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There is a major contradiction at the 
heart of modern capitalist ideology to-
day when it comes to questions involv-
ing the social construct of 'race'.  One 
pole of the contradiction is that ad-
vanced capitalist governments in the 
West are increasingly insistent that 
racism is a thing of the past, that unlike 
their predecessors, they are opposed in 
principle to racism, and that racism is 
against the essence of liberal capitalist 
meritocratic ideology. This strain of 
bourgeois ideology depends on an ab-
stract model of a market economy 
where someone’s money, no matter 
their colour or origin, is as good as any-
one else’s, and anyone can enjoy the 
rewards of the 'hard work’ which sup-
posedly enables capitalist 'success'. 

But while this ideology is propagated, 
massive racial inequalities persist, hier-
archies remain and are unyielding for 
nearly all ethnic minority populations. It 
is still true that particularly non-white 
minorities in all the advanced capitalist 
countries all suffer from disproportion-
ate rates of unemployment, low-pay 
when employed, precarious employ-
ment, lack of access to quality educa-
tion, disproportionate levels of ill-health 
and greater difficulty accessing quality 
health care. Such minorities are also 
disproportionately subjected to police 
and state violence, to deaths in custody 
and at the hands of the police in gen-
eral. 

In the United States, where Ameri-
ca's first black President is in his sec-
ond term, the recent protests against 
the police shooting of an unarmed 
black teenager in Missouri, have once 
again underlined that for American 
blacks, despite Obama and all his 
works, racial oppression very much 

remains and continues unabated. The 
Missouri case is one of so many over 
so many years and decades; it is telling 
that even now such things can explode 
into significant struggles. If society had 
really changed for the better in some 
fundamental sense, as the ideologues 
of capitalism claim, then there is no 
way that such major conflicts could 
erupt between large sections of a tradi-
tionally oppressed minority and the 
forces of the state. 

 

In the UK, a major outbreak, right 
across the country, of apolitical rebel-
lion by disaffected lower class youth, 
taking the form of largely politically aim-
less rioting and looting, was triggered 
off by a highly political, racially charged 
police shooting of an apparently un-
armed black man, Mark Duggan, in 
August 2011 in Tottenham, North Lon-
don. There was a huge, and obvious, 
contrast between the highly political 
struggle in Tottenham, which has a 
history of militant defiance of racist po-
lice brutality, and the low level, aimless 
and sometimes anti-social and lumpen 
character of the copycat riots that fol-
lowed in its wake. 

As in previous explosions in the UK, 
notably during the 1980s, the rioters 
were not confined to black youth, but 
included lower class youth of all ethnic 
backgrounds. This signifies in Britain at 
least that racial divisions among the 
poorest sections of the working class, 
are tending to break down under im-
pact of Britain’s now very advanced 
economic decline. When there is a real 
upsurge again of working-class strug-
gle, which the despairing eruptions fol-
lowing Tottenham unfortunately did not 

represent, this points to massive poten-
tial for class unity and the destruction 
from below of traditional British racism. 

But where relations with the state and 
the ruling class are concerned, despite 
the change in rhetoric of the rulers, little 
has changed on the ground: above all 
the cops are just as corrupt and racist 
as they ever were, as politically active 
black fighters against racism such as 
Doreen Lawrence, elevated to the 
House Of Lords by a ruling class eager 
to prove its anti-racism, have pointed 
out. 

A new synthesis 

Traditional capitalist white racism has 
undergone a significant ideological shift 
in the past couple of decades, particu-
larly since the end of the Cold War and 
some diminution of ruling class fear 
that struggles against racism constitute 
a revolutionary threat. It has become a 
paradoxical presence, expressing itself 
in a more and more cryptic form. Rac-
ism always was a complex phenome-
non that crossed class lines and in-
volved many sections of the population, 
including the ruling class and at times 
sections of the industrial working class, 
as well as other impoverished sections 
of majority populations in imperialist 
countries, poor farmers, small shop-
keepers, chronically unemployed, etc. 

One factor that is very important, and 
has modified racism particularly in the 
'war on terror', is a shift in the racial 
hierarchy in the imperialist-capitalist 
world. The position of Jews has shifted 
dramatically since the Second World 
War. Before WWII they occupied a con-
tradictory position in capitalist socie-
ty.  They played an important role 
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among the bourgeoisie, notably in fi-
nance, with a representation considera-
bly greater than their numbers in socie-
ty as a whole, but at the same time 
Jewish workers and poor were among 
the most oppressed and victimised by 
capitalism, and subjected to racist dis-
crimination, oppression and organised, 
bigoted violence of a type that is very 
familiar today to non-whites in imperial-
ist countries. 

Jews certainly suffered racial oppres-
sion in the pre-WWII period, though the 
roots of this oppression were different. 
They were not related to imperialist-
colonial conquest and subjugation, but 
rather a different set of causes based 
on the role of Jews as a class of mer-
chants and usurers, the bearers of 
money and market -relations in earlier 
European feudal societies that were not 
based on capitalist commodity produc-
tion. This led to them being seen as 
adjuncts to the feudal exploiters and 
hated by the poor as well as regarded 
as dangerous ‘foreign’ competitors by 
native capital once feudal society be-
gan to give way to capitalist economic 
relations in the proper sense. As feudal 
society went into its final decline, Jews 
lost their privileged position as appoint-
ed traders to the monarchs, lords etc., 
and were often used by the nobility as a 
lightning rod for the mass discontent of 
the poor. Thus they were driven into 
ghettos and at the dawning of capital-
ism, had been reduced to an op-
pressed, pariah population. 

From oppressed, to part of the op-
pressor camp 

In the earlier, progressive phase of cap-
italism, the Jews were emancipated 
from this social role and began to be 
absorbed into capitalism as an expand-
ing, progressive economic and social 
system. As capitalism outgrew the early 
progressive impulse it gave to human 
development, and began the reaction-
ary, destructive stage of imperialism in 
the late 19th Century, the Jews suf-
fered persecution, ultimately leading to 
a genocide that was among the most 
barbaric in world history. Jewish work-
ers and the progressive elements of the 
Jewish middle class were radicalised to 
the left by their oppression; they were 
subjected to ferocious repression; while 
in Germany in particular, Jewish bour-
geois were offered as scapegoats by 
the dominant sections of the bourgeoi-

sie as a means to deflect mass discon-
tent with capitalism. This potent combi-
nation led to the barbaric Nazi regime 
and its attempt at genocide from 1941-
45. 

It is clear today, though, that this was 
an anomaly. Because the Jewish ques-
tion was not linked to matters of imperi-
alist plunder, but was rather a hangover 
from earlier social systems within what 
later became European capitalist-
imperialist states, this oppression of the 
Jews was conjunctural, not strategic 
and permanent. Jews were subse-
quently able to escape from oppression 
and subordination within the imperialist 
countries – unlike any other compara-
ble oppressed people. 

The old bourgeois paranoia about Jew-
ish ‘subversion’ and their supposed 
threat to capitalism is now completely 
dead and discredited. Jews have gone 
from being a disadvantaged minority in 
the first couple of post-WWII decades, 
to being on a par with, or even having a 
somewhat higher level of personal and 
family wealth than most of the non-
Jewish white population in the United 
States, with similar developments for 
Jewish communities in Western Eu-
rope, including here. 

At the same time, the Jewish presence 
in the ruling classes of such countries 
as the United States and Britain has 
been consolidated. In the past, even 
when they were there in greater propor-
tions to the non-Jewish population, they 
felt nevertheless insecure because of 
the possibility of becoming scapegoats, 
which was again, related to the exist-
ence of a radical Jewish proletarian 
element, feared by the non-Jewish 
bourgeoisie for their revolutionism. But 
with this having disappeared, the mate-
rial basis for such fears is gone, and 
Jews have effectively made it to joint 
first place in the racial hierarchies of the 
most important of the advanced capital-
ist countries, which are those which 
tend to lead the world in terms of bour-
geois ideology. 

Multiculturalism and racial hierarchy 

With this modification of racial hierar-
chy, there has also been something of 
a modification of the way mechanisms 
of racial subordination are maintained. 
With Jews reaching the summit, the old 
masters of the hierarchy, the traditional 
white bourgeoisie, have accommodated 

superficial aspects of their behaviour to 
the exigencies of the newcomers, since 
for obvious historical reasons, Jews are 
not keen on overt demonstrations of 
racial bigotry even where they are a 
privileged minority. 

These changes could be taken as 
simply amounting to a progressive re-
form, were it not for one obvious fact. 
Those in the ruling class (and their 
more humble supporters) who have 
newly reached the summit of such a 
racial hierarchy, have no interest in 
abolishing the hierarchy itself. They do 
have an interest in modifying the ap-
pearance of the hierarchy, and giving it 
a makeover particularly in terms of its 
language, rhetoric and superficial ap-
pearance, but such a liberal makeover 
is aimed at strengthening the system 
itself, not abolishing it. 

This new synthesis at the top is the 
bourgeois material basis for multicultur-
alism, which projects (sometimes 
forced) ‘tolerance’ of different cultures 
as the dominant ethos of how the bour-
geoisie aspires to manage ‘race rela-
tions’ and immigration. This ideology 
really began in the 1960s as a re-
sponse to the various radicalisations 
that occurred in that period of the peak 
of post-war boom and social democra-
cy, and the growth of a New Left whose 
material and ideological basis was this 
prosperity in the advanced countries, 
and the belief that some kind of radical 
social democratic programme was in 
fact a feasible way to overcome capital-
ism. 

This was interrupted in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s by the Vietnam war 
and significant working class struggles, 
as the first signs appeared the prosperi-
ty would not last. This led to the growth 
of a subjectively revolutionary wing of 
the New Left, with the growth of Trot-
skyist and occasionally Maoist organi-
sations with thousands of activists in 
several of the advanced countries. 
However, at that point capitalism still 
had enormous economic reserves that 
it could mobilise to outmanoeuvre, de-
moralise and inflict severe defeats on 
this new far left. 

A key weapon in co-opting activists, 
radicalised by struggles against imperi-
alism and racism, was this left-social 
democratic multiculturalism, symbolised 
in Britain possibly more than anyone by 
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Ken Livingstone. In turn, as the ruling 
class went on the offensive against the 
workers movement and against even 
this left social democracy, one of its 
new and effective weapons was, not a 
return to overt racism, but a modified, 
neo-liberalised version of multicultural-
ism, that reflected the change in racial 
hierarchies but gave an unambiguously 
capitalist content to this reformist idea. 

Neo-liberalism… 

The neo-liberal form of multiculturalism 
has also had knock on effects in other 
spheres of oppression, in particular with 
a liberalisation around the question of 
gay rights. Perhaps the most startling 
manifestation of this is in Britain. During 
the heyday of local government ‘left’ 
Labourite  multiculturalism in the 1980s, 
the Tories in government responded by 
instigating homophobic laws such as 
Section 28 of the Local Government 
Act (prohibiting the ‘promotion of homo-
sexuality’ in schools – i.e. discussion 
and education of gay rights), which 
were comparable with the kind of 
measures recently introduced by Putin 
in Russia. 

Yet this same party, now in government 
again (in a coalition with Liberal Demo-
crats), recently presided over the full 
legalisation of gay marriage. This does 
appear a remarkable change, but in 
reality it represents a fearsome form of 
bourgeois pragmatism and indeed cyni-
cism. Even gay rights can be an ideo-
logical weapon for the bourgeoisie. It is 
significant that the party that in govern-
ment has introduced gay marriage also 
has 80% of its MP’s affiliated to the 
Conservative Friends of Israel. 

So multiculturalism, in part a product of 
shifts in racial hierarchies and a new 
composite at the top, and in part a 
product of co-option of social struggles 
from below, is a two edged sword. 
There have been gains for the op-
pressed in terms of expanded social 
and legal rights, yet at the same time 
the neo-liberal variant in particular has 
elements within it that can and have 
been used to fragment and play off dif-
ferent ethnic groups against each other, 
to the benefit of those at the top of the 
hierarchy, and of course most notably 
the ruling class. 

The result is a kind of hegemony of 
varied forms of identity politics, where 
instead of uniting for a struggle against 
capitalism, the self-appointed repre-
sentatives of  various oppressed layers: 
blacks, gays, Muslims, women, etc, 
compete with each other to get favours 
from the ruling class and the influential 
layers at the top of the system of racial/
ethnic hierarchy. 

… and the ‘war on terror’ 

During the ‘war on terror’, this shift in 
the hierarchy has become a potent 

question, with the scapegoating of the 
Pakistani and Bengali Muslim commu-
nities in the UK by the Blair govern-
ment, continued by Cameron, which 
was and is pretty virulent and in tone 
quite consciously focussed on issues of 
religion and culture. This is another 
sense in which the shift in the racial 
hierarchy that was one of the conditions 
for the emergence of multiculturalism is 
a two-edged sword. 

In the first period of ‘multiculturalism’ in 
Western bourgeois politics, a more di-
verse top layer of the hierarchy led to a 
liberalisation of ‘racial’ politics in gen-
eral. But with the war on terror, the po-
sition of Jews at the top of the heap has 
now meant the importation of Israeli 
style anti-Muslim bigotry into the West-
ern countries, and the sophisticated 
and hypocritical manner of Israeli 
claims of democracy and tolerance 
which in practice operating with an iron 
fist against the ‘other’. 

Far from portending a new era of toler-
ance and diversity, this presages a 
new, and more hypocritical era of rac-
ism and racial oppression, which can 
easily spread its targets from the Mus-
lim population to non-white and other 
minorities, anyone who does not fit into 
the paradigm of ‘Judeo-Christian’ civili-
sation. Indeed, we have at times seen a 
grumbling from various neocon types 
about the perils of ‘multiculturalism’, 
which one day may presage a full scale 
break if the components of the new 
synthesis become qualitatively more 
fused together, but we are probably 
quite a way from that. At the moment, 
despite periodic grumbling and even 
hysteria about ‘multiculturalism’, they 
still need it. 

Fashionable hypocrisy and bourgeois 
sophistry claims that the constant drip-
drip of hatred of Muslim people that 
infects the Western media and body 
politic has nothing to do with 'race', but 
is rather about dealing with the suppos-
edly 'evil ideology' of radicalised Islam. 
But this rhetoric is overlaid with dog-
whistling - it is not coincidental that Is-
lam is the faith of huge numbers of the 
indigenous population of the parts of 
the world the Western power regard as 
their most strategic source of energy. 
These mainly non-white people are 
themselves regarded as an enemy who 
cannot at any costs be allowed control 
of their own economies and natural 
resources. 

The near-financial collapse near the 
end of the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury, and the resulting drive by the rul-
ing classes to cut back on every kind of 
social programme to 'balance the 
books' after a huge chunk of the state 
funds of the advanced imperialist na-
tions were used to bail out the collaps-
ing credit system, has exacerbated 
these inequalities considerably. After 

all, it is the poor that depend most on 
social programmes, social benefits 
whose rationale is at least to ameliorate 
the worst forms of destitution and op-
pression, and it is those who were al-
ready in the weakest position - dispro-
portionately those who come from des-
pised minorities who always were ex-
cluded from mainstream capitalist eco-
nomic life, who most suffer from these 
cuts in social programs. 

Nor is it a coincidence that the van-
guard role in ideological hatred of main-
ly Muslim people is taken by many of 
those in the Western ruling classes who 
are most of all loyal to the Israeli state, 
whose land is stolen by force from the 
Arab people, and whose entire exist-
ence as a state is bound up with per-
manent war based on a racialised ha-
tred, of Arab peoples. 

At one time this expressed itself in ha-
tred of the secular Arab left; now that 
has been proven impotent and discred-
ited, the resultant growth of radical Is-
lamic sentiment as a manifestation of 
resistance, means that Jewish commu-
nalists in the Western ruling classes, 
with Zionist politics and their own sub-
jectively nationalist project, have been 
able to interact with the mainstream 
gentile imperial contempt for the Arab/
Muslims peoples of the Middle East, 
and inject a more virulent strain of polit-
icised anti-Muslim bigotry into wider 
political life. 

Hypocrisy and provocation 

This bloc of traditional imperial bigots 
and the newer strain of Jewish-Zionist 
reactionary communalism is a potent 
mixture, but it does have its peculiari-
ties. We now find extreme bigotry 
against 'foreign' communities 
mixed with pseudo-progressive rhetoric 
around gay rights and women's rights 
and advancement. Indeed, we now 
sometimes find gay rights activists and 
feminists joining in objectively racist 
anti-immigrant campaigns, and also 
supporting imperialist military adven-
tures in the Muslim world, on grounds 
that they are opposing ‘homophobia’ 
and defending ‘women’s rights’. 

On the other hand, we also find an in-
creasing tendency to render the entire 
concept of racism meaningless by di-
vorcing it from any context of oppres-
sion. It is not uncommon for members 
of oppressed minorities to themselves 
be accused of some kind of ‘racism’ by 
the political mainstream simply for acts 
of resistance to racism that in the past 
would be considered unexceptionable. 
Now, with the widespread bourgeois 
‘common sense’ that racism is a thing 
of the past, minorities who complain too 
loudly about persisting inequality, are 
all-too-often branded as ‘racist’ them-
selves. 

Some symptomatic examples. When in 
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a dispute among black activists in 
2o12, Dianne Abbot MP tweeted that 
“white people love to divide and rule” 
she was rabidly denounced by the 
‘morally rearmed’, supposedly anti-
racist right wing press as engaging in 
racism herself. But her remarks were 
innocuous. They were not, it should not 
need to be said, about consciously, 
genuinely anti-racist whites, but obvi-
ously about those with no such commit-
ment, who are no doubt still the majori-
ty, despite the change of ruling class 
rhetoric. In France, similar issues were 
posed when Houria Bouteldja, spokes-
person for anti-racism movement Parti 
des Indigènes de la République, was 
prosecuted and acquitted for ‘anti-
French racism’ in a similarly ridiculous 
context. 

The ideas of the ruling class, are, out-
side of a revolutionary situation, the 
dominant ideas of any society, and this 
cosmetic shift does not change the un-
derlying reality of racial hierarchy. The 
new ‘anti-racist’ hypocrisy justifies this 
just as did the old, more honest ruling 
class overt racism. 

Another example from the world of 
sport: after the demeaning saga where 
Chelsea’s John Terry was first of all 
unsuccessfully prosecuted, and then 
punished by the Football Association, 
for admittedly calling the black QPR 
player Anton Ferdinand a ‘black cunt’ 
on the field of play, one further party 
apart from Terry, was penalised. 

Rio Ferdinand, the more famous of the 
Ferdinand brothers, was fined by the 
FA for expressing public agreement 
and amusement at the description 
of  another black player, Ashley Cole, 
as a “choc-ice” – black on the outside; 
white on the inside. Cole had not only 
testified in Terry’s defence, but had 
married singer Cheryl Tweedy, who 
many believe was lucky to escape jail 
for racially-aggravated assault on a 
black attendant at a nightclub in 2003. 
There had been much gossip about 
Cole’s sexuality as a possible quid-pro-
quo. 

Be that as it may, that ‘choc-ice’ is seen 
by the newly ‘anti-racist’ FA, and the 
media, as a ‘racist’ term when in fact it 
means something similar to ‘Uncle 
Tom’ – i.e. a black person who defends 
racists, is based on the assumption that 
‘our’ society is no longer racist, but that 
anyone who complains too loud that it 
is can themselves be branded as racist. 
Very strange, and Orwellian;  this gives 
a new and sinister twist to the more 
straightforward racism in the past. 

These are straightforward results of the 
new synthesis at the top of the racial 
hierarchy, while maintaining it just as 
much as before. It means that hypocriti-
cally expressed ‘anti-racism” has now 
become a racist weapon in itself. This 

is true with Islamophobia, where the 
new racists use a fig leaf of pretence 
that what is involved is merely some-
thing to do with dislike of a particular 
religion - Islam. It is equally true of the 
kind of vilification of black ‘racists’, who 
in reality are black people standing up 
to racism in various ways and contexts, 
analysed above. 

Dieudonné 

The Orwellian hypocrisy of the modified 
hierarchy has had some unforeseen 
consequences, that are slightly more 
difficult to analyse. Hypocrisy and 
‘political correctness’ imposed from 
above, by the composite at the top of 
the hierarchy, can now give rise to a 
racially-tinged rebellion from those low-
er down the hierarchy. Such is the sig-
nificance of the quenelle. 

The quenelle is the brainchild of the 
French-Cameroonian comedian, Dieu-
donné M’Bala M’Bala, and made itself 
known in the UK when the French inter-
national footballer, Nicolas Anelka, then 
playing for West Bromwich Albion, 
used it as a gesture of triumph after 
scoring a goal in the Premiership in 
December 2013. He was subsequently 
banned by the FA, and soon found him-
self out of the Premiership altogether. 

Dieudonné made his career as the 
most prominent black, anti-racist come-
dian in France at the end of the 1990s, 
when he did a double-act with a Jewish 
comedian, Elie Semoun, of similar incli-
nation. He was a sterling anti-racist 
campaigner, who however made the 
‘mistake’ of creating, for a comedy 
sketch, the figure of an Israeli settler in 
the occupied Palestinian territories, 
who he lampooned as similar to a Nazi. 
This led to a considerable witch-hunt 
against him by French Zionists, after 
which he denounced Zionism and its 
‘lobby’, and shifted to an anti-Jewish 
position that brought him into political 
alliance with parts of the historically anti
-Jewish far right in France, in particular 
former FN leader Jean Marie Le Pen. 

However incongruous may be this alli-
ance of black activist and the elder Le 
Pen, who is not exactly known for his 
liking of blacks, Dieudonné has devel-
oped a large following particularly 
among the children of immigrants of 
Arab and sub-Saharan African origin in 
France. 

A Paradox 

The quenelle is a paradox; it is both a 
gesture of defiance against a racist 
establishment, and a racially-tinged 
gesture in its own right. Its main signifi-
cation is that of ‘up yours’, it resembles 
the practice of ‘fisting’. But it can be 
seen, and this is hardly likely to be ac-
cidental, as something like an upside-
down Nazi salute, as many have point-
ed out. Since Dieudonné’s followers 

have made a point of being photo-
graphed doing the quenelle outside 
synagogues, and even outside the 
gates of old concentration camps in 
Poland and Germany, this is hardly 
likely to be a fanciful allegation. 

How can this then be understood? 
From the point of abstract morality and 
liberalism, this is racism on behalf of 
these black people, led by Dieudonné, 
against Jews, and just as bad as any 
other form of racism. 

From the point of view of a historical 
materialist understanding of the exist-
ence of racial hierarchies, however, 
and the relatively recent rise of Jews to 
joint top position in those hierarchies in 
the Western imperialist world, it can be 
understood as an act of gross insubor-
dination toward the perceived new re-
cruit to the ‘boss’ camp. 

As an inspired comedy artist, this is a 
clever synthesis bound to generate a 
following among the oppressed for its 
daring and sheer cheek,  notwithstand-
ing any discomfort at Dieudonné’s bed-
fellowship with the elder Le Pen. His 
following may well feel that Le Pen is 
no worse than Dieudonné’s persecu-
tors, which include Le Pen’s daughter 
and current FN leader Marine Le Pen 
(who has condemned Dieudonné along 
with Blair-clone Socialist Prime Minister 
Vallis et al, and supported his perfor-
mances being banned), and less hypo-
critical. And that feeling reflects reality. 

In other words, the blame for this ap-
parently unnatural confluence between 
a section of the oppressed and an ob-
solete part of the far right, rests not with 
the oppressed or even errant leaders of 
such like Dieudonné, but with the cur-
rent tops of the racial hierarchy, the 
authors of the new synthesis of tradi-
tional white racism, and the Jewish-
Zionist variant of racism. The ‘anti-
racism’ that they promote is increasing-
ly seen through by those on the receiv-
ing end of the same old racist brutality 
and massive inequality, which is now 
getting considerably worse in the con-
text of austerity and the attacks on the 
poor to save financial capital, as a new, 
disguised form of racism. In this con-
text, it becomes comprehensible how 
this disguised racism can give rise to a 
rebellious response from below, itself 
racially tinged. 

The Dieudonné case actually shows 
how the reactionary implications of the 
shift in the racial hierarchy can render 
the question of racism seemingly more 
complex, and play a poisonous role 
more generally.  The same is true of 
the knock on effect that this change 
has had on other spheres, including 
questions like gay rights and women’s 
rights. 
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Puritanical cant 

Both of these important, strategic ques-
tions for socialists have been subjected 
to severe distortions at the hands of the 
new establishment synthesis, taking on 
a puritanical form that is completely 
contrary to the spirit of socialism, work-
ing class politics and struggle for de-
mocracy and democratic rights. Wom-
en’s rights and even gay rights have 
been used as a mobilising tool for pred-
atory imperialist wars in the Middle 
East, and even for threats of similar in 
Africa by some trends. 

Just as damaging, though less obvious, 
is the transformation of women’s rights 
to a tool of reaction closer to home al-
so. An example is the Julian Assange 
case. Not so much in the allegations 
against him, but the political way in 
which even supposedly left-wing de-
fenders of the Swedish case mobilise 
against criticism, whereby attempts to 
analyse faults in the evidence are char-
acterised as an abuse of the putative 
victims. 

This whole method is reminiscent of the 
gutter press attitude towards the cam-
paigns to exonerate Irish people who 
were framed up in the 1970s in connec-
tion with the Irish war, with headlines 
like ‘Loony MP supports bombers’ im-
plying that those who believed that the 
Birmingham 6 or Guildford 4 were inno-
cent supported putting bombs in pubs. 
Allegations of ‘rape denial’, coming 
from the most supposedly liberal 
sources, like the Guardian, or even 
from the SWP, are ‘left’ reflections of 
the ‘politically correct’ puritanism of the 
new hierarchy. It is a new manifestation 
of the same capitalist oppression, dis-
guised behind ‘progressive’ phrase-
mongering, and must therefore be intol-
erant of criticism in a pseudo-
‘progressive’ manner. 

Indeed, this whole method of discourse 
is very widespread, and infects not just 
mainstream treatment of ‘race’ ques-
tions and women’s equality, but also 
the treatment of sensitive issues of 
child abuse, particularly borderline cas-
es where there are issues of considera-
ble sensitivity and complexity to be ad-
dressed, and no simple solutions in the 
real world. Obviously this takes us out-
side the subject matter of this article, 
but there is a common approach, 
where rational debate about complex 
issues is replaced with a method that 
uses punitive methods to impose a fake 
simplicity and absolutism on reality that 
is not so simple. The predictable result 
of this is … a new generation of capital-
ist barbarism and injustice, in a 
‘progressive’ wrapper. 

Programme and politics needed 

So what is the socialist answer to these 
modified, but familiar phenome-
na?  There are no new answers, but 

only new contexts and understandings 
in which to promote the historical aims 
of the socialist and communist move-
ment, which have been eclipsed and 
submerged. This is not because they 
are fundamentally wrong, but because 
the left have failed to address the ques-
tions posed by the current phase of 
political developments, and to bring out 
the aspects of current reality that pro-
vide concrete points of support for the 
programme of working class rule. 

A key strategic demand is to tear down 
all racial hierarchies, both within the 
imperialist nations, through the organi-
sation of a united class struggle to 
overcome racial oppression, and on an 
international scale through the struggle 
to defeat imperialism and thus do away 
with systematic inequalities between 
peoples. 

Neither of these tasks is as simple as 
they sound. The question of imperialist 
oppression abroad is beyond the scope 
of this article.  Ethnic and ‘racial’ divi-
sions, in the absence of an actual na-
tional question, need to be fought with 
demands that address inequality while 
at the same time mobilising all sections 
of the working class to improve their 
situation through a joint struggle for 
power. Above all this means rebuilding 
working class organisations. 

The current trade unions have been 
hollowed out by leaderships that, either 
openly in words, or covertly in practice, 
have capitulated to the decades of at-
tacks by the bosses. They have to be 
either replaced from within by a revolt 
of the memberships, or rebuilt from 
scratch if this proves impossible. The 
chances are it will be somewhere be-
tween the two, with a combination of 
internal revolts and splits fuelling a rein-
vigorated labour movement when 
things do finally blow up from below. 

Without a perspective of organising the 
unemployed to demand work for all, 
and to demand a decent living wage for 
all those stuck at near penury on the 
minimum wage, trade unions will not 
even begin to reach the most op-
pressed layers of the working class that 
they need to revive themselves. We 
need to demand that the capitalist state 
provide massive programmes of public 
investment to provide jobs for all that 
need them. There are huge quantities 
of work to be done; just solving the 
housing crisis alone is something that 
needs the involvement and active work 
of millions. 

It is a well-known economic fact that 
there are hundreds of billions of 
pounds’’, dollars’ and euros’ worth of 
‘homeless’ money capital stored in the 
financial system, earning interest for 
idleness, as an alternative to investing 
it in productive industry because of the 
low profit rates that are endemic to cap-

italism in advanced decay. Apart from 
the fictitious capital that the system 
generates, much of this capital is the 
product of previous exploitation of the 
working class. Under capital, nothing is 
invested that does not make a profit. 

Taken out of private hands, and subor-
dinated to democratic planning by the 
organised working class, these finan-
cial resources, as well as the material 
underpinning of them in terms of the 
wealth of advanced countries and the 
corporate bodies that make them up, 
can feed the whole planet. They can 
also lay the basis for the elimination of 
scarcity on a world scale, mobilising 
huge quantities of productive labour 
using environmentally sustainable tech-
nologies, which tend at the moment to 
be more labour intensive. This can 
abolish joblessness,  including among 
those  oppressed populations who cur-
rently suffer discrimination in that field, 
which gives rise to so many other ill- 
effects relating to oppression. 

Of course also, the workers movement 
has to address the question of the 
state, not just in terms of its dispropor-
tionate victimisation of minorities, but 
also in terms of its enmity to the organ-
ised working class itself. Indeed, as 
soon as the class begins to get organ-
ised, it will face the forces of the state 
from day one. This will tend to have a 
unifying effect in terms of the struggle 
of workers and minorities, as was 
shown in the miners’ strike of 1984-5, 
when miners underwent a similar expe-
rience with the police that had been the 
lot of black and Asian people in the 
inner cities for decades. Any serious 
class organisation for a fightback will 
immediately resume that experience. 

But all this must be unified through poli-
tics. Tearing down capitalism means 
also tearing down its racial hierarchies, 
and this has to be done by a political 
movement, a political party, that is con-
scious of these aims.  Without con-
sciousness and organisation, struggles 
will be incomplete, or can even tend to 
go off in strange directions, given the 
complexity of the modern capitalist or-
ganism. This means that the tools of 
materialist analysis have to be applied 
in solving each and every problem of 
the movement, from apparently high-
level matters such as the nature of the 
relationship between class and racial 
hierarchy, as analysed here, to the 
practical steps needed to overcome 
them. With that approach, there is eve-
ry reason for confidence that progress 
can be made towards emancipation for 
all from the worsening situation we find 
ourselves in today. 
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1. Of all the advanced capitalist/
imperialist countries today, Israel is 
second only to the United States in the 
threat it poses to the future of humani-
ty. It is an artificial imperialist entity in-
troduced into the Middle East from 
without, and consolidated though the 
expulsion of the bulk of the indigenous 
Palestinian Arab population. As a result 
it is in a state of permanent conflict with 
the Palestinians, who have a dual na-
tional consciousness both as Palestini-
ans and as part of the national aspira-
tions of the Arab peoples of the entire 
Middle East. 

Israel is built entirely on territory stolen 
by force from a native population that is 
on a much higher cultural level than the 
indigenous victims of earlier settler 
states associated with European colo-
nialism, such as the United States and 
Australia. Its conflict is with Arabs who 
have a modern national consciousness 
and greater cohesion than virtually any 
dispossessed indigenous people.  Isra-
el has therefore armed itself to the 
teeth and become a garrison state, 
stockpiling likely hundreds of nuclear 
weapons, and threatens the population 
of the semi-colonial Arab states that 
surround it with destruction should it 
fear loss of supremacy. 

2. What is distinctive about Israel is 
that, unlike earlier settler states popu-
lated by colonists from imperialist na-
tions that conquered them as part of an 
imperial project, Israel has no ‘mother 
country’. It was populated by part of the 
Jewish population from several coun-
tries, as part of a deal by the Zionist 
movement with British colonialism dur-
ing the First World War. The Zionist 
movement being a unique nationalist 
movement politically led by part of the 
Jewish sections of the bourgeoisie in 

several advanced capitalist countries. 
This deal led over three decades of 
British colonialism and gradually accel-
erating Jewish immigration, in the con-
text of the Nazi mass murder of Euro-
pean Jewry during WWII, to a reaction-
ary war of national independence par-
tially against the British, but mainly 
against the Arab population. 

With conventional settler states, that 
have a ‘mother country’, the character 
of that power plays a major role in de-
termining the character of the settler 
state that subsequently emerges. But in 
a sense, Israel’s ‘mother country’ is the 
Zionist movement itself, not Britain, 
which only played an enabling role in 
the foundation of Israel by a third party 
movement. Therefore, the character of 
the Zionist movement itself is decisive 
in determining the character of Israel. 

It is crucial for communists particularly 
in the Western imperialist countries, 
Israel’s bankrollers in terms of aid, and 
armourers, to have a clear conception 
of the forces in the world that are sup-
porting Israel in its war against the Pal-
estinians. This is because, unlike the 
West’s allied dictatorships, from whom 
the ruling classes are compelled to 
maintain a certain political distance, 
Israel is openly embraced as a so-
called ‘democracy’ and treated as a 
part of the ‘family’ of ‘civilised’ nations. 
This means ignoring that Israel’s Jew-
ish ‘democracy’ was achieved by expel-
ling the majority of its Arab population; 
without this expulsion a Jewish state 
would be impossible.  For communist 
internationalists, no stone can be left 
unturned and or question considered 
taboo in exposing the real bases of 
support for the oppression of the Pales-
tinians in the Western countries. To fail 
to do this is to betray internationalism 

and the Palestinians. 

3. Empirical observation alone shows 
that Israel has organised bases of sup-
port within the ruling classes of several 
imperialist countries, centrally the Unit-
ed States, and those in Western Eu-
rope (including the UK). In the US, AI-
PAC (American-Israeli Political Action 
Committee) operates with great influ-
ence in both political parties; in the UK, 
there are powerful ‘Friends of Israel’ 
factions in all three major parties; the 
Conservative Friends of Israel in partic-
ularly embraces 80% of Tory MPs. This 
is a staggering level of sponsorship 
from the main party of the British ruling 
class; it is echoed in the other parties 
and this pro-Israel ideology has a simi-
lar level of hegemony to Cold War anti-
communism among the ruling class. 

This ruling class support has a material 
basis, and not just in terms of old-
fashioned imperialist realpolitik. As the 
late Israel Shahak, genocide survivor 
and decades- long defender of Pales-
tinian rights within Israel, wrote in a 
very important work on the Jewish 
question: 

“US support for Israel, when consid-
ered not in abstract but in concrete de-
tail, cannot be adequately explained 
only as a result of American imperial 
interests. The strong influence wielded 
by the organised Jewish community in 
the USA in support of all Israeli policies 
must be taken into account in order to 
explain the Middle East policies of 
American administrations. This phe-
nomenon is even more noticeable in 
the case of Canada, whose Middle 
Eastern interests cannot be considered 
as important, but whose loyal dedica-
tion to Israel is even greater than that 

EDITORIAL NOTE: 

The following three items are the products of a political dispute and purge within a small group of would be communists, the 

Communist Platform of Left Unity, which is dominated by the CPGB/Weekly Worker trend. The Theses below are what the 

dispute was really about: the CPGB leadership, who are left talking opponents of imperialism when talk is cheap, objected very 

strongly to the ideas in these theses when put forward first verbally in the context of the Gaza massacre in July/August, and 

then when written up in theses form here. The second on page 10, ‘Jack Conrad’s Anti-Communist Witchhunt’ is a political 

accounting of the dispute, from the point of view of the editor. The third, on page 13, is a page of motions/amendments from 

the September 14 purge meeting itself, with the amendment first, followed by the motion it sought to amend. Notwithstanding 

the CPGB’s claim of ‘Openness’ in their political disputes, including internally, it is notable that they have never published two 

of the three documents included here. Hypocrisy, as Oscar Wilde said, is the homage that vice pays to virtue, so since they 

are incapable of living up to their proclaimed principles in full, others have to fill in here. 
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of the USA. In both countries (and also 
in France, Britain, and many other 
states) Jewish organisations support 
Israel with the same loyalty which com-
munist parties accorded to the USSR 
for so long.  Also, many Jews who ap-
pear to be active in defending human 
rights and who adopt non-conformist 
views on other issues do, in cases af-
fecting Israel, display a remarkable de-
gree of totalitarianism and are in the 
forefront of defence of all Israeli poli-
cies. It is well known in Israel that the 
chauvinism and fanaticism in support-
ing Israel displayed by diaspora Jews is 
much greater (especially since 1967) 
than the chauvinism shown by an aver-
age Israeli Jew…” (Jewish History, 
Jewish Religion: the Weight of Three 
Thousand Years, 1994, p102). 

The influence Jewish organizations are 
able to exert in imperialist policy is not 
the product of the ‘Jewish vote’ or even 
some mysterious ‘lobbying’ power at 
their disposal, as is euphemistically 
said by some critics who fear being 
falsely accused of racism. The Jewish 
vote in imperialist countries is electoral-
ly tiny. In the US around 2% of the pop-
ulation are Jewish, and there is no rea-
son, is strictly numerical terms, why a 
‘lobby’ based on such a small percent-
age of the population should have the 
power not only to force American gov-
ernments to adopt the most slavish 
support for very brutal actions of Israel, 
but also to destroy the careers of politi-
cians who speak out against such ac-
tions. 

4. It is however, explained by one sali-
ent fact: Jewish overrepresentation in 
the US and other ruling classes. For the 
United States, which is the most power-
ful state in human history, you can easi-
ly find informed Jewish sources that 
place the representation of Jews 
among billionaires, the most powerful 
elements of the capitalist elite, at be-
tween 40 and 48% – nearly half (for 
example see http://
www.jewishworldreview.com/joe/
aaron101007.php3). This is the only 
logically coherent explanation for the 
power of the so-called lobby. It must be 
faced fearlessly by Marxists, irrespec-
tive of any discomfort that may result 
from confronting the widespread preju-
dice (for that is what it is) that to men-
tion, let alone try to analyse, such factu-
al matters is in some way racist. To 
ignore them in this way is itself an act 
of betrayal of those on the receiving 
end of the crimes that result from this 
state of affairs, and in that sense a 
chauvinist position. 

A materialist analysis of why this is the 
case is crucial. This is a very complex 
and difficult question, and there are 
enormous social pressures on those 

who would try to analyse it. The history 
of genocide against the Jews in the first 
half of the 20thcentury is ruthlessly used 
by propagandists for the Zionist project 
to justify today’s crimes against the 
Palestinians. Not only that, but in the 
earlier period anti-semites exploited the 
atypical social structure of the Jews – 
their overrepresentation in business 
and finance – as an important compo-
nent of the  paranoid, racist ideology 
that led to the Nazi genocide in Germa-
ny and Europe. This history is also ex-
ploited today against critics of this phe-
nomenon. However difficult this makes 
addressing today’s problems in this 
regard, the challenge of producing a 
coherent materialist analysis of them 
cannot be ducked. Today, as Palestini-
ans face regular one-sided massacres 
and the threat of mass population ex-
pulsions, and the wider Arab and Mid-
dle East faces the real possibility of a 
nuclear genocide at Israel’s hands, 
solving this very tricky ideological and 
political problem is possibly the most 
crucial, strategic task that communists 
have to solve. If we can’t confront this, 
we may as well give up any pretence of 
communism and revolution. 

5. Fortunately, there is a materialist, 
Marxist tradition we can draw on in an-
alysing the origins of this. In its most 
developed form this was developed by 
Abram Leon, a young Jewish Marxist, 
during the Second World War. His 
work The Jewish Question, a Marxist 
Interpretation is the classic Marxist 
study of Jewish history, basing its start-
ing point on Karl Marx’s earlier sketch 
of this question. Beginning in antiquity, 
Leon’s work most directly relates to the 
period from early medieval times to that 
of early imperialist capitalism. His anal-
ysis is of the Jews as a ‘people-class’, 
whose very survival as a people since 
antiquity was bound up with their role 
as the repository of merchant’s capital, 
commodity distribution and therefore 
foreign trade in fundamentally feudal 
society, where the dominant mode of 
exploitation involved the production of 
use value, not exchange value. Trade 
was therefore regarded as a separate 
activity, outside the social norm, that 
could best be confined to practitioners 
of a ’foreign’ religion. 

This is somewhat different to the ques-
tion of usury, which only became domi-
nant among the Jews with the decline 
of feudalism and the rise of commodity 
exchange as an increasing norm. This 
brought the rise of ‘native merchants’ 
etc., which pushed the Jews to the mar-
gins of commodity exchange in the 
form of usury, which was regarded as a 
socially odious activity. 

Leon noted that in the early period of 
feudalism, the Jews were in fact often 

highly privileged due to their specialist 
trading role. Later, as their role shifted 
to usury, tax-farming, etc., they became 
exploitative intermediaries that were 
often hated by the exploited peasantry. 
On more than one occasion, events 
that are often regarded as pogroms 
were in fact peasant revolts against 
exploitation. In the later feudal period 
this had a dynamic that led to the Jews 
retreating into ghettos and/or being 
driven from country to country as their 
economic role became increasingly 
superfluous. This happened at different 
times in Western and Eastern Europe, 
so there is quite a complex tapestry of 
events that needs to be understood. In 
Eastern Europe, this period of Jewish 
decline and oppression coincided with 
the beginning of the decay of capital-
ism. 

In the early capitalist period, a key 
achievement of the bourgeois revolu-
tions was the opening up of the ghet-
tos, and a beginning was made to the 
assimilation of the Jews, the logical 
outcome of the redundancy of this me-
dieval trading class. However, with the 
end of the epoch of progressive capital-
ism, this came to a halt and you had 
the rise of racialised anti-Jewish senti-
ment. Leon witnessed the growth of this 
hatred, and the rise of Nazism, and 
projected that the Jews would remain 
pariahs, and that status would only be 
relieved through the overthrow of capi-
talism. 

Unfortunately Leon did not live to see 
the foundation of the state of Israel, and 
thus to be able to analyse the Jewish 
Question in the post WWII period. He 
perished in Auschwitz in 1944, at the 
age of only 26. His writings about histo-
ry were spot on; his speculations about 
future developments were not, since 
Jews are no longer pariahs but have 
been re-absorbed by later imperialism 
in a different political situation. But giv-
en that his historical analysis was cor-
rect, it ought to be possible to pick up 
the threads from where he left off and, 
using the same method, analyse the 
current situation correctly. 

6. The redundancy of any class, includ-
ing a people-class, results in its dissolu-
tion and its members’ absorption into 
other classes. This process began with 
the emancipation of the Jews after the 
bourgeois revolutions as laid out by 
Leon and referred to above. Members 
of the former people-class were ab-
sorbed into the bourgeoisie, the work-
ing class (particularly as an artisan-
proletariat), and various layers of the 
urban petty-bourgeoisie. As a people 
with centuries of experience of trade in 
commodities – that is, in the operation 
of merchant’s capital – prior to the capi-
talist era proper, they had major cultural 
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advantages for operation within the 
bourgeoisie. They had more accumu-
lated ‘cultural capital’ in the spheres 
particularly of trade and finance than 
the mainstream ‘native’ bourgeoisies of 
the nations they were beginning to inte-
grate into. 

In the early stages of capitalism, this 
did not matter, as the system was 
growing so strongly that there was 
room for many in the developing capi-
talist classes that were coming to domi-
nate what became the Western coun-
tries. Jewish bourgeois prospered to-
gether with other bourgeois and assimi-
lation appeared to be making good pro-
gress. But with the beginning of capital-
ist decline in the late 19th Century, sud-
denly it was not so rosy. With the nar-
rowing of capitalist growth, the advent 
of depression, something similar to 
what happened in the mid-medieval 
period recurred. 

In mid-medieval times the Jews were 
seen as insidious competitors by a ris-
ing ‘native’ class of merchants, who 
proceeded to drive them out of the mer-
cantile field and into the degraded field 
of usury. In the later 19

th
 Century, Jew-

ish capitalists were seen in a similar 
way by many ‘native’ capitalists in Eu-
rope, and though they were not driven 
out in the same way, this hostility be-
came one of the source components of 
modern anti-semitism. 

This would probably have died down in 
time without another source component 
of the same anti-semitism – bourgeois 
hostility to the role of the Jews in the 
working class movement.  Because the 
Jews had been an oppressed pariah 
class under late feudalism, those sec-
tions of the former people-class who 
did not make the transformation into 
the bourgeoisie itself became among 
the chief exponents and subjects of a 
genuinely progressive, working class 
radicalisation. Both Jewish workers and 
Jewish intellectuals played a crucial 
role in the revolutionary wing of the 
labour movement in many countries. 

One has only to mention Marx, Trotsky, 
Luxemburg, Jogiches, Joffe, Zinoviev, 
Kamenev, Abram Leon, and many 
more sterling leaders of the working 
class who were of Jewish origin. Thus 
the revolutionary Jews were hated by 
the bourgeoisie at the same time as the 
bourgeois Jews became regarded by 
many ‘native’ bourgeois as dangerous 
upstarts who were too successful in 
business for their liking. Then you can 
add a third component to this: the fact 
that Jews had played a significant, if 
secondary, role in earlier emancipatory 
events such as the French Revolution 
earned them the enmity of forces that 

still existed that were hostile to the leg-
acy of the bourgeois revolutions them-
selves, such as most notably the Tsar-
ist regime in Russia, as well as ele-
ments of the aristocratic Junkers class 
in Germany. 

Then there was yet a fourth compo-
nent, which was then subordinate but is 
much more important today with the 
existence of Israel and its role in the 
world. There is an undeniable element 
of anti-gentile hatred and bigotry 
among quite a few Jews that is sym-
metrical to anti-semitism, a belief that 
non-Jews are not ‘chosen’ and there-
fore inferior, and can be treated with 
contempt. This comes from Rabbinical 
teachers and some scripture.  Obvious-
ly the progressive, revolutionary Jews 
did not hold with that, but it existed 
among the rabbis and the more con-
servative Jewish elements, and could 
be caricatured by the proponents of 
anti-semitism in roughly the same man-
ner that Islamophobes today caricature 
some of the more strident passages 
from the Qu’ran, Hadiths, etc. to de-
monise Muslims. 

These are the four main factors that 
gave anti-semitism its potency from the 
late 19th Century onwards. To cut a 
long story short the proletarian compo-
nent of what the classic anti-semites 
saw as the joint conspiracy of the revo-
lutionary and bourgeois Jews was 
wiped out in Europe by the Nazis and 
their supporters in other countries par-
ticularly in Eastern Europe. In Germany 
the bourgeois Jews were largely wiped 
out also, but not in the rest of the world, 
and not particularly in the United 
States, where the Jewish bourgeoisie 
was already quite influential and be-
came much more so as time went on, 
particularly since WWII. 

There is no moral judgment contained 
within the observation that Jews are 
overrepresented in the bourgeoisie of 
the United States and other advanced 
countries. It is simply a material fact 
with certain implications for politics. If 
there were no quasi-nationalist con-
sciousness, no sense of common pur-
pose, it would have no significance 
whatsoever. What makes it significant 
is that they do have such a common 
purpose today, and also a common 
project, which is manifested in Israel 
and Zionism. This is significant to those 
on the receiving end of Israeli oppres-
sion, and their sympathisers. 

7. Virtually all accounts of the birth of 
Zionism in the 19th Century, including 
that of would be Marxists, talk of Zion-
ism as simply a reaction to the birth of 
anti-semitism, and do not seriously an-
alyse the class nature of the Zionist 

project. This is not spelt out; the birth of 
Zionism is simply put down to amor-
phous ‘Jews’ in general, making a mis-
taken response to anti-semitism that 
has reactionary implications. 

This is not enough in terms of analysis. 
The fact is that Zionism always was a 
quasi-national movement of the Jewish 
bourgeoisie, which had been initially 
pretty painlessly successful in gaining a 
major share of the fruits of expanding 
capital in the era of progressive capital-
ism, only to see this come under threat 
when the imperialist epoch began. The 
problem is that this bourgeoisie did not 
have a territory to build a nation 
around. And in any case, it was not 
necessarily in favour of migrating and 
tearing out its roots in other countries 
even if a territory were somehow mirac-
ulously given to it. But it felt it needed a 
territorial asset, a home base to call its 
own even if it did not want to reside 
there all the time. This is easily com-
prehensible in terms of bourgeois con-
sciousness and a Marxist understand-
ing of the national question, it just de-
mands a degree of flexibility in the un-
derstanding and application of Marxist 
tools of analysis, that can be most ef-
fortlessly applied to other, more 
straightforward national questions. 

In the early period of Zionism, obvious-
ly this quasi-national project appeared 
problematic and there was not unity 
among the Jewish bourgeoisie as to 
whether it was viable or not. But the 
project was bourgeois, and was exten-
sively funded by part of the Jewish 
bourgeoisie abroad, particularly in the 
USA. The lack of unanimous Jewish 
bourgeois support for the Zionist pro-
ject in the earlier period meant that it 
had to rely on support from various 
pseudo-left Zionist currents, those who 
manifested nationalist deviations from 
the revolutionary impulses that drove 
the genuine elements of the communist 
and socialist movement who happened 
to be of Jewish origin. Thus when Israel 
was founded, its original leaders were 
dominated by the fake-left nationalist 
trend. But despite that, the real nature 
of the Zionist project was thoroughly 
bourgeois and reactionary; that disjunc-
tion between consciousness and reality 
has long since been resolved through 
the decay of the fake-left Zionists and 
the dominance of the open right. The 
‘left’ always served a cover for the right, 
but now they are a pathetic fig-leaf for 
it. 

The Jews are not a nation, but they 
have a pan-national bourgeoisie that 
had national aspirations and wanted a 
territorial asset to give expression to 
that. Once that territory was actually 
created, through manoeuvres with the 
imperialist powers, it led to a transfor-
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mation of the situation. Israel’s ‘Law of 
Return’ gives all Jews who fit Israel’s 
criteria of who is a Jew, anywhere in 
the world, automatic citizenship rights. 
That legal right to Israeli citizenship is a 
material force, which gives some peo-
ple power over and in preference to 
other people. It gives Jews overseas 
implicit power over the Arab inhabitants 
of Palestine. It does not make Jews a 
nation in the sense of Stalin’s famous 
definition of a nation in Marxism and the 
National Question, which still arguably 
contains the correct Marxist definition of 
a nation. But it is a material change that 
confers legal, national rights. It there-
fore means that Jews, under the he-
gemony of their own bourgeoisie as 
most other peoples of the world live 
under the hegemony of theirown bour-
geoisies, constitute a semi-nation under 
that hegemony. 

8. There is a common ethnocentric pro-
ject between the ruling class of Israel 
and the various hegemonic pro-Israel 
bourgeois Jewish organisations in a 
number of imperialist countries, central-
ly the United States. This pan-
imperialist Zionist bloc within the bour-
geoisie plays an active role in the op-
pression of the Palestinians. This bour-
geois current, which extends from the 
ruling class of Israel to penetrate deeply 
into the US ruling class (and to a lesser 
extent the ruling classes of several Eu-
ropean imperialist countries also) has 
some of the attributes of a national 
bourgeois formation without a single 
territory exclusive to itself. 

It is therefore both a powerful imperial-
ist formation, and deeply unstable. In 
this epoch of declining capitalism, it 
plays the role of a kind of ‘vanguard of 
the bourgeoisie’ – not quite the mirror-
image of Marxism but with aspirations 
along those lines. It has been instru-
mental in pushing the nationally limited 
imperialist bourgeoisies to partially 
transcend their own national particular-
isms. Hence the ‘traditional’ imperialist 
bourgeoisie, based on the nation-state, 
having overcome their previous fear of 
the supposedly proletarian-
internationalist role of the Jews as a 
result of the outcome of WWII, now 
regards Jewish ‘cosmopolitanism’ and 
bourgeois semi-internationalism as a 
good thing, and to a considerable de-
gree defers and follows the leadership 
of the Jewish/Zionist bourgeoisie. 

But this is unstable, and depends for its 
coherence on the maintenance of Israel 
as a Jewish state. Without that ethno-
centric entity in the Middle East, the 
Jewish layers in the ruling classes in 
the imperialist countries would have no 
focus to unite them; their 
‘internationalism’ (in reality tribalism) 
would collapse, and the Jewish bour-

geoisie would simply over time disap-
pear through assimilation into the na-
tional ruling classes of the imperialist 
countries. This bourgeois caricature of 
internationalism would collapse. 

Hence the rabid support of Israel by the 
bourgeois Jewish-ethnocentric fractions 
in the imperialist countries, their ability 
to maintain broader bourgeois support, 
and the failure of more seemingly ra-
tional voices in the ruling class to pre-
vail over them. This represents a kind 
of bourgeois class instinct as to its in-
terests against the proletariat, giving it 
additional political weapons against the 
genuinely internationalist aspirations of 
the working class movement. Unfortu-
nately, due to inadequate political lead-
ership, the left has until now failed to 
correctly deal with this problem. 

9. Understood properly then, maintain-
ing Israel’s status as a Jewish ethnoc-
racy is a strategic necessity for the sta-
bility of world capitalism. Conversely, 
for the same reasons, the dissolution of 
this ethnic tyranny and the assimilation 
of its Jewish population into a state of 
affairs where all of its inhabitants and 
refugees have equal political rights over 
all of historic Palestine is a priority of 
the working class worldwide. 

10.There is no ‘Jewish problem’ in the 
sense that the racist movements of the 
late 19th and early 20th Century tried to 
make out. There is however, by means 
of the activities of the Jewish bourgeoi-
sie, an additional factor of complexity in 
the relations between the imperialist 
ruling classes that in its distinctive way, 
threatens the world with barbarism in a 
novel and unexpected form. This is 
why, in many ways, the Israel/Palestine 
question is presently the most crucial 
and strategic question of world politics. 
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Some of the arguments used to justify 
the recent witchhunt in the Communist 
Platform of Left Unity by the Provisional 
Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain/Weekly Worker are 
a dead give-away about the anti-
communist nature of the purge. They 
also show pathetic ignorance of the tradi-
tion of classical Marxism on the Jewish 
question. For instance, the assertion in 
the PCC’s anathema that “The claim that 
Jews do not constitute a nation within 
Israel but they form a ‘semi-national 
identity’ globally is false and it is indeed 
what Zionist ideology claims” can only be 
interpreted as a brazen attack on both 
Leon Trotsky, who was writing prior to 
the formation of the state of Israel, and 
also Isaac Deutscher, who wrote post-
1947. Both of these classical Marxist 
figures went rather further than consider-
ing the Jews as a ‘semi-nation’.  Both of 
them considered the Jews to be a fully-
fledged nation. 

Trotsky wrote in 1937: 

“… the Jews of different countries have 
created their press and developed the 
Yiddish language as an instrument of 
modern culture. One must therefore 
reckon with the fact that the Jewish na-
tion will maintain itself for an entire 
epoch to come.  Now the nation cannot 
normally exist without a common territo-
ry. Zionism springs from this very 
idea.  But the facts of every passing day 
demonstrate that Zionism is incapable of 
resolving the Jewish ques-
tion…” (Interview with Jewish corre-
spondents in Mexico, January 18 1937, 
in Leon Trotsky on the Jewish Question, 
Pathfinder 1970) 

According to Jack Conrad/Moshe 
Machover ‘logic’, Trotsky must have ei-
ther been a Zionist, an anti-Semite, or 
both. 

Then there is Isaac Deutscher. He had a 
slightly different position, which appears 
to have been developed after the foun-
dation of Israel. Writing sometime around 
1966, he wrote: 

“It is a tragic and macabre truth that the 
greatest ‘re-definer’ of the Jewish identity 
has been Hitler; and this is one of his 
minor posthumous triumphs. Auschwitz 
was the terrible cradle of the new Jewish 
consciousness and the new Jewish na-
tion…. For those who have always 

stressed Jewishness and its continuity, it 
is strange and bitter to think that the ex-
termination of six million Jews should 
have given such a new lease of life to 
Jewry. I would have preferred the six 
million men, women and children to sur-
vive and Jewry to perish. It was from the 
ashes of six million Jews that the phoe-
nix of Jewry has risen. What a resurrec-
tion!” (Who is a Jew?, from The Non-
Jewish Jew and other Essays, Oxford 
1968, p50). 

Deutscher not only considered Jews to 
be a nation, he credits the Jewish 
‘national resurrection’ to Hitler! And to 
boot, he makes it quite clear that he 
would rather that Jewish identity cease 
to exist. Evidently he must be a vile anti-
Semite, and were he to have had the 
misfortune to be in the CPGB, he would 
have been excommunicated by its junior-
Matgamna understudies as an inveterate 
Jew-hater. 

Then there is the assertion in the Con-
rad/Machover motion that: 

“There are those who, for example, ex-
plain US backing for Israel on the basis 
of discovering a so-called “pan-
imperialist Zionist bloc”. The “traditional” 
imperialist bourgeoisie nowadays sup-
posedly “defers and follows” the 
“leadership of the Jewish-Zionist bour-
geoisie.” 

My position on this admittedly contains a 
new element, historically specific to the 
current time. However, it has its anteced-
ents in classical Marxism. There is 
Marx’s pungent view of Judaism akin to 
‘huckstering’, as worshipping money, 
and as a “general anti-social element ”, 
as expressed in On the Jewish Ques-
tion which Jack Conrad, despite some 
hypocritical disclaimers, considers to be 
anti-semitic, making his own strange 
‘excuses’ for Marx that he was merely 
using the prejudiced language of his 
time, in effect saying that Marx did not 
know any better. Classical Marxists tend 
to disagree: Abram Leon in The Jewish 
Question:A Marxist Interpretation praised 
“Karl Marx’s brilliant thought” in this es-
say. Deutscher also had a similar view: 

“Marx … surmounted the problem which 
tormented Heine… in his youthful and 
famous Zur Judenfrage. This was his 
unreserved rejection of Jewry. Apologists 
of Jewish orthodoxy and Jewish national-

ism have because of it violently attacked 
Marx as an ‘anti-Semite’. Yet I think Marx 
went to the very heart of the matter when 
he said that Jewry had survived ‘not in 
spite of history but in history and through 
history’, that it owed its survival to the 
distinctive role that Jews had played as 
agents of a money economy in environ-
ments which lived in a natural economy; 
that Judaism was essentially a theoreti-
cal epitome of market relationships  and 
the faith of the merchant, and that Chris-
tian Europe, as it developed from feudal-
ism to capitalism became Jewish in a 
sense.” (The Non-Jewish Jew, ibid, p32) 

So Deutscher thought Marx’s ‘prejudiced’ 
association of Jews with capitalism, 
money, usury etc.“got to the very heart of 
the matter”.  Such terrible anti-semitism, 
worthy of expulsion from any self-
respecting Matgamnaite/Conradite sect. 

Vanguard 

The concept of the Jewish bourgeois as 
a vanguard of the bourgeoisie also is 
prefigured in Deutscher: 

“… Remember what was the occasion 
on which Malculay pleaded … for politi-
cal equality of Jew and Gentile and for 
the Jew’s right to sit in the House of 
Commons. The occasion was the admis-
sion to the House of a Rothschild, the 
first Jew to sit in the House, the Jew 
elected as member for the City of Lon-
don. And Malculay’s argument was this: 
if we allow the Jew to manage our finan-
cial affairs for us, why should we not al-
low him to sit among us here in parlia-
ment, and have a say in the manage-
ment of all our public affairs? This was 
the voice of the bourgeois Christian who 
took a fresh look at Shylock and hailed 
him as brother.” (ibid, p 39) 

“Managing our financial affairs for us” 
means evidently that Rothschild was 
considered more competent than the 
‘bourgeois Christians’ in exercising this 
leadership function. Is this not the con-
cept of the Jewish bourgeois, in micro-
cosm, as the most class-conscious sec-
tion of the bourgeoisie? Such terrible anti
-semitism from Isaac Deutscher! 

I might add that I do not agree with Trot-
sky and Deutscher that the Jews are a 
nation. As someone influenced more by 
Abram Leon, I consider that what was 
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really involved in the Zionist project was 
a reactionary-utopian attempt – led by 
actual and aspiring Jewish bourgeois — 
to create a new nation out of the rem-
nants of the medieval Jewish people-
class. This was a reactionary form of 
social engineering because the Jews 
never had the territorial-related attributes 
to make a genuine nation in the modern 
sense. However, the successful creation 
of Israel in this regard constituted a ma-
terial change – while it did not make 
Jews a nation – it did create a new state-
power to which large numbers of Jews, 
certainly a majority, had a real quasi-
national loyalty. Thus, while it fell short of 
the criteria necessary to create a nation, 
this material change created some sort 
of quasi-national entity, to which the term 
‘semi-nation’ seems to me to be the best 
available approximation. 

The concept that like-minded sections of 
the bourgeoisie, with a common (semi)- 
‘national’ project can act across formal 
national lines to achieve their ‘national’ 
or class interests is a ‘conspiracy theory’ 
according to neo-Matgamnaite 
witchhunters in the CPGB. One wonders 
how they explain the creation of the Vi-
chy regime during the Second World 
War, when one section of the French 
bourgeoisie decided to capitulate in the 
war and collaborate with the Nazi-
German bourgeois state in order to sup-
press the French workers movement and 
persecute Jews (such ‘treachery’ was 
actually pretty common throughout Eu-
rope during WWII), while another wing of 
the French bourgeoisie, personified by 
De Gaulle, followed the opposite policy 
and fought the Nazi occupiers along with 
Germany’s opponents. 

Is this analysis of what happened – 
which is a historical commonplace and 
obviously true – also a ‘conspiracy theo-
ry’ comparable to that outlined in 
the Protocols of the Elders of Zion? If 
not, why not, since this narrative signifies 
a more drastic break with formal 
‘national’ loyalty than anything any Jew-
ish-Zionist bourgeois have done regard-
ing supporting Israel? 

“Conspiracy theory” 

Peter Manson, who never misses an 
opportunity to defend the British ruling 
class against accusations of racism 
whenever such accusations rear their 
heads, considers that the accusation that 
Jewish bourgeois components of what 
Trotsky and Deutscher considered to be 
a ‘nation’ should behave in the same 
way in supporting Israel’s dispossession 
of the Palestinians, to be a racist con-
spiracy theory. But he produces no con-
vincing explanation as to why it is impos-
sible or even improbable that bourgeois 
supporters of this project could act this 
way. 

Manson, with his gurus Conrad and 
Machover, thinks that, unlike French 
bourgeois who were prepared to unite 
with their imperialist rivals in Germany in 
acts of ‘treason’ to crush French workers 
and Jews, Jewish bourgeois will refrain 
from uniting with other Jewish bourgeois 
across national lines to crush Palestini-
ans and defenders of their rights in sup-
port of a (semi) ‘national’ project that has 
widespread Jewish support. He thinks 
that to investigate the relative weight of 
such Jewish bourgeois in the US bour-
geoisie ‘says more about the person 
quoting’ these figures than it does about 
such ruling class figures themselves, 
and makes the incredible assertion that 
there are principled Jewish ‘anti-
Zionists’ in the US ruling class!. Palestin-
ian victims of such things may think such 
assertions say much about the chauvin-
ism, illusions and blindness to oppres-
sion of Manson et al. 

Manson is again consistent here: just as 
he defends the British ruling class 
against allegations of racism at home, he 
defends the Zionist-Jewish bourgeoisie 
against allegations of co-ordinated sup-
port for oppression and mass-murder of 
Palestinians abroad. His consistency in 
both cases is clear – he defends ele-
ments of the ruling class against the op-
pressed and takes ruling class claims of 
‘anti-racism’ as good coin and gospel 
truth. His ‘anti-racist’ posture of contempt 
here is utterly contemptible, for what he 
is doing in all cases is defending ruling-
class racists from criticism from below, 
from the oppressed and their partisans. 

The meaning of this of course is that 
Manson, and more importantly his gurus, 
can only be characterised as centrist 
agents of the bourgeoisie in the workers 
movement. I trust they will not consider 
this Marxist characterisation as also evi-
dence of some kind of ‘conspiracy theo-
ry’, but given the low quality of the anti-
Marxist arguments used as supplemen-
tary means in this blatant effort to sup-
press and avoid debate, it would be no 
great surprise if they did say that. 

Tawdry 

There really is not much more to say 
about this tawdry anti-communist 
witchhunt, which would have meant, if 
such cretinous so-called ‘anti-racists’ as 
Jack Conrad, Moshe Machover, Mike 
McNair and Yassamine Mather had been 
around, the likes of Karl Marx, Abram 
Leon, Isaac Deutscher, and no doubt 
others, would have been disposed of 
also. Conrad says that my positions on 
the Jewish question mean that my views 
could only be featured on the letters 
page of the Weekly Worker, they will not 
publish any article by me for fear of be-
ing tainted by my supposedly ‘anti-
semitic’ views. 

In fact, this was their position even be-
fore this dispute on the Jewish question 
blew up. Mike McNair wrote a two-part 
series of articles attacking my views on 
imperialism in WW in April. I was denied 
the opportunity to reply except in the 
letters page. A substantial critique of 
aspects of the politics of the early Com-
munist International and Fourth Interna-
tional regarding imperialism was submit-
ted by me shortly afterwards: it was not 
published because the dominant trend in 
the CPGB leadership did not like it (see 
page 16) . I applied for membership of 
the CPGB in June, but was fobbed off on 
the excuse that aspects of my current 
personal/family responsibilities made it 
unlikely I could satisfy the financial re-
quirements of membership. Some may 
see this as a form of sexist discrimina-
tion, though I suspect a more straightfor-
wardly political motivation. So their claim 
to have decided not to take articles from 
me because of my recent outspoken 
views on Gaza is a lie. The slander of 
‘anti-semitism’ is just an excuse for a 
wider-ranging purge for my anti-
imperialist views in general. 

It is perfectly obvious also that Jack Con-
rad was unhappy, to say the least, that 
my firm and often-expressed opposition 
to his stupid and anti-Marxist line of ad-
vocating a boycott of the Scottish Inde-
pendence referendum, in favour of sup-
porting a principled ‘No’ vote, helped 
crystallise opposition in the CPGB to this 
anti-Marxist absurdity. There is an exten-
sive written record of this in the letters 
page of WW over the past few months. 
All this contributed to the real motive for 
this purge, which was anti-revolutionary 
and anti-communist, pure and simple. 

Another example of this was when, 
against the opposition of Conrad, McNair 
and others, on my proposal a positive 
reference to the Russian Revolution and 
Paris Commune was included in the 
founding statement of the Communist 
Platform in February. Jack Conrad stat-
ed that at some point this could be 
‘revisited’ and corrected (in his terms). 
You cannot really get more straightfor-
wardly anti-communist than that. 

Manson’s point in his article, implying 
that my analysis of the overrepresenta-
tion of Jewish bourgeois in the US bour-
geoisie supposedly implies hostility to 
the important role played by revolution-
ary Jewish militants such as Trotsky in 
the Russian Communist movement, is a 
bizarre slander, given the hostility of the 
CPGB leadership to positive evocation of 
the Russian Revolution itself. 

In fact, my draft theses on the Jewish 
question clearly states that the vanguard 
role of the internationalist-minded Jewish 
comrades in the workers movement in 
Russia and elsewhere was a profoundly 
good and progressive thing. It really 
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takes chutzpah for these anti-communist 
centrists to try to twist a point made 
about the racist role of Jewish bourgeois 
within imperialist ruling classes against 
the Palestinians, into a supposed attack 
on the Russian Revolution and its Jew-
ish militants, given the hostility of the 
CPGB’s leading hacks to the Russian 
Revolution itself. I suppose Manson, 
Conrad and others learned such smear 
tactics in the Stalinist movement. 

Platform dead 

Though there is little point in Conrad and 
co changing their Platform: the Com-
munist Platform is dead in any case – it 
has not recruited a single new supporter 
in Left Unity since its foundation in Feb-
ruary. The membership of the CPGB 
was evidently under great pressure to 
vote the same way, irrespective of any 
doubts (even if not whipped SWP-style, 
which is not clear), at the meeting of 
September 14th. The would-be purge 
motion was obviously framed by Conrad 
and Machover in such a manner that 
anyone voting against it automatically 
put themselves outside both the Com-
munist Platform and the CPGB. Which is 
evidently why the attendance was pretty 
low at the September 14

th
 meeting: such 

bureaucratic purges are not inspiring 
occasions but only produce demoralisa-
tion and decline. 

Pity their purge motion was rendered 
inoperative by a principled amendment, 
causing the CPGB ranks to merely vote 
against their own democratic rights, and 
against the equality of all peoples and 
forms of racism, after I had left the plat-
form. My amendment pointed out the 
racist nature of the dominant privileging 
of ‘anti-semitism’ above racism to en-
compass meaningful criticism of oppres-
sion of other peoples by  Jews. Manson 
incredibly contends that this is not the 
dominant discourse in British politics 
concerning Israel. In that sense, as in-
deed in so many others, he is an apolo-
gist for the racism of the imperialist bour-
geoisie and part of that discourse him-
self, with his comrades. 

Appalling politics 

A couple of other examples of the appal-
ling politics behind the CPGB’s purge is 
in the document Yassamine Mather – a 
key architect of the purge – put forward 
for ‘discussion’ at the Communist Plat-
form meeting on the 14 – after my the-
ses on the Jewish Question had been 
ruled out of order by means of their 
thought crime motion, with its implicit 
threat against anyone voting against it. 
Mather’s document effectively rejects the 
collective ‘right of return’ for the Palestin-
ian victims of ethnic cleansing, but it 
does by means of typical centrist double-
talk: 

“… for a democratic settlement to be 
possible, Palestinians must have the 
right of return. This is a right of habitua-
tion decided upon individually, or by fam-
ily group. It is not a demand for a folk 
movement of the entire diaspora – which 
now inhabits not just Jordan, Kuwait, the 
Gulf States, Saudi Arabia, etc, but the 
US and many countries in Western Eu-
rope too. Communists demand substan-
tial compensation for the Palestinian 
people as a whole from the state of Isra-
el for the historic injustice that was per-
petrated upon them.” 

So atomised individuals and families are 
generously given the right to return, but 
not the Palestinian people as a whole 
who were expelled as a people, not indi-
vidually. This essentially subordinates 
Palestinian rights to the ‘rights’ of those 
who took away their land, a position that 
does not even defend consistent democ-
racy.  Despite some florid, rhetorical con-
demnation of the recent Gaza massacre 
as ‘an outrage’ against ‘democratic opin-
ion’, it expressed its ‘understanding’ for 
the Israeli-organised bloodbath in the 
most disgusting terms. 

“Israel lives alongside those it dispos-
sessed in perpetual conflict and war. 
Understandably, the Israeli population 
feels under siege and therefore willingly 
– desperate and maddened – supports, 
urges on, even the most misjudged acts 
of Israeli state terrorism in the vain hope 
of crushing the Palestinians and ending 
the perpetual state of conflict, war and 
oppression.” 

This is a disgusting apologia, and not 
simply for the word ‘understandably’ 
which is applied here to grossly inhuman 
behaviour like Israeli Jews sitting in deck 
chairs on high ground overlooking the 
Gaza Strip and cheering on the IDF as it 
bombed the hell out of Palestinian civil-
ians. Applying the word “understandably” 
to this activity is very indicative of which 
side Mather’s sympathies lie, and it isn’t 
with the Palestinians, that’s for sure. But 
what is even more disgusting is the im-
plication that the Israeli population is 
supporting “crushing” Palestinians in 
order to end “conflict, war and oppres-
sion”  If she had been around in the 
1930s, with this method, she would have 
no doubt have been charmed by Hitler’s 
sometime claim that all he wanted to do 
was bring ‘peace’ to Europe. 

At least when Germany was engaged in 
the mass murder of Jews, its population 
was living under a draconian dictator-
ship, and reasonably feared torture and 
death at any sign of opposition. These 
people are cheering on bloody murder in 
conditions of political freedom (for Jews 
only) and Mather says that they are do-
ing it ‘understandably’ and with the aim 
of ending conflict, war and oppression
(!!!) 

With these views, it is no wonder she 
was so keen to see me removed from 
the Communist Platform. I would have 
been a dangerous opponent of the adop-
tion of these disgusting views. 

Galloway 

The other indication of the real driving 
force of this purge is the CPGB’s attitude 
to the criminal attack by a fascistic Jew-
ish extremist on George Galloway on 
29th August.  I first raised this event at a 
CPGB seminar the following day. I was 
shocked to find that there was no men-
tion of it in the Weekly Worker issued the 
following Thursday, four days later. I 
raised this repeatedly on email, circulat-
ing two different articles: one from a prin-
cipled Tory (!) journalist, condemning the 
attack, and one from a fairly middle-of-
the-road blogger satirising the lack of 
condemnation from any mainstream 
MP’s for this violent and anti-democratic 
assault. At the September 14 meeting I 
raised the absence of condemnation 
again, the retort was that this had been 
an oversight, the WW Ed board had 
somehow ‘forgotten’ the issue, and it 
would be in the following issue. 

It was no real surprise that, among the 
Matgamnaite crap about supposed ‘anti-
semitism’, there was still no mention, let 
alone condemnation, of the Galloway 
assault the following week. That 
means three weeks and no mention of 
this blatant attack on free speech. 

What is abundantly clear that, far from 
defending the rights of free speech of 
radical opponents of Israel’s terror 
against the Palestinians, which have 
come under attack on the basis of utterly 
false and mendacious allegation of ‘anti-
semitism’ against those targeted, the 
CPGB/WW has decided to join in the 
attack. Failing to condemn a blatant, 
criminal assault on the most radical left-
wing MP in Britain, along with every oth-
er Tory, Labour, Liberal, Nationalist MP 
with the honourable exception of the 
Green Party MP Caroline Lucas, shows 
that the CPGB/WW have utterly be-
trayed their supposed commitment to 
free speech and defending democratic 
rights, in fear of being branded ‘anti-
semitic’ by the bourgeoisie and its more 
influential agents in the workers move-
ment. 

Thus the CPGB itself, in terms of its real 
world activity, as opposed to its vapid 
and hypocritical rhetoric, joined in the 
pro-Israel imperialist backlash against 
the exposure of Israeli crimes, and con-
ducted its own mini anti-communist 
witchhunt as part of what in France is 
called the ‘Sacred Union’ in support of 
Israel and its own ruling class. 
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Below we  have effectively two counterposed motions from the 14 September meeting of the Communist Platform of Left Uni-

ty. The first being actually an amendment to the second. The purpose of the second, however, was to bureaucratically prevent 

a proper debate of the draft Theses on the Jews and Modern Imperialism (see page 6). These theses contain the theoretical 

basis for the militant anti-racist article on the front page of this issue of Communist Explorations. 

The effect of the top motion is to refuse to allow Jewish racist crimes against Arabs and others to be excused by an exploita-

tion of past crimes against Jews. It notes the fundamental equality of all forms of racism, and locates the roots of racism in 

material relations of oppression. The effect of the second motion is to ban communist criticism of organised racist movements 

such as AIPAC, the Labour/Conservative/Lib Dem Friends of Israel, CRIF (France), etc, and their supporters in the ruling clas-

ses for acting, as they openly do, on an ethnocentric agenda, collaborating across national lines to support the oppression 

and dispossession  of the Palestinians. It is a Zionist-apologetic, witch-hunting motion than in reality says that Jewish sensibili-

ties are more important than Palestinian rights.. 

1. The Oxford Dictionary Online contains 
the following definitions of racism: “1. 
The belief that all members of each race 
possess characteristics, abilities, or qual-
ities specific to that race, especially so 
as to distinguish it as inferior or superior 
to another race or races; 2. Prejudice, 
discrimination, or antagonism directed 
against someone of a different race 
based on the belief that one’s own race 
is superior” 

Communists regard race as merely a 
social construct. Yet given that, the 
above is common to all racism. For us, 
all peoples are equal and all racism 
equally to be opposed. 

 The term ‘anti-Semitism’ is unscientific 
(Arabs are semites too) and was coined 
by racists to describe themselves, but 
originally signified hatred of all Jews.  It 
has since undergone ‘definition-creep’ by 
Zionists and their apologists.  Its current 
meaning condemns prejudice against all 

Jews, but also meaningful criticism, dis-
cussion and analysis, even by other 
Jews, of oppressive Jewish behaviour 
against others. 

 E.g. criticism of the Jewish bourgeoisie 
for operating across national lines in op-
pressing Palestinians is equated with 
theProtocols of Zion, which posited a 
conspiracy of Jewish capitalists and 
communists to dominate the world. Bour-
geoisies everywhere ‘conspire’ against 
their enemies, along and frequently 
across national lines, like “a real Free-
masonry vis-a-vis the working 
class” (Marx). Such equations of analy-
sis of normal capitalist behaviour with 
racist ‘conspiracy theory’ can only come 
from centrist agents of the bourgeoisie. 

Communists reject a separate category 
of ‘anti-semitism’, distinct from and wider
-cast than actual racism against other 
peoples. We consider this a racist con-
cept, giving representatives of one peo-

ple a weapon against criticisms whose 
legitimacy no one on the left would ques-
tion if made against other peoples. It is 
an ideological weapon against the Pales-
tinians, preventing understanding of, and 
struggle against, their situation. 

 We equally oppose racism against 
Jews, Arabs, Blacks, Irish, and all peo-
ples, as defined above. All racisms share 
this definition – hostility to all in the tar-
geted group. 

 2. All forms of racism as defined above, 
including anti-Jewish racism, are incom-
patible with membership of the Com-
munist Platform. The privileging of so-
called anti-semitism, based on an entire-
ly different definition as noted above, is a 
violation of the principle of the equality of 
peoples and thereby a form of racism, 
and is also incompatible with Com-
munism 

Anti-racist text—Ian Donovan amendment 

1. Advocacy of anti-Semitic ideas is not 
the exclusive preserve of the far right. As 
can be seen with the writings of Prou-
dhon and Bakunin, there is a left anti-
Semitism too. Sadly that is still the case. 

2. There are those, who, for example, 
explain US backing for Israel on the ba-
sis of discovering a so-called “pan-
imperialist Zionist bloc”. The “traditional” 
imperialist bourgeoisie nowadays sup-
posedly “defers and follows” the 
“leadership of the Jewish-Zionist bour-
geoisie.” 
All variants of this conspiracy theory – 
antisemitic or otherwise – are reaction-

ary because they implicitly exculpate US 
imperialism. 
The claim that Jews do not constitute a 
nation within Israel but they form a “semi
-national identity” globally is false and it 
is indeed what Zionist ideology claims. 

3. Such regressive politics do nothing to 
defend besieged Palestinians. Anti-
Semitism, especially its leftwing version, 
plays directly into the hands of the Israeli 
government, its Zionist supporters and 
social imperialist apologists.The claim 
that Israel represents “The Jews” world-
wide and acts on their behalf is common 
to Zionist ideology and to antisemitism.  

Zionist ideology draws the conclusion 
that opposition to Israel (except perhaps 
that of the mildest form) is anti-semitic.  
The antisemitic anti-Zionism of fools 
draws the conclusion that The Jews 
worldwide share culpability for Israel’ 
crimes. 

4. Anti-Semitism is incompatible with 
membership of the Communist Platform. 

Zionist Apologia—Jack Conrad/Moshe Machover Motion 
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The following is an updated version of 
an article first published on the com-
munist Explorations website on Septem-
ber 24, shortly after the Scottish referen-
dum. 

The narrow defeat of the Scottish inde-
pendence referendum was seen as a 
relief by the core of the British ruling 
class. But in a sense, it is a relief for par-
tisans of the working class also. This 
may seem incongruous. How can a vic-
tory for the core of the ruling class not be 
a defeat for the working class? A pointer 
to this is contained in a salient point 
once made by the Russian Revolution-
ary leader Leon Trotsky: 

“In ninety cases out of a hundred the 
workers actually place a minus sign 
where the bourgeoisie places a plus 
sign. In ten cases however they are 
forced to fix the same sign as the bour-
geoisie but with their own seal, in which 
is expressed their mistrust of the bour-
geoisie. The policy of the proletariat is 
not at all automatically derived from the 
policy of the bourgeoisie, bearing only 
the opposite sign – this would make eve-
ry sectarian a master strategist; no, the 
revolutionary party must each time orient 
itself independently in the internal as 
well as the external situation, arriving at 
those decisions which correspond best 
to the interests of the proletariat.” (Learn 
To Think: A Friendly Suggestion to Cer-
tain Ultra-Leftists, May 1938) 

The British ruling class, in its dotage in 
terms of capitalist de-development and 
decline, is no longer able to guarantee 
the coherence of its own national state in 
the face of centrifugal nationalist forces, 
including some within its own class, and 
faces a real possibility of state fragmen-
tation. This might be true, but that does 
not make it a progressive development. 

More to the point is that there is a histori-
cally constituted working class on the 
island of Great Britain, which has in liv-
ing memory engaged in major waves of 
class struggle in a coordinated manner 
across the borders of England, Scotland 
and Wales. It is not in the interest of the 
working class to fragment along national 
lines just because bourgeois politics is 
tending to manifest that tendency. For 
the working class, unity is strength, and 
it is in our interests as a class to seek 
the greatest possible voluntary unity of 
the working class. National antagonisms 
are poison to the working class. In the 

absence of a good reason to do so, e,g. 
overcoming a situation of oppression or 
some other existing deep divisions in the 
class, to advocate separation of workers 
into different states is to advocate de-
stroying what working class unity actual-
ly exists. Even if class struggle is at a 
very low ebb, that remains the case. 

Left weakness 

It is a sign of the weakness, not primarily 
organisational but political, of the left 
both in England and Scotland, that so 
many of them failed to make these ele-
mentary points. Many did exactly the 
opposite, from the SWP to the Socialist 
Party, to the remnants of both sides of 
the Scottish Socialist Party split, to 
smaller fragments like Chris Bambery’s 
International Socialist Group, and the 
feeble rump of United Secretariat people 
in England and Scotland. All gave up on 
the working class struggle across this 
island and advocated Scottish independ-
ence as a supposed short-cut to a minia-
ture social-democratic utopia. 

Of course, even within the working class 
movement, many of those against inde- 
pendence were reformists, flawed by 
British nationalism. The most obvious 
being the Morning Star/Communist Party 
of Great Britain, whose formally correct 
position on this issue is like a stopped 
clock – right twice a day, but otherwise 
wrong. The chauvinism against the EU 
characteristic of this party is hardly con-
ductive to working class unity, as shown 
by their initiation of the No2EU left-UK-
nationalist electoral coalitions in the past 
two European elections. Trotsky’s warn-
ing about putting a minus where the rul-
ing class puts a plus also applies to 
these Stalinists. 

A more left-wing reformist is George 
Galloway, who to his credit in the early 
days of No2EU, refused to support this 
campaign because of its anti-European 
nationalism. The Respect MP cam-
paigned tirelessly against separation, 
independently of the chauvinist ‘Better 
Together’ crowd. Instead of indulging in 
their kind of bullying and scaremonger-
ing about the terrible consequences of 
independence economically, he put cor-
rect working class arguments about the 
need to defeat the bosses across the 
whole of this island through class unity. 
His arguments were marred to an extent 
by utopianism over the Second World 
War – the argument that together 

‘we’ (the English, Scots, Welsh)  beat 
Hitlerite fascism. I suspect this did not 
mean very much to today’s young peo-
ple and was something of a blank shot. 

But such was his effectiveness that in 
desperation, after the opinion polls 
turned briefly in favour of separation a 
week or two before the actual referen-
dum, the No campaign turned to Gallo-
way to represent them in the final BBC 
Question Time before the vote, in a set-
ting that was more like a large public 
rally than the usual format. How effective 
this was is not entirely clear, he was 
possibly slightly below par, though this 
may be explained because he had a 
week earlier sustained a vicious assault 
at the hands of a Zionist thug in London. 
But the SNP were incensed and some 
claimed that Galloway had accused 
them of being Nazis, a nonsensical alle-
gation that they could not substantiate 
from the programme itself. 

Such antics are beneath Galloway, who 
however flawed and linked to the need 
for a ‘real’ Labour government across 
the UK, hardly a genuine strategy to 
abolish capitalism, at least put forward 
some arguments with real working class 
content against the nationalists, includ-
ing the ‘left’ fringe. 

Demented 

However, they are not beneath some of 
the more stupid elements on the centrist 
left, e.g. the Weekly Worker/CPGB. The 
actual political line they (or rather their 
majority) advocated was absurd and 
pathetic, calling for a boycott of the refer-
endum, which in the real world (as op-
posed to self-delusion) meant that they 
were indifferent whether Scotland broke 
away from the UK or not, and to the in-
evitable result from such a break of a 
deep schism in the working class move-
ment in these islands. To cover this non-
sense, as the referendum approached, 
the propaganda they aimed at the issue 
got more and more demented, with the 
left-social democratic nonsense of the 
Scottish left, Sheridan etc, being com-
pared with fascists and the  Nazi party, 
and  “Benito Mussolini, Joseph Goeb-
bels and Gregor Strasser” (see Jack 
Conrad’s Yes campaign: In false col-
ours, Weekly Worker, 11 Sept.) 

This is utter demented crap, and remi-
niscent of third period and Maoist 
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‘fascist’-baiting of rivals on the left. It is 
also a form of political Tourette’s, a fee-
ble verbal tic, a sign of a contradiction in 
the organisation of the CPGB, and possi-
bly even of a cleavage in the psychology 
of its author. For if the Yes campaign, 
and even or especially its most left-wing 
exponents, can be validly compared with 
Mussolini and Hitler’s henchmen, why 
then did Conrad not even dare to advo-
cate a No vote to this terrible thing? Per-
haps Conrad might retort that voting is 
powerless in face of such a threat, thus 
digging himself deeper into a third-period 
hole. Or perhaps he does not want to 
venture that near to bedlam … as yet. 

It is a pathetic example of an attempt to 
compensate for programmatic weakness 
by verbal violence. The programmatic 
impact of the CPGB’s abstentionist posi-
tion, apart from its indifference to sepa-
ration itself, is that it fails to burn its 
bridges to either side. It can be all things 
to all people, or perhaps engage in a 
tame and meaningless platonic ‘tactical’ 
disagreement with both sides while pre-
tending in its own mind to be ultra-
‘radical’. It was interesting to observe the 
way this question developed in the 
CPGB, having gained some access to its 
internal life during my bloc with them in 
the Communist Platform. 

This is a riven organisation, with three or 
four hacks who really will lie blatantly in 
political debates when it suits them. 
Then there is a slightly less-central layer 
who fear conflict, and seek to hold the 
organisation together. Such people can 
be partly won over in debate over things 
like the Scottish independence referen-
dum, because they have some real 
sense of political reality. But as soon as 
pressure is applied by the hacks, they 
spring back, and will renounce their re-
cent rationality with a fervour. The hope 
of the organisation is that there is a 
younger layer, and also several middle-
level cadre of real independence of 
mind, who though they are politically soft 
on the hacks and their critique is some-
times less than fully robust, nevertheless 
do have a window on social reality out-
side of the environs of Hampstead Heath 
and therefore are likely to find them-
selves at odds with Conrad’s 
‘eccentricities’ in the future. Those who 
develop their own independent view of 
reality through experience are always a 
danger to left-wing cults and sects. 

Aftermath 

In the aftermath of the referendum result, 
and the promises of ‘devo max’ that 
were made by the No side in a desper-
ate attempt to shore up the union, there 
is now disarray both in the Tory/Liberal 
coalition, and in the Labour Party. 
Salmond has stepped down now that his 
referendum plan has failed. The Tory 
ranks are in revolt, this time not over 

Europe, but over ‘devo max’ conces-
sions. They are demanding the exclusion 
of Scottish MP’s from deciding matters 
concerning England, the ‘West Lothian 
question’. This is implicitly pointing to 
attempts of the Tories to use English 
nationalism as a weapon in the General 
Election, or, alternatively, to this being 
another issue that can pull the Tories in 
different directions as with Europe. 

The demand for an  English parliament 
is implicit in this, and is a reactionary 
idea that must be opposed. You can im-
agine UKIP going for this in terms of 
right-wing populism, except that it might 
be viewed by them as a dangerous inno-
vation that could foster centrifugal forces 
threatening to the unity of the UK. 

Labour meanwhile is in a different quan-
dary. In solidly working class Glasgow, 
historically its heartland, the majority of 
the electorate voted Yes. Not only that, 
but Labour’s performance was so lack-
lustre that they had to rely on hitherto 
despised figures such as Gordon Brown, 
seeking to re-invent himself as some-
thing to the left of his role as Blair’s neo-
liberal sidekick and rival. They even had 
to turn to Galloway for help at the end of 
the campaign. The possibility of a Tory 
campaign  to exclude Scottish MPs’ 
votes from ‘English’ issues could cripple 
a future Labour government, even 
though for reasons of self-interest such 
proposals will likely be vetoed by the Lib 
Dems prior to the General Election. 

Labour has done itself enormous dam-
age in Scotland by running a joint cam-
paign with the Tories against Salmond’s 
referendum. Even common sense, not to 
mention basic class criteria, dictated that 
it was necessary for working class or-
ganisations to campaign under a sepa-
rate banner, for counterposed class pro-
grammes, against the nationalists.  

Labour in Scotland have become so 
tainted by their joint campaign with Cam-
eron that it looks like Labour face a near 
wipe-out in Scotland at the hands of the 
SNP in the General Election. They have 
lost their leader in Scotland over this: it 
could even deprive Labour of victory in 
the General Election next year. The very 
New Labour referendum campaign, with-
out one iota of class politics, has back-
fired to the extent that if the referendum 
were re-run today, it is likely that the Yes 
camp would win. This is the only kind of 
pyrrhic ’victory’ that Labour’s continued 
grovelling to the ruling class can win. 

Democratic demands and socialism 

This is a fraught mix. There are demo-
cratic deficits on this island even in bour-
geois terms. These can create divisions 
in the working class, and exacerbate 
existing divisions, making united struggle 

more difficult. Thus we need to raise 
democratic solutions to such questions – 
we cannot just leave them till after a fu-
ture revolution.  Since such questions 
are among the many obstacles to such a 
revolution, failing to advance solutions 
here and now only helps these obstacles 
pile up higher. 

A federal republic would seem like a rea-
sonable demand to make, giving the 
right to secede constitutional status and 
thus helping cement voluntary unity. But 
there is one important drawback—the 
English parliament. Given the lop-sided 
social and economic development of 
England over the last several decades, 
an English parliament will be dominated 
by the South East and London, which 
means neo-liberal, overtly capitalist forc-
es, sucking the blood out of the rest of 
the country. This is profoundly undemo-
cratic, and needs to be done away with. 

A federal republic of England, Wales, 
and a federation of autonomous English 
regions could be a real democratic ad-
vance in that sense, with regional as-
semblies in the North, Midlands, South 
West, Cornwall, as well as London/South 
East, having devolved to them similar 
powers to devo-max in Scotland (and 
Wales). Only the overall finances of the 
federation should be in federal hands, 
and this should be dealt out on the basis 
of equal say for all components of this 
federation, not London domination 
through Westminster as now. Much of 
this idea has yet to be elaborated, but it 
needs to be linked with a political re-
arming of the working class through the 
use of democratic slogans, combining 
them with economic demands and de-
mands for freedom from Britain’s oppres-
sive, anti-working class, Thatcherite 
trade union laws. 

Obviously this need to be linked to a 
much broader programme for working 
class state power, and the abolition of 
the repressive forces of the state that 
defend capitalism. That is somewhat 
beyond the scope of this article, but 
hopefully it does provide some pointers 
in that direction. 
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In this article I will first of all address the 
question of the early Comintern’s ‘Anti-
Imperialist United Front’ (AIUF), its rights 
and wrongs, and its application by the 
Comintern both in its revolutionary period 
and later. Later I will also address related 
weaknesses and inconsistencies in the 
early Comintern’s approach to imperial-
ism, how those weaknesses have im-
pacted on the left since, and how they 
can be corrected in our practice today. 
This will actually be quite a wide-ranging 
critique of some weaknesses in orthodox 
‘Leninist’ theory, and will not abstain 
from criticising (when necessary) even 
people with the highest authority in the 
early 20

th
 Century Communist move-

ment: Lenin and Trotsky. But this is done 
from the standpoint of acceptance of 
Lenin’s understanding of imperialism, 
and an attempt to deal with some im-
portant, but secondary, flaws in that un-
derstanding. 

The AIUF was put forward in the Theses 
on the Eastern Question at the Fourth 
Congress of the Communist International 
in 1922.  It was an attempt to extend the 
concept of the United Front1 developed 
by the Comintern for the workers move-
ment of the advanced countries, to the 
very different circumstances of backward 
colonial and semi/ex-colonial countries. 
The concept of the United Front is pretty 
simple – though the devil is in the detail 
as we shall touch upon here. Com-
munists are the part of the working class 
movement that represents its historic 
interests, both in immediate struggles 
and ultimately in those struggles that 
pose the need for the working class to 
take power. But in all countries where 
the working class is the decisive section 
of the population, the workers movement 
is dominated by pro-capitalist bureaucra-
cies and misleaders, who act as a brake 
on the movement and systematically 
betray struggles that threaten the capital-
ist system. 

Therefore, a crucial aim of communists is 
to win workers away from these mislead-
ers. But this cannot be done simply by 
denunciation; but only through the work-
ers’ own experience. Therefore com-
munists must tirelessly promote the unity 
of the workers movement in action, in 
struggles, and simultaneously demand 

that the existing misleaders unite with 
them for offense or defence against the 
bosses, as befits the situation. They 
must, through their criticism, expose the 
vacillation and treachery of the mislead-
ers so that the workers embrace com-
munist views and strategy through this 
experience, learning which programme 
really defends their interests. This is a 
long, hard battle of struggle and expo-
sure, in which communists must be seen 
as the most consistent partisans of class 
unity against the sectionalism and oppor-
tunism of the non-communist leaders, 
and therefore in time gain hegemony. 

This becomes more complex when there 
are different political parties involved in 
the movement: reformists and com-
munists. Then the question of class unity 
impinges into politics; ultimately the 
workers need political unity also. But the 
reformist parties want to share power 
with the ruling class, sometimes in coali-
tion with openly capitalist parties, always 
by administering the capitalists’ state. 
Since that state machine defends capital, 
it follows that ultimately all governments 
that administer it must do the same. 
When there is a high level of class con-
sciousness among the workers, the need 
for a working class government comes 
onto the agenda. 

Governments of reformist parties defend 
capital. Exposing this fact to the workers, 
so that a genuine workers government 
can abolish capitalism and the ruling 
class, is a complex task. It must involve 
higher forms of united front activity, such 
as communists demanding that the re-
formists take office in the existing state 
alone, without coalition partners, to ex-
pose their servility to the existing state. It 
may involve communists doing political 
work within reformist parties, organising 
sympathetic trends to the communist 
party within them, or even seeking affilia-
tion of communist parties to bigger re-
formist parties in order to fight within 
them. In some conditions a communist 
organisation may join a larger non-
communist workers party as a whole, to 
fuse with a significant left wing within 
it.  And it could involve agitation for the 
reformist party to form a joint govern-
ment with the communists, outside the 
framework of the existing state, when 

there is mass resonance for such an 
idea among the workers who support the 
reformist party. 

These are all variations of the tactic of 
the united front. The original slogan that 
sums up the united front is ‘march sepa-
rately, strike together’, so that the maxi-
mum unity is obtained, while the de-
mands and aims of the communists are 
not mixed up with those of the reformists. 
But that idea, of marching separately, 
becomes much less clear when the high-
er forms of the united front are in opera-
tion, such as critical support in elections, 
affiliation, joining a reformist party to fight 
within, or the demand for the workers 
government. It is then not easy to keep 
the banners entirely separate in formal 
terms; what is relied on instead is the 
power of the communist programme to 
draw lines of demarcation and prevent 
confusion between the aims and tactics 
of the communists, and those of the re-
formists. 

With the so-called ‘Anti-Imperialist United 
Front’, the early Comintern tried to ex-
tend this concept from the workers 
movement, to the struggle against impe-
rialism in the dependent countries. This 
does not really work, as there is one cru-
cial difference between the situations: 
the UF in its classic form was the united 
front of a class, for the achievement of 
the historic objectives of that class and 
defeating opportunism that acted against 
this. As such, the classic UF is obviously 
applicable within the workers movements 
of dependent countries; similar tactics 
can be employed to expose the mislead-
ership of reformists and other trends 
(including labour supporters of bourgeois 
liberation movements) in these condi-
tions also. 

The ‘anti-imperialist’ form of United Front 
the Comintern advocated, however, went 
further than that, was inadequately theo-
rised and highly problematic, because it 
was not a matter of using such tactics to 
fight for the interests of a class, but ra-
ther of using such tactics in a situation 
when forces belonging to fundamentally 
different classes were in play, against a 
temporary common enemy, the imperial-
ists. These classes were the indigenous 
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bourgeoisie, different urban and rural 
sections of the petty-bourgeoisie, and 
often a massive, differentiated peasant 
class.  The peasantry being an op-
pressed class that straddles capitalist 
and pre-capitalist social relations; in 
some conditions outright pre-capitalist 
formations have played a role also on 
either side. 

I am not disputing that the working class 
has an interest in expelling and defeating 
imperialist incursions and occupations of 
backward countries, and allying tempo-
rarily with bourgeois and even pre-
bourgeois forces to defeat the imperial-
ists. I am 100% in favour of that and 
share the views of Lenin and the early 
Comintern. For instance, the following 
passage is exemplary: 

“The refusal of Communists in the East 
to take part in the fight against imperialist 
tyranny, on the pretext of their supposed 
‘defence’ of independent class interests, 
is the worst kind of opportunism and can 
only discredit the proletarian revolution in 
the East”2 

But calling this an ‘Anti-Imperialist United 
Front’, and failing to properly theorise 
and make clear what this does not have 
in common with the classic united front 
within the workers movement was a seri-
ous strategic/programmatic error, which 
caused problems even in the days of the 
early Comintern, before Stalinism. It also 
provided precedents that were later used 
by Stalinism to lead the workers of China 
and other places to bloody disasters. 

The words ‘Anti-Imperialist United Front’ 
were first used at the Fourth Congress. 
But the strategy was put forward before 
then, on an empirical basis. It is an aca-
demic approach to say that its origin was 
only when this term was written down. 
The ambiguities were there early on and 
not resolved by the Eastern Ques-
tion theses. For instance at the Second 
Congress of the Comintern, in the ses-
sion on the national and colonial ques-
tions, Lenin in his report said: 

“I should like especially to emphasize the 
question of the bourgeois-democratic 
movement in backward countries…. 
There is not the slightest doubt that eve-
ry national movement can only be a 
bourgeois-democratic movement, for the 
overwhelming mass of the population in 
backward countries consists of peasants 
who represent bourgeois-capitalist rela-
tions. It would be utopian to believe that 
proletarian parties, if indeed they can 
emerge in these backward countries, 
could pursue communist tactics and a 
communist policy without establishing 
definite relations with the peasant move-
ment and without giving it effective sup-
port. . . . 

“[W]e, as Communists, should and will 
support bourgeois liberation movements 

in the colonies only when they are genu-
inely revolutionary, and when their expo-
nents do not hinder our work of educat-
ing and organizing the peasantry and the 
broad mass of the exploited in a revolu-
tionary spirit. . . .”3 

This was rendered into the theses 
passed in a modified form: 

“the need for a determined struggle 
against attempts to give a communist 
colouring to bourgeois-democratic libera-
tion trends in the backward countries; 
the Communist International should sup-
port bourgeois-democratic national 
movements in colonial and backward 
countries only on condition that, in these 
countries, the elements of future prole-
tarian parties, which will be communist 
not only in name, are brought together 
and trained to understand their special 
tasks, i.e, those of the struggle against 
the bourgeois-democratic movements 
within their own nations. The Communist 
International must enter into a temporary 
alliance with bourgeois democracy in the 
colonial and backward countries, but 
should not merge with it, and should un-
der all circumstances uphold the inde-
pendence of the proletarian movement 
even if it is in its most embryonic form”

4
 

It’s worth noting the change of ‘condition’ 
in the endorsed text, from Lenin’s origi-
nal formulation. The latter wording is 
algebraic, leaving open the question of 
whether the bourgeois movements will 
be ‘really revolutionary’ or not, and defin-
ing this ‘really revolutionary’ nature ac-
cording to whether or not they will 
‘hinder’ the communists’ independent 
organisation of the ‘peasantry and the 
broad mass of the exploited’ in a 
‘revolutionary spirit’. 

This formulation did not find its way into 
the text, but its influence was considera-
ble nevertheless. What was substituted 
was a stringent-sounding condition as to 
need for ‘elements’ of the ‘future prole-
tarian party’ to be ‘brought together’ and 
trained in class independence from the 
bourgeoisie. The perspective of a 
‘temporary alliance’ with the nationalists 
is put forward instead, but communists 
are forbidden to ‘merge’ with them, and 
to uphold class ‘independence’ even if 
embryonic. 

But this is enormously ambiguous when 
you are dealing with complex relations in 
fluid situations of the struggles of a varie-
ty of classes who struggle against each 
other as well as being involved in con-
flicts with an imperialist oppressor. The 
algebraic formulation in Lenin’s speech 
is based on an illusion; the bourgeoisie 
will never ‘not hinder’ (even in a subtle 
manner, given a particular relationship of 
forces), communists in organising the 
broad mass of the oppressed. That 
would be against their class nature. 

Even more importantly, these speeches 
and resolutions do not clarify what 
‘support for the bourgeois-democratic 
movement’ actually means.  Could it 
mean joining it and acting as a com-
munist faction within it, or does that con-
stitute ‘merging’ with it? Or is this a cau-
tion against political ‘merger’ only, i.e. 
‘giving a communist coloration’ to the 
bourgeois movements? Does it mean 
supporting struggles led by it from the 
outside, but maintaining a strict public 
separation and only doing fraction work 
within this movement from the perspec-
tive of building a rival, proletarian-
communist party? There is no clarity 
here. This later allowed the Stalinists to 
drive a coach and horses through con-
siderations of class independence in 
China in the mid-late 1920s. 

Then there is the Theses on the Eastern 
Question itself, passed at the Fourth 
Congress. It cautions against some pos-
sible pitfalls of these positions, as experi-
enced by the Comintern itself, but gives 
no real clarity, and in some ways makes 
matters worse: 

“The workers movement in the colonial 
and semi-colonial countries must first of 
all establish itself as an independent 
revolutionary factor in the common anti-
imperialist front” 

[…] 

“While the working class may and some-
times must make partial and temporary 
compromises to gain a breathing space 
in the revolutionary struggle for libera-
tion, it must be absolutely opposed to 
any attempt by the indigenous ruling 
classes to maintain their class privileges 
by agreeing to open or tacit power-
sharing with imperialism. The demand 
for a close alliance with the proletarian 
Soviet republic is the key-note of the anti
-imperialist united front. This slogan 
must be accompanied by a determined 
struggle for maximum democratisation of 
the political system, which will deprive 
the most politically and socially reaction-
ary elements of their popular support 
and will give the workers organisations 
the freedom to fight for their class inter-
ests.”5 

This is most unfortunate in its implica-
tions. It talks about the workers move-
ment establishing itself as an 
‘independent revolutionary factor’, which 
sounds good, but then talks of the 
‘common anti-imperialist front’. But the 
question arises: what is this ‘common 
anti-imperialist front’? Is it a purely prac-
tical matter, of the workers movement 
‘marching separately and striking togeth-
er’ with other class forces against the 
common imperialist enemy? Or is it a 
common political front? This is not clari-
fied. But the longer passage hints that it 
might be something more than a purely 
practical agreement for action. 

http://commexplor.com/2014/09/06/early-20th-century-communism-v-imperialism-some-strengths-and-weaknesses/#_ftn2
http://commexplor.com/2014/09/06/early-20th-century-communism-v-imperialism-some-strengths-and-weaknesses/#_ftn4
http://commexplor.com/2014/09/06/early-20th-century-communism-v-imperialism-some-strengths-and-weaknesses/#_ftn5
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It talks about the need for ‘partial and 
temporary compromises’ to obtain a 
‘breathing space’ from the struggle, 
which seems fair enough, as it would be 
absurd to argue for the obverse, i.e. 
something akin to a ‘theory of the offen-
sive’. But then it talks about being 
‘absolutely opposed’ to the ruling class 
‘maintaining their privileges through a 
deal with imperialism’. But then it seems 
to imply that they could do so by means 
of a ‘close alliance’ with the Soviet re-
public instead. That might sound like a 
malicious reading of the text, except for 
the fact that that was exactly the per-
spective the Stalin/Bukharin leadership 
later carried out in China! This implica-
tion alone brands the ‘Theses on the 
Eastern Question’ as a badly flawed doc-
ument, and the ‘Anti-Imperialist United 
Front’ as a flawed programmatic acquisi-
tion that should be rejected. 

This has nothing whatsoever to do with 
the question of ‘taking a side’ in mass-
based struggles against imperialism, 
even when such struggles are led by non
-proletarian forces. That remains obliga-
tory for communists. Rather it is about a 
built-in flaw leading to capitulation to the 
leaderships of the nationalist move-
ments, which can only lead communists 
and the working class to disaster. That 
this was not a theoretical question even 
at the time is shown by the question of 
the relationship of the early Soviet state 
with Atatűrk’s regime in Turkey, which 
casts considerable light on some of the 
caveats in the passages quoted above. 
As narrated in a recent study of Turkish 
politics in that period: 

“The suppression of the two main cur-
rents was implemented not in one 
sweeping move, but in stages in re-
sponse to political requirements. The 
first stage of the suppression was during 
and in the immediate aftermath of the 
National Struggle and was ‘direct’. This 
can be demonstrated with reference to 
the establishment of an ‘official’ Turkish 
Communist Party (Tűrkiye Koműnist 
Partisi, 1920) and the defeat of Ethem’s 
forces. The official TKP was established 
by Mustafa Kemal himself to prevent 
socialist activities from spreading, while 
still trying to keep the Soviet Union on 
the side of the Kemalists.  This was fol-
lowed by the abolition of the Green Ar-
my, placing all communist activities un-
der the control of Ankara. In legal terms, 
in addition to widening the scope of the 
Treason Act to include ‘political subver-
sion’ as a punishable offence 
(September 1920), the Law of Associa-
tions followed suit by prohibiting organi-
sations that opposed ‘public law and 
state policy’ (October 1920). While Ana-
tolian Bolshevism was eliminated with 
the drowning of Mustapha Suphi and his 
compatriots […] Despite Soviet criticism 
over the nationalist crackdown on Bol-
shevism, support for Ankara continued 
as an attempt to prevent Turkey from 

identifying itself in the Western camp.”6 

This is actually corroborated by some of 
the passages in the Comintern Fourth 
Congress’s own resolution on Turkey. 
Protesting against this repression, it 
complained: 

“The Turkish Communist Party has al-
ways supported the bourgeois nationalist 
government in the struggle of the toiling 
masses against imperialism. The Turkish 
Communist Party even consented, in the 
face of the common enemy, to make 
temporary concessions in its programme 
and its ideals.” 

[…] 

“Congress … protests against this bar-
barous act and considers it as its duty to 
proclaim its readiness to support any 
government or political party that refuses 
to play the role of gendarme of imperial-
ism, which continually fights against im-
perialism and which realises democratic 
reforms for the benefit of the toiling peo-
ple of Turkey”7 

The Comintern, despite these serious 
weaknesses, did, as some of the earlier 
quoted passages show, try to address 
some of the problems that this false per-
spective posed. But they never got to the 
root of the problem, which was really an 
ambiguity about the role of the national 
bourgeoisie, as shown by Lenin’s alge-
braic formulation about how it was per-
missible to ‘support’ the bourgeois move-
ment on  condition that it did ‘not hinder’ 
the work of the communists in organising 
the broad mass of the oppressed. 

In the hands of a different leadership, 
that of Stalin and Bukharin later, which 
really did not care about these matters, 
the result in China in 1926-7, was entry 
of the Chinese CP into the bourgeois 
nationalist Kuomintang party, then the 
‘left’ Kuomintang when the original 
turned on the communists, the elevation 
of Chiang Kai-Shek to the Executive 
Committee of the Comintern, and the 
destruction of a revolution. It was left to 
Trotsky to draw the conclusion from the 
Chinese events that: 

“When and under what conditions a colo-
nial country will become ripe for the real 
resolution of its agrarian and national 
problems cannot be foretold. But in any 
case we can assert today with full cer-
tainty that not only China but also India 
will attain genuine people’s democracy, 
that is workers and peasants democracy, 
only under the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat.”8 

Thus from the failed Chinese revolution 
Lenin’s ambiguity was removed, and 
with it the basis for the ‘Anti-Imperialist 

United Front’. In generalising the perma-
nent revolution in this way, Trotsky did 
not explicitly criticise this, for it would 
have meant a criticism of Lenin in a fac-
tional situation where, from his stand-
point, that was tactically unwise. In fact, 
this lack of clarity was strategically deep-
ly unfortunate. But that is a key lesson of 
the Chinese revolution, where it was 
tested to destruction – the application of 
higher political forms of ‘United Front’ 
tactics, mechanically transposed from 
those devised to be used within the 
workers movement, to parties of other 
classes can only lead to disaster for the 
working class. 

This concept must therefore be rejected 
by communists, in favour of a different 
strategy and tactics to support struggles 
against imperialism centred on the per-
spective of ‘march separately, strike to-
gether’, which must be qualitatively more 
‘rigid’ in its enforcement than with the 
united front proper, i.e. political tactics 
for use within the working class move-
ment. 

This is not the only flaw in Lenin and the 
early Comintern’s understanding of im-
perialism. There are a couple of other 
important theoretical flaws that need to 
be addressed, that have caused a de-
gree of misunderstanding on one case, 
and have seriously theoretically and pro-
grammatically disarmed communists in 
the second. 

Lenin’s pamphlet against Pyatakov/
Kievsky and co, A Caricature of Marxism 
and Imperialist Economism has rightly 
been very influential on the communist 
movement ever since it was published, 
and has considerable authority. This is 
largely a good thing, as many of the 
things Lenin is polemicizing against are 
common problems that need to be 
fought over and over again. But it is not 
flawless. 

The first question is that of what exactly 
constitutes legitimate struggles against 
imperialism. In A Caricature of Marxism 
…, Lenin makes the following somewhat 
contentious point, which has sometimes 
been quoted to justify a neutral attitude 
towards some anti-imperialist struggles: 

“…Imperialism is as much our mortal 
enemy of capitalism. That is so. No 
Marxist will forget, however, that capital-
ism is progressive compared with feudal-
ism, and imperialism is progressive as 
compared with pre-monopoly capitalism. 
Hence, it is not every struggle against 
imperialism we should support. We 
will not support a struggle of the reac-
tionary classes against imperialism; we 
will not support an uprising of the reac-
tionary classes against imperialism and 
capitalism.”9 
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This snippet of a quotation is often used 
to justify neutrality towards anti-
imperialist struggles led by forces that a 
particular left-trend strongly disapproves 
of. It implies that there can be a counter-
revolution against imperialist capitalism 
in backward, oppressed countries, which 
can overthrow capitalism and restore 
earlier, pre-capitalism social systems 
such as feudalism, ‘Asiatic’ society, or 
even antique slavery. If such a social 
counterrevolution were not possible, then 
obviously there could be no such 
‘reactionary uprising’ in a social sense. 

The real logic of Lenin’s theory of imperi-
alism is that such counterrevolutionary 
overturns of modern, imperialist capital 
are impossible. This point is implicitly 
debunked in the very same pamphlet, in 
the context of spurious comparisons be-
ing made by Pyatakov between the al-
leged ‘unachievability’ of self-
determination and of the break-up of 
monopoly capitalism into smaller units. 
Lenin ridicules such comparisons: 

“Everyone would laugh at this imperialist 
economism if … in parallel with the law 
that small-scale production is ousted by 
large-scale production, there were pre-
sented another ‘law’ (connected with the 
first or existing side-by-side with it) of 
small states being ousted by big ones!
…” 

“…We all accept the law of large-scale 
production ousting small-scale produc-
tion, but no-one is afraid to describe a 
specific ‘instance’ of ‘small scale industry 
prevailing over large-scale industry’ as a 
reactionary phenomenon. No opponent 
of self-determination has yet ventured to 
describe as reactionary Norway’s seces-
sion from Sweden, though we raised the 
question in our literature as early as 
1914.” 

“Large-scale production is unachievable 
if, for instance, hand-worked machines 
remain. The idea of a mechanical factory 
disintegrating into handicrafts production 
is utterly absurd.”10 

 Lenin treats the ousting of small-scale 
production by large-scale under capital-
ism as a ‘law’, and ridicules the idea of 
factory production being broken down 
back into handicrafts. Even when he 
raises the idea hypothetically, the 
‘instance’ he is talking about is in mock-
ing quote marks and is never specified. 
Evidently he could not think of such an 
‘instance’. How much more absurd it is to 
imagine a viable reactionary attack on 
modern imperialism from some pre-
capitalist force in a backward, colonial 
country, where the material advantages 
of modern imperialism would by defini-
tion be qualitatively greater than even 
(hypothetically) over its own earlier self! 
At the most, such a thing could only be 

marginal, and no real threat to imperial-
ism, rendering the point moot. 

This shows conclusively that the quota-
tion about ‘reactionary anti-imperialism’ 
represented one aspect of Lenin’s under-
standing of imperialism which was not 
properly thought through. In fact, in a 
world dominated by capitalism, seeming-
ly pre-capitalist  formations as appear to 
exist become bourgeoisified, and insofar 
as they wage any sort of battle for na-
tional independence and the like, do so 
as bourgeois nationalists in practice, 
whatever their formal ideology. To be-
lieve the opposite is to lapse into ideal-
ism. 

In fact, Lenin blatantly contradicted him-
self on this only on the next page after 
his point about ‘reactionary anti-
imperialism’. He wrote: 

“But even in colonial countries where 
there are no workers, only slave owners 
and slaves, etc. the demand for ‘self-
determination’, far from being absurd, 
is obligatory for every Marxist.11 

But support for self-determination is not 
for Lenin conditional on the struggle be-
ing led by the slaves, otherwise it would 
not be ‘obligatory’. Therefore for Lenin 
(and rightly so) it is ‘obligatory’ for Marx-
ists to support a struggle for self-
determination against imperialism even if 
it is led by the slave-owners of a pre-
capitalist, backward country with no 
workers. But such a struggle fits perfectly 
the template of a “struggle of the reac-
tionary classes against imperialism” that 
he denounced on the previous page. 

In fact, a reactionary struggle led by 
bourgeoisified elements of the 
‘reactionary classes’ is quite conceivable 
– but not against imperialism. Rather, 
such a struggle has happened against 
reformist-minded petty-bourgeois nation-
alist movements whom the imperialists 
consider dangerously radical; such a 
battle was waged by the mujahedin 
against the PDPA in Afghanistan, with 
the full backing of the major imperialist 
powers (including ultimately the USSR, 
which took the opportunity to remove the 
radical elements of the PDPA from pow-
er and replace it with a capitulatory pup-
pet regime). Obviously if this reactionary 
movement represented some kind of 
threat to imperialism as a social system, 
the imperialists would not be so keen. 

All this shows is that while Lenin’s theory 
of imperialism is an important advance, 
accepting it does not equate to accepting 
that his own elaboration of it was flaw-
less, or without inconsistencies. That is 
generally true of all the major thinkers in 
Marxism; treating every word as holy writ 
is contrary to the critical spirit of Marxism 

itself. 

A more important flaw that needs ad-
dressing is in the following passage: 

“What is the present war being fought 
over? … England, France and Russia 
are fighting to keep the colonies they 
have seized, to be able to rob Turkey, 
etc. Germany is fighting to take over 
those colonies and to be able herself to 
rob Turkey, etc. Let us suppose even 
that the Germans take Paris or St Pe-
tersburg. Would that change the nature 
of the present war? Not at all! The Ger-
mans’ purpose – and more important, 
the policy that would bring it to realisa-
tion were it to win – is to seize the colo-
nies, establish domination over Turkey, 
annex areas populated by other nations, 
for instance Poland, etc. It is definitely 
not to bring the French or the Russians 
under foreign domination. The real es-
sence of the present war is not national 
but imperialist. In other words, it is not 
being fought to enable one side to over-
throw national oppression, which the 
other side is trying to maintain. It is a war 
between two freebooters over the divi-
sion of their booty, over who shall rob 
Turkey and the colonies.”12 

I have emphasised two very important 
sentences that contain a hypothesis that 
was never really tested in the First World 
War. It appears to dismiss any possibility 
of any form of national oppression if an 
imperialist country was vanquished and 
occupied by another. 

This was the starting point for a problem 
that has since caused difficulties for 
communists in dealing with later imperi-
alist conflicts. The Versailles Treaty, for 
instance, that was imposed on Germany 
after WWI, demanded reparations to its 
rivals that were seen to economically 
cripple Germany and violate its sover-
eignty, which produced a palpable feel-
ing of national oppression that affected 
even the working class. The French oc-
cupation of the Ruhr in 1923 accelerated 
an economic disaster that was already 
underway, characterised by hyper-
inflation, but it also triggered off a revolu-
tionary movement of considerable di-
mensions in Germany, which the Ger-
man Communist Party was not politically 
strong enough to place itself at the head 
of. 

During this revolutionary crisis, Karl Rad-
ek made his (in)famous Schlageter 
speech13  to the Executive Committee of 
the Comintern, praising a German proto-
fascist militant who had been shot by the 
French for sabotage when resisting the 
French occupation. This reactionary fig-
ure had attained the status of a national 
hero for his act of resistance. This 
speech has been contentious ever since, 
with many alleging that it prefigured the 
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grotesque blocs of the German Stalinists 
with the Nazis during the early 1930s, 
such as the notorious Prussian ‘Red 
Referendum’ of 1931. Yet Radek at the 
time was an ardent opponent of the de-
veloping bureaucracy, he was to be-
come one of the earliest supporters of 
the 1923 Opposition. 

My point is here not to say anything for 
or against Radek per se. It is rather to 
point out that the reality somewhat falsi-
fied Lenin’s view of national oppression, 
or rather its impossibility, in a defeated 
and subjugated imperialist country. If 
large sections of the working class felt 
that such oppression was real, and were 
prepared to fight about it to the point of 
pushing the country into a revolutionary 
situation when the defeated country was 
‘punished’ by its imperialist rivals (as 
with the French occupation of the Ruhr) 
then obviously the dictum that ‘foreign 
domination’ and ‘national oppression’ 
could not be a factor in a conflict be-
tween imperialist nations, was too rigid 
and wrong in theory and practice. Rad-
ek, faced with a reality that contradicted 
that theorisation at the highest level of 
the class struggle (in a developing revo-
lutionary situation), acted impulsively 
faced with that situation that somewhat 
contradicted accepted theories, and 
made a leap into the void (to parody his 
own phrase about Schlageter), damag-
ing his own historical reputation in the 
process. But really, this was because of 
a weakness and rigidity in Lenin’s theo-
ry, which Radek did not succeed in cor-
recting. 

Analogous problems dogged the Trot-
skyist movement as it sought to maintain 
a principled position of opposition to im-
perialist war in occupied France. Such 
as, for instance, the resistance move-
ments led by bourgeois-imperialist na-
tionalists like De Gaulle, and also by the 
Stalinist French Communist Party. 
Faced with the resistance, and the fact 
that even the bourgeoisie feared that it 
potentially harboured a revolutionary 
threat, the French Trotskyist movement 
split more or less in half, with one sec-
tion adopting a sectarian attitude of com-
plete hostility to the resistance, and the 
other adapting to it wholesale14. But ar-
guably, the complementary flaws of both 
trends stemmed from not having a 
properly theorised view of the national 
question when one imperialist country is 
occupied or reduced to an unwilling vas-
sal of other imperialists. 

Lenin’s statement quoted earlier, deny-
ing the possibility of such national op-
pression, has considerable influence 
among some of the more serious ele-
ments on the international left even to-
day. One interpretation of this is to deny 
that oppressor nations have the right to 
self-determination at all. Though in 
Lenin’s comprehensive work on the 
Right of Nations to Self-Determination, 

no such statement can be found, never-
theless the passage denying the possi-
bility of national oppression in imperialist 
nations conquered by other imperialist 
powers can conceivably be interpreted 
this way. It can almost be seen as Lenin-
ist orthodoxy to say this. 

This in my view is a correct position 
when applied to nations or nation-like 
formations whose very existence is 
bound up with the oppression of other 
peoples. Such semi-national entities as 
apartheid South Africa and Israel could 
not exist without denying other peoples – 
black Africans and Palestinian Arabs – 
of their own basic rights as peoples. 
These entities can only exist as separate 
states, under any social system, by ei-
ther depriving the indigenous population 
of all political rights, as with the apart-
heid regime, or the basic right to inhabit 
their homeland as in Occupied Pales-
tine. Such entities have no right to form 
separate states: in doing so, they must 
deny basic rights of others. 

This is not true of the main European 
nations (or Japan for that matter). Their 
national existence is a result of organic 
development before the imperialist 
epoch, they were not simply oppressor 
nations in this earlier epoch, but in 
Lenin’s words, “in the van of mankind”15. 
It is incoherent theoretically and wrong in 
practice to say that their later role as 
imperialist powers makes their entire 
national existence so bound up with the 
oppression of other peoples as to mean 
that they are incapable of being subject-
ed to national oppression them-
selves.  The size,  power and geograph-
ical position of the United States makes 
it very difficult to imagine a realistic 
threat to its national independence, but 
in political-theoretical terms, while its 
origins are bound up with the genocide 
of native Americans in the last two cen-
turies, it is untrue today to say that mere-
ly by existing under whatever social sys-
tem, this nation must oppress other na-
tions. As Israeli Marxist Moshe 
Machover observed, the USA, along with 
other similar states of colonial-settler 
origin in an earlier epoch, such as Aus-
tralia, New Zealand and Canada, are no 
longer “active as in ‘active volcano’”,  as 
settler states, but rather “extinct”.16 

What is true is that these are imperial-
ist states and that imperialist nationalism 
today is bound 100% with imperialist 
ideology, and thus thoroughly bound up 
with the oppression of other nations, 
particularly in the backward countries. 
Therefore there is no progressive war 
that can be waged by the state ma-
chines of those countries, and in any 
and all such wars we communists must 
be revolutionary defeatist. When they 
fight against peoples in the imperialised 
world, we must openly support the victo-
ry of the rebellious peoples. When the 

imperialists fight each other, we must be 
revolutionary defeatist on all the warring 
sides, as Lenin quite correctly advocat-
ed. 

But when one of these states is defeated 
and occupied by another imperialist 
country, national oppression is as possi-
ble as in any other situation of foreign 
occupation. The state must be defined 
as an oppressor state, but that does not 
equate with the nation itself in these cas-
es. In all such situations of foreign domi-
nation, national oppression affects all 
classes of the population. What we are 
concerned with is the working class, and 
the effect of such oppression in obstruct-
ing the development of class conscious-
ness among that class. 

Trotsky recognised the existence of this 
problem when he wrote: 

“…it is necessary to differentiate strictly 
between the pacifism of the diplomat, 
professor, journalist, and the pacifism of 
the carpenter, agricultural worker, and 
the charwoman …  In the pacifism and 
even patriotism of the oppressed, there 
are elements which reflect on the one 
hand a hatred of destructive war, and on 
the other a clinging to what they believe 
to be their own good – elements which 
we must know how to seize upon in or-
der to draw the requisite conclusions.“17 

What is also true is that the admixture of 
national oppression and imperialist na-
tionalism is very potent and dangerous, 
and more difficult to deal with than more 
straightforward forms of reactionary na-
tionalism and chauvinism. Because it 
has a component that is directed against 
oppression, this form of nationalism is 
much more deeply rooted than the more 
traditional variety of ‘pure’ imperialist 
chauvinism. Examples are many from 
the Second World War; obviously in 
countries like France the ideology of the 
resistance against Nazism affects all 
sections of the population, including the 
working class movement, the Com-
munist Party and parts of the far left. In 
Russia also, the nationalist ideology of 
‘the Great Patriotic War’ against fascism 
had and has an enormous impact upon 
popular consciousness, even now that 
Stalinism is no more. 

Even the credible threat of invasion and 
occupation by a fascist imperialist rival 
had a similar impact in Britain; the ideol-
ogy centred around 1940, when ‘Britain 
stood alone’ had a huge impact on the 
working class movement here, with 
Churchill seen as above classes and an 
hero of the struggle against fascism. 
There is no section of the left that has 
not capitulated to it; there never was any 
Labour MP, however left-wing, who re-
jected the nationalism of the Labour Par-
ty mainstream over WWII. The official 
Communist Party, despite its ‘disgrace’ 
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in these terms in the period of the Stalin-
Hitler pact, was (and its remnants still 
are) among the most virulent purveyors 
of this kind of nationalism. The far left 
has also capitulated to it, what with Mili-
tant’s talk of ‘our Eighth Army’, during 
WWII, to the SWP’s initiation of the Anti-
Nazi League that successfully used this 
sentiment to defeat the fascist National 
Front in the 1970s, to the pervasive use 
of ‘Hitler’ analogies about third world 
despots like Saddam Hussein etc. by 
‘left’ social-imperialists like the AWL to 
justify joining in the propaganda prepara-
tion for wars like Iraq. 

Trotsky tried hard to address this prob-
lem at the beginning of WWII, prior to his 
murder. He formulated the Proletarian 
Military Policy (PMP), which made a 
‘tactical’ compromise with ‘anti-fascist’ 
imperialist militarism, calling for universal 
conscription, trade union control of mili-
tary training, the election of worker-
officers, all of which have the flavour of a 
somewhat utopian attempt to make use 
of the resources of the capitalist state for 
revolutionary purposes. One problem 
with this is again that it was not fully the-
orised and it did not fully account for the 
differences between these tactics and 
the straightforward anti-imperialist strate-
gic positions argued by Communists in 
WWI, as typified by Lenin’s slogan: ‘turn 
the imperialist war into civil war’ and Karl 
Liebknecht’s ‘the main enemy is at 
home’. 

In his last, unfinished article, written 
shortly before his murder, Trotsky indi-
cated some of the thinking behind the 
PMP, which came close to taking the bull 
by the horns on this question, without 
actually doing so. He wrote: 

“The present war, as we have stated on 
more than one occasion, is a continua-
tion of the last war. But a continuation 
does not signify a repetition. As a gen-
eral rule, a continuation signifies a devel-
opment, a deepening, a sharpening. Our 
policy, the policy of the revolutionary 
proletariat toward the second imperialist 
war, is a continuation of the policy elabo-
rated during the last imperialist war, pri-
marily under Lenin’s leadership. But a 
continuation does not signify a repetition. 
In this case too, a continuation signifies 
a development, a deepening and a 
sharpening. 

[…] 

“in 1915 Lenin referred in his writings to 
revolutionary wars that the victorious 
proletariat would have to wage. But it 
was a question of an indefinite historical 
perspective and not of tomorrow’s task. 
The attention of the revolutionary wing 
was centred on the question of the de-
fence of the capitalist fatherland. The 
revolutionists naturally replied to this 

question in the negative. This was entire-
ly correct. But while this purely negative 
answer served as the basis for propa-
ganda and for training the cadres, it 
could not win the masses, who did not 
want a foreign conqueror.”18 

This has to be dealt with in a coherent 
manner. This dualism between principles 
(‘propaganda and training’) and practice 
(‘winning the masses’) is theoretically 
wrong, and therefore politically suspect 
and incoherent. It should be obvious that 
in saying that the masses ‘did not want a 
foreign conqueror’, Trotsky was saying 
that they did not want to be subject to 
national oppression. But Lenin, as quot-
ed earlier, believed that national oppres-
sion for an imperialist nation was not 
possible even if it was conquered. It 
must be recognised therefore that this 
was overstated and wrong. 

There are however some important and 
decisive differences between national 
oppression in an occupied imperialist 
country, and national oppression in an 
imperialised19 country being oppressed 
by imperialist power(s). One is that in an 
imperialist state, the state is intrinsically 
an oppressor state on a world scale. 
This is not true of the state in an imperi-
alised country. Both are sub-varieties of 
bourgeois states, and we as Marxists do 
not take political responsibility for either 
of them. Both kinds of bourgeois states 
are our enemies, and we will side with 
workers and the oppressed in all pro-
gressive struggles against them. 

When the state of an imperialised nation 
is destroyed or broken by being subordi-
nated to imperialism, we are prepared to 
make practical alliances with those seek-
ing to reassert the power of the state of 
the oppressed country against the impe-
rialist oppressor. Even though we are on 
the side of the oppressed classes within 
the oppressed nation against this state, 
and want it destroyed and replaced by a 
workers state, we do not make this a 
condition of our support for national inde-
pendence. We support national inde-
pendence unconditionally, and insofar as 
the working class is too weak during 
such a struggle to directly take power 
itself, we are prepared to the extent that 
fighting the imperialist enemy actually 
does this, to ‘help’ the bourgeoisie of the 
oppressed nation to re-establish ‘its’ 
state against the imperialists, despite the 
fact that it will be used against the work-
ing class, which will have to overthrow 
this state just as soon as it can establish 
the political-military strength to do so. In 
a sense, such a (possible) compromise 
is the reflection of the position that our 
defence of imperialised peoples against 
imperialism is unconditional. 

It is otherwise when we are talking about 
an imperialist nation being subjected to 
national oppression by being subjugated 

by another imperialist state(s). As demo-
crats and tribunes of the oppressed, we 
are obliged to give expression to our 
opposition to national oppression in a 
practical way, and find ways to lead the 
working class that feels such oppression 
in struggle against that. But we cannot 
engage in the same kind of temporary 
common struggle with the home grown 
bourgeoisie as with imperialised coun-
tries. 

We cannot, even for a moment, support 
the re-establishment of the state of the 
ruling class of an imperialist country, 
because that state has as its primary 
attribute the oppression of other nations, 
and as soon as it is re-established it will 
immediately resume such oppression 
with full force. There can be no agree-
ment, even a temporary one, with the 
imperialist bourgeoisie of a conquered 
nation that implicitly, still less explicitly, 
aims at even tolerating the re-
establishment of the ‘national’ imperialist
-bourgeois state. One can only recall the 
actions of newly ‘liberated’ France in 
immediately re-taking its colonies, sup-
pressing the workers insurrection in Sai-
gon in 1945, etc., to see why! To support 
this even for a moment is social-
chauvinism, making the working class 
movement complicit in the oppression of 
the peoples oppressed by this imperialist 
power. 

Yet the communists must actively resist 
occupation, or else the imperialist bour-
geoisie of the conquered imperialist na-
tion has a monopoly of opposing national 
oppression. What then is to be done? 
Should communists in such a situation 
(a) abstain from participation in re-
sistance, as did one wing of the Trotsky-
ists in occupied France, or (b) simply join 
the bourgeois resistance along with the 
social democratic and Stalinist chauvin-
ists, as did the other? Neither is a correct 
position! 

What needs to be done therefore is the 
formation of a separate, explicitly revolu-
tionary resistance movement, that will 
undertake its own actions when the op-
portunity arises, separate from that of 
the bourgeois-imperialist resistance 
movement.  It must conduct a propagan-
da pointing out that the existing re-
sistance is no better than the occupying 
powers,  and that the home grown impe-
rialists fully intend to do to other peoples 
what the occupiers are doing ‘at home’, 
and worse, as they were doing before 
the defeat and occupation by the rival 
imperialists. 

This is a very difficult tactical problem, 
and it would be easy to slip into suicidal 
adventurism particularly when the genu-
ine revolutionary movement is small. 
Insofar as the external enemy and the 
rival pro-imperialist resistance organisa-
tions were armed, it would also need to 
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be armed. This is dangerous, but proba-
bly no more dangerous than doing what 
some revolutionaries in France and 
Greece for example did in WWII, joining 
existing Stalinist-led resistance for-
mations, being unmasked as revolution-
aries and then murdered for their brav-
ery. Or conversely, as did the other wing 
of French Trotskyism, engage in an un-
armed revolutionary fraternisation with 
German soldiers, an activity that though 
heroic, was almost certain to end in be-
trayal and death. An independent, un-
derground armed organisation with its 
own security, would at least have some  

measure of protection from these things. 
Obviously there are questions of re-
sources, but at least the establishment 
of such a force should have been 
the perspective of genuine communists 
in this situation. 

This movement would carry out some 
similar actions to the existing pro-
imperialist resistance organisations, but 
it would not co-operate with them except 
maybe in episodic, exceptional circum-
stances, and would keep up a continual 
internationalist propaganda denouncing 
the home-grown imperialists and social-
imperialists. Such a force would see 
seen as the ‘sectarian’ internationalist 
communist resistance and be the object 
of a whole new demonology from the 
bourgeoisie. But it would also gain a 
reputation among the masses, put down 
an ideological ‘marker’, and break the 
monopoly of the imperialists and social-
imperialists both of the resistance itself, 
as well as of the popular mythology 
around the likes of Churchill, De Gaulle 
etc. that has been such a powerful factor 
in Europe since WWII. 

This is what should have been done, 
both from the point of view of theory and 
practice, though the practical aspect can 
by its nature only be a brief sketch of the 
possibilities. It is a tragedy that the as-
sassination of Trotsky, and the failure of 
his co-thinkers to fill the theoretical and 
programmatic gap left by him, meant 
nothing like this was even attempted. 
But producing a synthesis of these ques-
tions is crucial for communists today; 
solving these political problems at least 
in theory and principle, is essential. We 
still live in a world dominated by imperi-
alism, and it is entirely conceivable that 
we will be confronted with these kinds of 
questions again, perhaps in novel forms. 
Without learning from history, we are in 
danger of falling into similar traps in the 
future. 
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so ago were the baddest of the bad, 
are now condemning some of the 
‘excesses’ of Islamic State as ‘un-
Islamic’. This shows is that such radical 
fervour, which has complex ideological 
roots and which is partly driven by an 
antipathy to imperialist oppression, 
eventually cools down, and is not sta-
ble. In time this will happen to Islamic 
State also. Communists cannot simply 
moralise about the brutality of such 
forces, the ‘radicalism’ that indulges in 
terrible actions like beheadings. 

While it is right to condemn these acts 
against those who suffer such killings, 
many more have died equally brutal 
deaths, or worse: slow, lingering and 
agonising deaths, at the hands of the 
imperialists. Over a million died in Iraq 
since 2003, as well as over half-a-
million Iraqi children through sanc-
tions before 2003. Not to mention the 
1991 war, where hundreds of thou-
sands died, and numerous wars waged 
previously by the West’s allies, particu-
larly Israel, but also Saddam Hussein 
when he was the West’s ally, and fur-
ther back, the Shah’s bloody rule in 
Iran. 

The brutal nature of these acts is a 
substitute for real radicalism and a 
strategy for liberation. It is trying to 
make up for the lack of a coherent di-
rection with ‘the propaganda of the 
deed’. The drawing of radicalised 
youth, who are currently being demon-
ised as monsters by imperialism, be-
hind a revolutionary strategy that really 
can defeat the imperialists, would com-
pletely undercut the basis for acts that 
will ultimately destroy those who carry 
them out. 

Lack of imperialist strategy 

The eruption of Islamic State was a 
sign of the lack of a coherent imperialist 
strategy in the region. They do not 
seem to know what they are doing, 
they stagger from one disaster to an-
other and are unable to make durable 
alliances with client states that would 
provide them with a real means of dom-
ination by proxy. It is rather unusual for 
Great Powers to be so crippled in their 
ability to find stable clients. Yet there 
are no regimes in the region that would 
have any principled objection to be-
coming their allies and clients. There is 
little democratic space for the hostility 
from below to imperialism that express-
es itself these days in Latin America, 
for example. In other parts of the world, 
the US has worked hard to develop 
client relationships with countries such 
as Thailand, The Philippines, India, 
Colombia, even where other coherent 
forces stand in its way.But in the Middle 
East, stable client relationships with 
states that have some kind of moral 

authority, elude them. Why? 

They do have one apparently stable 
client in the region: Israel, itself a rela-
tively minor imperialist state on a world 
scale, but a major imperialist power in 
the Middle East. This is actually key to 
understanding their difficulties: such is 
the nature of the US alliance with Israel 
that it has tangled them up in insoluble 
contradictions. It is more than just an 
alliance. Rationally, great powers need 
regional clients that can sew up a re-
gion for themselves. But any powerful 
client  of the US in the Arab world 
would immediately appear as a threat 
to Israel’s shaky presence in the Middle 
East, built on land seized from the Pal-
estinian Arabs, which as well as being 
a nation in their own right, are part of 
the broader Arab national movement, 
which also has a reality in mass con-
sciousness. 

The problem for the US is that Israel 
has a hammerlock on US foreign policy 
through an ethnocentric tie, based on 
common Jewish nationalist politics 
(Zionism), between the Israeli ruling 
class and a strategically important sec-
tion of the US ruling class. And it is in 
Israeli interest that any state in the re-
gion not subservient to Israeli interests, 
which means tacitly approving of Isra-
el seizing land from the Arabs, must be 
demolished. Hence potential US allies 
which are not simply dictatorships hat-
ed by the masses, and who are not 
prepared to be servile to Israel (as are 
Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the 
petty Gulf oil Sheikdoms) have been 
demolished, or threatened with such, 
by the US. 

Perfidious America and Israel 

Iraq under Saddam Hussein was earlier 
such a US ally that it was able to get 
away with the ‘accidental’ destruction of 
a US warship, the USS Stark, in 1987. 
The US wrote it off as a mere mishap. 
The only other country that has been 
able to get away with such things is 
Israel, with the sinking of the USS Lib-
erty during the 1967 war, which was 
hushed up likewise. Yet within a year or 
two, it dawned on the Zionist faction in 
the US ruling class that Iraq’s status as 
a burgeoning US client threatened Isra-
el with a potent, powerful Arab competi-
tor in the region, which would not be 
supine to Israel like Egypt under Sadat 
and Mubarak. Saddam needed to be 
crushed like Nasser before him. 

But the political conditions did not exist 
for Israel to do the job, and Saddam in 
any case had acquired some serious 
weaponry, supplied by the West for use 
against Iran in the Gulf War, which 
made war with Israel alone very risky 
indeed. Something else needed to be 

engineered. Hence the contrived dis-
pute with Kuwait, a minor US puppet oil
-statelet, and the virtual green light by 
the US through its ambassador April 
Glaspie, to Saddam Hussein to invade 
Kuwait. Once the invasion happened, 
like Perfidious Albion of old, the US, 
acting as Israel’s enforcer, changed its 
tack dramatically, and put together an 
international coalition, including even 
Syria, to drive Iraq out of Kuwait and 
cripple it militarily, which they duly did. 

The subsequent history of forcible Iraqi 
disarmament, genocidal sanctions, and 
lies about WMD, culminating in the 
conquest of Iraq by the US-led 
‘coalition of the willing’ in 2003 is well-
known. As is the subsequent history of 
machinations for war against Syria, the 
exploitation of the Arab Spring to engi-
neer the invasion of Libya and the kill-
ing of Qadaafi, and the decade-long 
campaign of sanctions and war threats 
against Iran. All these were done in 
Israel’s interests: there is no reason, 
otherwise, why the US could not be in a 
client relationship with the Islamic Re-
public as it is with, say, Colombia or 
India. 

The regime’s conservative religious 
ideology, its sometimes neo-liberal eco-
nomics, and its base of support, seem 
to make it an ideal ally. Instead it is 
frozen out and threatened with war be-
cause it is a powerful rival to Israel. The 
US has even flirted with inciting a sec-
tarian Sunni-Shia war against it, which 
backfired with the rise of the Sunni Is-
lamic State. Now those states that were 
in the forefront of this incitement, nota-
bly Saudi Arabia, are in the forefront of 
the campaign to crush Islamic State, 
contradicting the earlier incitement. 

This is not a coherent imperialist policy. 
For communists and partisans of the 
struggle against imperialist domination, 
knowledge of the nature and dynamics 
of the US and Western relationship with 
Israel is extremely important. This can 
spring surprises on the peoples of the 
Middle East, as happened with Iraq and 
Kuwait. But anti-imperialists too can 
learn to exploit the contradictions and 
irrationalities of this very ‘special’ rela-
tionship. The rise of Islamic State cer-
tainly shows how this can backfire. 
There will be other opportunities for the 
left to defeat them in this way. The ene-
mies of imperialism need to break with 
the vulgar pro-imperialist prejudice that 
says that recognising this relationship 
exists is in some way anti-Jewish, to be 
able to exploit this phenomenon which 
exists in the real world, against our 
class enemies. 

Continued from page 24 
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The following is an adapted version of 
a leaflet that was distributed on the 
London anti-war demonstration on 4 
October. 

Obama, Cameron and Hollande’s latest 
war, with the support of the elite oil-
exploiting Arab monarchies such as 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE, is 
yet another act of barbarism against 
the mainly Arab and Muslim peoples of 
the Middle East. Indeed, the recent 
neocon-inspired wars have led to bar-
barism on top of barbarism, with the 
demolition of Iraq in 2003 leading 
straight to the effective collapse of the 
country. 

The political weakness of the Arab 
Spring – a spontaneous upsurge begin-
ning in 2011 against the degenerate 
nationalist dictatorships that dominate 
the region, with its lack of a coherent 
ideology or revolutionary centre, ena-
bled its enemies to exploit its spontane-
ity and the illusions of the masses in 
forms of Islamic and pan-Islamic na-
tionalism. They either cemented in 
place new dictatorships out of the fail-
ure of such movements, as in Egypt, or 
used their armed power to give a de-
gree of self-serving support to the up-
surges, manipulating them with the use 
of selective military intervention or the 
supply of arms to settle old scores with 
the more ‘radical’ dictators: Qadaafi 
and Assad. Not coincidentally, these 
were the only two Arab regimes left 
that, for all their own capitulations to 
imperialism, had not run up the white 
flag of open collaboration with Israel. 

Such campaigns, which led to the col-
lapse of Libya into chaos, and the fund-
ing of the same Al Qaeda-related forc-
es in Syria via Saudi Arabia, attempted 
to manipulate angry young Mus-
lims into doing the West’s bidding in 
Syria as in Libya. This backfired spec-
tacularly as the Syrian insurgency ultra-
radicalised through the agency of the 
former Al Qaeda in Iraq – now Islamic 
State. This established sufficient syner-
gy between the insurgencies in the two 
countries to overwhelm the imperialist-
created Sykes-Picot line. This was 
something the imperialist puppet-
masters did not expect. Oops – they 

fucked up in a big way! 

Meanwhile the threat of military action 
against Iran, and indeed Syria, has not 
gone away, even though at this particu-
lar conjuncture the imperialists need 
some sort of temporary military bloc 
with the Shi’a Islamic Republic in Iran, 
and even Assad, to try to restore the 
equilibrium of the region. The aim being 
to re-establish the regional balance of 
power that was symbolised by Sykes-
Picot, the boundary between Syria and 
Iraq that was drawn up by the French 
and British imperialists when the Otto-
man Empire was dismembered at the 
end of the First World War. 

An anti-imperialist act 

Despite the barbaric and reactionary 
nature of Islamic State, the act of oblit-
erating this boundary is an anti-
imperialist act, a gain for the peoples of 
the Middle East, the first time since that 
period that an indigenous social and 
political force has broken with these 
boundaries that are part of the Balkani-
sation of the region. Gamal Abdul Nas-
ser and early Syrian Ba’athists like 
Michel Aflaq only talked of doing such 
things, IS have actually done it. There-
fore, if there were a force of revolution-
ary communists in that area, it would 
be strategically imperative for them to 
defend this attack on imperialist ‘order’ 
and their sacred prerogative of balkani-
sation. How exactly such a defence 
would take place is complex and re-
quires real roots in the situation to 
begin to work it out in detail. 

But the contours of a genuinely com-
munist policy need to be spelt out now. 
In the face of an imperialist drive to 
destroy the Islamic State movement 
and re-establish the status quo, com-
munists stand for defence of the Islam-
ic State, notwithstanding their brutal 
nature, insofar as they are able to mo-
bilise the Sunni Arab masses in strug-
gle against imperialist re-subjugation. If 
they refrain from such mass mobilisa-
tion, nothing can help them. 

Obviously this means no support for Al 
Qaeda-style actions like bombings and 

massacres such as those that all sides 
frequently perpetrate in Baghdad, or 
even similar acts in imperialist coun-
tries. It would involve communist soli-
darity with a serious war of resistance 
against re-occupation. Indeed, only 
such solidarity would have any hope of 
breaking down the impotent rage at 
oppression that makes such Islamic 
radicalism  attractive to the youth. As 
opposed to more imperialist barbarism 
that can only feed more such desper-
ately flawed ‘radicalism’. 

There are two principles involved here, 
which are not in contradiction, though 
they may at times appear to conflict for 
a while. One is absolute opposition to 
Western imperialist intervention in the 
region, and support for all mass strug-
gles to drive them out. Their world-
predatory nature and their qualitatively 
far greater economic muscle and fire-
power means they are never the lesser 
evil to any of the indigenous forces with 
whom they come into conflict with in 
the imperialised world. 

The other principle is that all peoples in 
the region should be protected from 
ethnic cleansing and massacre, have 
the right to self-defence, and to expect 
working-class and communist solidari-
ty. This includes minority peoples in the 
Sunni Arab-dominated North of Iraq 
and Syria, such as the Kurds (in both 
Iraq and Syria), the Yazidis and others. 
It also includes the Shia of Iraq who 
might, though this is unlikely, be con-
quered by Islamic State. 

But equally, it includes the northern 
Sunni tribes, who undoubtedly provide 
Islamic State with a real base, due to 
the sectarian Shia rule that has been 
coming from Baghdad, with Iranian 
support. Islamic State, for all their cur-
rent radical brutality are not inherently 
worse than any other of the many reac-
tionary movements and regimes that 
are now being buttered up by imperial-
ism as partners against them. 

‘Radicalism’ 

Recall that Al Qaeda, who a decade or 
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