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EDITORIAL 
MARTIN LEVY  

1 January 2024 
 

ON 23 JANUARY this year the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists will announce the new setting of its Doomsday 
Clock.  The Clock has been in place since 1947, to 

represent the likelihood of a human-made global catastrophe 
from unchecked scientific and global advances.   

Throughout the ‘old’ Cold War, the perception of nuclear 
risks predominated at the Bulletin, with the Clock peaking at 
2 and 3 minutes to midnight in 1953 and 1984 respectively.  
Thereafter, with nuclear arms treaties, the incorporation of the 
German Democratic Republic into Federal Germany, and the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Clock had been progres-
sively pulled back to 17 minutes to midnight by 1991; but it 
has been rising ever since, and from 2007 has incorporated the 
threat from global warming. 

In 2023 the Clock was set to 90 seconds to midnight, its 
highest ever level, due largely – but not exclusively – to the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the consequent risk of nuclear 
escalation.  One year on, with no end in sight to the Ukraine 
war, and with Israel’s bombing and invasion of Gaza, the poten-
tial of global catastrophe can hardly be said to be less.  Israel’s 
genocidal war against the Palestinians, with the de facto mili-
tary and diplomatic support of the USA and Britain, risks 
escalation into a wider regional conflict, extending to Yemen, 
Lebanon, Syria and Iran. 

As long as imperialism has existed, it has been the major 
threat to peace in the world – although, through control and 
manipulation of the mass media, monopoly capitalist ruling 
classes have been able to disguise imperialism’s real nature.  
However, the mainstream media in Britain have not been able 
to hide either the scale of Israel’s atrocities in Gaza, or the US 
and British support for Israel.   

Truth is the first victim of war.  But also, as Shakespeare 
recognised, “at the length truth will out.”1  And that has been 
happening.  Israel has form in lying, and indeed several of the 
initial claims about the Hamas attack on October 7 have not 
been sustained.  Israeli babies were not decapitated; allegations 
of rape – which if true would be outrageous – have not yet been 
verified; and of the 1,200 Israeli dead, 27% were soldiers and 
police officers killed in the fighting,2 while a significant number 
of the civilians were actually killed by Israeli military strikes.3 

Even the full 1,200 figure would not justify Israel’s mur-
derous attack on Gaza.  But there is more.  Veteran 
investigative journalist Seymour Hersh, who broke the story of 
the My Lai massacre during the Vietnam War, and more 
recently exposed Washington’s involvement in the destruction 
of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, has suggested that, either there 
was gross incompetence on Israel’s part with regard to intelli-
gence warnings of Hamas’s plans, or else there was a plan to 
draw the Hamas leadership into an attack and a war it could 
not win.4 In any case, the US and Britain are now directly 
involved in the extension of the Zionist colonialist project. 

In Britain, hundreds of thousands of people have been 

mobilised to protest, on a scale not seen since the US-British 
war on Iraq.  Out of this enormous human tragedy, against 
which protests must be redoubled, there is one positive: impe-
rialism’s mask has slipped, and the left has the opportunity to 
engage more actively in the battle of ideas, exposing the reality 
of imperialism to more and more people. 

This edition of Communist Review makes several contribu-
tions to that battle.  Although originally submitted before the 
Hamas attack on Israel, our lead article by Robert Wilkinson 
details Britain’s longstanding role, as the colonial power, in the 
triumph of Zionism in Palestine.  Another exposé of Britain’s 
colonialist and neocolonialist past, namely in Kenya, is given 
by John Graversgaard’s review of Shiraz Durrani’s recent col-
lection of essays, Two Paths Ahead.  And consistent with the 
recognition that the battle of ideas also includes emotions,5 
Fran Lock’s ‘Soul Food’ column underscores the “unique 
capacities and potentials of poetry to open a much-needed 
space of concentrated listening and retuned ethical attention”, 
here with specific reference to poems on Palestine. 

With all the attention on Gaza, the war in Ukraine has 
dropped out of the headlines.  Ukraine’s counter-offensive has 
failed, it is suffering severe shortages of weapons and man-
power, and the loss of life on both sides has been terrible.  But, 
as Gregor Tassie analyses here, NATO does not want peace, 
even though Russia is in a much stronger position economi-
cally and militarily than at the last peace talks in Turkey.  He 
argues that, short of a catastrophic Ukrainian military defeat, 
or an anti-Zelensky coup, and in the absence of an active world 
movement for a ceasefire and for a new order based on dia-
logue, no genuine peace is likely until at least the US 
presidential elections. 

Three more articles make up this edition.  Reviewing Mar-
tin Wolf’s book The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism, Marc 
Vandepitte concludes that “you get a sharp and incisive anal-
ysis of how capitalism works”, but “it is highly questionable 
whether bourgeois democracy can be saved by continuing to 
believe staunchly in this system.”  Emphasising the importance 
of class, Eugene McCartan observes that “if we are to save our 
planet from destruction, we have to break with the economic 
system of capitalism, to establish an economic and social sys-
tem that can work in harmony with nature.”  And Cuban 
philosopher Marxlenin Valdés emphasises the fact that social-
ism needs youth, and that left-wing publications need to use 
the “codes of youth” in narrating the needs of the class strug-
gle.  CR will try to do that. 

 
Notes and References 
 
1 The Merchant of Venice, Act 2, Scene 2. 
2 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/12/world/middleeast/israel-

death-toll-hamas-attack.html. 
3 https://therealnews.com/did-israels-military-kill-its-own-civilians-

on-oct-7. 
4 https://seymourhersh.substack.com/p/a-history-of-negation. 
5 See Tricontinental Institute/Casa de las Americas, Ten Theses on 

Marxism and Decolonisation, Thesis 9, in CR106, 
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Image Left: Sir Mark Sykes. Right: Palestinian refugee
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THE PREVAILING analysis of much of the left regarding 
the Israel-Palestinian conflict is that of a Zionist settler-
colonialist enterprise displacing the indigenous Arab 

inhabitants in order to establish a racially exclusive Jewish 
state.1  The danger is that some of the arguments being brought 
forth are liable to slip into antisemitism or conversely that the 
fear of being labelled as such constrains our understanding of 
the issues involved.  This article hopefully navigates between 
the Scylla and Charybdis of either danger.2  For many decades 
in the National Union of Teachers, I worked with comrades 
including Bernard Regan in raising the issue of Palestine and 
securing the union’s support for the Palestine Solidarity 
Campaign. 

There is broad agreement on the insidious role that British 
imperialism played in the creation and aggravation of the eth-
nic tensions in Palestine.3  Bernard Regan’s book The Balfour 
Declaration gives a really useful account of the discussions in 
the UK Cabinet and their responses to the Arab representa-
tives who were almost universally ignored. 

In the conclusion to his important article in Communist 
Review,4 Phil Katz wrote about a Resolution of the CPB 56th 
Congress advocating that “Left forces are encouraged to reject 
lazy shorthand analysis in place of one that is rooted in facts, 
in material conditions and in class struggle”.  I hope that this 
article will go some way to fulfil that expectation by showing 
how much British imperialism was responsible for the even-
tual triumph of the Zionist enterprise in Palestine, despite its 
interests in maintaining control over the feudal Arab regimes 
in the Middle East and their mineral resources. 

 
The imperialist carve-up 
The Ottoman Empire had already lost control of much of north 
Africa and the Balkans before the outbreak of war in 1914.  
The decision to throw its weight on the side of the Central 
Powers of Germany, Austro-Hungary, and Bulgaria by declar-
ing jihad against Britain, France and tsarist Russia in 
November 1914 met with initial successes in repelling Allied 
incursions in the Bosporus at Gallipoli and in Mesopotamia 
(modern Iraq).  Britain was so concerned that it encouraged 
an Arab revolt against the Turks with promises of autonomy 
for the feudal rulers of Arabia and the Fertile Crescent from 
Kuwait to Aqaba.5  Meanwhile British and French diplomats 
Sir Mark Sykes and François Georges-Picot were coming to a 
secret agreement to carve up the Fertile Crescent.6  The Bol-
shevik Revolution in Russia published such secret treaties 
and exposed their imperialist duplicity.   

To make matters even more complicated, was the attempt 

by British imperialism to secure the support of the Jewish 
communities in Britain, the United States and Kerensky’s 
Russia by the issue of the Balfour Declaration on 2 November 
1917.  It was made in a letter from Arthur James Balfour, then 
British foreign secretary, to Lord Lionel Walter de Rothschild, 
a leader of the Anglo-Jewish community.7  The wording of the 
Declaration is significant for its deliberate ambiguity: 

 
“His Majesty's Government view with favour the estab-

lishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish 
people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 
religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews 
in any other country.”8 

 
Members of the War Cabinet including the Ulster Unionist 

Edward Carson and the South African leader Jan Smuts were 
fully in support.  Winston Churchill expressed his approval in 
forthright terms:9 

 
“If, as it may well happen, there should be created in our 

lifetime by the banks of the Jordan a Jewish state under the 
protection of the British Crown, which might comprise three 
or four million of Jews, an event would have occurred in the 
history of the world which would, from every point of view, 
be beneficial, and would be especially in harmony with the 
truest interests of the British Empire.” 

 
Despite the publication of US President Wilson’s ‘Four-

teen Points’ including the principle of ‘self-determination’, 
there was an over-riding determination on the part of the Euro-
pean imperialist powers not to apply the principle to 
non-European peoples in the countries formerly part of the 
German and Ottoman Empires.  In order to appease Wilson 
and public opinion at home, the Paris Peace Conference 
established the principle of Mandates.  Mandates were held 
on behalf of the League of Nations by “advanced nations” as 
a “sacred trust of civilisation” in order to give “practical 
effect” to the “development of such peoples” who “are not yet 
able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of 
the modern world”.  Regan writes that “the British were deter-
mined to be in sole control of the destiny of Palestine and take 
little heed of the views of indigenous peoples.”10 

President Wilson established a commission to investigate 
the situation in the Arab countries of the former Ottoman 

“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a 
national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to 
facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing 
shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-
Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by 
Jews in any other country.”
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Empire, but Britain, France and Italy refused to take part.  
The King-Crane Commission11, after taking evidence from the 
then inhabitants, came to the far-sighted conclusion in August 
1919 that  

 
“[A] national home for the Jewish people is not equiva-

lent to making Palestine into a Jewish State; nor can the 
erection of such a Jewish State be accomplished without the 
gravest trespass upon the civil and religious rights of exist-
ing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.”12 

 
In this article, much of the evidence for the development 

of the Zionist enterprise in Palestine is taken from Nathan 
Weinstock’s book, Zionism: False Messiah, that – despite its 
Trotskyist fantasies – views the Jewish experience of immigra-
tion into Palestine as a consequence of desperation and lack 
of possible alternatives.   

 
The growth of the Yishuv 
 (Jewish settlement in Palestine) 
Prior to the Balfour Declaration, there were already in exis-
tence a relatively small number of Jewish inhabitants in the 
‘Holy Land’.  “Periods of great stress or epochal transforma-
tions” simply gave new impetus to “pilgrimages and 
permanent settlements there, by pious and learned Jews”.13  
Towards the middle of the 18th century, numerous rabbinical 
seminaries were established in Palestine.  Their numbers 
increased and several tens of thousands of Orthodox Jews set-
tled in this way in the Holy Land in the course of the following 
century.  Weinstock argues that:  

 
“Jewish nationalism, in particular its Zionist variant, was 

an absolutely new conception born of the socio-political 
context of Eastern Europe in the 19th century … political 
Zionism advocated massive emigration to an undeveloped 
country with the aim of establishing a Jewish State.”14 

 
The reality however was that most Jews suffering under 

antisemitic pogroms in tsarist Russia, Ukraine and Poland 
were more likely to emigrate to the United States (73%), 
Britain (5%), Argentina (4.5%) and Canada (3.1%), than the 
relatively few (3%) that chose Palestine as their destination.15 

Those Jewish workers who remained in tsarist Russia were 
increasingly drawn to the socialist movement.  The establish-
ment of the Allgemeiner Yiddisher Arbeiterbund in 1897 (the 
Bund) attracted considerable numbers in Lithuania, Poland 
and Russia.  Whilst being fiercely opposed to Zionism, it 
developed increasingly nationalist positions.  It adopted effec-
tive strategies in organising Jewish workers with a mass line 
instead of small study circles, following the arguments of the 
influential pamphlet On Agitation16 by Arkadi Kremer and 
Julius Martov, later Menshevik leader.  However, Weinstock 
argues that: 

 
“The Jewish workers’ party was essentially composed of 

Jewish artisans and workers working for small Jewish 
employers in small-scale industry.  This particular social 
composition of its base made the Bund especially vulnerable 
to petty-bourgeois ideology.”17  

 
Although impressed by the effectiveness of the Bund in 

organising large numbers of Jewish workers, Lenin criticised 
it for its separatism18 and argued  

“The more the predatory tsarist autocracy strives to sow 
the seeds of discord, distrust and enmity among the nation-
alities it oppresses, the more abominable its policy of 
inciting the ignorant masses to savage pogroms becomes, the 
more does the duty devolve upon us, the Social-Democrats, 
to rally the isolated Social-Democratic parties of the differ-
ent nationalities into a single Russian Social-Democratic 
Labour Party”.19 

 
Very few workers in the tsarist Russian Empire were 

attracted by promises of settlement in Palestine.  Although the 
Jewish population grew from 20,000 in 1880 to 50,000 in 
189520 the immigrants from eastern Europe (Ashkenazim) had 
little in common with the long-established Jewish communi-
ties (Sephardim).  The Ottoman province of Palestine was also 
subjected to the incursions of rival Christian Churches setting 
up religious institutions that made significant real estate pur-
chases and invested considerable capital.21 

 
“The introduction of a money economy and incorporation 

into the world capitalist market involved the breaking up of 
collective ownership of village lands and the subjection of 
the fellahin22 to ruinous taxation … [was] an extremely 
favourable situation for the effendis23 who grew fat at the 
expense of the fellahin … who were gradually dispos-
sessed”.24 

 
Jewish settlement in Palestine was at first almost entirely 

dependent upon external finance, largely from Baron Edmond 
de Rothschild, starting in 1882.25  This investment soon 
degenerated into a ‘normal’ colonialist structure of European 
planters exploiting cheap local labour, as in Algeria or Rhode-
sia.  Jewish journalist and founder of cultural Zionism Ahad 
Ha’am reported in 1891 that: 

 
“They treat the Arabs with hostility and cruelty, deprive 

them of their rights, offend them without cause and even 
boast of these deeds”.26  

 
In 1900, Rothschild transferred the settlements that he 

had sponsored to the Jewish Colonisation Association led by 
Baron de Hirsch.  As Weinstock concluded, without their sub-
stantial investment “Zionist colonisation would have been 
doomed to failure”.27 

A second wave of Jewish immigration intensified after the 
defeat of the Russian revolution in 1904-5.  Profoundly influ-
enced by populism and Tolstoy, they were committed to ‘the 
return to the soil’.  It meant a Jewish economy excluding the 
Arabs, so as to protect the immigrants’ jobs.28  The Zionist 
worker drove the fellahin out of the Jewish agricultural settle-
ments.  The Jewish pioneers (chalutzim) made it a principle 
of establishing a separate economy.  Apartheid (separate 
development) was built into the foundations of Zionist labour 
colonisation.  Until the development of citrus production, the 
Jewish settlements were only economically viable thanks to 
considerable funding from abroad.29 

The 5th Zionist Congress in 1901 established the Jewish 
National Fund (JNF) to acquire land as the inalienable prop-
erty of the Jewish people, conditional on the employment of 
Jewish labour alone.  The Poale Zion party, affiliated to the 
Socialist International in 1907, was comprised exclusively of 
Jewish workers and had the boycott of Arab workers as a fun-
damental policy from the very beginning.  A ‘self-defence’ 



5 
 C

OM
M

UN
IS

T 
RE

VI
EW

  
 W

in
te

r 
20

23
/2

02
4

organisation, the Hashomer (Guardians) was established on 
the principle that ‘Jewish property must be protected by Jews’.   
The Zionist Congress also decided in favour of the use of 
Hebrew in Palestine, further reinforcing the separate existence 
of Jew and Arab in the country.  It was to be the sole language 
of instruction in Jewish schools.   

 
The Arab response to ‘separate development’ 
In 1908 the first cooperative villages (moshavim) were estab-
lished, with the first collective (kibbutz) two years later.  Their 
numbers were considerably expanded following the First 
World War with 12,000 ‘settlers’ out of a total Jewish popula-
tion of 85,000.30  The Second International in 1919 recognised 
“the right of the Jewish people to set up and build a National 
Home in Palestine”, leaving it to the League of Nations to “see 
to it that the rights of the other inhabitants of the country are 
respected”.31  However, the 2nd Congress of the Communist 
International in 1920 denounced “Zionism as a whole, which 
under the pretence of creating a Jewish State in Palestine in 
fact surrenders the Arab working people of Palestine, where 
the Jewish workers form only a small minority, to exploitation 
by England.”32 

The Administrator of Palestine, General Bols, reported 
that the Zionist Commission “adopted an hostile, critical and 
abusive attitude” to the British Administration:33 

 
“[I]t is manifestly impossible to please partisans who 

officially claim nothing more than a National Home but in 
reality will be satisfied with nothing less than a Jewish State 
and all that it politically implies.” 

 
In 1920 anti-Jewish riots broke out in Jerusalem and in 

the north, where a number of settlements had been estab-
lished.  Further demonstrations occurred in Haifa during the 
visit of Winston Churchill in March 1921, when an Arab del-
egation of Christians and Moslems was met with a “curt 
refusal” to amend the Mandate policy on Jewish immigration, 
despite the copious evidence in the report on the riots by 
Major-General Palin.34 More serious rioting occurred in Jaffa 
on 1 May 1921, leaving 47 dead and 146 injured, when, 
according to Norman and Helen Bentwich, “an Arab mob … 
burst into the Jewish Immigrants’ House at Jaffa and murdered 
many of the inmates”.35  Those authors are of the opinion that 
the emerging fierce Arab resistance was motivated to a large 
degree by the fear of being dispossessed of their lands.  Wein-
stock says that the policy of “economic apartheid” practised 
by the Histadrut (the Zionist trade union centre) aroused 
strong Arab resentment as early as 1920.36  

The report on the disturbances by the Haycraft Commis-
sion led to some concessions to Arab opinion.  It rejected the 
argument that Palestine should become “as Jewish as England 
is English”.37  Weinstock comments: 

 
“It was not contemplated that Palestine as a whole 

should be converted into a Jewish National Home, but that 
such a Home should be founded in Palestine.  Jewish immi-
gration was to be bound by the criterion of the economic 
capacity of the country at the time to absorb new arrivals.”38 

 
The rigged election in 1921 of a new Grand Mufti of 

Jerusalem, a candidate recently pardoned for his role in the 
1920 Jerusalem disturbances, showed how the British High 
Commissioner was desirous to counterbalance Zionism by the 

choice of an “arch-reactionary big landowner, whose religious 
fanaticism and extreme right-wing nationalism were well-
known.”39 

In August 1929 violence broke out again as Jewish inhab-
itants of Jerusalem, Hebron and Safed were attacked, with 133 
killed and 355 injured.  116 rioters died as British forces 
restored order.  Weinstock argues that 

 
“Lacking any political leadership other than that of the 

big landowners, the masses protested in a savage pre-polit-
ical and fanatical form, superficially similar to a pogrom.”40 

 
In response the Passfield White Paper announced restric-

tions on Zionist land purchases in line with the report of the 
expert Sir John Hope-Simpson “who had been shocked at the 
extent to which the Arabs had been evicted”.40  However, the 
British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald wrote a letter to 
the Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann in February 1931 that 
rendered the White Paper null and void.  Weinstock writes 
that 

 
“MacDonald recognised and accepted Zionist separatism, 

which was based on the principle of excluding Arab labour 
from Jewish enterprises.”41 

 
General strikes by Arab workers and businesses were 

increasingly directed against British colonial domination, 
accompanied by demonstrations and extremely violent clashes 
with the police.  Rioters were encouraged by similar events in 
Egypt and Syria but were betrayed by their traditional ‘feudal’ 
leaders of the Higher Arab Committee and diverted into “anti-
Jewish excesses”.42 

  
Partition or a single state? 
The Arab Revolt of 1936-39 was ruthlessly repressed by 
Britain, with more than 2,000 Arabs killed, and some hundred 
convicted by military courts and hanged under the 1937 
Emergency Regulations.43  This defeat left the population 
exhausted.  Excluded from the Jewish consumer markets for 
their agricultural produce and from employment in Jewish 
owned businesses, the Arab farmers and workers “inevitably 
fell back under the hegemony of the fanatical effendis”,44 the 
Husseini and the Nashashibi cliques.   

In response to the uprising the British Government estab-
lished another Commission of Inquiry led by Lord Peel that 
suggested the partition of the country between the two ethnic 
communities, with the British retaining control of Jerusalem.  
In the Jewish ‘statelet’, the Jews would have a slender majority 
of 53.4%.45  However the Woodhead Commission, established 
to consider the implementation of partition, concluded that 
partition would require the significant transfer of the resident 
population.46 

The Arab representatives opposed any idea of partitioning 
the country and developed contacts with Britain’s imperialist 
rivals, Italy and Germany.47  The Mufti grew closer and closer 
to the Nazis and later, during the Second World War, 
“recruited Moslem regiments for the Axis in Yugoslavia”.48   

In May 1939 the MacDonald White Paper (named after 
the Colonial Secretary Malcolm MacDonald) advocated a Jew-
ish national home within an independent Palestinian state 
within ten years.  “The independent State should be one in 
which Arabs and Jews share government in such a way as to 
ensure that the essential interests of each community are safe-
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guarded.”  Jewish immigration was to be limited to 75,000 
over the next five years and the sale of land to Jews restricted.  
In response the first acts of Jewish terrorism against the British 
administration occurred.49 

During the Arab Revolt, the British had enlisted 21,000 
in the Jewish Settlement Police, enabling the underground 
militia of the Haganah (The Defence) to be armed and trained 
by Captain Orde Wingate at Britain’s expense.50  The White 
Paper of 1939 however broke up the alliance between the 
British administration and the Zionist movement. 

Jewish immigration had previously peaked at 33,800 in 
192551 but rose to a high of nearly 62,000 in 1935.  Restric-
tions imposed by the British saw official numbers fall to 
around 10,500 by 193752 but ‘unofficial’ numbers were 
increasing as Zionist smuggling became better organised (and 
many were desperate to escape fascist governments in 
Europe).53  It became increasingly difficult for Jewish emi-
grants from Germany, Poland and Hungary to enter the United 
States.54  Vessels transporting refugees to the Americas were 
turned back, and even relatives of US citizens were refused 
entry.55  It was notable that the US Zionist leadership refused 
to help the resettlement of refugees outside Palestine.56 

Out of a total of around 2.5m who sought refuge abroad 
between 1935 and 1943 only about 8.5% settled in Palestine.  
Around 7% were admitted by the USA and 2-2.5% by Britain.  
Weinstock argues that “The vast majority of European Jews 
who managed to escape the slaughter found refuge in the 
Soviet Union”,57 although their safety might well have been 
only temporary in the Baltic States and western Ukraine and 
Belarus, incorporated in the USSR in 1939.   

Weinstock concludes that these figures “underline the 
heavy responsibility borne by the Western governments for the 
genocide of the Jewish people by confining their intervention 
to the admission of a symbolic quota of refugees”.57 

 
The Jewish response to antisemitism 
The rise of antisemitism in Europe revealed the profound 
divergence between the mainstream Zionists led by Ben 
Gurion and the Revisionists who followed the ideology of Ze’ev 
Jabotinsky.  The admiration shown by Jabotinsky to the Italian 
Fascist movement since the 1920s was reciprocated by Il Duce 
Mussolini who said in 1934 that 

 
“You must create a Jewish state.  I am myself a Zionist 

….  You must have a true state, not the ridiculous national 
hearth that the English have offered you.”58  

 
The Revisionists had attacked the Jewish working-class 

movement by organising scabs during strikes and even 
stooped to assassination of a leader of the Labour movement.  
Their armed militia, the Irgun Zvai Leumi, practised system-
atic terror towards the Palestinians with bombs in Arab 
marketslix and attacks on buses carrying Arab workers. 

The growing threat of war in Europe also gave an urgency 
to the situation of the Jews in Poland, as 40% of the post-1918 
immigrants in Palestine had family roots in that country.  As 
racial persecution intensified in Germany and its occupied ter-
ritories, neighbouring countries reinforced legislation against 
refugees.59  After the Kristallnacht atrocities in Germany in 
1938, Romania and Hungary also enacted discriminatory reg-
ulations against their Jews.  Weinstock observes that 

 
“Only the Jewish community in Palestine publicly 

declared its willingness to welcome the tens of thousands of 
refugees from the Nazi inferno and Britain stood opposed to 
it.”60   

 
Thousands were assisted by the Haganah in entering 

Palestine illegally although the British authorities intercepted 
and deported many hundreds back to their ports of embarka-
tion.   

Even though Chaim Weizmann and the Zionist Executive 
assured the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain of 
Jewish support in the war effort, the Irgun organised a series 
of terrorist attacks against Government buildings in Pales-
tine.61  However the Irgun split and several of its leading 
fighters assisted the British against the Vichy regime in Syria 
and the pro-Nazi coup of Rashid Ali in Iraq.  Nevertheless, a 
minority led by Abraham Stern was determined to carry on the 
struggle against Britain.  The Stern Gang resorted to armed 
robbery and assassinations but many of its leaders were killed 
or arrested in the process.62  Meanwhile more than 43,000 of 
the Haganah forces were receiving military training by the 
British. 

The revelations of the extermination camps by the Allied 
armies at the end of the war did not however result in any 
relaxation of the immigration prohibitions on the entry of Jew-
ish refugees into the Western countries.  Out of a total of 
450,000 only 25,000 were allowed to immigrate into the 
United States.  Many of those who had failed to enter Palestine 
were held by the British authorities in concentration camps on 
Cyprus.63  Even after the liberation by the Soviet forces, anti-
semitic violence continued in Poland by opponents of the new 
government.64  Weinstock concludes that 

 
“The scandalous indifference of the Western Govern-

ments to the fate of the survivors of National Socialism 
accounts for their mass support for Zionism”.65  

 
The 1945 world Zionist conference demanded that “An 

immediate decision be announced to establish Palestine as a 
Jewish State.”66  Earlier in December 1944 the British Labour 
Party Executive had recommended that “the Arabs be encour-
aged to move out as the Jews move in”.67  However once they 
formed a government after the 1945 election the Labour lead-
ers appreciated that the British strategy towards the Arab 
League was in danger of collapse as a result of “ill-considered 
pledges to the Zionists.”67 

US President Truman suggested to British Prime Minister 
Attlee that he should open up Palestine to all those stateless 
Jews who wished to settle there.  British Foreign Secretary 
Ernest Bevin cynically responded that American agitation in 
favour of the admission of the Jews to Palestine mainly arose 
from the fact that “they did not want too many of them in New 
York”.68 Meanwhile in Palestine in addition to increasingly 
effective people-smuggling, attacks on British facilities by 
Jewish militias (Haganah, Palmach and Irgun) became more 
frequent and were met by Emergency legislation in January 
1946.  Bevin established an Anglo-American Commission of 
Inquiry that recommended the immediate admission of 
100,000 refugees, the conversion of the Mandate into a United 
Nations trusteeship and a bi-national Palestine.69 

Weinstock argues that  
 

“[T]he Jewish resistance went on unrelentingly and the 
British sustained severe losses.  After seven soldiers were 



killed in April 1946, the military staged ‘unauthorised 
reprisals’ raiding Jewish settlements and attacking innocent 
passers-by, a treatment quite frequently meted out to the 
Palestinians during the Arab revolt of 1936-1939.”70  

 
The attitude of the British administration became increas-

ingly antisemitic as the situation became far too costly in 
expenditure on security and the loss of British lives. 

In July 1946 the Irgun carried out its most sensational 
attack yet, the destruction of the King David Hotel in 
Jerusalem that was being used by the British intelligence 
units, resulting in 91 dead and 46 injured.  Within a few min-
utes of the bombing, the GOC of the British forces Sir Evelyn 
Barker ordered that “all Jewish places of entertainment, cafes, 
restaurants, shops and private dwellings” be out of bounds to 
all ranks.  He concluded: 

 
“I appreciate that these measures will inflict some hard-

ship on the troops, but I am certain that if my reasons are 
fully explained to them, they will understand their propriety 
and they will be punishing the Jews in a way the race dis-
likes as much as any, by striking at their pockets and 
showing our contempt of them.”71 

 
The British Mandate in crisis 
In the deteriorating situation the British government brought 
forward the Morrison-Grady Plan that proposed the partition 
of the country into Arab and Jewish provinces with limited 
autonomy beneath a British High Commissioner who had 
direct authority over the Jerusalem-Bethlehem area.72  Nego-
tiations were resumed with both the followers of the Mufti and 
the Zionist leadership, the British playing off one side against 
the other in typical colonialist manner.  Yet Jewish terrorism 
continued even more intensely than before and retaliatory 
actions were more savage.  The Irgun hanged two British 
sergeants and booby-trapped their bodies.  Britain expelled 
thousands of Jews without trial to Cyprus and Kenya.  A 
teenage member of the Stern Gang died whilst under ‘interro-
gation’, with the officer responsible being acquitted.72 There 
were even outbreaks of antisemitic violence in British cities. 

In such circumstances, and with tens of thousands of Jew-
ish would-be illegal immigrants held in British camps in 
Cyprus and Palestine, the British government admitted in 
February 1947 that it could not manage these problems on its 
own and referred the issue to the United Nations, seeking its 
advice on how Palestine could be better administered.  On 15 
May the General Assembly created the UN Special Commis-
sion on Palestine (UNSCOP) to investigate the cause of the 
conflict, and, if possible, devise a solution.  In this debate the 
Soviet delegate, Andrei Gromyko, supported partition. 

The British government’s reputation was further worsened 
in the summer of 1947 by the episode of the Exodus 1947 
refugee ship.  This vessel, having left Marseilles on 11 July 
with 4,500 Jewish survivors of the Nazi genocide on board, 
was intercepted by the British navy and brought into Haifa 
port, where the authorities attempted to remove passengers 
forcibly.  Two refugees were killed in the struggle, and dozens 
more were injured.  British forces then transferred the remain-
ing passengers back to France; and when the survivors refused 
to disembark there, and declared a hunger strike, the govern-
ment decided to send the ship to the British-controlled zone 
of Germany, where the survivors would be placed in camps for 
screening.73 

The whole episode produced an international outcry, bol-
stering Jewish claims for the need for sovereignty.  At the end 
of August, the majority of the UNSCOP recommended the par-
tition of the Mandate into two states linked by an economic 
union with Jerusalem given international status, and this was 
formally agreed by the General Assembly in Resolution 181 
on 29 November.  The plan was rejected by all sections of 
Arab opinion whilst the Zionist General Council expressed its 
approval.74  

 
A special case 
What makes Israel unique as distinct from other colonial 
endeavours established by force against the wishes of the 
indigenous inhabitants, such as the United States, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand, is the fact that the establishment 
of a Jewish State in Palestine was the decision of a two-thirds 
majority in the United Nations General Assembly.75 What is 
often passed over by many left-wing commentators is the fact 
that the ‘socialist camp’, USSR, Belorussian SSR, Ukrainian 
SSR, Poland and Czechoslovakia, voted in favour of partition, 
although Yugoslavia abstained.76 

The Soviet position on partition has often been charac-
terised as an attempt to oust, or at least weaken, British 
influence in the Middle East.  Galia Golan, in her book Soviet 
Policies in the Middle East, argued that  

 
“There was a Soviet interest in the internationalisation 

of the issue of Palestine in the 1940s, so as to obtain some 
role for Moscow in the necessary decisions.  Thus the Sovi-
ets supported the idea of an international trusteeship or, if 
Britain rejected this idea, the submission of the issue to the 
United Nations for settlement.  …  The Soviets, indeed, had 
little to gain at this time from favouring the Arab position, 
against the Jews, in view of the pro-British orientation of the 
Arab regimes”. 77 

 
The United Nations General Assembly debate on Res-
olution 181(II) 78 
It is instructive to consider the arguments of the representa-
tives of Poland and the USSR to the UN debate in November 
1947. 79,80   

Oscar Lange, the Polish delegate, said that  
 

“We have followed with pride the great constructive work 
of the Jewish community in Palestine, for we know that a 
major part of this community consists of Jews who came 
from Poland and once were citizens of the Polish Republic 
….  [T]he mass extermination of millions of Jews in our 
country established a community of suffering between the 
Jews and the Polish nation.  This community of suffering 
also turned into a community of resistance and struggle 
against the forces of German occupation, a struggle which 
is known throughout the world through the dramatic and 
heroic uprising of the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto ….  We 
know that a large proportion of the Jewish people consider 
Palestine as their national home, where they wish to estab-
lish their own national life.” 

 
Lange went on to point out that Poland also had sympa-

thies with the Arab struggle for national independence: 
 

“Having been deprived of our own national indepen-
dence for over a century, we understand, and sympathise 
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with the aspirations of all Arab nations for full national inde-
pendence ….  For this reason, we also wish the Arab people 
of Palestine to achieve their independence and national 
statehood as quickly as possible.”  

 
As in Gromyko’s speech in May 1947, Lange also put the 

blame for the situation in Palestine on the British administra-
tion: 

 
“British statesmanship has not succeeded in settling the 

problem.  Palestine is torn by strife and terror which impair 
the normal development of both Arab and Jewish communi-
ties in that country….  [I]t is vital that the settlement of the 
Palestine problem should be adopted now with the neces-
sary two-thirds majority ….  The Arab people of Palestine, 
as well as the Jewish people of Palestine, want national 
independence. 

My delegation and my government believed for a time, 
and hoped, that those national aspirations might find their 
expression in one Palestinian State in which both Arabs and 
Jews would be equal partners, free to develop their national 
life.  The situation, however, is such that this cannot be 
achieved ….  We therefore have to establish two states, an 
Arab and a Jewish State….  There is no other way out.” 

 
Lange accepted that  
 

“Great attention has been given to the establishment of 
a Jewish State ….  But there is sometimes overlooked … 
that the proposal contained in the resolution … establishes 
an Arab state in Palestine, a state which gives to the Arab 
people of Palestine their national political independence.” 

 
Gromyko reiterated the comments he had made in the May 

session:  
 

“When the question of the future of Palestine was under 
discussion at the special session of the General Assembly, 
the Government of the USSR pointed to the two most accept-
able solutions of this question.  The first was the creation of 
a single democratic Arab-Jewish State in which Arabs and 
Jews would enjoy equal rights.  In case that solution were to 
prove unworkable because of Arab and Jewish insistence 
that, in view of the deterioration in Arab-Jewish relations, 
they would be unable to live together, the Government of the 
USSR through its delegation at the Assembly, pointed to the 
second solution, which was to partition Palestine into two 
free, independent and democratic States – an Arab and a 
Jewish one.” 

 
He welcomed UNSCOP’s agreement with the conclusion 

of his speech in May, ie partition.  He argued that: 
 

“[A]ll the alternative solutions of the Palestinian problem 
were found to be unworkable and impractical ….  The expe-
rience gained from the study of the Palestinian question has 
shown that Jews and Arabs in Palestine do not wish or are 
unable to live together ….  [I]f these two peoples that inhabit 
Palestine, both of which have deeply rooted historical ties to 
the land, cannot live together within the boundaries of a single 
state, there is no alternative but to create, in place of one 
country, two states – an Arab and a Jewish one.” 

 

He went on to acknowledge that: 
 

“The representatives of the Arab states claim that the 
partition of Palestine would be an historic injustice.  But 
this view of the case is unacceptable, if only because, after 
all, the Jewish people has been closely linked with Palestine 
for a considerable period in history.  Apart from that, we 
must not overlook the position in which the Jewish people 
found themselves as a result of the recent world war ….  The 
proposal to divide Palestine into two separate independent 
states … is in keeping with the basic national interest not 
only of the Jews but also of the Arabs ….  It is keeping with 
the principle of the national self-determination of peoples 
….  This decision will meet the legitimate demands of the 
Jewish people, hundreds of thousands of whom, as you 
know, [are] still without a country, without homes, having 
found temporary shelter only in special camps.” 

 
Gromyko laid the blame for the situation in Palestine on 

the British and the League of Nations mandate system: 
  

“[T]he mandate system has been found wanting.  I shall 
say more: the mandate system has failed .… It was just 
because the system of governing Palestine by mandate had 
failed, had proved inadequate, that the United Kingdom 
Government turned to the United Nations for help.” 

 
However, the British representative at the UN continued 

to voice reservations, making a settlement conditional on 
agreement between the two sides.  Gromyko dismissed such 
prevarication, arguing that 

 
“[W]e all know that the Arabs and the Jews have failed 

to reach an agreement.  The discussion of this problem at 
the present session shows that an agreement between them 
is impossible.  There seems to be no prospect of any such 
agreement being reached between Arabs and Jews.” 

 
Denouncing the British attitude, Gromyko accused them 

by pointing out that 
  

“[T]he present regime in Palestine is hated equally by 
both Arab and Jew.  You all know what the attitude towards 
that regime is, especially on the part of the Jews.” 

 
The United Nations Plan of Partition81 was the outcome of 

Resolution 181(II).  A full account of the historical back-
ground to the decision of the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) is available on their website.82  In its final 
form the Jewish State would cover just over half of the area of 
the Mandate although the current Jewish population of 
608,000 made up about one-third of the population.83 It was 
expected that the hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees in 
‘displaced persons’ camps in Europe would move into the new 
Jewish State and by doing so form a majority. 

 
Defeat of the Arab invasion meant disaster for the 
Palestinians 
The British delegation at the UN had made it clear that Britain 
was  

“not prepared to undertake the task of imposing a policy 
in Palestine by force of arms … and the extent to which 
force would be required to ensure its implementation”.83 
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The British government in washing its hands of the 

responsibility for an orderly transfer of power was in effect 
condemning the population to inter-communal violence on a 
scale only dwarfed by the contemporaneous withdrawal from 
India that may have resulted in around a million deaths.84 

In September 1947 the British dominated Arab League 
had decided to resist territorial partition ‘by all means’.  By 
the end of November an anti-Zionist rural guerrilla campaign 
was started by the Arab militias supported by the League.  The 
Haganah staged ‘counter-attacks’ on Arab villages “as a warn-
ing against helping Arab terrorists”.  A general strike and 
anti-Jewish riots in Jerusalem led to reprisals by the Irgun who 
had by then abandoned its attacks on the British.85  Sectarian 
attacks upon workers in the Haifa refinery led to 19 deaths 
and the murder of a trade union leader by agents of the 
Mufti.86  

In January 1948 over 6,000 fighters of the Arab Liberation 
Army (ALA) under the command of the Arab League entered 
Palestine with no opposition from the British.87  The Arab 
militia succeeded in blocking the road to Jerusalem and laying 
siege to the Jewish quarter in the city.  By the beginning of 
March, 1,378 had been killed and more than 6,000 wounded 
in the inter-communal fighting.  The Haganah managed to 
take control of most of the towns allocated to the Jewish state 
but their initial attempt to relieve the Jewish enclave in 
Jerusalem failed.  At the start of April, a co-ordinated assault 
under the name of Operation Nachshon attempted to break the 
Arab blockade and take control of a corridor linking Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem.  It was during this offensive that units from Irgun 
and Lehi (the Stern Gang) attacked the village of Deir Yassin 
in which over 100 civilians were massacred.  This was used 
by Zionist propaganda as a warning to other Arab villages of 
what could happen if they failed to obey orders to leave.  Arab 
leaders also publicised the atrocity, leading to even more vil-
lagers fleeing their homes.  More than 400 Arab villages were 
wiped off the map as their inhabitants fled.  Shlomo Sand pro-
vides an account of the dispossession of one Arab village88 that 
took place before Deir Yassin:   

 
“All told, in the course of the Nakba89, some seven hun-

dred thousand people were displaced.  Their lands and 
homes were appropriated without compensation.  Many of 
them and their descendants still live in refugee camps 
throughout the Middle East.”90 

 
Weinstock writes: 
 

“On the eve of the expiry of the Mandate, David Ben 
Gurion proclaimed the birth of the State of Israel in Tel Aviv 
on May 14.  The following day, in accordance with the deci-
sions of the Arab League, units of the Transjordanian, 
Syrian, Lebanese, Iraqi and Egyptian regular armies and a 
Saudi Arabian contingent crossed the border of Palestine.91  
…  Bevin gave Glubb Pasha a friendly warning: But do not 
go and invade the area allotted to the Jews.”92  

 
Even before the ending of the Mandate on 14 May, units 

of the Arab Legion, led by British officers, had intervened in 
the war and destroyed the Jewish settlement of Gush Etzion 
south of Jerusalem.  General Glubb was ordered by King 
Abdullah of Transjordan to enter Jerusalem, and he succeeded 
in taking control of the eastern areas of the city.  UN mediator 

Swedish diplomat Folke Bernadotte negotiated a ceasefire in 
June, yet Lehi regarded this as a betrayal, and Bernadotte was 
assassinated in September as a result.93 

Galia Golan points out that 
 

“During the 1948 war, following the attack by the Arab 
states on the newly declared State of Israel, Soviet propa-
ganda attributed Arab hostility to British provocation 
designed to thwart partition and provide a pretext for the 
British to remain.  The British were said to be aiding Arab 
reactionaries against the creation of an independent Arab 
state despite the fact, according to Soviet propaganda, that 
such a state would be in the interests of the Arab peoples 
and the Arabs of Palestine.  Partition, as portrayed by the 
Soviet Union, was to mean the end of British imperialist 
exploitation of the Arabs.  … 

Despite this effort not to alienate the Arabs, the Soviet 
Union significantly assisted the defence of the new Jewish 
state ….  [Weapons] were provided mainly by Czechoslo-
vakia, with Soviet permission, about the same time as the 
British arming of Iraq, Egypt and Trans-Jordan on the 
grounds that Britain had defence pacts with these coun-
tries.” 94 

 
Even though the support given to the Arab forces by the 

British was considerable, they failed, as Maxime Rodinson 
says, to “prevent a Jewish take-over of points inside the zone 
allocated by the UN to the Arabs”.95  Weinstock argues that  

 
“The invasion of Palestine by the Transjordanian troops 

was negotiated by King Abdullah with Bevin ….  In reality 
Britain urged its Transjordanian protégé to annex the Arab 
areas of Palestine.”96  

 
In his history of Jordan, Benjamin Schwadran writes that  
 

“In this way the future Arab state of Palestine was liqui-
dated by an agreement between the abdicating Mandatory 
Power and the recently founded sovereign state of Transjor-
dan.”97 

 
Weinstock adds that 
 

“Ben Gurion and Abdullah carved up between them the 
area which was to have been the Palestinian Arab state.”98  

 
The Israeli Army, with its hands free in the centre of the 

country and assured of the almost total passivity of the Arab 
Legion, pursued its victorious offensive in the south against 
the Egyptians.  The armistice concluded between Israel and 
Egypt sanctioned the occupation of the Negev by the Israeli 
army with the exception of the coastal strip of Gaza where 
“about 130,000 refugees were concentrated, many of whom 
were farmers whose lands were on the other side of the bor-
der.”99 

The USSR continued its denunciations of the feudal Arab 
regimes, and Jordan especially came in for criticism for its 
occupation of the West Bank and east Jerusalem.  King Abdul-
lah’s close association with the British was regarded as 
preventing the creation of an independent Arab state in accor-
dance with the partition plan.  Moscow also continued to 
support the internationalisation of the city of Jerusalem as the 
resolutions of the UN had demanded.  It accused the British 
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administration of creating the refugee crisis by urging the 
Arabs to flee their homes even before the British troops were 
withdrawn at the end of the Mandate.99 

By the end of 1948, however, Soviet support for Israel 
began to cool as the defence of the country from the invasion 
by the feudal Arab regimes, with British support, had turned 
around into Israeli expansionism beyond the partition lines 
into the designated Arab territories.  As early as September 
1948, attacks on Zionism reappeared in the Soviet media as 
the Cold War with the West intensified.100   

Israeli territory now extended to more than four-fifths of 
the area of former Palestine, but only about 133,000 of the 
Arab population remained.  Hundreds of thousands of 
refugees had sought sanctuary in Arab Palestine (Gaza and the 
West Bank) or in neighbouring Arab countries.101  The Jewish 
State was now a reality but at the price paid by the Palestinian 
people who were the victims of deals made behind their backs 
by feudal Arab leaders.  As Weinstock comments: 

 
“Either as refugees ‘vegetating in the dire poverty of 

camps maintained by the UN102… or as ‘second-class citizens 
in Israel, alienated in their own country: a terrible degradation 
of an entire people ….  The Zionist ideal came true.”103 

 
Results and prospects 
Without the consistent support of Balfour, Lloyd George and 
Winston Churchill it is doubtful that the Jewish State in Pales-
tine would have come into existence.  The tragedy for the 
Palestinians was that they were so badly served by leaders 
such as the Grand Mufti and Ahmad Shukairy104, whose poli-
cies of threatening extermination only reinforced the 
ideological stranglehold of the Zionists over the Jewish popu-
lation of Israel.   

The danger now is that a demand for a ‘single-state solu-
tion’ cannot provide a realistic way forward.  It either 
presupposes an Arab domination105 (assuming a demographic 
majority of Arabs after implementing the return of refugees) 
or a Jewish domination over the entire ‘Eretz Israel’ with the 
Arab population as second-class inhabitants.  Neither of these 
two perspectives recognises the right to self-determination of  
the two nationalities existing in the former Mandate.   

The promise of sovereignty for the Palestinian Arabs held 
out by Oskar Lange in November 1947 is still unfulfilled and 
deserves our continued support.  Peace resulting from a just 
solution is still in the best interests of both peoples.  The BDS 
campaign will need to keep up the pressure despite govern-
ment attempts to silence such protests, and all supporters of 
peace must become more fully involved with the Palestine Sol-
idarity Campaign.106 

The more recent attack by Hamas from the Gaza Strip 
temporarily reinforced the hold of Netanyahu’s government on 
the Jewish population of Israel and led to the formation of a 
‘National Unity’ coalition.  Yet the Jewish communities else-
where have raised doubts about the military response to the 
Hamas attack and kidnappings and the evident unprepared-
ness of the much-vaunted security services. Carpet-bombing 
and starvation blockade of civilians is unpopular even with the 
pro-Israel US President, and the exercise of the US veto in the 
UN Security Council makes its isolation damaging. The crisis 
makes it even more necessary to advocate a peace agreement 
along the lines proposed by China and the Arab states. The 
writing is on the wall for Netanyahu and Palestinian 
sovereignty is back on the agenda. 
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MARXISM AND THE  
FUTURE OF SOCIALISM 
EUGENE McCARTAN
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THE FUTURE OF socialism is not an abstract or academic 
question, as the title of this session might suggest.  
Whether considered as a coherent political ideology or as 

a social and economic system based on the social ownership of 
property, its future is entirely dependent on the actions of real 
people in the material world, on the ideological struggle for ideas 
and the class struggle for human emancipation. 

While there are many ‘varieties’ of Marxism, the core tenets 
of Marx’s thinking are readily stated.  Above all else, Marxism is 
a theory of human action.  Human action creates the relation-
ships between people, creates human society, and brings about 
social change (also known as history).  Marx regarded work, in 
the broadest sense, as the crucial human action: work is the cre-
ative human activity that lies at the heart of everything else in 
society: culture, politics, law, knowledge, education. 

Marxism is also rooted in materialism.  For Marx, everything 
exists in relationships; everything is connected to the material 
world in which it exists, and nothing floats free of this connect-
edness.  The structures in society and economy are actually sets 
of human relationships.  It is impossible to identify the structures 
of society or the economy outside of the human relations between 
people that define them. 

Class is central to all Marx’s thinking.  Class is derived from 
our relationship to the means of production: those who own prop-
erty are the dominant and ruling class in society; those who don’t 
own property and are forced to sell their labour power to those 
who do are the workers, the working class.  This is crucial – in 
the first place, because the working class is forced to sell its 
labour power in the market-place; workers no longer control or 
‘own’ their labour, the central creative action in their lives, and 
are alienated from both their work and the product of that work.  
They are subject to the decisions, goals and intentions of the 
owners of property, the ruling class.  Instead of forming free and 
fully human relations with each other, we meet each other in the 
market-place, and our relationships are distorted and transac-
tional. 

Secondly, because human beings come together in the first 
instance to produce the means of their existence, class is at the 
heart of everything in a society based on the private ownership 
of property.  Who owns property determines what is produced 
and how, and what the relations of production are.  Human soci-
eties grow and develop from this first coming together, creating 
politics, law, culture, knowledge, and everything else in society.  
And, from the beginning, each of these is imbued with the prac-
tice and ideology of the private ownership of property, of class, 
the ideas and interests of the dominant or ruling class. 

The state, as we understand it, emerges because of the con-
flicting class interests in society; it ensures and promotes the 
interests and ideas of the property-owners, the ruling class.  
When considering the material advances of the working class at 
times in the countries where social democrats have been in gov-
ernment for some time, we should bear this in mind.  Welcome 
and real as many of these gains are, do they undermine or chal-
lenge private property, or do they consolidate the class system? 

Imperialism, sometimes referred to as monopoly capitalism, 
is the structural expression of class and private ownership of prop-
erty in the contemporary world.  It arises from the consolidation of 
productive and financial capital into bigger and fewer corporations, 
and the subsequent superseding of productive capital by financial 
capital, which becomes dominant in the imperialist system.  The 
export of financial capital exceeds the export of goods, and the 
global division of labour becomes restructured. 

Alongside these economic changes, a new political division 
of the world into spheres of influence and interest develops.  This 
is decisively different from the old colonial order, and indeed 
colonies have largely disappeared from the imperialist world, 
replaced by new sets of economic and political relationships of 
domination and control. 

As I pointed out at the beginning, the future of socialism is 
not an abstract question.  Armed with an understanding of the 
basic ideas of Marxism, we can begin to look at the world as we 
find it today and at how we can change it.  We see that there are 
clear, separate class interests and relationships at both the 
national and the international level. 

The backdrop to our discussion today is complex but not 
impossible to unravel and to understand, allowing us to develop 
strategies for a way forward.  Among the features of the world 
today are: 
l the overthrow of socialism in eastern Europe, the victory of 
counter-revolutionary forces, and the continued unfolding of the 
impact of that victory at the end of the twentieth century; 
l NATO’s proxy war in Ukraine; 
l the growing drive for war, with the encirclement of China by 
the imperialist powers; 
l EU imperialist superstructure, mired in intensifying contra-
dictions, and its vassal relationship with US imperialism; 
l intensified superexploitation of labour globally; 
l the growth in power and control by global finance capital; 
l the growing and deepening environmental crisis; 
l the growing assault on democracy, and the accompanying cam-
paign to defeat ‘populism’; 
l the rise of China as a global economic power and the emer-

‘Back to the future – class and its distinctions in twentieth-century intellectual 
thinking’ 
Presentation to the Irish Labour History Society conference,  
‘Visions of Labour and Class in Ireland and Europe’,  
Liberty Hall, Dublin,  
September 2023.
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gence of BRICS and a multipolar world; 
l struggles for national sovereignty and independence and 
against neocolonial domination in Africa, Asia and Latin Amer-
ica; and 
l growing disillusionment among the working class in trying to 
see a way forward or a release from poverty, from precarious 
employment, precarious health services, precarious old age. 

Much of the debate on the left, and particularly in academic 
circles, over the last few decades has been narrowly focused on 
the ‘defeat of socialism’, in particular the overthrow of workers’ 
power in the Soviet Union.  Some on the left, left liberals and 
social democrats, welcomed this defeat, believing that it would 
lead to a flowering of ‘real socialism’, while others on the left – 
including the Communist Party of Ireland – looked on in frustra-
tion at the victory of reaction and at the limited defence of 
socialism that was put up. 

The victory of those counter-revolutionary forces led to the 
emergence of a unipolar world dominated by imperialism, par-
ticularly the United States.  It also led to more intensified attacks 
on the social advances made by the working class globally, and 
particularly in developed capitalist countries, and to the rout of 
social democracy, particularly here in Europe, as it adopted and 
championed the economic, political and social priorities of the 
capitalist class, in the form of neoliberalism, policies that were 
and are required by the system to save the system. 

In many ways, focusing on the defeat of socialism in eastern 
Europe has allowed sections of the left, left liberals and social 
democracy to ignore their own deep failures.  We have experi-
enced and are experiencing a deepening of the superexploitation 
of workers nationally and, most importantly, globally. 

In the developed capitalist countries we have witnessed lim-
ited resistance to wars, both large and small, around the globe, 
orchestrated by imperialism and in particular by the United 
States and NATO, to ensure the continued domination of global 
finance capital and the imposition of policies conducive to the 
interests of finance capital globally, and to reassert US and West-
ern leadership and hegemony.  The proxy war in Ukraine is a 
prelude to a possible war on China, a war that could well escalate 
into a nuclear conflagration.  It is clear that monopoly capitalism 
is finding it increasingly difficult to compete with China.  This is 
expressed in the imposition of sanctions and economic restric-
tions and the military encirclement of China. 

Such policies are imposed by ‘soft power’ (for example 
through culture and trade) and through supranational institutions 
(exercising both soft and hard power), such as the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund, the International Criminal 
Court, and the European Union, enabling superexploitation and 
domination.  Where these policies are challenged, force is 
applied to ensure compliance with imperialism’s ‘rules-based 
order’ – the global architecture of imperialism.  QUAD and 
AUKUS (hard power) have been created to encircle China and 
initiate another war, which will be a disaster for the working class 
all over the world.  The growing military structures of the EU add 
to the increasing militarism and aggression. 

Certainly, here in Ireland, significant sections of the left, 
social democracy and left liberals have failed to address the role 
of imperialism in our own country over the course of the twenti-
eth century and into the twenty-first century.  The labour 
movement as a whole tried at all times to avoid doing anything 
regarding the conflict in the Six Counties.  The labour movement 
and social democracy failed to understand, never mind chal-
lenge, Ireland’s relationship with imperialism – how that 
relationship has changed and is changing, how the strategy of 

imperialism is to make sure there’s no ‘future of socialism’ – what 
Irish communists describe as the ‘triple lock’ of imperialism. 

I believe there are three essential questions that the left 
must address and come to grips with if the workers’ movement 
is to advance. 
1 That all politics is about class, and that different classes and 
class interests exist and compete.  Recall here that the class 
issue concerns the private ownership of property, and that class 
struggle revolves around this. 
2 That the state is not neutral but is the means by which the 
dominant class controls and organises society, economically, cul-
turally, socially, and with legal structures, to ensure the best 
conditions for protecting the capitalist mode of production and 
the reproduction of capital. 
3 That imperialism exists; that it is the highest and most devel-
oped stage of capitalism, where finance capital is the decisive 
feature, and which is also the stage of its decay. 

 
Class 
All things in a class society are influenced and shaped by the 
dominant class.  Under capitalism, the state is the main vehicle 
for securing the needs of capital, for sustaining the exploitation 
of workers, and for creating the best conditions for securing the 
capitalist mode of production, a system of exploitation. 

This is the only basis on which we can understand class: 
that the state and society are structured by capitalism, and that 
this is how it develops to meet its needs, that is, the reproduc-
tion of capital. 

We need to look at the class structure of any given society 
in its material reality, in its development and the strategic needs 
of capital.  This will shape capital’s strategic relations with other 
classes in order to ensure bourgeois hegemony, shaped by the 
capitalist mode of production, and its drive to intensify the rate 
of exploitation. 

The ruling class in developed capitalist countries, under 
financialisation, as compared with earlier periods, has applied 
the scientific and technological revolution over the last five 
decades to enhance its capacity to shift industrial production to 
cheap-labour countries and to push migration towards developed 
capitalist countries to meet labour shortages – notwithstanding 
much official hostility to migrants; and now artificial intelligence 
will be added to its toolbox. 

This involves the growth of the middle strata in society but 
also its changed character, its relative immiseration and growing 
contradictions with the interests of big monopoly capitalist inter-
ests, and the growing proletarianisation of what was once 
considered ‘intellectual labour’. 

The nature of bourgeois ideology and how it shapes people’s 
worldview tends to encourage the middle strata of society into 
alliance with the ruling class.  This is even more so when we 
have a weak and underdeveloped working-class consciousness.  
A radicalised working class can attract sections of the middle 
strata into an alliance to advance shared goals for a more radical 
transformation of society. 

 
The state 
The state is not neutral.  It is not ‘above classes’, nor a neutral 
arbitrator between contesting class interests: instead it is essen-
tial for securing the interests of capital.  Its various institutions 
are designed and ‘hard-wired’ to ensure the continuation of the 
capitalist mode of production.  There is no equality of ideas, or 
free flow of ideas, such as an alternative world view, within the 
myriad of state and ideology-generating institutions. 
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The state is the crucial instrument for the expression of class 
power.  While there is great flexibility regarding how ruling-class 
power can be made more acceptable and camouflaged, its essen-
tial role is coercion, in ideological, economic, cultural, social and 
political conformity; but it also conducts ideological struggle, 
through culture, education, law, and all facets of society, to 
encourage consensus, compliance, and submission.  Within this 
conformity there is some flexibility: it is a room with many mir-
rors but no windows, no view of any possible alternative world 
view, no alternative to capitalism.  The state’s role is to ensure 
the capitalist mode of production and to present it as simply the 
‘common sense’ way to organise human relations.  Nonetheless, 
the state is also an arena of class struggle. 

 
Imperialism 
The Communist Party of Ireland believes it essential that, for any 
progress to be made, we have clarity and understanding regard-
ing the nature and role of imperialism in Ireland – or, to put it 
another way, to understand that imperialism actually exists. 

We hold firmly to Lenin’s understanding of imperialism, 
whereby he described it as the highest development of capital-
ism.  That was at the end of the nineteenth century, when 
productive and financial capital had consolidated into bigger and 
fewer corporations, and finance capital had taken control over 
large-scale industry and had come to dominate state policy in 
the most powerful countries.  That deepening control is reflected 
in the growth in financialisation today. 

The contradiction between manufacturing and finance cap-
ital has not disappeared, as is evident from the referendum in 
Britain in 2016, in which finance capital in general supported 
Remain and manufacturers on the whole supported Brexit.  
Despite the great strength of finance capital in London, Britain 
voted narrowly to leave; but in general the interests of finance 
capital dominate and are primary. 

Finance is the dominant and controlling power in eco-
nomics and politics.  The clearest example of this dominance 
is the continuing refusal of the rich imperialist states to take 
significant action to prevent further destruction of the environ-
ment.  Profit for the financial elite is their overwhelming 
motive, and nothing is allowed to stand in its way.  At the 
national level we are now experiencing the grip of finance cap-
ital on the provision of shelter. 

Imperialism shapes the nature of the dependence it imposes, 
the state structures it requires, imposed on states it controls in 
its pursuit of cheap labour for superexploitation, for its control 
of markets, resources, and spheres of influence. 

The non-economic superstructure that grows up on the basis 
of the needs of finance capital, its politics and ideology, propels 
the drive for spheres of influence and drawing more countries 
and territories into the grip of the big powers.  This is true of Ire-
land as much as elsewhere, with this state’s over-reliance on 
foreign direct investment and the creaming of surplus ‘imperial 
rent’ from transnational capital.  The Irish ruling class had, and 
has, little or no interest in asserting any degree of independence 
or in advancing national sovereignty.  It is only too willing to be 
subservient to the needs of imperialism for its own existence, its 
own self-preservation. 

As events now unfolding show, the growth and influence of 
China, as a competitor to Western imperialist economic domina-
tion and hegemony and as a potential alternative source of 
capital investment and social development, is creating condi-
tions whereby once again the question of national sovereignty, of 
economic, political and cultural domination, is becoming a crit-

ical one throughout the global South, reflected in the emergence 
of the bloc of countries gravitating around the BRICS and the 
changing relationship this diverse group of states has with the 
existing imperialist power blocs: the United States, the European 
Union, and Japan. 

It is the conflicting interests that they have with the domi-
nant imperialist blocs that is propelling this evolving process.  
No, they are not leading the charge for socialism, but this move-
ment has the potential to weaken the global economic and 
military hegemony of the United States, the European Union and 
Japan.  It may well create space for the emergence of other ideas 
and different ways forward, socially and economically.  Given the 
diverse nature of these forces and conflicting interests, and the 
difficulty of seeing what the outcome could be, we must not dis-
miss these developments out of hand. 

China is leading in 37 out of 44 path-breaking technolo-
gies, such as electric vehicles, space exploration, green energy, 
superconductivity, artificial intelligence and other fields.  
China has published the highest number of research papers 
and patents in the last decade.  The United States is feeling 
that its hegemony is slowly eroding, while developing countries 
are looking to China for developing their technology, without 
the imperial strangulation. 

Monopoly finance capital does not want national sovereignty 
and independence: it wants domination.  It needs subordination 
and compliance.  It is opposed to national sovereignty, is in fact 
the enemy of national democracy and national independence. 

This is one of the driving forces propelling new forms of 
resistance, reflected in the current struggles in Africa and Latin 
America.  These struggles take on a progressive character reflec-
tive of the historical experience of oppressed nations and peoples 
over decades of colonialism and neocolonialism and the arbitrary 
power of the imperialist bloc and its arbitrary ‘international 
rules-based order’ to ensure acceptance of the capitalist mode of 
production and imperialist domination.  Discontent among the 
populations with economic, social and political failure and short-
comings, internal rivalries among the elite, the legacies of 
colonial manipulation and interference and other local factors 
also play a part. 

National sovereignty and independence are emerging with 
renewed vigour, in the demands for breaking the subservience 
to the needs of imperialism as against the needs of the people. 

We shall not see struggles in which the good guys line up on 
one side and the bad guys on the other; that is only the stuff of 
Hollywood films.  Social development, social processes do not 
operate in straight lines, and are not worked out in ways pro-
moted in some academic textbook; social processes are complex 
and diverse, influenced and shaped by the balance of class 
forces, both nationally and internationally. 

So it is important that we understand what is happening in 
Asia, what is happening in Africa and Latin America, that we 
look towards where progressive developments are a thing of the 
present, and the future.  It is clear, then, that the national strug-
gles occurring there are necessarily a part of class struggle and 
the struggle against imperialism. 

Here in Ireland, north and south, we can see how imperial-
ism has shaped and is shaping the material conditions, in 
conjunction with the needs of our comprador ruling class and the 
liberal intelligentsia.  The Good Friday Agreement is a product 
of the needs and interests of the imperialist triple lock on the 
people of Ireland.  Forces once clearly outside the establishment 
framework are now well within the existing economic and polit-
ical structures. 



Marxism: a guide to understanding and action 
Without Marxism we cannot fully explain the past.  This is par-
ticularly true of the last two centuries; but, more than that, it is 
a guide to the future. 

Class remains central in all large-scale political develop-
ments and tendencies.  This is so from the local level to the 
global level.  Amelioration of the plight of workers is not suffi-
cient to change society.  There can be no better form of 
capitalism or of imperialism.  The left cannot be neutral on the 
question of the exploitative nature of the system imposed on us: 
it must be partisan. 

We must not be sidetracked from demanding and struggling 
for serious qualitative changes.  Strategy demands that we build 
the forces of labour and revolution within Ireland.  This will 
weaken the power and influence of imperialism. 

We need to develop and build national struggles that both 
advance the material interests of the working class and at the 
same time raise the level of political class-consciousness.  Strug-
gle is where our class grows in its understanding that it is the 
system that is the cause of all economic and social questions.  
We point to the need to bring clarity to the way forward, and that 
social and economic struggles are interconnected in the achieve-
ment of national sovereignty, unity and independence. 

Social-democratic and even socialist parties lose their way 
when they confine themselves to electoral politics.  This is clear 
from the history of the twentieth century, when parties that 
started out with serious revolutionary aims ended up with a tun-
nel vision of the next general election.  Electoral politics, when 
it becomes appropriate, must be joined with street struggle, pub-
lic education, and local campaigning. 

Among the biggest weaknesses in the labour movement are 
the very low level of ideological and political understanding and 
the decline of trade union membership, activity, and influence.  
Social welfare benefits and services exist because of two factors 
in the twentieth century: the trade union movement and fear of 
the spread of socialist ideology and activity in the shadow of a 
strong Soviet Union and the rise of the eastern European socialist 
states. 

The counter-revolution in eastern Europe lifted pressure off 
the capitalist states and their rulers.  So too did the change in 
the nature of a major section of trade unionism, typified by 
national agreements and the constant barrage of propaganda pre-
senting workers, employers and the state as ‘partners’. 

A further dilution of trade union activity came as more and 
more workers were employed by large corporations, which bring 
with them anti-union procedures and deal with workers as indi-
viduals.  Another blow to trade unionism has emerged in the last 
few years in the practice of working at home – often, in Ireland 
these days, the worker’s parents’ home. 

For the Irish left to advance, to challenge the dominant eco-
nomic and political narrative, to challenge imperialism and 
increasingly to challenge the rise of the right-wing forces, the 
foot soldiers for finance capital, it needs to start talking to the 
working class and not at it. 

We cannot allow the right to confuse and divide the working 
class with its false championing of the struggle for national 
democracy and sovereignty. 

Radical change is only brought about by a radicalised work-
ing class, confident in its political demands and clear in where 
it needs to go to secure its material interests.  Our class needs to 
be radicalised to bring about a rupture in the existing economic, 
political and social order. 

The rupture with the barbarism of capitalism is absolutely 

required in order to build a more civilised society, to allow us to 
be fully human.  That is socialism. 

Socialism will not handed down to the working class, neither 
will it be won nor sustained by a small group; but rather it will 
be the product of and built by the mobilisation and radicalisation 
of the working class.  The working class itself must become the 
active agent of change.  Socialism is not something acquired 
from textbooks but is shaped by everyday struggles and efforts 
by and from the working class. 

This socialist alternative has to be fought for and won within 
the working-class movement, not by sowing the illusion that a 
better form of capitalism is possible. 

People walk into the future carrying the historical baggage 
of past societies on their backs.  The working class will make its 
own history, but not necessarily at a time of its own choosing.  
Equally, there is no single way of building socialism.   

It is increasingly clear that, if we are to save our planet from 
destruction, we have to break with the economic system of cap-
italism, to establish an economic and social system that can work 
in harmony with nature. 

Capitalism is like a deadly invasive species that is destroy-
ing our planet.  Socialism is the only system that can save and 
restore our planet. 

The workers’ movement needs to stop paying lip service to 
Connolly’s ideas and legacy: we need to promote his ideas among 
workers, in order to build class awareness and class politics into 
our everyday struggles.  By going back to James Connolly we can 
recognise and understand the complex and dialectical relation-
ship between the struggle for national unity, sovereignty, 
independence and socialism.
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Connolly Books is named after  
James Connolly, Ireland’s socialist 
pioneer and martyr 
 
H Irish history H politics H feminism 
H Marxist classics  H environment  
H radical periodicals H philosophy  
H progressive literature H trade union affairs  
www.connollybooks.org 
43 East Essex Street, Dublin  
between Temple Bar and Parliament Street.  
Hours: Tuesday to Saturday 10- 5.30    
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www.culturematters.org.uk

Praxis Press 
 
Praxis Press is an independent publisher, specialising in titles about Marxism, 
socialist theory, communist history, global politics and the labour movement. 
 
Praxis Press https://redletterspp.com  
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WHAT ARE THE PROSPECTS 
FOR PEACE IN UKRAINE? 
GREGOR TASSIE



AFTER EIGHTEEN months of conflict in Ukraine, there 
briefly appeared an opportunity for peace, given the 
failure of the Ukrainian ‘counter-offensive’ and growing 

discontent in the West about the cost of the conflict.  However, 
peace initiatives developed by a delegation from the African 
Union and by China and Brazil met with a refusal from Kiev.1  
Support for Zelensky’s regime seemed to disappear as his 
aggressive speeches and lies failed to achieve their objectives, 
and this was emphasised by the Middle East developments, with 
the US quickly turning its attention from Kiev to Israel.2  So, 
given NATO’s preoccupation with a new conflict, and growing 
disengagement from Ukraine – what are the real prospects for 
peace? 

 
Failure on the Battlefield 
Since the fighting began, Ukraine has lost almost 500,000 men, 
plus huge quantities of weaponry.3  The much-lauded ‘counter-
offensive’ has cost Ukraine 125,000 troops dead and wounded, 
according to Russian Defence Minister Shoigu,4 and desertions 
are an everyday occurrence.  As an alternative, Kiev is waging 
a war of terror on targets in the Donbass and on Russian terri-
tory – an easy strategy to pursue if you have a network of 
collaborators within Russia to destroy civilian targets.5  How-
ever, such a programme of terror has been used for many years 
– without public knowledge – by Britain in an undeclared war 
against Russia.  The historic origins of that war go back more 
than a century. 

 
The UK’s war of terror against Russia  
Following the 1917 revolution, Britain attempted to weaken the 
Soviet government by assassinating Bolshevik leaders.6  Follow-
ing the Nazi takeover in Germany, MI6 enjoyed a ‘cordial 
relationship’ with the Gestapo to October 1937, in sharing infor-
mation on Communist Parties.7  This coincided with MI6’s 
backing the Ukrainian nationalist movement in the 1930s as a 
lever against the USSR.8  Following the Nazis’ defeat, from 
1946, British intelligence sponsored the underground move-
ment in Soviet Ukraine.9  It was then that the CIA began 
cooperating with the UK:  

 
“By 1950, the CIA entered joint discussions with the 

British to launch operations into Ukraine; the United States, 
however, supported the ZP UHVR [Ukrainian Supreme Lib-
eration Council] while the British advocated the use of 
Bandera’s OUN [Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists].”10  

 

The Attlee government issued work permits to as many as 
35,000 Ukrainians who had been prisoners of war.  These for-
mer Nazis formed the Association of Ukrainians (AUGB), and 
organised branches preaching nationalism and fostering 
Ukrainian language and culture.11  Up to 2020, about 32,000 
Ukrainian-born citizens plus another 30,000 are registered with 
the AUGB or the Ukrainian Institute (supported by the UK For-
eign Office).  The latter was formed in 1979 by a Ukrainian 
priest Josyf Slipyj after imprisonment in the USSR.12  Their 
website offers details of how to contact MPs, councillors, media 
etc, to build support for Ukraine, and are part of the anti-com-
munist World Ukrainian Congress, and the European Congress 
of Ukrainians.13 

After Khrushchev was appointed First Secretary of the 
CPSU following Stalin’s death, the Ukrainian resistance move-
ment switched tactics, evinced in a statement by Vasil Zastavny, 
the leader of OUN-B in Lvov: 

 
“The period of the gun and rifle is finished.  A new period 

– the period of struggle for young people, of infiltrating Soviet 
power to influence Bolshevik slogans.  We aim to infiltrate and 
be in charge of industry, transport, education and lead 
youth.”14 

 
This was after the underground movement had been 

defeated militarily in 1953, and when the CPSU appointed a 
Ukrainian-born first secretary of the Ukrainian CP, Aleksey 
Kirichenko, following which there was a ‘surge’ of national sen-
timent.15 

 
UK support for Ukrainian ‘independence’ and 
involvement in the Ukrainian war 
Following the overthrow in 2014 of the elected Ukrainian pres-
ident, the UK launched Operation Orbital in 2015 which 
trained 22,000 Ukrainian soldiers in southern England; addi-
tionally, between 30 and 75 UK military advisors began working 
in Ukraine to assist in intelligence gathering, and in developing 
the Ukrainian air force, navy and police forces.16 Additionally, 
the UK-led Operation Interflex, launched in June 2022, is on 
target to train around 37,000 Ukrainian soldiers over two 
years.17 

In 2022, the UK paid the salaries of the Ukrainian armed 
forces, and government funds to Ukraine have been partly loans, 
facilitating borrowing from the World Bank, and donations. 
Recently, this deal was renewed again through the World Bank 
for 2024.18  The UK is the third biggest military contributor to 
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‘On the battlefield, the Russian Federation is also in a much stronger position, and 
the opportunity of negotiating a more beneficial settlement is greater than before. 
But rather than Ukraine agreeing to a peace settlement, NATO’s interest is in 
pressurising Kiev to keep the war going, not only to enhance the profits of the 
military-industrial com plex.’



the Ukraine, and has provided both finances and material to 
pursue the scheme of terror on Russian territory.19 Britain’s mil-
itary-industrial complex has not been absent in selling 
weaponry to Kiev; the major companies involved in military 
supplies are BAE and Rolls Royce, and most disturbing is the 
fact that these companies base their plans to 2026, suggesting 
the conflict could be prolonged for another two years.20  

 
Russian expansionism? 
One factor which has continued to perplex observers is the ten-
uous reason for the conflict given in February 2022; Putin’s 
argument to demilitarise and denazify Ukraine has been 
thought to hide an attempt for empire-building by occupying 
and annexing the Russian-speaking regions of Ukraine, includ-
ing Kiev, Odessa and Kharkhov.  This argument has been used 
by some on the left to say that Putin is an imperial expansion-
ist.  However, following the break-up of the USSR in the 1990s, 
Gorbachev and Yeltsin were assured that NATO would not 
move towards the Russian border, yet all the former Warsaw 
Treaty states were enlisted into NATO.  This led to Putin’s 
statement at the 2007 Munich Security Conference: 

 
“Today we are witnessing an almost uncontained hyper 

use of force – military force – in international relations, force 
that is plunging the world into an abyss of permanent con-
flicts. As a result we do not have sufficient strength to find a 
comprehensive solution to any one of these conflicts.  Find-
ing a political settlement also becomes impossible.  We are 
seeing a greater and greater disdain for the basic principles 
of international law.  And independent legal norms are, as a 
matter of fact, coming increasingly closer to one state’s legal 
system.  One state and, of course, first and foremost the 
United States, has overstepped its national borders in every 
way.  This is visible in the economic, political, cultural and 
educational policies it imposes on other nations.  Well, who 
likes this?  Who is happy about this?”21 

 
He warned that Russia felt betrayed by the promises of the 

West and that Russia’s ‘partners’ had reneged on their 
promises. 

 
Russia’s political and economic status 
To understand the motivation for the launch of the war in 2022 
by Russia, one has to examine the forces at play; the political 
groups, the oligarchy, the church and the intelligentsia.  One 
of the factors is the quite different characteristics of Putin from 
his predecessors; he is an exceptionally capable politician who 
has built an alliance of nationalist groups and the industrial 
elite, and developed working relationships with a wide range 
of different political leaders worldwide in the last 20 years.  
The formation of the BRICS group, the Common Security 
Treaty Organisation and the Shanghai Treaty are all credited to 
his skills in finding a common ground among diverse ideolog-
ical leaders and groups.22  This has assisted Russia in avoiding 
the most harmful effects of the EU and NATO sanctions and 
allowed Russia to build towards a multipolar relationship.  The 
fact that the Russian economy has raised its standing to fifth 
place above Germany and the UK in the ranking of the World 
Bank shows how self-harming the sanctions are for Western 
countries while allowing Russia to develop new markets for 
trade and economic expansion.23 

Russia’s political system is dominated by the United Russia 
Party with its rivals in the Communist Party of the Russian Fed-

eration, the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia, and the Justice 
for Russia Party.  The United Russia Party is remarkably similar 
ideologically to the Tory Party or the German CDU.  For many, 
patriotism is at best, skin-deep, and there are parallels with the 
CPSU (quite a few United Russia deputies served in the 
Supreme Soviet as CPSU members).  Opinion polls do not 
always result in votes, but polling reveal majorities for socialism 
of 55%, and a return to the former USSR of 75%.24 

 
The military and financial elites 
Those who support socialism predominantly live in central 
Russia, the Urals and Siberia, while the control of wealth is in 
Moscow and in St Petersburg, through the concentration of the 
oligarchy and the banks.  However, the war has revealed splits 
in the establishment, causing the resignation of scores of local 
government officials, and petitions calling for Putin to be tried 
for treason.25  Certainly, many of the elite have property in the 
West, suffer from sanctions, care little for patriotism and take 
care to ignore the conflict, while opposition to the regime is 
expressed overtly, or covertly by supporting Ukraine.26 

The organised opposition exists in the military elite with 
an underground group called ‘Officers of the Republic’ that 
offers coordinates of military targets and other buildings for 
attack.  This group of extreme nationalists seeks the demise of 
Putin and his entourage and has parallels with military extrem-
ist groups in the US, Britain, Germany, Italy and Spain.27 

The military elite’s most open revolt was the Wagner 
group’s attempted coup in June 2023, yet its failure reveals 
they had no wide support in either the army or society.  
Bizarrely, the CIA was aware of this planned coup,28 and 
Prigozhin seems to have hoped for support from Russians com-
ing onto the streets when their military force moved to 
Moscow,29 yet there was no reaction from the big cities, or in 
Moscow, and the coup fizzled out. 

The fact that Putin met with the leaders of this attempted 
putsch reveals the crisis among the elite when a more secure 
head of state would have had Prigozhin jailed or executed for 
open treason.  Prigozhin was not the only oligarch involved in 
Wagner as several oligarch owners maintained a clandestine 
profile.  The soldiers of the Wagner group have now been 
recruited by the Russian army. 

 
Apathy and racism in Russian society 
The break-up of the Soviet Union and the rise of a punishing 
capitalist system in the 1990s led to the destruction of indus-
tries and the moral collapse of society.  Many Russians lost 
their faith in politics and economic life; many had to work in 
two or three jobs to meet the cost of living.  As many as four 
million Russian men died from alcoholism or drug abuse after 
losing their jobs, unable to support their families.  The popu-
lation of Russia declined by 10m during the 1990s.30 Drugs 
and alcohol remain a problem among young people, and gangs 
and the drug trade persist together with embezzlement and cor-
ruption.  In September 2022, when the mobilisation was 
announced, nine hundred thousand people moved to Kaza-
khstan, Georgia, and other countries – a sign of their 
disengagement.31  

Another disturbing indicator of a growing crisis among 
youth is that almost all the terrorist attacks in Russia have been 
carried out by young Russians.32  Racism has emerged as a 
problem in recent months, with killings of Russians in Kaza-
khstan, and in Russia by emigrant workers – in some cases 
serving soldiers on leave were among those murdered.  Most 
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grievous of all are the riots in Daghestan in October when a 
flight of Russians from Tel Aviv was met by thousands who 
wrecked the airport buildings.33 This reveals the underlying 
problems in Russia today, particularly as many workers from 
the Caucasus and Central Asia occupy poorly paid jobs in 
Moscow and other cities. 

 
Patriotism and reappraisal 
The opposition to the war is a minority (albeit a dangerous 
minority), yet there has been an upsurge of patriotism that has 
transformed social and political life, with new organisations 
appearing, to support the army, and political organisations – 
such as those which existed in the former Soviet Union, like 
the Young Pioneers – called Young Russia, Together for the 
Motherland, and the People’s Front.  These highly motivated 
groups exist in every city, with collections for troops and organ-
ising meetings, rallies and concerts to help the war and 
veterans.  Many on the left predict that the war is causing a 
renewal in socialist values and a belief that Russia can develop 
once again as a major world power, with a resurgence in influ-
ence among the Global South and former colonial countries.  
Zakhar Prilepin, a writer and war veteran who survived an 
assassination attempt, has spoken of a new phase in Russian 
society, and his words have been echoed by many politicians 
and public figures.  After thirty years of capitalism and of West-
ern values, the country is restoring its national ethics away 
from Western and pro-American cultural values.34 

A unique development is the reappraisal of the country’s 
history, including perestroika and the role of Gorbachev and 
Yeltsin in allowing the peoples of the former USSR to be 
colonised by the West, together with disengagement from the 
anti-Sovietism of the past.  The opening of archives has allowed 
historians to re-evaluate the Soviet history.  A new history text-
book that was introduced to schools in September 2023 deals 
with the threat from NATO and the reasons for the conflict, 
although it maintains the anti-communism of previous 
versions.35 

 
Peace deals 
Russia’s anxiety for peace was revealed in the agreement pro-
visionally agreed in Antalya, Turkey in 2022; the draft treaty36  
agreed that the Ukraine would renounce NATO membership 
and  Russia would withdraw to its position on 23 February 
2022. Most controversially, Crimea would be leased back to the 
Ukraine, according to Belarus president Alexander 
Lukashenko;37 many Ukrainian oligarchs have property there.38  
Russia agreed to withdraw troops from the encircled cities of 
Chernihiv and Kiev,39 despite which Zelensky refused to sign 
the treaty, almost certainly due to pressure from NATO. 

Currently, the most likely deal is a ceasefire based on the 
territory occupied by both sides at present, roughly Russia’s 
occupation of the oblasts of Lugansk, Donetsk, Zhaporozhye 
and Kherson plus Crimea – effectively a Minsk-3 treaty.  One 
major issue is the distrust by Russia because of the breach of 
the Minsk and Istanbul agreements, which according to Hol-
land, Merkel and others were simply time-saving efforts to 
build up war preparations against Russia.40  Putin commented: 

 
“What can you say?  There is a question of trust.  And 

trust, of course, is almost at zero.  …  It turns out that no one 
was going to fulfil all these Minsk agreements, and the point 
was only to pump up Ukraine with weapons and prepare it for 
hostilities.”41 

What is the likely outcome of the war? 
Russia is in a much stronger economic position than it was at 
the last peace talks in Turkey; this is owing to its openings to 
Asia, Africa and Latin America in overcoming sanctions and 
the NATO-imposed isolation.  On the battlefield, the Russian 
Federation is also in a much stronger position, and the oppor-
tunity of negotiating a more beneficial settlement is greater than 
before.  But rather than Ukraine agreeing to a peace settlement, 
NATO’s interest is in pressurising Kiev to keep the war going, 
not only to enhance the profits of the military-industrial com-
plex. 

Considering that NATO does not want peace, Russia is now 
orientated toward an economy that will develop more weaponry 
and away from depending on Western trade.  Additional clues 
that this will be a long-term conflict are that schools are now 
giving pupils military training,42 new advanced weaponry is 
being developed and Putin has signed an order increasing the 
Russian army in 2024.43 

Is a long-lasting peace in Ukraine possible?  To achieve 
this, the Zelensky regime has to be ended, either through a 
catastrophic military defeat or a coup which will install a pro-
peace-orientated regime, possibly by dissident army generals.  
Divisions in the Kiev regime have been made clear in Seymour 
Hersch’s recent article on a possible deal between the two mil-
itary sides.44 

Military defeat in Ukraine is the worst scenario for the US 
because it would mean the reverse of the West as a military and 
political force.  However, one can argue that this process has 
started already – the defeat in Afghanistan two years ago was a 
sign of the West’s military failures.45  The curator of the Ukraine 
war is the United States, and until the US presidential elections 
in November 2024 any genuine peace is probably unlikely.  
Regrettably, the Western media are almost entirely pro-war; for 
a peaceful outcome, there must be an active movement for a 
ceasefire and for a new world order based on dialogue and not 
war.46  A new group of world leaders needs to emerge, most 
likely from the increasingly important Global South: it is hard 
to see any degree of trust that Russia could have for its Western 
‘partners’ in a lasting peace agreement – without which, the 
world could be entangled in total war for years, with the threat 
of nuclear extinction. 

 
n Some of the issues raised here regarding UK military support 
for Ukraine appeared online in my article in The Socialist Cor-
respondent early in 2023. 
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46 www.theinteldrop.org/2023/07/31/russia-africa-summit-slams-
neocolonialism-and-hegemony/.
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A THEORETICAL APPROACH to socialism, as well as to 
youth, is essential.  Both of these are complex concepts 
and capable of multiple meanings, so we need to consider 

them in plural, and from their interrelation, as a strategically 
urgent task for our mobilising work. 

I do not seek to speak on behalf of young people.  Who bet-
ter than they themselves – also gathered here today – to give 
voice to their thoughts?  Rather, I propose to discuss the theme 
“Socialism and Youth” with an interpretive and of course Marxist 
analysis.  

Permit me, then, to share with you some ideas and themes, 
with the intention that they should be points of departure, rather 
than points of arrival, for the debate.  To do this, I start from two 
questions: 
1 How to interpret and understand the relationship between 
socialism and youth? 
2 What role should left-wing publications play in approaching 
this problem? 

 
1. How to interpret and understand the relationship 
between socialism and youth? 
Socialism and youth are alike.  Both are social constructs with 
strong historical determinations, which speak to us of transit – 
paths that must necessarily be traced, in the construction of that 
‘other’ that both will be tomorrow – qualitatively different, prefer-
ably higher.  Therefore, both are also movement, change, 
contradiction, struggle, rupture, flow, complexity. 

Socialism cannot be passive, or conformist, any more than 
youth can.  What is youth if not a revolutionary force?  Just like 
socialism, it is designed to transform the old world in pursuit of 
a new one.  Therefore, socialism needs the youth for its exis-
tence.  It needs their creative capacities, their drive and strength 
to conquer, their desires and willingness to act, and their ener-
gies to transform themselves and everything else. 

So, saving socialism is also a way to save the youth.  Achiev-
ing this, following the path of paradoxes and challenges that must 
be faced, leads us to direct collision with that image of the world 
projected by capitalism, in which it legitimises itself as the only 
and best of all possible worlds.  We shall have to challenge what 
Fidel Castro called “the cultural invasion, destructive of our 
identities, a nuclear weapon of the 21st century for the domina-
tion of the world”.  Only by saving ourselves from the barbarism 
that capitalism reproduces, can we save humanity; and in this 
great work youth is essential.   

It is no coincidence that capitalism, among its multiple 
fronts, works constantly to distort the strength and historical mis-
sion of youth as standard-bearers of the future.  And for this task 
it manufactures all kinds of devices.  It ceaselessly creates mate-
rial and spiritual objects with which to anchor us all in the 
lethargy of programmed obsolescence – but with special empha-
sis on youth and childhood.  

And with this, it condemns us to an unbearable liquidity, 
where – as Marx and Engels pointed out in the Communist Man-
ifesto – “all that is solid melts into air”.  This condemns, in the 
first place, any attempt to think critically, any subversive effort 
that opposes capitalism.  

In the midst of this problematic scenario, it becomes essen-
tial to ask ourselves: how to project and appropriate today the 
relationship between socialism and youth so that it remains an 
identity and not an antinomy, so that it is not broken up and frag-
mented into a relationship of hostility and opposition? 

If socialism is the transition, let us ask ourselves: where does 
the youth want us to go?  What symbols do they identify with: 
those of socialism and communism, or those of capitalism?  What 
values define them: social justice, solidarity, internationalism, 
collective struggle – or competition, commodification, apathy, 
indifference to each other and consumerism? 

Thus, the struggle between socialism and capitalism takes 

SOCIALISM AND YOUTH 
MARXLENIN P VALDÉS 
Speech at the First International Meeting of Theoretical Publications of Left  
Political Parties and Movements, Havana, Cuba, 10-12 February 2023
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 the form of a deep media-cultural war, in all its dimensions.  The 
problem of communication must take centre stage for the left, 
with emphasis on the active work of its publications and its 
media in general. 

 
2. What role should left-wing publications play in the 
face of this problem? 
In the first place, the role of left-wing publication is to embrace 
and understand the strategic importance that social communica-
tion acquires in this war.  Secondly, the role is to undertake a 
double simultaneous movement: on the one hand, the decon-
struction of the capitalist appropriation of the current state of 
things; and on the other, the construction of a new hegemony of 
a socialist character. 

Today, to exist means to be perceived by the hegemonic 
media. Power is held by the big bourgeois monopolies of 
(dis)information and (in)communication.  In this sense, through 
these media (but not only through them), the left has a duty to 
conquer networks in civil society, as a space par excellence for 
counter-hegemony.  Both the left and its media have a moral duty 
to offer a compass in struggle and endurance for our peoples.   

The generations of yesterday had heroes, organic intellectu-
als; those of today have ‘influencers’.  Whom do contemporary 
young people imitate: their teachers, their politicians, their par-
ents, or those decided by two or three mathematical algorithms?  
What are the patterns of behaviour that guide the lives of chil-
dren, adolescents, youth, and adults in these times, and who 
embodies them?  The world panorama displays a deep crisis of 
spirituality and of subjectivity, in the centre of which are the 
youngest in society.  They are the target par excellence of the 
banality, superficiality, mediocrity, and commodification that 
floods virtual networks. 

For this reason, we revolutionaries, humanists and commu-
nists must articulate collectively and organically in a battle of 
ideas that conditions the production of emancipatory meanings.  
Our identities, customs, cultures, and histories must not be 
annulled, but on the contrary we must emphasise our diversity 
and plurality. We must create the conditions for strengthening 
these particularities, so that our roots can resist the onslaught 
of capitalist industry in its desire to homogenise and standard-
ise the human being.  We must influence a change in mentality 
– above all, from an early age – through honest, creative, orig-
inal, intelligent content.  We must refound the idea of the 
attractive and its representations – or what is the same, fight 
against the capitalist aesthetic, fetishistic in itself, which alien-
ates and reifies.  

But we must also rethink the idea of entertainment, which 
forces us to rebuild the notion of leisure.  Young people demand 
that we should not be boring.  So, if the ways in which fun is rep-
resented have been largely produced by the capitalist 
colonisation of the entertainment industry, how then do we create 
content that is socialist but not boring? 

Do we know what today’s young people read?  What do they 
see?  What are their interests?  How many of our leftist publica-
tions are made by young people?  Do they participate in them?  
How do they do that?  We can have texts and works of excellent 
quality, but until they reach young people they will not have ful-
filled their raison d’être. 

We need our publications, but also our radio, television, and 
internet programmes, to give new meanings to concepts that cap-
italism has taken from us and supplanted, such as: socialism, 
communism, democracy, freedom, Marxism, homeland, culture 
and so on.  We must give back to these concepts their true, sharp, 

subversive content; content that makes politically possible the 
intellectual progress of majorities, and not just that of a few iso-
lated groups.  

We have to know how to narrate what happens to the left, not 
in a disconnected way, but in the class struggle against the bour-
geoisie.  And we have to do it with the codes of youth, to the 
same extent that we are building our own new codes.  But for 
that, it will first be necessary to build the reader on the left.  We 
must understand that left-wing publications are themselves guer-
rilla movements, standard bearers of a struggle where culture 
must be understood as a powerful battlefield.  We must make 
them platforms for people to access global dialogue and for com-
munication to condition people as a historical-universal subject. 

May the cause of socialism, for the freedom of the human 
being as a common goal, invite us to solidarity, connection and 
unity between our publications and media.  Only a solid goal can 
give us a purpose that is not ephemeral, but on the contrary one 
which has a meaning that is inscribed in time.  That goal is 
emancipation towards an essentially humanised society. 

From the ideological apparatuses of the bourgeoisie, trivial 
statements, such as the slogan, ‘The left is weak’, are used over 
and again, to make a caricature of us.  This is a social, aesthetic, 
political and ideological construct that, like so many others, 
seeks to disarm any practical attempt to revolutionise reality. 

And I ask you: is not our meeting here today a sufficient 
proof that we are not weak?  We must give a voice to the 
oppressed, to the wretched of the earth, to the rebels – not only 
via propaganda, but above all by actions which are educational, 
instructive and constructive of the revolutionary subject that we 
need.  For this there is no other way than to add, sensitise, and 
unite diversity towards the common cause, that is to conquer a 
better world.  And in this effort, the teaching from an early age 
of philosophy, art, and thereafter critical Marxism must occupy 
a central place. 

From our spaces we must accompany all transformative 
movements that oppose capitalism.  We must restore hope, the 
same hope that capitalism insists on co-opting, because it needs 
to appear insurmountable, for which it reproduces pessimistic, 
depressed, hopeless individuals. 

Our antidote is history, the protection of historical memory 
as a key to developing socialist and revolutionary consciousness 
in our peoples.  We must integrate ourselves, break down pre-
conceptions, mobilise, dispute the language of the bourgeoisie, 
commit ourselves to the truth and to just and dignified causes, 
turn that into an attitude towards life, and place youth at the fore-
front as protagonists.  

Fidel Castro said, on 4 April 1962:  
 

“To believe in young people is to see in them, in addition 
to enthusiasm, capacity; in addition to energy, responsibility; 
in addition to youth, purity, heroism, character, will, love for 
the homeland and faith in the homeland!  Love for the Revo-
lution, faith in the Revolution, self-confidence, deep 
conviction that youth can, that youth is capable, deep convic-
tion that great tasks can be placed on the shoulders of youth!”1 

 
Notes and References 

 
 1 See P Ríoseco and D Reyes Rodríguez, ‘A Revolution for youth, and 

with them’, in Granma, 22 April 2022, online at 
https://en.granma.cu/cuba/2022-04-22/a-revolution-for-youth-and-
with-them.  

 
Image left: Cuban Union of Young Communists rally



 
The Crisis of  Democratic Capitalism 
by Martin Wolf 
[Penguin, London, 2023, 496 pages, 
hbk, ISBN 978-07352-242-16, £25.  Pbk 
edition due out 1 February 2024]  

WHEN A LEADING economist 
of the establishment declares 
that capitalism is going 

through a severe crisis, the situation is 
grave and so is the alarm.  Martin Wolf is 
one of the world’s most authoritative 
economists and economic commentators.  
He has worked at the World Bank in the 
past.  Today he is chief economics 
commentator of the influential Financial 
Times newspaper and a Forum Fellow of 
the World Economic Forum, which 
brings together the world’s top elite.   

In his early days, Wolf ran with the 
neoliberals, particularly in the wake of 
the Latin American debt crisis.  The 
2008 great financial crash however, saw 
him swing back toward more Keynesian 
policies, arguing that there should be 
more regulation of markets and that the 
state has an important role to play in the 
functioning of the economy. 

 
Existential crisis 
Unsurprisingly, Martin Wolf is a fierce 
defender of capitalism.  According to 
him, there is “no credible system for 
organising production and exchange in a 
complex modern economy”. 

But that system is in crisis.  It is a 
serious, indeed existential, crisis.  The 
current state of affairs is to him “deeply 
worrying”, and “restoring health to the 
Western system is among our biggest 
challenges”.  That is why he wrote his 
latest book, The Crisis of Democratic 
Capitalism.  With his magnum opus, he 
wants to contribute to saving this system. 

According to him, the crisis is 
unfolding on two fronts.  Today the polit-
ical system that he calls “democracy”, is 
challenged by authoritarian alternatives.  
Here he is referring to Turkey, Poland, 
Hungary, Russia, Brazil under 
Bolsonaro, India and especially the US 
under Trump, among others. 

The economic system, that he calls 
“market capitalism”, is being challenged 
by state-led alternatives.  Here he 
mainly thinks of China.  The situation 
has become more acute due to “the 
financial crisis, the poor quality of sub-
sequent political leadership and the 
inadequate response of many Western 
democracies to COVID-19”.  Both mar-
ket capitalism and liberal democracy are 
sick and the balance between them is 
also broken.  The neoliberalism of the 
past 40 years has led to “economic fail-
ures: slow growth, rising inequality, loss 
of good jobs”. 

In addition, and partly as a result of 
neoliberalism, we are dealing with a 
“mild but protracted democratic reces-
sion”.  There is widespread 
dissatisfaction, not so much with specific 
parties or governments, “but rather with 
democratic regimes themselves”.  There 
is the bleak observation that a fifth of the 
world’s population lives in a country 
“where less than a quarter of the citizens 
are satisfied with their democracy”.  And 
this is unfortunately not only the case in 
the poorest countries, but also in the 
prosperous Western countries.  World-
wide, “trust in democratic institutions, 
the global market economy, and political 
and economic elites has faded”.  “The 

legitimacy of any system always depends 
on performance.”  Hence, because of its 
“success”, today China is “the most 
credible alternative to democratic capi-
talism”. 

Capitalism therefore faces very seri-
ous challenges.  Wolf compares the 
current crisis situation to that of the first 
half of the twentieth century: “we see 
fundamental shifts in global power”, 
there were massive crises (‘Spanish’ 
influenza, hyperinflation, world wars, the 
Great Depression) and the “collapse of 
democracies and the rise of authoritari-
anism”.   

On top of that, today we are faced 
with “the risks of nuclear war and run-
away climate change”.  According to 
him, this is “a moment of great fear and 
faint hope.  We must recognise the dan-
ger and fight now if we are to turn hope 
into reality.  If we fail, the light of politi-
cal and personal freedom might once 
again disappear from the world.”  He 
wants his book to be a contribution to 
that fight. 

 
Bankruptcy of neoliberalism 
According to Wolf, the economic course 
of the past 40 years has created a real 
mess.  First on the economic front, he 
argues that austerity and taxation in 
favour of the wealthy have increased 
inequality, which in turn has a negative 
impact on growth.1  Moreover, all high-
income countries have seen a sharp fall 
in productivity growth and a process of 
deindustrialisation, resulting in a loss of 
“relatively highly paid and secure jobs 
for less-educated men”. 

The global economy faced macroe-
conomic instability.  In one country 
there were large savings surpluses while 
in another there were serious current 
account deficits.  “Excess debt” arose as 
a result of “earlier efforts to manage in 
the context of structurally deficient 
demand”. 

Liberalisation and deregulation led 
transnational corporations to look for the 
cheapest tax rates.  This created “a race 
to the bottom on corporate tax rates”.  In 
addition, there were many “tax 
loopholes”, which allowed these corpo-
rations to happily evade taxes.  All this 
costs rich countries about 1% of GDP 
annually.  These piles of capital are 
mostly parked in tax havens.  Wolf cites 
a study indicating that 10% of global 
manufacturing is held offshore.  That is 
a huge amount. 

We have also witnessed, he says, the 
rise of “rentier capitalism” over the past 
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40 years, characterised by an explosion 
of global financial transactions and spec-
ulation.  “Finance ceased to be a 
handmaiden of the firm and turned into 
its mistress”, he says.  This “financiali-
sation” of the economy “wastes both 
human and real resources”.  This finan-
cialisation “also led directly to the 
financial crises of 2007-2012”. 

 
Politics 
The consequences of the neoliberal 
course are also very detrimental at a 
political level.  The internationalisation 
of the economy puts pressure on demo-
cratic politics, which is organised 
nationally. 

Wolf agrees with Jan Zielonka who 
“condemns the transformation of democ-
racy into technocracy, with ever greater 
powers delegated to ‘non-majoritarian 
bodies’ – central banks, constitutional 
courts, regulatory agencies.” The Euro-
pean Union is a good example of this.  
As a result, large parts of policy are 
withdrawn from democratic debate:  

 
“The more the economic develop-

ment disrupts that national identity, 
the more fraught politics, and so eco-
nomics, too, will become, and the 
harder it becomes to maintain the rela-
tionship between market capitalism 
and democracy.” 

 
The area where elected representa-

tives still wield decision-making power 
has become increasingly smaller.  As a 
result, citizens feel that they are no 
longer masters of their political fates.  
And that is not a reassuring conclusion. 

 
Social level 
The biggest mess is at the social level.  
Neoliberalism has created a veritable 
gulf between rich and poor, and it is 
widening.  Wolf refers to a 2022 study by 
the OECD, the club of rich countries, 
which states that income inequality is at 
its highest level for the past half century.  
In addition, “Uncertainty and fears of 
social decline and exclusion have 
reached the middle class in many soci-
eties.” 

Furthermore, working conditions are 
very insecure and poor.  Perhaps a quar-
ter of the adult population belongs to the 
‘precariat’: “a status that offers no sense 
of secure occupational identity and few, 
if any, entitlements”.  Partly due to the 
waning influence of the trade unions, 
this has “cast much of the old, relatively 
well-paid and predominantly male work-

ing class adrift, with huge political con-
sequences”. 

Wolf speaks in this context of ‘status 
anxiety’, the fear of falling down to the 
bottom of the social hierarchy.  This 
mainly occurs among those who are not 
at the very bottom of the social ladder: 
“In Western countries, ‘white’ people 
with relatively modest levels of educa-
tion feel threatened by racial minorities 
and immigrants, and men ... feel threat-
ened by the rising status of women.” 

 
Financial crisis and pandemic 
This economic, political and social 
malaise that had been building up in 
previous decades, was exacerbated by 
the financial crisis and the pandemic. 

The financial crisis and austerity 
policies that followed were very negative 
for real incomes, employment and the 
government budget.  This crisis also 
shook trust in the wisdom and probity of 
those running the financial and political 
world: 

 
“The executives who drove their 

banks (and the world economy) into 
the ground, before the global financial 
crisis, mostly walked off with large 
fortunes, while tens of millions of 
innocent people’s lives were ruined 
and governments were forced to pro-
vide huge bailouts.” 

 
Only one banker has been jailed in 

the US and none in most other countries. 
The pandemic came on top of that 

and amplified the many problems inher-
ent in the financial crisis.  The disease 
also caused fierce political conflicts.  
The climate of fear, anxiety and stress 
increased support for political extrem-
ism: “When frightened and insecure, 
humans go angrily tribal.  It is as simple 
– and as dangerous – as that.” 

 
Populism on the rise 
The ruins left behind by neoliberalism 
undermine democracy:  

 
“The greater the inequality, inse-

curity, feeling of abandonment, fear of 
unmanageable change, and sense of 
injustice, the more vulnerable to col-
lapse the fragile balance that makes 
democratic capitalism work will 
become.” 

 
Partly because of “the failure of 

orthodox politics to deliver stable pros-
perity to the bulk of the population over 
a long period”, political extremes are 

gaining momentum.  People are hostile 
to the elites, including the politicians, 
and according to Wolf, that hostility may 
frequently well be justified. 

Such a situation leads to a penchant 
for populist and autocratic leaders.  “If a 
large portion of the public has withdrawn 
its consent from existing rulers … then 
the public may turn to someone who 
promises to sweep this elite away.” They 
then choose “self-confident right-wing 
populists in place of old elites”. 

Proportionally, this is clearly more 
the case among the less educated.  The 
less attached they are to traditional poli-
tics and parties, “the more likely they 
are to be captured by a successful dema-
gogue” or “a strong leader who can 
identify domestic enemies and who 
promises to do something about them 
without worrying overmuch about legali-
ties”.   

A world in evolution, a freer, more 
equal and culturally diverse world, is 
experienced by them as confusing, 
directionless, lonely and uncertain.  
Thus arises the desire “for an authorita-
tive direction of how they must act to 
secure their place, as individuals and a 
people, in that world.”2 

No wonder populist parties in 
Europe have grown strongly since the 
financial crisis.  In 2007, 15% of people 
in northern Europe voted for a populist 
party.  In 2019 that was already 45%.  In 
southern Europe there was also a 
tripling: from 7% to 20%.  (The figures 
date from before Meloni came to power 
in Italy). 

 
Deliberate strategy 
The malaise outlined above is an ideal 
breeding ground for populism, but the 
switch of the electorate in that direction 
not only happens spontaneously, but is 
also “the consequence of a specific elite 
political strategy”.  In other words, pop-
ulist voting behaviour is created and 
driven.  It is a deliberate strategy of (part 
of) the establishment to engage in crisis 
management and even profit from it. 

“Such a pluto-populist3 system 
requires opinion formers and propagan-
dists to justify, defend and promote it.” 
Christian churches can be very useful in 
this, but the ‘new’ and ‘old’ media are 
also very important.  For example, 
Robert Murdoch’s empire was an impor-
tant factor in Trump’s election.  In 
Europe, too, we see how radical right-
wing figures can count on significant 
media support.4 

In any case, Trump had “a success-
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ful programme for welding middle-class 
and poorer whites to the interests of a 
sizeable part of the commercial elite”.  
But we see this programme at work in 
many other democracies as well, 
“namely, splitting the less well-off by 
their racial, ethnic or cultural 
identities”. 

And racism works:  
 

“It plugs into dark aspects of the 
human character: the search for iden-
tity and dominance by ‘othering’ 
people.  What could make that easier 
than visible difference, such as colour, 
however genetically trivial it evidently 
is?”  

 
Nor is it a coincidence that the 

resistance of right-wing populism is 
directed against the “academic, bureau-
cratic and cultural elites” and not 
“economic and financial ones”.  This is a 
convenient way of channelling the 
unease and anti-establishment sentiment 
in a direction that leaves the interests 
and privileges of the upper class intact.  
In this way, class struggle is replaced by 
cultural struggle and identity politics.  
This is convenient for the economic 
elite. 

 
Why to the right? 
Wolf asks why right-wing populists are 
more successful than left-wing parties in 
the current context.  He distinguishes 
three reasons for this.  First of all, the 
established left-wing parties owe their 
failures largely to themselves.  In the 
past, they more or less adopted neolib-
eral policies and “did not put forward 
any fundamentally different prospectus 
from what had been on offer”.  It was 
also more and more highly educated 
people who predominated in those par-
ties.  As a result, part of the classic 
constituency of traditional left-of-centre 
parties feels abandoned by them. 

Second, the working class has been 
weakened: labour has become more 
atomised and the level of unionisation 
has been reduced.  The unions are no 
longer “the powerful voices of the work-
ing class”, and that makes it difficult to 
roll out left-wing politics. 

Third, “the collapse of communism” 
– by which he refers to the fall of the 
Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc – has 
eroded belief in a left-wing alternative.  
Wolf thinks that today’s workers do not 
believe they will benefit from an even-
tual leftist “upheaval”. 

Those are three strong arguments, 

but he forgets to mention three essential 
things.  First, there is the extremely 
important role of the media in 
channelling the discontent to the right.  
The mainstream media are almost 
entirely in the hands of large capital 
groups.  They give the right and even the 
far right preferential or flattering treat-
ment while the outspoken left is reviled or 
silenced.  Just look at how Jeremy Corbyn 
and Bernie Sanders were demolished in 
the media. 

In a similar way, the right and also 
the extreme right can count on support 
from the business world.  The left can 
only count on financial support if it dis-
owns or weakens its own programme 
sufficiently and does not touch the foun-
dations of the balance of power and the 
distribution of income. 

Finally, any leftist project that 
emerges invariably faces global hostility 
and sabotage.  The left-wing project of the 
Greek Syriza government was simply 
crushed by the European Central Bank 
turning off the money tap.  Other exam-
ples are the disastrous economic 
sanctions against Cuba and Venezuela.   

 
Differences from the 1930s 
Once a populist leader or party is in 
power, everything is done to expand that 
power without any restraint.  This is done 
by undermining the authority of “arbitra-
tors” (judges, election officials, tax 
officials), obstructing or eliminating oppo-
nents – especially through media control 
– changing the constitution or electoral 
law and exploiting a crisis or even creat-
ing it in order to have a reason  “to entitle 
him to emergency powers”.  It is what we 
see at work in Poland and Hungary today.  
It is also what we saw in part under 
Trump and what he intends to do in a sec-
ond term.5 We then end up in what Wolf 
describes as “fascism light”.  He does 
however see two clear differences with 
the 1920s and 1930s.  Hitler and Mus-
solini were brought to power by 
“structured political parties.  In both 
cases, the party was a quasi-military 
organisation”.  Contemporary populism is 
“much less disciplined”. 

A second difference is the role of the 
media, and especially the rise of social 
media.  Traditional media such as news-
papers and radio were more centralised; 
in the hands of the fascists they were 
“one-way media”.  Social media, on the 
other hand, are more decentralised and 
therefore less controllable and deploy-
able. 

But that also means one can do little 

“against the viral spread of dangerous 
nonsense, as the rise of the anti-vaccina-
tion movement has demonstrated”.  It is 
“far easier to spread ‘rumor’ than before 
… and far easier than ever before for the 
unqualified and unprincipled to influence 
public opinion”.  Wolf notes that it is the 
populists who have used the latest tech-
nology most effectively in recent years. 

 
Solutions 
Forty years of neoliberal policies have 
brought us to the edge of the abyss.  That 
is why “we need a radical and 
courageous reform of the capitalist econ-
omy”.  Wolf wants to go back to the 
‘welfare state’ from the 1950s to the 
1980s and is also inspired by the ‘New 
Deal’ in the 1930s US: 

 
“As it turns out, the agenda of the 

founding fathers of the post-World War 
II states still remains relevant.  We 
must return to it.  For that to happen, 
politics must change, too.”  

 
Wolf’s proposals are interesting in 

that regard and even quite radical for 
someone close to the establishment, 
indicating that he and part of the elite 
are well frightened.  For him, returning 
to the New Deal agenda and the 
programme of a welfare state 
presupposes a number of things.  First, 
the power of the market must be limited.  
“If they are to work well, both economi-
cally and socially, markets need careful 
design and regulation and must not be 
dominated by a small number of 
oligarchs.” In this he is pretty radical: 
“There is no doubt that the ‘too-big-to-
fail-or-to-jail’ bank must either be ended 
or chained.” 

Wolf believes that the political influ-
ence of companies should be limited, 
just think of lobbying.  In addition, trade 
unions must provide a counterweight to 
political and economic power.  The state 
itself must play a central role.  It must 
ensure that companies are subject to 
competition, that the population is well 
educated, that the infrastructure is first-
class and that technological research is 
adequately funded.  “A prosperous soci-
ety requires a high level of high-quality 
investment.” 

It is obvious to Wolf that in many 
countries the state will need more 
resources to provide good education and 
health care, and also because the popu-
lation is ageing and will continue to age.  
That is why taxes will have to rise just 
about everywhere to keep up with cur-
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rent standards.  This also implies a radi-
cal tax shift.  According to Wolf, “rich 
people do not pay much if any tax”.  
“The Trumps, the Zuckerbergs and the 
Buffetts of this world pay lower taxes 
than teachers and secretaries.” That has 
to change.  Wolf argues for “an ongoing 
wealth tax, as both Norway and Switzer-
land have done for a long time”.  He 
calculates that a wealth tax of 1% could 
generate income of up to 2% of GDP. 

In the spirit of Plato, Wolf attaches 
great importance to “the elites”.  “With-
out decent and competent elites, 
democracy will perish.” He refers to the 
“predatory, short-sighted and amoral 
elites” in countries such as “Hungary, 
Poland, and even the UK and US”.  
Competent management and high-qual-
ity bureaucracy are needed.  It is 
essential to attract high-quality people 
for this and to pay them adequately. 

According to Wolf, the electoral sys-
tem needs a thorough overhaul.  He is 
particularly sharp on the way current 
representative democracy functions.  He 
describes the current elected officials as 
“often ambitious, unprincipled, fanati-
cal, unbalanced and, not least 
unrepresentative people who fill repre-
sentative elected bodies”.  They work 
with “manipulative campaigns, made 
more damaging by contemporary infor-
mation technology”. 

He makes a number of proposals to 
strengthen the political system.  He is 
thinking of a “House of Merit”,6  a sys-
tem of drawing lots to appoint 
parliamentarians, a jury of experts, and 
referenda.  There should also be a ban 
on political donations by companies or 
foreigners to political parties.   

The media, he says, must be revi-
talised.  Above all, there must be a fight 
against blatant disinformation, both in 
parts of the “old media” and in the 
“powerful social media”.  Wolf puts for-
ward a number of proposals to this end. 

He advocates the use of high-quality 
public service broadcasters.  He wants a 
restriction on political advertising, 
including on social media.  He favours 
government support for the media to 
maintain the diversity of highly qualified 
news sources.  Anonymous comments 
and messages should be eliminated and 
stricter control is needed on companies 
such as Facebook by means of higher 
fines and supervision of the algorithms. 

A final proposal for the restoration of 
democracy is a recognition that it needs 
good citizenship.  “If a democratic politi-
cal community is to thrive, there must be 

an overarching sense of identity”.  It is 
about a “mutual commitment that is 
expressed as patriotism”.  Patriotism is 
“devotion to a particular place and partic-
ular way of life, which one believes is the 
best in the world but has no wish to force 
upon other people”.  In this it differs from 
nationalism, which is “inseparable from 
the desire for power”.7 For Wolf, patrio-
tism and civic virtue are two sides of the 
same coin.  Civic virtue is “the 
understanding that citizens have obliga-
tions to one another.  …  A society that 
lacks such virtues risks becoming feral 
and disordered.”  “For the vast majority 
of ordinary people, citizenship is a source 
of pride, security and identity.”  Accord-
ing to Wolf, a major mistake of traditional 
elites was “their contempt for patriotism, 
particularly working-class patriotism “.  
By the way, the same applies to the tradi-
tional left, which often lumps nationalism 
and patriotism together.  In any case, 
Wolf’s arguments regarding this issue are 
worth considering. 

 
Inconsequent  
The magnum opus of this top economist 
is very interesting because it contains 
almost all the ingredients of a razor-
sharp, materialistic analysis of 
contemporary society.  He unravels the 
totally lopsided power relations that are 
the cause of the inequality or the dys-
function of the political system. 

The problem is that he does not 
carry his analysis through or is unable to 
do so consequently, because he would 
then have to question capitalism as 
such.  And it is precisely the capitalist 
system he wants to save.  For a way out 
of the current crisis of capitalism, there-
fore, he ultimately resorts to moralistic 
or idealistic proposals.   

For example, Wolf’s desire to return 
to the politics of the New Deal and the 
politics of the post-war period disregards 
the material underpinnings that made 
these politics attractive and feasible to 
sections of the capitalist class.  After 
WWII the right was discredited, the 
world of labour was very strong and the 
establishment in the West was scared of 
communism.  Wolf himself understands 
this, articulating this historical reality as 
follows: “Given the challenge from com-
munism, the major political parties 
realised that the survival of democracy 
depended on sustaining the loyalties of 
the huge, well-organised, and politically 
powerful industrial working class.” 
Because of that balance of power, and 
only because of that, the elites were pre-

pared to make far-reaching concessions 
to the labour movement in order to avoid 
the danger of a left-wing revolution.  
Today, that balance of power is 
completely reversed, and a return to the 
post-war situation is utopian as long as 
this balance of power is not changed.  It 
is unclear how Wolf imagines we are to 
progress from where we are to where he 
wants to be.   

Similarly, Wolf hangs much on 
morality.  For instance, he argues that “a 
society built on greed cannot stand.  
Other moral values of duty, fairness, 
responsibility, and decency must perme-
ate a successful society.  Yet these 
values … must permeate the market 
economy itself”.  He expects a lot from 
the morality of the economic and politi-
cal elites: “Liberal democracy ... 
depends ultimately on truthfulness and 
trustworthiness in those in positions of 
responsibility.” 

We already pointed out the utopian 
and idealistic character of wanting to 
return to the welfare state.  At times his 
idealism borders on the naive, for exam-
ple:  

 
“There are indeed problems with 

the aims of the corporation and the 
model of corporate governance in 
which shareholder interests and power 
are dominant.” 

 
“But why people of immeasurable 

wealth should fight so hard not to pay 
taxes is beyond the understanding of 
any reasonable person.” 

 
Yet, profit maximisation based on 

privately owned production and through 
the appropriation of the surplus value of 
labour is the essence of capitalism.  
Profit maximisation is not a matter of 
immorality or greed, it is a law imposed 
by competition.  Large social inequali-
ties, monopolies, super-profits, and many 
other evils enumerated by Wolf are not 
excesses of the system, but derive 
directly from its logic.  In the condition 
of favourable power relations you may be 
able to temper them a bit but you will 
not undo them.   

In three other areas, Wolf can also 
be seen posing important questions 
around the nature of capitalism before 
ultimately evading them or lapsing into 
utopianism: the relationship between 
state and capital, the fundamental prob-
lem of any democracy; and fascism as 
crisis management.  We shall take each 
in turn. 
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Relationship between state  
and capital 
In capitalism, capital should not rule 
itself, but there should be a separation 
between politics and economics, or in 
Wolf’s words “the separation of power 
and wealth”.  The economy needs the 
state to regulate the market, to 
arbitrate between different capital 
groups, to create optimal conditions for 
economic growth (infrastructure, edu-
cation, …), and so on.  The state must 
be strong enough, but not too strong; it 
must give the economy and the market 
enough space.  Wolf speaks of a 
“‘shackled’, but strong Leviathan”.8 
Conversely, the state should not be 
captured by the most powerful actors in 
the economy.  It is all about “fragile 
balances”. 

However, that ideal image is at 
odds with the reality that Wolf himself 
outlines throughout his book.  For 
example, he believes that politics 
should be a counterweight to the 
abuses of power by the economic play-
ers.  But that’s not how it works, he 
admits.   

He refers to the founder of liberal-
ism, Adam Smith, who warned against 
“the tendency of the powerful to rig the 
economic and political systems against 
the rest of the society”.  Adam Smith 
himself, at any rate, makes no bones 
about it:  

 
“Civil government, so far as it is 

instituted for the security of property, 
is in reality instituted for the defence 
of the rich against the poor, or of 
those who have some property 
against those who have none at all.”9  

 
The problem for Wolf is with big 

companies.10  They are “engines of pros-
perity.  Yet, on the negative side, 
companies also possess enormous eco-
nomic and political power, which they 
can and do abuse”.  Among other things, 
he points to monopolies and so-called 
system integrators that single-handedly 
dominate large parts of world trade and 
have a turnover that often exceeds the 
GDP of a lot of countries.  Regarding the 
power of finance capital, he quotes 
Franklin Roosevelt, the US president 
who launched the New Deal: “We now 
know that Government by organised 
money is just as dangerous as Govern-
ment by organised mob.”11 

The problem is that wealthy people 
have “powerful direct influence over 
politics” through all sorts of channels.  

They play “a dominant role in shaping 
public policy”.  In this regard, Wolf 
favourably quotes two political 
analysts: “The majority does not rule, 
at least not in the causal sense of actu-
ally determining of policy outcomes.  
When a majority of the citizens 
disagrees with the economic elites or 
with organised interests, they generally 
lose.” 

“Democracy is for sale” says Wolf.  
In other words, capital does not govern 
but prevails. 

If we list the elements above and 
look at them from a class perspective, 
we can say that the state has two basic 
functions: forging cohesion between the 
classes and arbitration between the dif-
ferent factions of the ruling class.12  To 
achieve this, the political leaders need 
a certain room for manoeuvre.  This is 
necessary to respond flexibly to chang-
ing circumstances and new challenges. 

However, the autonomy of politi-
cians is limited.  The government 
cannot intervene directly in the pro-
ductive apparatus and any economic 
policy is very limited.  Even more 
important is the kind of veto power the 
capitalist class has.  If it wants to, it 
can strangle a country’s economy.  This 
happened, for example, in Chile just 
before the coup in 1973, in Venezuela 
in 2003 and in Greece in 2015.   

The state is, as it were, on the 
leash of capital.  The chain can be long 
or short and indicates how much room 
for manoeuvre the government has, but 
in the end the chain is firmly fixed.13  
That is also why Wolf’s proposed mea-
sures to reform the political system 
may have little effect or even none at 
all. 

Although Wolf himself is aware of 
this, he does not draw the necessary 
conclusions from it.   

To counter the overly powerful and 
abusive monopolies, “the democratic 
political process” must be able to “off-
set” their abuses.  “Yet that assumes a 
neutral political process in which well-
intentioned legislators respond to the 
choices of well-informed voters.  Noth-
ing could be further from reality.” (our 
emphasis) 

The key to tackling fundamental 
social problems, he says, lies not so 
much with politics and the way deci-
sion-making is organised there, as with 
“the huge imbalance of power” in the 
economy.  That power inequality is part 
of the DNA of capitalism which Wolf 
does not want to alter. 

The fundamental problem of 
democracy 
Plato and Aristotle are the most famous 
founders of political thought in the West 
and are an important source of inspira-
tion for Wolf.  Both Greek thinkers were 
already facing a fundamental dilemma: 
democracy literally means that power 
lies with the people and therefore with 
the poor(er) majority.  But, if those poor 
actually use their numerical superiority 
to assert their (economic) interests, then 
the wealth and privileges of the elites 
will quickly come to an end, and that of 
course is not what they want. 

Wolf articulates this fundamental 
problem as follows: “Once inequality 
becomes large enough, nothing is more 
likely than that the wealthy few will 
struggle to repress the democratic repre-
sentation of the poor many.” This issue 
is most acute in taxation, of which 
wealth redistribution can be an impor-
tant aspect: “The ability of an elected 
legislature to determine what, how and 
how much to tax is, correspondingly, the 
most fundamental feature of democracy.” 

Because of this dilemma, Plato and 
Aristotle opposed a democratic form of 
government.  Aristotle argues: “In a 
democracy the poor have more power 
than the rich, because there are more of 
them, and the will of the majority is 
supreme.”14 That is why he rejects 
democracy, but for the Greek philoso-
pher, autocracy is also out of the 
question.  Political discussion and 
adversarial debate are important and 
necessary to keep the different factions 
of the elites in balance.  The dilemma 
was solved by limiting the participants 
in the political debate.  In democratic 
Athens, debate was for the privilege of a 
small elite, about ten percent of the 
Greek polis.15  

Greek ‘democracy’ did not last long 
and was a rare exception in history.  
Until the end of the Middle Ages there 
was no question of democratic debate – 
it was the nobility which ruled until 
then.  With the rise of capitalism, a new, 
wealthy class emerged that began to 
claim its share of power.   

The bourgeois revolutions resulted 
in a reallocation of power and a new 
political system that had to take account 
of the new balance of forces.  The ‘sepa-
ration of powers’ and the bicameral 
splits in parliamentary systems, for 
example, were intended to contain the 
conflict between the nobility and the 
emerging bourgeoisie.  Wolf puts it this 
way: “Market capitalism demanded a 
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more egalitarian politics.”  Discussions 
in parliament were necessary to accom-
modate and balance the interests of the 
different factions of the citizenry. 

But just like in Athens, the politi-
cal discussion was limited to the elites.  
Only the wealthy citizens were given 
the right to vote and could be 
represented in parliament – the so-
called tax-based suffrage.  It would be 
quite a while before everyone was 
given the right to vote.  In this regard 
Wolf notes that the United Kingdom 
was “essentially monarchical or aristo-
cratic until well into the nineteenth 
century”, that the Constitution of the 
United States was “deliberately con-
structed to constrain the will of the 
majority on multiple dimensions”, and 
that universal suffrage “is a remarkably 
recent development”.  In other words, 
the working people were not meant to 
have their say.  The bourgeoisie and 
parliamentarians did everything they 
could to prevent the numerical majority 
of the working population from result-
ing in political dominance.  That is 
why they tried to block universal suf-
frage for as long as possible.  But 
under increasing pressure and during 
fierce battles, they finally had to allow 
it.  “Universal suffrage representative 
democracy … was the product of a long 
struggle,” writes Wolf. 

All sorts of tricks and mechanisms 
were devised, with considerable suc-
cess, to ensure that economic 
privileges remained intact and that 
there was no excessive redistribution of 
wealth.16  The current bourgeois parlia-
mentary system has proven to be 
particularly effective in giving the 
appearance of co-determination to the 
common people while preserving fun-
damental economic inequality.  “How, 
after all, does a political party 
dedicated to the material interests of 
the top 0.1 per cent of the income dis-
tribution win and hold power in a 
universal suffrage democracy?” an 
exasperated Wolf wonders. 

The elites can keep up 
appearances as long as inequality is 
not too great, as long as there is suffi-
cient economic growth and as long as 
there are good prospects for the future.  
If that is not the case, appearances will 
fall away, the fundamental problem will 
emerge in all its sharpness and make 
the system shake to its foundations. 

As in the 1930s, we are once again 
experiencing such a period.  And that 
brings us to the last point. 

Fascism as crisis management 
Since its inception, capitalism has seen 
various forms of government, ranging 
from democratic republics and monar-
chies to military dictatorships and 
fascist regimes.  In ‘normal’ 
circumstances, the economic elites do 
not support an authoritarian regime 
because they usually have less control 
over it and because such a regime can 
be dangerously unpredictable.  
Bourgeois regimes, with their game of 
changing majorities and their 
predictable and compliant character, are 
preferred by the ruling class.  They also 
create a semblance of co-determination 
that easily misleads parts of the popula-
tion. 

But in a severe socio-economic cri-
sis, objections to authoritarian regimes 
are pushed aside in order to safeguard 
the entire system.  In the 1930s, a large 
section of the capitalist class saw no 
harm in an alliance with fascists in 
almost all countries of Western Europe.  
In the 1960s and 1970s, this 
phenomenon was repeated in Latin 
America. 

Wolf does not articulate it so sharply 
but, throughout the past century and a 
half, he does see a link between the eco-
nomic conjuncture and democracy.  
“The pattern of up, down, up and then 
down in market capitalism and 
especially globalisation coincides to a 
quite remarkable degree with that of 
democratisation.” It is in such difficult 
times that the economic elites “make a 
Faustian pact” with a dictator even 
though they are “not in control of the 
man or the forces that delivered him”.17  
The Nazis, Wolf knows, were supported 
by the “most successful businessmen”.  
So was Mussolini.  His march on Rome 
could not have taken place without Ital-
ian business leaders funding the fascist 
squads.18 

Such a pact with the devil is facili-
tated by the fact that in those 
circumstances “a large proportion of the 
population feels frightened and angry” 
and that there is a desire for a “strong 
leader”.  Taking advantage of that inse-
curity and unease, autocratic leaders try 
to gain a mass following.  Trump has 
achieved this on the basis of ‘culture 
wars’.  Says Wolf: 

 
“Members of this plutocracy have 

also shifted the political debate away 
from economic inequality by exploit-
ing the identity politics of 
ethno-nationalism.  The alliance 

between the plutocracy and the white 
working class helped give the US to 
Trump.”  

 
Today, we see how neoliberalism is 

perfectly compatible with authoritarian 
regimes.  This is clearly visible in Euro-
pean countries such as Hungary, Poland, 
Italy and France, or in Brazil (under Bol-
sonaro) and Bolivia (under Jeanine 
Añez) in Latin America.  “Populism has 
once again married nationalism,” Wolf 
writes. 

Wolf does not take the argument all 
the way, but history provides sufficient 
evidence to conclude that authoritarian 
forms of government, military dictator-
ships, and in the past fascist regimes are 
the extreme forms of the power of eco-
nomic elites.  They are their plan B and 
are the last resort to keep the system 
afloat. 

Wolf’s utopianism and evasions of 
‘inconvenient truths’ about capitalism 
should not detract from the great value 
of this book.  If you take out the moralis-
tic and idealistic dimension and 
consistently extend his argument, you 
get a sharp and incisive analysis of how 
capitalism works.  Ultimately, for Wolf, 
capitalism is the only preferable system, 
but the great value of his book is that if 
you list all the elements that he himself 
introduces and you think them through 
consequently, then it is highly question-
able whether bourgeois democracy can 
be saved by continuing to believe 
staunchly in this system.  May the read-
ers develop their own views on this. 
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Society, Quartet Books, London 1973.  

14 https://historyofeconomicthought. 
mcmaster.ca/aristotle/Politics.pdf . 

15 Those 10% included the ‘free’ men, ie men 
who did not have to earn their living. 
Slaves, freedmen, foreigners, women, as 
well as small farmers, artisans, craftsmen, 
shopkeepers and merchants were excluded 
from political life: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Athenian_de
mocracy.   

16 Just think of 'integrating' the radical 
labour movements into the system, 
controlling the media, keeping important 
socio-economic decisions out of 
parliament etc.  See D Losurdo, 
Démocratie ou bonapartisme. Triomphe et 
décadence du suffrage universel, Paris, 
2003. 

17 Wolf is referring to Trump here. 
18 P Dolak, ‘When does a formal democracy 

degenerate into fascism?’, at 
https://www.counterpunch.org/2023/06/11/
when-does-a-formal-democracy-
degenerate-into-fascism/ . 

 
 
 
 
 

Two Paths in Kenya: The Ideological Struggle 
between Capitalism and Socialism in Kenya, 
1960-1970.  By Shiraz Durrani 
[Vita Books, Nairobi, 2023, 328 pp.  
Pbk/ebook, ISBN 978-99661-33120, 
£25.00] 

SHIRAZ DURRANI’S 
book, Two Paths, is a 
crucial work for 

understanding the tragedy of 
an African liberation being 
stolen and degraded to the 
benefit of a new African 

ruling class – to the satisfaction of British 
imperialism that wanted to keep its key 
position in support of the white settlers 
and capitalism. 

Kenya was part of the British Empire 
until it became an independent republic 
in 1963.  The book documents the long 
struggle for freedom and land before inde-
pendence and after, with key documents 
from the main conflict between capitalism 
and socialism.  The treason of the new 
black bourgeoisie is revealed; imperial-
ism was able to take the wind out of the 
sails of the liberation, by using all kinds 
of violent and dirty tricks.  

The colonial expulsion of Africans 
from their lands, and their reduction to 
the status of servants of the white rulers, 
had resulted in constant rebellions.  The 
land-grabbing by the British colonialists 
was systematic, and the Pan-Africanist 
WEB Du Bois wrote about it in the 1920s.  
In the collection The New Negro he said: 

 
“Here was a land largely untainted 

by the fevers of the tropics and here 
England proposed to send her sick and 
impoverished soldiers of the war. Fol-
lowing the lead of South Africa, Britain 
took over five million acres of the best 
lands from the 3,000,000 natives, 
herded them gradually towards the 
swamps and gave them, even there, no 
sure title; then by taxation she forced 
sixty percent of the black adults into 
working for the ten thousand white own-
ers for the lowest wage.  Here was 
opportunity not simply for the great 

landholder and slave-driver but also for 
the small trader, and twenty-four thou-
sand Indians came. These Indians 
claimed the rights of free subjects of the 
empire – a right to buy land, a right to 
exploit labour, a right to a voice in the 
government now confined to the handful 
of whites. 

Suddenly a great race conflict swept 
East Africa – orient and occident, 
white, brown and black, landlord, 
trader and landless serf.  When the 
Indians asked [for] rights, the whites 
replied that this would injure the rights 
of the natives.  Immediately the natives 
began to awake.  Few of them were edu-
cated but they began to form societies 
and formulate grievances.  A black 
political consciousness arose for the 
first time in Kenya.  Immediately the 
Indians made a bid for the support of 
this new force and asked [for] rights 
and privileges for all British subjects – 
white, brown and black.  As the Indian 
pressed his case, white South Africa 
rose in alarm. If the Indian became a 
recognised man, landholder and voter 
in Kenya, what of Natal? 

The British Government speculated 
and procrastinated and then announced 
its decision: East Africa was primarily a 
‘trusteeship’ for the Africans and not for 
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the Indians. The Indians, then, must be 
satisfied with limited industrial and 
political rights, while for the black 
native – the white Englishman spoke!  
A conservative Indian leader speaking 
in England after this decision said that 
if the Indian problem in South Africa 
were allowed to fester much longer it 
would pass beyond the bounds of 
domestic issue and would become a 
question of foreign policy upon which 
the unity of the Empire might founder 
irretrievably. The Empire could never 
keep its colored races within it by force, 
he said, but only by preserving and 
safeguarding their sentiments”.1 

 
After the Second World War social-

ism was popular, and the Kenyan workers 
and peasants wanted a people’s republic 
with nationalisation of land, and free edu-
cation and health.  But the white settlers 
were not willing to give up their privileges 
in the form of stolen fertile land and con-
trol of the state.  Tired of the humiliations, 
Kenyans started a more open liberation 
struggle against the British through the 
Land and Freedom Army, the so-called 
Mau Mau.  The British tried to subdue the 
militants by means of propaganda, split-
ting and harsh repressions like hangings. 

The Land and Freedom Army gave 
hope to millions of Africans tired of the 
foreign rule of white racism.  The settlers 
tried to reduce the armed liberation strug-
gle to “an irrational force of evil, 
dominated by bestial impulses and influ-
enced by world communism”,2 ie not only 
using racism, to reduce the fighters to ani-
mals – the ‘uncivilised primitives’ against 
the ‘civilised’ – but also using Cold-War 
rhetoric to gain support from white racists 
and imperialism.  

The book describes the main protago-
nists, with Jomo Kenyatta in an important 
role.  He was able to sideline his oppo-
nents, who wanted justice and land 
reform, and he became a willing tool of 
the British, although they had earlier 
imprisoned him.  He himself was able to 
profit, becoming a big landowner, and he 
used the tribal card to divide and rule, 
privileging his own tribe and loyalists 
with positions and land.  One of the more 
shocking details in Durrani’s book is the 
scorn and contempt that Kenyatta 
expressed for the Mau Mau, shortly after 
his release from prison:  

 
“At Githunguri, an African-run 

teacher-training school turned into a 
butchery during the revolt, where over 
one thousand Kikuyu were hanged by 

the British forces of law and order, 
Kenyatta referred to the Mau Mau as ‘a 
disease which has been eradicated and 
must never be remembered again”. (p 
178) 

 
The Kenya African National Union 

(KANU) was divided on ideology and the 
future of a liberated Kenya.  British intel-
ligence worked hard to corrupt the 
incoming African politicians, and Keny-
atta became their favorite.  The 
opposition, with people like Pio Gama 
Pinto and Oginga Odinga, challenged the 
land- and money-grabbing that they could 
see.  Pinto was regarded by the new rulers 
as a key enemy and he was brutally assas-
sinated in 1965 – a hard blow to the 
socialist collective that he was part of.  

The Kenya People’s Union (KPU) was 
formed in 1966 to challenge Kenyatta and 
his capitalist policies.  Imperialism tried 
to reduce the struggle to tribal warfare or 
a struggle between personalities, but for 
the first time in Kenya a political party 
openly advocating socialism was formed.  
In 1969 the Kenyatta government banned 
the KPU and arrested its leaders. 

One of the tricks Kenyatta used was 
to talk of his policy as an “African Social-
ism”.  The KPU Manifesto from 1966 
characterised this as a meaningless 
phrase and a cloak for the practice of total 
capitalism, promoting the development of 
a small privileged class of Africans, with 
control of the economy by foreigners 
growing every day, and without any 
nationalisations – in contrast to social-
ism’s basic principles of equality in the 
distribution of income, control over the 
means of production and minimisation of 
foreign capitalist control of the economy.  
The KPU put its finger on the fact of min-
isters owning big estates, and demanded 
that land be available for the Wananchi 
(the masses).  

Shiraz sees the murder of Pinto as 
crucial in the class struggle for Kenya’s 
future.  The Wananchi Declaration of 
1969 said clearly that the people wanted 
all that the Mau Mau had fought for, 
including the return of the stolen land.  
They wanted economic and social 
changes fulfilling KANU’s earlier pledges 
to the people.  This progressive national-
ism was met with terror and arrests, to the 
delight of the British settlers and imperi-
alism.  

Kenyatta made deals with the British 
that forced people to take loans if they 
wanted to buy back their stolen land.  He 
instituted a system whereby he and his 
loyalists profited, and he installed a 

regime where looting, land-grabbing and 
corruption became systematic.  Market 
principles of ‘willing buyer/willing seller’ 
were introduced, a disgrace to the free-
dom movement where land rights always 
had been at the very heart of the struggle.  
Kenyatta gave himself and his loyalists 
the same privileges for land-grabbing as 
the British. The rights of the British Gov-
ernor were transferred to the President, 
and destroyed the prospect of a more just 
and equal Kenya.  This betrayal contin-
ues to the present day, as the class 
struggle in Kenya to a high degree con-
centrates on the land issue.3  

While Kenyatta was picked by 
Britain to ensure its interests, the USA 
was also involved to build acceptance of 
capitalism and Western economic inter-
ests.  The activist trade union movement 
had to be controlled, and here Tom Mboya 
played a crucial role (p 130).  Through 
him the CIA poured money into the coun-
try, to support capitalism and an African 
elite against the demands from the people 
who wanted to break the chains of colo-
nialism.  Susan Williams documents this 
in her important book, White Malice: The 
CIA and the covert recolonisation of 
Africa.4 

Two Paths is a tribute to the brave 
people from the Land and Freedom Army 
and people like Oginga Odinga, Pio Gama 
Pinto, Bildad Kaggia, Makhan Singh and 
many others fighting for justice and 
socialism.  And it contains key documen-
tation on their political positions. 

Thanks to Shiraz Durrani and Vita 
Books for publishing this important book, 
which ought to be widely read by the 
young people of Kenya in the struggle 
against capitalism and imperialism. 

 
Notes and References 
 
1 WEB DuBois, ’The Negro Mind Reaches 

Out’, in The New Negro, Alain Locke ed, 
Aslbert & Charles Boni, New York, 1925, 
pp 404-5, online at 
https://archive.org/details/the-new-
negro/mode/2up; originally published in 
Foreign Affairs, New York, Vol III No 5.  
Quote also at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenya_Colony 

2 From the British government’s official 
Corfield report, quoted at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mau_Mau_reb
ellion. 

3 See JM Klopp and O Lumumba, ‘Reform 
and counter-reform in Kenya`s land 
governance’, in Review of African Political 
Economy, Vol 44, No 154, 2017, pp 577-
594. 

4  S Williams, White Malice: The CIA and the 
covert recolonisation of Africa, 
PublicAffairs, 2021.
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AS I WRITE THIS, it is mid-November; the shops in our 
small town feel raggedly and effortfully festive, and 
even the most cursory glance through the emails and 

social media feeds of friends reveals little but anxious and 
oppressive sadness.  “This cannot go on,” writes M, earlier 
this month, amid news of renewed bombings by Israeli forces 
of the Jabalia refugee camp in the north of the Gaza Strip.  “I 
feel this world has lost all humanity.”  A lot of us are thinking 
similar thoughts, as we oscillate between fury and paralysis.  
It isn’t simply that we feel powerless to do anything, but that 
we struggle even to find the language in which to adequately 
express our anger and our sadness. 

While we cast about for a meaningful response, we are 
met and frustrated by the polarising rhetoric of the mainstream 
(right-wing) media, who wish to frame peaceful protesters as 
hateful terrorist sympathisers, and to create a moral equiva-
lence between the might of a politically and financially 
supported occupying power, and the actions, however violent, 
of an opposing resistance movement.  For some of us, this tac-
tic is depressingly familiar: even now, any discussion of the 
British occupation of the North of Ireland – the  violence 
inflicted by its military and security forces, the collusion 
between those same forces and loyalist paramilitaries, the bru-
talising of political prisoners, the eternally deferred justice for 
murdered unarmed civilians, the British state’s abject lack of 
accountability – is likely to be short-circuited by the rhetorical 
expedient: “But you denounce the IRA, right?”  The purpose 
of such a statement is to turn the burden of moral responsibil-
ity away from the apologists of state power and back upon 
those questioning the abuse of such power.  It is cowardly and 
cynical; it resurrects the well-trodden trope of the IRA bogey-
man as a substitute for searching ethical enquiry, and it seeks 
to identify protestors with such figures in order to delegitimise 
criticism. 

The Israeli occupation of Gaza forces us back into the 
same stale logic-circuit, where those with control of the nar-
rative wish to portray dissent in absolute and binary terms.  
This is a ‘war’ in which one must pick a ‘side’, ideologically 
aligning oneself with either faction.  If one is against Israeli 
occupation of Gaza, it follows that one is for Hamas, and by 
extension the aims and theocratic values they represent.  At 
worst, you are a raging antisemite.  At best, a silly liberal dupe 
for a terrorist organisation.  Of course, this is not the case: it 
is perfectly possible to desire an end to the apartheid of occu-
pation, and to the daily abuses heaped on Palestinian people 
without wishing one single iota of harm on any Jewish person.  

It is, in fact, perfectly possible to feel great sympathy and 
admiration for Jewish people and for Jewish cultures, while 
still advocating for the end of violent state subjugation of 
Palestinians in Gaza. 

We know this, and yet the terms of the debate are contin-
ually circumscribed by those with a vested interest in 
maintaining both antagonism and the status quo.  This applies 
most obviously to politicians who play divide and conquer with 
the left, but it applies equally to companies such as BAE Sys-
tems, which manufacture key components for Israel’s F-35 
“stealth combat” fighter jets, currently undertaking strikes in 
Gaza.  BAE, which provides about 15% of the F-35’s compo-
nents, has seen its share price rise in recent weeks as the 
bombing of Gaza continued to escalate.  It is interesting – 
although perhaps not wildly surprising – to note that Tory MPs 
with shares in BAE, such as Jesse Norman and Christopher 
Chope, voted against the SNP’s proposed amendment to the 
King’s Speech, calling for an immediate ceasefire.  

Beyond the arms trade and its revolving door with West-
minster, social – and some would argue legacy – media 
platforms also profit massively by stoking conflict and misin-
formation.  Social media in particular works by associating 
opinion with identity to the extent that it comes to matter less 
what is being said than who is saying it, fostering an ‘us-ver-
sus-them’ mentality known as affective polarisation.  Further, 
such platforms are increasingly geared towards the promotion 
of divisive content.  For example, under Elon Musk, X (for-
merly Twitter) favours posts by “blue-check” subscriber 
accounts, regardless of who runs them. If such posts go viral, 
then their creators are eligible for payments from the site, cre-
ating a heavy financial incentive to post what is likely to 
garner reaction, however inflammatory, lacking in nuance, or 
untrue.  A large part of X’s revenue is derived from those same 
subscription services, so they have no incentive to seriously 
moderate who is awarded a “blue-check” account. 

And on it goes.  People scream at each other and into the 
void.  None of us knows what we can do to usefully help or 
change things; the energy that might’ve been spent in small, 
practical acts of solidarity is wasted instead in a war of words 
on the internet.  This is the context in which so many are 
drawn toward poetry to find a sufficiently nuanced zone of 
response, and to broach any kind of meaningful conversation.  
There is a contradiction at play: words are not an adequate 
salve to the suffering of others, and some experiences are so 
terrible as to feel hopelessly beyond language. Yet we are com-
pelled, with a feeling of great urgency, to write, and to seek the 

SOUL FOOD FRAN LOCK  
I FIGHT WAR, NOT WARS: 
POETRY, PALESTINE AND 
‘STAYING WITH’ THE WAR 



poetry of others.  
Why? To answer that question, I find myself drawn back 

to Ireland, and to something Seamus Heaney wrote in The Gov-
ernment of the Tongue (Faber, 1988): 

 
“Here is the great paradox of poetry and of the imagina-

tive arts in general.  Faced with the brutality of the historical 
onslaught, they are practically useless.  Yet they verify our 
singularity, they strike out the ore of self which lies at the 
base of every individuated life.  In one sense the efficacy of 
poetry is nil – no lyric has ever stopped a tank.  In another 
sense it is unlimited.  It is like the writing in the sand in the 
face of which accusers and accused are left speechless and 
renewed.” 

 
Although I am not always the most ardent fan of Heaney’s 

poetic shtick, I think that here he nails in prose the unique 
capacities and potentials of poetry to open a much-needed 
space of concentrated listening and retuned ethical attention. 

Here, Passing by a Mural on Northumberland Street, by 
Bridget Frances Keating, references a mural on the Interna-
tional Wall (often called the Solidarity Wall) running between 
Divis Street and the Shankill Road, one of several streets con-
necting republican and loyalist areas of West Belfast.  The title 
is deliberately casual and innocuous, standing in stark con-
trast to the poem’s central themes of hunger, incarceration, and 
war.  Keating does this to create distance between the speaker 
– safe in the Belfast of the present, able to “pass by” the his-
torical traces of occupation and imprisonment – and the past 
that shaped her city.  As the poem gathers momentum this idea 
of “passing by” is freighted with irony, as both the mural and 
the poem itself become occasions of pause and intense moral 
reflection.  In this way Keating seems to hold her former indif-
ference to account, and to reconcile the so-called finished 
business of the recent past with the ongoing struggle for liber-
ation, in Palestine and elsewhere. 

The key phrase in Keating’s poem is “for anyone”.  While 
the mural refers to a specific scene of solidarity between Irish 
republican and Palestinian political prisoners in the 1980s, 
for Keating it opens up a sympathy and a dialogue with all 
oppressed peoples across history.  Its central image, of two 
hands reaching through opposing sets of prison bars and con-
necting in friendship, is also, for Keating, a reaching through 
time, and across consciousness, placing her in intimate com-
munion with her own republican heritage, and with the 
ongoing work of revolution globally.  While the poem’s ending, 
with its switch into plaintive and accusing direct address, 
could be seen as nothing more than a hopeless and despairing 
cry, it could equally (I think, more persuasively) be read as a 
challenge and a clarion call.  The one who is there – who hears 

the cry – is, of course, the reader.  And while the reaching 
hands find “only each other”, the solidarity of those kept in 
the dark is a powerful thing. 

Our second poem, Black Sheep by Bob Beagrie, takes us 
back to the Spanish Civil War, and the moral imperative felt 
by working-class British women for urgent action in the fight 
against fascism.  As with Keating’s poem, Black Sheep oper-
ates by attending to the historically particular, while offering 
a model of engagement for our current crisis.  It is not that the 
poem is urging its readers to go to war, but it enjoins us to 
remember that through an experience of oppression, as women 
and as a class cohort, the poem’s subjects found a spur to sol-
idarity with a suffering other. 

Beagrie’s poem fizzes with unruly energy; it uses slant 
internal rhymes with sharp vowel sounds, and is punctuated 
mainly by use of the comma.  This combines to create a sense 
of restless movement and gathering momentum.  Against the 
suffering endured by their nation and their class, variously 
described as “mangled”, “disfigured”, “shattered”, “smog-
laden” and “rickets-wrung”, the women in Black Sheep are 
defined by dynamic verbs associated with active and purpose-
ful movement: they “kick”, “talk back”, “run off”, “stampede” 
and “trample”.  For them, the expression of solidarity for 
another was a means of escape for themselves. 

Rereading Black Sheep I was irresistibly reminded of a 
recent protest that took place in London, where parents and 
children staged a noisy play-in at the London office of BAE 
Systems to draw attention to its complicity in Israel’s killing 
of Palestinian children, and to the British government’s cruel 
complacency in allowing this to happen.  The words of the 
organiser reported in the press, “As parents, we couldn’t stand 
by and let this happen,” resonated powerfully with the epi-
graph that precedes Beagrie’s poem.  I am struck again by how 
a poem can mark these seemingly disparate moments where 
we refused to stand by, and to draw from them a sense of con-
tinuity and courage. 

In Gaza by Kevin Patrick McCann is a much starker 
poem, but I find myself drawn to it for precisely this reason.  
McCann’s and Keating’s pieces seem to mirror each other, both 
taking for their central image two hands reaching out in a ges-
ture of solidarity and comfort.  In McCann’s poem, however, 
this gesture fails to connect, prevented by the bodily effects of 
trauma: the two boys are shaking too much to comfort one 
another. 

The unusual power of this poem is in forcing us to look – 
and to stay – with a clear, precise image, rendered in decep-
tively simple language, without sentiment or hyperbole.  While 
we are daily inundated by a scrolling torrent of horrific images, 
it is difficult to focus on or to allow ourselves to feel any one 
single image as memorable or meaningful.  In Gaza provides 
the space of retuned attention in which this becomes possible.  
And we attend not to the act of violence that caused the boys’ 
suffering – this is never directly referred to, although it per-
vades and haunts the poem – but to its aftermath, to its 
psychic and bodily traces.  We stay, in fact, beyond the 
moment; we are asked to consider the ongoing and long-lasting 
consequences of violence.  We wonder if the boys will ever 
stop shaking. 

We all need this space, this capacity, to wonder, to reflect 
rather than react. Only then can we organise, find strength in 
each other to face what comes next, to know that the world has 
not yet lost all humanity, but that we must make this humanity 
daily, through each other and with solidarity and compassion.  
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Please consider supporting the Hands Up Project, a charity trust 
which, through its network of volunteers, connects children 
around the world with young people in Palestine.  By means of 
online interaction, drama and storytelling activities, it enables 
the use of creativity and self-expression to promote mutual 
understanding, personal growth, and the development of 
English language skills: https://www.handsupproject.org/. 

 
 

Passing by a Mural on Northumberland Street 
by Bridget Frances Keating 

 
for anyone suckled on hunger, 
the thorns and frowns of days, 
this jeopardy of ghettos. 
 
for anyone stretched between  
promise and threat. 
 
for anyone buried alive, upright 
in the wreckage of their home. 
 
for those who cannot see to thread 
the needle that would mend this night; 
a sky, gutted of its thunder, bled of its birds. 
 
for anyone at all, caught between 
the prison and the tomb. 
 
two thin wrists that grow toward 
each other. 
two thin twigs; a memory of sap. 
 
reaching for the light, my brother. 
reaching for the light, my sister. 
finding only each other.  
is anybody there? 
 
 

Black Sheep 
by Bob Beagrie 

 
“…it was perfectly clear that if you really saw what 
was happening, you felt you had to do something about it.” 
 

    Noreen Branson 
     (from Angela Jackson’s British Women and the Spanish  
     Civil War) 

 
Grown among grim streets of mangled men 
limbless, disfigured, shattered inside and out 
like caricatures scribbled by children in crayon, 
and the rooms of vacant chairs after Armistice, 
 
they kicked against convention and decorum 
refused to know their place, follow instruction 
to ask no awkward questions to hear no lies, 
but filled with indignation at the shameful state 
 
of the nation, the scale of suffering, deprivation 
in smog-laden, rickets-wrung towns and cities, 
these rebel children, holy terrors, fiery particles – 
libel to run-off, talk back, pick a different track, 

 
flocked together under a new banner to bleat 
then stampede, their hooves trampling teapots. 
 
 

In Gaza 
by Kevin Patrick McCann 

 
There’s a boy, 
Maybe three, maybe four, 
Dirty knees, 
Dusty face, 
Tousled hair 
And within arm’s reach 
There’s another, 
Probably his brother, 
Head bandaged, 
One eye patched over, 
His tee-shirt blood streaked. 
 
They reach out, 
One to another, 
Try to hold hands 
 
But can’t manage. 
 
They’re shaking too much. 

 
 
Bridget Frances Keating is the author of two poetry pam-
phlets, Party Like its 1381 (2018), and Totally F**king 
Disco (2021), both published by the late lamented Two Yel-
low Dogs Press. She has recently moved to London. 
 
Bob Beagrie is a poet, playwright, publisher and lecturer.  
Black Sheep is from a sequence of poems inspired by the 
Spanish Civil War and the International Brigade, which he 
has been working on for around four years.  It is now a 35-
poem collection, Romanceros, and is due to be published in 
Spring 2024 by Drunk Muse Press, a radical Scottish pub-
lisher. Recently, Project Lono – Bob and a group of 
musicians – took eight of the poems from Romanceros and 
created a 20 minute long dramatic soundscape of music, 
sound effects and spoken word recordings.  You can hear it 
at https://projectlono.bandcamp.com/album/romanceros.  
 
Kevin Patrick McCann has published eight collections of 
poetry for adults, and one for children, Diary of a 
Shapeshifter (Beul Aithris Publications).  There is also a 
book of ghost stories, It’s Gone Dark (The Otherside Books), 
and Teach Yourself Self-Publishing (Hodder), co-written with 
the playwright Tom Green.  Ov (Beul Aithris Publications) is 
a fantasy novel for children.  The Haunting: Deleted Scenes 
(Poems i.m. Shirely Jackson) is his latest pamphlet from 
Culture Matters: 
https://www.culturematters.org.uk/index.php/arts/poetry/item
/4104-the-haunting-deleted-scenes-by-kevin-patrick-
mccann . 
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