single market, which 
is at the heart of their project, is what 
the protocol is really about, whatever 
anyone says about preserving peace 
and protecting the Good Friday 
agreement. If this is threatened in 
any way - and triggering article 16 
could do that, unless a hard border 
is imposed, either in Ireland or, in 
an even more unlikely case, between 
Ireland and other member-states - the 
EU will be forced to act simply to 
preserve its current form. Moreover, 
the EU has its own internal issues 
that make defending the single 
market and the protocol an important 
imperative for the commission and 
the leading member-states, such as 
Germany and France.

The current tensions between 
Poland and the dominant powers 
within the EU makes it vital that the 
status quo is upheld: the EU cannot 
be seen to back down in the face of 
a challenge from Britain - or from 
Poland. The internal contradictions 

within the EU structures and the 
balance of power ensure that 
crises of this type will recur: these 
dynamics and these tensions are 
built into the ‘union’ and cannot 
be simply wished away by either 
warm words or firm rulings by the 
commission. That is a point not lost 
on the Johnson government and 
the dominant Brexit wing of the 
Tories: they are looking for allies 
in Europe and hope to exploit both 
the protocol and the Polish crisis to 
further weaken and even eventually 
break up the EU.6

Events in Belfast have also taken 
the expected turn, with nationalist 
parties Sinn Féin and the Social 
Democratic and Labour Party, as 
well as the Alliance, giving the EU 
compromise a welcome, whilst 
the unionist parties were sceptical 
in varying degrees. Democratic 
Unionist Party leader Jeffrey 
Donaldson reaffirmed its total 
opposition to the protocol as an 
“affront” to the union and British 
sovereignty, and demanded that it be 
completely scrapped. With rivals in 
the Traditional Unionist Voice on the 
right taking an even harder line and 
the Ulster Unionist Party pitching 
their appeal to the centre ground, 
the DUP has increasingly felt the 
squeeze. Opinion polls suggest that 
it could be weakened in next year’s 
assembly elections by losing voters 
to both its right and left as a result of 
its stance on Brexit.7

Last week we saw the basic 
template for what could be a whole 
series of post-Brexit crises, but, as 
they unfold and work though the 
political and economic structures 
of Britain, Northern Ireland and the 
EU, we can expect to see still further 
twists, turns and variations on these 
basic themes l

UK courts 
allies with a 

view to 
breaking up EU
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