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John Molyneux
The Dialectics of Art

reviewed by Ciaran O’Rourke

W'[We] are forced to note how often it
has been the fate of great radical art
[to] be taken up by our rulers’, writes
John Molyneux of Jackson Pollock’s
drip paintings (ca. 1947-1950): ‘The
solution is not to renounce the art

but to expropriate our rulers.” As here,
the essays collected in The Dialectics
of Art as a whole are immediately
recognizable for their incisive eloquence
and radical fire. Formally attentive and
politically astute, Molyneux’s criticism
is singular in the fierce clarity of its
response to a number of leading visual
artists and their works, and indeed to
the looming question, ‘What Is Art?’ (a
subject meticulously examined in the
opening chapter). Such a combination
of elements is both winning and

rare. ‘Without obvious patterning’,
Molyneux further suggests of Pollock’s
work, which was promoted for its
supposed Americanism by the CIA in
later years, these paintings ‘achieve

a total symphonic composition’, a
quality that ‘speaks of the struggle
against alienation, fragmentation and
disintegration.” When ‘Holbein paints the
portrait of Henry VIII', a later segment

reviewed by Lola Hynes

likewise
observes, ‘he
is painting not
just the man,
Henry Tudor, but
the institution
of kingship at
that moment
in English
history’, thus
joining technical
. mastery to
a vision of the ‘social relations’ of
his epoch, in a work that therefore
will be found valuable by any aspiring
aficionados (whether of art or revolution)
with their wits about them.
Molyneux cites John Berger’s recognition
of art’s role as a possible ‘model of
freedom’ as a kind of guiding principle to
the approach adopted in these articles,
even if his own interpretations of specific
artists and paintings diverge from
Berger’s in important respects. Whereas
the latter views the ‘dislocations’ in
evidence in Picasso’s ‘revolutionary’ Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907) as ‘the
result of aggression, not aesthetics’,
a protest against civilization as such,
Molyneux qualifies this perception
by foregrounding the fact, largely
downplayed by critics, that the painting
in question ‘is a picture of prostitutes
and is about prostitution.” Picasso’s

masterpiece, Molyneux contends, ‘is a
uniquely intense and dramatic depiction
of the mutual antagonism, estrangement,
and alienation involved in the institution
of prostitution’, itself indicative of the
dehumanizing relations generated and
sustained by capitalist social systems
as a matter of course. It's a compelling
reading of a visceral and potentially
disturbing image, and serves as an
illuminating counterpoint to Molyneux’s
commentary on Rembrandt, whose
painting The Jewish Bride (ca. 1665) he
presents memorably as a work,
...in which forty years of accumulated
craft and experience in the laying of
paint on canvas are brought to bear,
not for a display of virtuosity [on
Rembrandt’s part] but in order to make
a visual statement about the potential
for love between two human beings.
It is to Molyneux’s credit that the
complexities of such questions, the
technical literacy required to appreciate
‘accumulated craft’ in the visual arts in
general, and the Marxist grounding of
his analysis are integrated so fluently.
His commentaries are never less than
cogent, and often shine with the insight
and enthusiasm of a true believer in
human emancipation and the part that
the creation and appreciation of art can
play in such a history.
In some ways, Molyneux’s book stands
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as a useful field guide for students
of the Marxist tradition, artistic or
otherwise. He makes frequent use of
economic and cultural writings by Marx,
Engels, and Trotsky to clarify his own
interpretive stance. Trotsky’s adage, for
example, that ‘a protest against reality,
either conscious or unconscious, active
or passive, optimistic or pessimistic,
always forms part of a really creative
piece of work’ is deployed to elucidating
effect; indeed, it’s an insight that may be
taken as propelling Molyneux’s critical
approach.
In its honed receptivity to individual
artworks, its subtle yet accessible
interrogation of single images for a new
understanding of human conditions
(whether interior or relational, individual
or superstructural), The Dialectics of Art
may also bear comparison to the work of
Walter Benjamin. It was Benjamin, after
all, who wrote of history ‘as a picture,
which flashes its final farewell in the
moment of its recognizability’, and yet
who insisted that ‘[the] truth will not run
away from us’:
For it is an irretrievable picture of the
past, which threatens to disappear
with every present, which does not
recognize itself as meant in it.
Molyneux’s urge to draw the
masterpieces of the visual arts back
into the light of proletarian (i.e. human
and humane) progress arguably holds
something of a family resemblance to
Benjamin’s philosophy, as both writers
unlock revolutionary perspectives from
inside the forms (and objects) of their
attention, to be reclaimed in future work
and understanding.
This is not to say that Molyneux has
offered the final word (or radical
perspective) on the arts, and nor does
he claim to have achieved or desired
this. Dialectics is best approached as an
eclectic and original blueprint for further
explorations in the field (and perhaps
farther afield). Critical scrutiny will be a
key element in that process. On the face
of it, few would object (and why would
we?) to Molyneux’s proposition that art
be understood as an expression of ‘free
creative labour in a world dominated by
the opposite’, which therefore should be
‘supported and nourished’ by socialists.
Likewise, the powerful recognition

that even ‘under extreme fascist and
authoritarian regimes, art survives in
numerous nooks and crannies’, including
in concentration camps, is instructive
and historically accurate, but holds an
uneasy continuity with the somewhat
under-stated admission, one page earlier,
that not all creative works are ‘beneficial
to humanity’, with Leni Riefenstahl’s
fascist Triumph of the Will (1935) cited
as a case in point. For all their care and
apparent lucidity, Molyneux’s definitions
of art (as elaborated in the opening two
sections of the book in particular) do not
fully address some of the problematic
overlaps that they allow: in this instance,
between the ‘free creative labour’ that
produced a work and its authoritarian
content and/or funding.

Another tension emerges, albeit
obliquely, in the otherwise stirring
overview of Yasser Alwan’s proletarian
photographs, which Molyneux praises for
showing ‘that working people, despite
poverty and toil, remain complex and
dignified human beings [with] their own
take on life and the world.’ In the essay,
Molyneux makes a point of cutting
through the myths and spotlighting the
‘profound ignorance’ of the contemporary
art establishment in the West (Europe
and North America):

Ask a British university class (I have tried
this often) to name three non-Western
artists [and] you are setting a test which
the large majority are destined to fail....
Results would not be much better among
the faculty.

There is of course an irony here, in

that Molyneux’s own critical focus (at
least as represented by the selection

of essays in this book) rarely strays

from the work of canonical male artists,
albeit of varying backgrounds, political
sensibilities, and styles. Tracey Emin
and Rachel Whiteread receive due
tribute, Emin with a chapter of her own;
Kathe Kollwitz and Dorothea Lange are
mentioned elsewhere in passing, but not
discussed; Mexican photographer and
revolutionary Tina Modotti is glimpsed

in parenthesis; Frida Kahlo’s work is
briefly referenced alongside that of her
husband Diego Rivera in a suggestive, if
under-developed, comparison included in
the opening chapter, titled ‘What is Art?’.
Given Molyneux’s seemingly instinctive

blend of sensitivity to technical and
emotional nuance with a clear-eyed
(Marxist) appreciation for human
creativity and proletarian agency as such,
the absence of a fuller engagement

with these artists, and others, seems a
diminishment of the book’s scope and
import. ‘Whatever about Renaissance
Europe’, Molyneux writes regarding the
best means of tracking the historical
development of art as an overall
tendency in class societies through time,
‘what happens when we throw Chinese,
Japanese, Indian, Central and South
American and African art into the mix?’
As above, we never quite find out.

This caveat, of course, does not change
the fact that Molyneux’s conclusions,

as they stand, are both refreshing

and persuasive. Perhaps the point

is to avoid fixating on tradition and
fetishizing the form of the artworks per
se, and instead focus, as the essays

in Dialectics resoundingly do, on the

fact that non-alienated work, a non-
alienated world, is possible: our task

is to learn its language, to develop our
creative skills and powers of attention
(our capacity both to appreciate and

to produce), thus coming into our own
potential, individually and as a collective.
Molyneux’s model of art criticism
provides a valuable and inspiring starting
point for such a project, made all the
more vital by the pending ecological and
civilizational crises to which our own era
of capitalist hegemony (and resistance)
seems to be driving.

John Bellamy Foster

The Return of Nature:
Socialism and Ecology

reviewed by Owen McCormack

H John Bellamy Foster is a U.S.-based
writer and lecturer whose works are
essential reading for all revolution-

aries and environmentalists. Over

two decades, Foster has produced an
immensely important body of work, and
alongside a small number of others (like
lan Angus), has clarified and rescued




Marxist thinking on key environmental is-
sues in the age of climate catastrophe.
Much of Foster’s earlier works are
readily available and easy to read. Their
importance for those concerned with
the current climate crisis and related
issues lies in their clear demonstration
that the early generation of socialist rev-
olutionaries (including Marx himself) did
not hold a promethean view of nature,

a charge often made by environmental-
ists who dismiss Marxist analyses of
environmental destruction. Instead, the
basic analysis of Marx and Engels—the
view that capitalism rests on the theft
of human labour and of nature itself,
and that capitalism creates a ‘metabolic
rift’ between humanity and nature—lay
the ground for the clearest understand-
ing of the sources and remedies of the
environmental crisis we now face on a
global scale.

The Return of Nature touches on similar
themes, but seems to have even larger
ambitions for an overarching narrative. It
is chiefly concerned with staking out the
claim that in the years following Marx’s
death, many leading figures in science
and society, influenced by his passing,
made huge contributions to the under-
standing of and fight against social
injustice, as well as to the fight for envi-
ronmental sustainability. Foster’s claim
is that the understanding of Marx’s
dialectical materialism proved time and
again to yield profound insights in many
areas and influenced a generation of
socialist and revolutionaries. In a way,
The Return of Nature is three separate
books rolled into one, any one of which
would be a huge intellectual undertaking
in its own right, containing fascinating
insights and engaging thoroughly with
the ideas of the separate eras.

The book starts in the years following
the deaths of both Marx and Darwin,
and looks at the careers and works

of E. R. Lankester and William Morris.
Later sections look at the work of Arthur
Tansley, J. D. Bernal, Joseph Needham,
Barry Commoner, Rachel Carson, and
others, although in briefer form than the
earlier, extraordinarily detailed treatment
of Lankester and Morris. In between
these sections are three chapters that
engage with the works of Engels.

Foster is not simply giving an account

of each of these figures, he engages
exhaustively not only in their ideas and
works but with the currents and writings
of other figures of their day, who they
were often responding to. It makes for
an astonishingly detailed and monu-
mental work of research. If you are
looking for an accessible introduction to
Foster’s works this is not it; What Every
Environmentalist Needs to Know about
Capitalism or Marx Theory of Metabolic
Rift would be better starting places.
However, this is a fascinating and
minutely detailed exploration of many
figures who will be unknown to a larger
audience and whose works and ideas
deserve to be well known. It is also an
opportunity for the reader to engage
with those works and to understand the
importance of their ideas for today’s
struggle.

E. R. Lankester has often been pre-
sented as an odd historical charac-
ter—famous for
attending Marx’s
funeral, he was
also a leading
British scientist
and establish-
ment figure with
standard reac-
tionary Victorian
views on many
issues. In later
life he sat at the
top of British society. Thanks to Foster’s
research we get a much more detailed
and complex picture of Lankester. His
attendance at Marx’s funeral was no
youthful indiscretion later atoned for.
Lankester was, for his time, a radical
whose work in the field of evolutionary
biology was explicitly anti-capitalist.

He saw environmental destruction

as rooted in the drive for commercial
accumulation, and his writings, warning
of depleted fish stocks at a time when
most others believed humanity incapa-
ble of affecting such systems or natural
stocks, are astonishingly prescient.

For Foster, Lankester—although not

a revolutionary—is the first link in a
chain that runs from Marx to today’s left
ecologists.

William Morris will be more familiar to
many readers, although perhaps not
for the pioneering ideas and works

that Foster unearths. Morris was a
lifelong revolutionary, utterly devoted

to the cause of the working class,

and an articulate propagandist for a
radical alternative society based on
equality. His writings on art and artists
seem incredibly vital for today. Art, he
claimed, is an essential characteristic
of human beings; it represents what

he described as ‘mans pleasure in his
daily necessary work’. Capitalism and
modern production methods not only
alienate human labour, but in so doing,
result in a corruption of what art is and
could be. Art is not the lonely endeavour
of a brilliant individual, it is essentially
a social and cooperative effort. Each
artist, Morris claimed, has ‘dead men
guide his hands, even when he forgets
they ever existed’.

Morris saw waste and despoliation as a
by-product of how capitalism produces
and how it alienates humanity. His
vision of an alternative society based
on equality and an end to capitalist
relations was one that married a

wider meaning of socialist struggle and
human freedom with artistic creativity.
Similarly to Marx, he also saw that
environmental problems stemmed from
the division under capitalism of town
and country. Morris, in his fiction writing,
also created an elaborate version of
what a socialist utopia might look like.
The central chapters of The Return of
Nature engage with the work of Engels.
It is these that are an important contin-
uation of Foster’s central idea that the
Marxist understanding of capitalism and
ecological destruction holds vital les-
sons for today’s ecological movement.
Foster argues that, far from believing in
the stock idea that Marxism held the
natural world to be of no value, Engels
recognised its intrinsic value. He viewed
capitalism as alienating both ‘the soil
and the worker whose life ultimately
depends on the soil’.

Engels’ The Condition of the Working
Class in England is described as a
‘foundational environmental work’.
Engels documented the growth of
industrial towns, especially Manchester,
and the conditions imposed on workers
driven to labour in the new factories.
It's a testimonial of premature deaths,
degrading conditions, and the constant
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threat of diseases and viruses like
cholera, typhus, and whooping cough.
Based on Engels’ first-hand investiga-
tions, it documents capitalism’s ‘social
murder’ of workers in pursuit of profit.
This chapter deals with the debates
around how diseases spread and how
the establishment dealt with the need
to take measures to combat epidemics
and diseases. Then as now, disease
and death were embedded in the class
system. Poverty, poor housing, and lack
of access to public health services
determined your chances of surviving.
In a passage that could be written today,
in the midst of the Covid pandemic,
Engels charged the ruling class with
social murder saying that when society
‘knows that these thousands of victims
must perish, and yet permits these
conditions to remain, its deed is murder
just as surely as the deed of the single
individual...murder it remains.

Engels’ writings on Ireland are also
analysed, and yield an important lesson
for today. Engels rejects the idea, widely
aired in England, that the cause of the
Great Famine was just a natural disaster
of poor soil and crop failure. The poor
productivity of the soil was a direct
by-product of the economic and social
relations between the peasants and
landowners and between Ireland and
England. The greed of the landowners
and a capitalist-induced ecological rift
with nature lay at the base of the crisis,
not the fecklessness of the country’s in-
habitants or the geography of the land.
Many may find the chapter on the
Dialectics of Nature challenging. Foster
engages deeply and minutely with En-
gels’ work and the philosophers, writers,
and political currents of the time. While
difficult, it’s also rewarding. For Foster,
Engels’ triumph is that he recognised
that while humanity may ‘seem to
triumph over nature, it was capable of
producing its own antithesis in capitalist
society by undermining its fundamental
relation to nature, of which it was merely
a part’.

Foster argues that Engels’ Dialectics

of Nature prefigures modern Earth
Systems Analysis and its idea of the
connectedness of the Earth’s vast
chemical, biological, and physical
systems. Engels was a fierce defender

of Darwin and of evolution, but also

a fierce opponent of the abuses of
Darwin by social Darwinians who tried
to twist his work to justify social class,
inequality, racism, and imperialism in
the Victorian age.

The third section of the book takes up
the story of the growth of ecological
thinking among radical socialists in the
twentieth century.

The 1917 revolution was to have huge
impacts on the study of and understand-
ing of the natural world in science. Many
debates around ecology, and how we
view nature, have origins dating back

to this. Arthur Tansley was the father

of what today is known as ecosystem
analysis—moving away from the dry,
descriptive categorisation of plants to

a holistic view of each organism in its
environment and their interactions with
other living organisms.

Many of the current debates between
mainstream environmentalists and
socialists date back to the start of eco-
logical studies. Importantly, the main-
stream Green view that only they have
an understanding of the intrinsic value
of nature while the left maintains a pro-
methean view, is challenged here. The
earliest advocates for a view of nature
as having intrinsic value were radical
socialists and revolutionaries, often at
the cutting edge of scientific discover-
ies, who shared a deep commitment to
challenging the destruction capitalism
wreaked on humanity and nature.
Foster charts the growth and impact

of movements like Science for the
People, composed of leading left-wing
scientists; in the years after World War
I, they had a huge influence in many
fields of science. They advocated for in-
creased funding of science, independent
of corporate and business interests,
and the use of science in fighting in-
equality. They challenged and countered
ideas of racism and imperialism often
endemic in scientific circles.

New studies in ecology were challenging
crude ideas of the struggle for existence
in favour of a more complex view of na-
ture and life, looking toward the evolved
cooperation of different organisms in
an environment. J. D. Bernal identified
large-scale ecological crisis as being
due to ‘the predatory nature of capital-

ism’. Crucially, Bernal saw that capital-
ism was the ultimate driver of this crisis
even if the immediate agent was a poor
sharecropper or peasant driven from
better land by colonial expansion.
Unfortunately, many of the leading pro-
ponents were uncritical of the USSR and
unable to see the limits and damage
done by Soviet planning or that unfet-
tered intervention in natural systems in
the name of rational planning might re-
sult in unplanned-for devastation. While
inevitably leading to promethean and
eco-modernist nonsense in their view

of nature, Foster argues these failings
shouldn’t occlude the genuine insights
that came from those scientists, even if
today their plans for large-scale domina-
tion and intervention in earth systems
seems hopelessly naive at best, danger-
ous at worst.

The post-WWII era of nuclear weapons
testing gave birth to mass movements
that linked the fight against potential
global destruction with a deep un-
derstanding of the consequences of
humanity’s interventions in the natural
world. Its leading activists and writers
were often from the radical Marxist and
scientific community, and could trace
their lineage back to the generation of
thinkers that followed Marx and Engels.
These later chapters are a breathless,
whirlwind tour of those thinkers and writ-
ers. It’s hard to escape the feeling that
people like Carson and Gould deserve
more thorough treatment, although in
fairness, Foster and others have written
about them elsewhere.

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, written
about the dangers inherent in the
accumulation of synthetic chemicals
and radiation in organisms, is often
heralded as the birth of the modern
environmental movement. Hers was

an analysis based on an ecological
understanding of earth and nature. She
saw that capitalist agriculture, with its
emphasis on monoculture, was creating
dangerous environments and literally
‘raining death’ on nature on an historic
scale, often with unknown long-term
consequences. The book launched a
new level of environmental struggle.
While mainstream environmentalist
often claim Carson as the founder of
the modern green movement, Foster




reiterates that she was far more radical
in her analysis than any Green today.
She located the environmental damage
and threat not in individual consumer
choices but in the nature of industry
under capitalism. It was ‘the Gods

of profit and production’ and ‘an era
dominated by industry in which the right
to make a dollar at whatever cost is
seldom challenged’ and which ‘worships
the Gods of speed and quantity, of the
quick and easy profit’. Carson’s view of
what ecology meant—that totality of life
and its interactions—gave her profound
insights into the damage that modern
industry was doing and into the obliga-
tion we had to challenge that system of
destruction.

The Return of Nature is an immense
work and represents a colossal intel-
lectual undertaking that deserves to be
read by all those interested in continu-
ing the struggle against environmental
destruction.

Gavin Titley
Is Free Speech Racist?
reviewed by Aislinn Shanahan Daly

B Western society has fostered the
illusion that we live in a “postracial”
circumstance: one in which we have
overcome the illogical and inhumane oc-
currence of racism. The material reality
for racialized persons is far from that
circumstance. One only has to look to
the U.S., where a racially motivated and
murderous police regime runs rampant
without sanction, yet where many claim
that racist societal structures have
been formally eradicated. The problem
of race is thus reduced to a cultural
phenomenon, as if it is only produced by
individual aggressions. This hegemonic
doctrine of neoliberal “anti-racism” has
fed into the construction of the so-called
persecuted right to free speech.

Gavan Titley’s new book Is Free Speech
Racist?addresses the discursive nature
and material consequences of the con-
cept of free speech, heavily embedding
this investigation in critical race theory.
Despite its being an academic text, the
book is fairly direct and readable, and

Titley tackles the subject with a system-
atic approach.

Titley first outlines the conflict between
hegemonic understandings of race and
how this affects the understanding of
free speech. The official “anti-racist”
cloak of neoliberalism freezes our
ability to analyse race as a continuous-
ly reconstructed and shifting entity. It
also denies the material experience of
racialized groups. When the majority of
neoliberals’ approach to dealing with
race is to correct the appearance of the
machine rather than change the cogs,
conflicts arise. A conflicted societal
definition of race has allowed the far
right to use the proxy of free speech

to reignite a debate around race on an
unequal playing field, ultimately leading
to the contemporary normalization of
racist discourses.

Titley goes on to analyse who the con-
cept of free speech matters to, focusing
on islamophobia
th #E in particular. This
form of racism,
in some regards,
| transcends

the traditional
[ h fixation on ge-
% % netic attributes

ﬁ 4 as key racial

%_ : signifiers, and
ﬁ 'ﬁ focuses more
| i P on attacking a
supposed intolerance of Western values
(free speech being a key proxy here). He
discusses how public figures associated
with Islam have to perform in a com-
pletely self-censoring manner in the me-
dia in order to prevent harassment. This
is juxtaposed with the far right’'s obses-
sion with ritually mutilating the Qur'an
and celebrating pictures of Mohammed
as an example of free expression. The
reality of free speech in such a situation
is that individuals who abide by state
interests are free to exercise their right
to speech, whereas Muslims and those
tagged as associated with Islam—
through nationality for example—must
face the everyday consequences of this
free speech, which often culminates in
horrific harassment and violence.
In the final chapter, Titley investigates
the weaponization of free speech by the
far right on a deeper level. He discuss-
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es how the attempt by the far right to
rehabilitate their views through the proxy
argument of free speech’s restriction

is not a new phenomenon. He uses

the example of Oswald Mosley’s having
justified the paramilitary mobilization of
fascists in the 1930s as a necessary
action to prevent a supposed attack

on free speech by communists. The
free speech proxy argument tries to
frame itself as a universal celebration
of liberty, but ignores the reality of how
power conditions those rights outside
of the law.

The far right frequently claim that their
freedom of speech is under assault
when their espousing of racist views is
critically questioned. Sometimes they
blame the “triggered liberal thought
police”, and sometimes the blame is on
the “politically correct” establishment.
It is true that there exists a moralistic
liberal attitude towards language polic-
ing, mainly manifesting in social media
wars, but this is not what primarily
accelerates the free speech argument
among the far right. The reduction of
race to a frozen, intangible concept by
neoliberal hegemony, constantly defined
and constructed by those in positions
of power, allows for these kinds of proxy
arguments to gain a foothold despite
their logical invalidity. It enables racist
speech to be presented under a new
guise, wearing the cloak of liberal free-
dom of expression.

Overall, Is Free Speech Racist? is an
excellent inquiry into how racist expres-
sion has found a home through the
alleged “free speech crisis”. The book
also contains an accessible introduction
to certain key arguments within critical
race theory. This interrogation comes
at a necessary time, as violent political
ideologies are attempting to rehabilitate
themselves; something we must be or-
ganizationally and intellectually vigilant
against.
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Mick O’Reilly

From Lucifer to Lazarus:
A Life on the Left

reviewed by Eddie Conlon

M This is Mick O'Reilly’s life story,
bookended by his sacking and reinstate-
ment as the regional secretary of the
Amalgamated Transport and General
Workers Union (ATGWU), the forerunner
of UNITE. It documents his early life in
working-class Crumlin (he was born in
19486), his very early exit from school
after head butting a cruel Christian
Brother, his emigration to Britain, and his
return to work and trade union activism
in Ireland’s car industry. He went on
from there to become a union official
and finally the regional secretary of the
ATGWU. Apart from the period when he
was sacked, he stayed an official until he
retired in 2008. It also documents his
activities and self-education in the Com-
munist Party (CP) which he joined in the
early 1960s, his departure from it after
the Prague Spring, and his involvement
with the Labour Party thereafter.

O’Reilly comes across as a decent man
(which he is). Despite years of hanging
out with trade union bureaucrats, he has
retained an integrity and a belief in the
need to fight for real change. When it
was not popular in the top echelons of
the trade union movement, he remained
an anti-imperialist, supported the H-Block
hunger strikers, and retained a commit-
ment to Irish unity. On retirement he went
to Trinity to get some formal education,
but also immersed himself in campaign-
ing which he continues to this day.

He also comes across as a somewhat
contradictory character, one who sup-
ports and defends a militant trade union-
ism based on the self-activity of ordinary
workers and strong shop stewards, but
who at the same time was immersed in
the trade union bureaucracy and left-re-
formist politics, eventually becoming
committed to what he calls a form of
Euro-communism. These contradictions
are explained by two key influences on
his life: The first is Matt Merrigan, who
was Republic of Ireland secretary of the
ATGWU from 1960 to 1986. O’Reilly says
he loved Merrigan, and that they met
every Saturday night for over thirty years.

Merrigan was a Trotskyist and an unusual
kind of union official. | did some research
in Waterford Glass after the big strike in
1990 and found a genuine and heartfelt
fondness for him amongst the workers
due to his support for a group of young
radicals (mainly members of the So-
cialist Workers Movement) who formed
themselves into the Pressure Group in
the 1960s and sought to change the
orientation of the union in ‘The Glass’.
Without Merrigan’s support, they would
not have won. Merrigan valued good
shop stewards and believed they should
be trained to ‘be good generals in terms
of industrial action’.* He opposed social
partnership, not just on the basis that
those who had industrial muscle could
do better without national agreements,
but also because ‘in a class-structured
society there is no equality on which
partnership rests’.?

O’Reilly clearly learned from Merrigan,
and in places
throughout the
book he argues
for the Merrigan
approach: an
approach he
experienced
firsthand in the
car industry,
where a confident
shop stewards’
organisation was
prepared to take strike action—and not
just on issues of pay and conditions but
also for tax justice and in response to
Bloody Sunday. At one point he describes
workers marching out of Fiat, where he
was a shop steward, in support of work-
ers in Brittain’s (another car company): ‘It
looked like a scene from a film, hundreds
of workers on the march to support their
colleagues on the picket line’.

In one of the best chapters of the book,
he attacks social partnership and the
corrosive effect it had on workplace
unionism and the power of shop stew-
ards, arguing that industrial ‘muscle
atrophies from lack of use’. He points to
the disaster that is the 1990 Industrial
Relations Act and how it was agreed to
by the trade union leaders.

The other major influence on O’Reilly
was his commitment to the politics of
the Communist Party. Although he left

the party after the invasion of Czecho-
slovakia, the politics he learned in the
CP were the politics he retained: ‘| owe
everything to joining the Communist
Party back in the 1960s’.

This led to two things: The first a soft-
ness on Fianna Fail (FF), who the CRin
their crudely stagist approach to reaching
socialism, saw as the ‘progressive’ bour-
geois party that could industrialise the
country, complete the national revolution,
and lay the groundwork for socialism.
Despite a record of opposition to
coalition with Fine Gael, as a member of
Labour Left he supported coalition with
Fianna Fail after the Spring Tide of 1992,
something he says he now regrets. The
second was a focus on reforming unions
from the top rather than developing any
coherent rank and file strategy. Despite
his members consistently rejecting
social partnership agreements, O'Reilly
did not turn that into any challenge to
ICTU or the employers. Indeed, although
not discussed in the book, he became
an advocate, in his New Agenda for
Economic Power Sharing, for what |
previously called ‘a left-wing version of
social partnership,® premised on the
centrality of competitiveness and the
need for ‘co-responsibility” at company
level. Although he played a role in the
many campaigns we organised against
social partnership deals, he did not draw
on the more militant traditions in the
ATGWU (which were evident amongst the
car workers he knew so well) to develop
an alternative strategy to the Social
Partnership advocated by ICTU.

Mick came to see the battles in the
movement as a fight between the left
and right of the bureaucracy. He chides
the far left for not having developed ‘peo-
ple of stature in the unions’, and argues
that ‘the various union bureaucracies
are not all the same’. His analysis was
probably confirmed for him by his own
experiences at the hand of the right in
the TGWU, led by Bill Morris, who moved
against him because he was prepared
to take the militant train drivers into the
union. He was saved when a more left-
wing general secretary replaced Morris.
He does not accept that the bureau-
cracy constitutes a separate layer in

the movement with interests distinct
from the members they represent, and




unfortunately given his experience,
makes no real proposals for effectively
transforming our unions into organisa-
tions that fight for the class interests
they are meant to represent. Surprisingly,
he ends rather optimistically, arguing that
there are signs of hope in the movement.
Recent experience, for example the man-
ner in which the official movement has
failed to support the Debenhams strike,
would not confirm this, and suggests that
the movement has reached a new low
and needs to be significantly reformed,
despite some unions being led by left
wingers.

Despite this, this book is worth a read.
While | was left wanting more detail in
places, it does tell the story of somebody
who was, and still is, a thorn in the side
of the political and trade union estab-
lishment. It's also the story of someone
who takes politics and political ideas
seriously. It could be said of him that,
unlike many on the reformist left, he
takes his reformism seriously. While |
might disagree with his political project,
he does retain a genuine aspiration to
improve the lot of the working class.

1 Matt Merrigan, ‘Socialist trade
unionist’, in Saothar 12, 1987.

2 Niamh Hardiman,Pay, Politics and
Economic Performance in Ireland 1970-
87, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988.

3 Eddie Conlon, ‘Fighting partnership:
The left and the unions’, in Red Banner,
13, 17-31, 2002.

Rupture:Eco-Socialist
Quarterly

reviewed by Paul O’'Brien

B Rupture is a new journal produced

by RISE (Revolutionary, Internationalist,
Socialist, Environmentalist ) that aims
to analyse current trends in capitalist
society, explore new ideas and research
to expand our understanding, and
attempt to answer the question facing
all revolutionaries—what is to be done
in the twenty-first century? Rupture
places itself in the revolutionary Marxist
tradition, but has set itself the task of
examining that tradition in the light of

past attempts to build revolutionary par-
ties and contribute to the debate in the
changed circumstances of twenty-first
century and the necessity for the Marx-
ist tradition to incorporate ecological
and climate concerns as a central tenet
of our politics.

In the introduction, Rupture sets out

its project; ‘A new period demands new
strategy, new tactics, and new forms of
organisation...while developing Marxist
methods, we must broaden the terrain
upon which we apply them—from cap-
italist social relations to the metabolic
rift that capitalism has forced between
nature and humanity’.

A substantial section of the journal
deals with the politics of RISE and their
proposed contribution in terms of ideas
and practice to the process of building
a sizeable socialist current in Ireland
that can face up to the problems that
beset us. Jessy NiCheallaigh and Paul
Murphy lead off
examining the
problems facing
revolutionary so-
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consciousness
and organisation
remain relatively
low. Like the supporters of this journal,
they suggest that the united front meth-
od of organisation still has enormous
relevance for today, particularly for how
the left can relate to the success of
Sinn Féin in mobilising working-class
support over the last period. Three
further articles address the traditional
model of organisation on the revolu-
tionary left and question whether this
model is fit for the challenges that face
us today. The journal goes on to discuss
the ‘political, organisational and cultural
transformation required on the left if
we are to create a mass revolutionary
party’. Rupture has set out to ask ques-
tions about the revolutionary tradition,
and this journal welcomes that debate.
Elsewhere an article on The Democratic
Socialists of America (DSA) provides
Irish readers with an insight into the
rapid rise of the DSA, now the largest

socialist organisation in America, with
over 70,000 members. Also of interest
in light of the Black Lives Matter
movement is the reprint from 1939 of
an essay, ‘Revolution and the Negro’, by
the West Indian Marxist historian C. L.
R. James that explores black revolution-
ary history.

Eco-Socialism and the environment are
well represented in this issue. Michael
Loéwy, a French Marxist and author of
the International Ecosocialist Manifesto,
explores the issue of ecosocialism and
de-growth—the most critical debates
taking place amongst left-wing climate
activists—and whether there can be
common ground between ecosocialists
and the de-growth movement.

There is much to welcome in this new
journal: its design and production
values are first class and a real advance
on traditional left journals of the past

in the way that the design and layout
enhance the content in a very engaging
way. Also to be welcomed is the old

left tradition of making room for poetry.
Unfortunately, this is a tradition that
has been forgotten in recent times. But
central to this journal is an attempt

to answer the question ‘What is to be
done?’, providing a forum to debate the
way forward.

Karl Parkinson
Sacred Symphony
reviewed by Ciaran O’'Rourke
M ‘Ireland, remember the Tiger and
the bust?’ asks Karl Parkinson in his
resonant new poetry collection, Sacred
Symphony: ‘I'm on the job as you can
see, grinding out lines, banging out
poems / for you Ireland.” ‘Living in a
one-man tent’, reads another piece,
‘all they can do is come collect /
when | keel over or freeze’. As here,
Parkinson’s visceral visions of life
(and death, as well as endurance) in
Dublin are a retort to narratives of
neoliberal progress and prosperity
peddled by governing elites, as Fr. Peter
McVerry suggests in his combative
introduction. According to ‘neoliberal,
capitalist ideology’, the veteran housing
campaigner observes,
those who are economically
unproductive are considered a drain
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on the economy, undeserving of
support. Those who are homeless,
addicted or long-term unemployed
are not just excluded from society,
but unwanted by society....This
oppressive ideology is so dominant
[that] it is difficult to generate a
critical discussion around it. It has
become so embedded in the thinking
of many, including our decision
makers, that any alternative seems
unimaginable. That is why the poems
in this book are important.
‘You, smirking on the back bench with
your full pockets’, Parkinson declaims,
‘You are the murderers of poetry’. The
collection as a whole is permeated
by anger, but also lit by what W. H.
Auden once called ‘an affirming flame’,
qualities that tend to be in short
supply in the work generally valued
and promoted by contemporary poet-
critics, aspiring to the security and
self-satisfaction
of a fully tenured
imagination.
Parkinson’s
writing implicitly
exposes the
suburban pieties
and academic
postures so
favoured in
established
literary circuits;
indeed, his poetry burns with a powerful
anti-establishmentarianism. ‘Make
art, / when the critics detest you’,
urges one piece, ‘Make art, / when the
legions chant your name.’
When read against the prevailing literary
climate, Parkinson’s furious ‘chants
democratic’ can seem like a breath
of fresh air, albeit one summoned
from the edges of an often brutal
social order. ‘All the swings are broken
and gone’, the speaker in one poem
notes, but ‘I'll swing from the fucking
chandeliers’ all the same: ‘I'll swing out
of history, memory and time, / I'll swing
to wherever the dead go.” ‘They found
you like a doe / with a cracked neck’,
reads another, particularly painful,
elegy, ‘Purple bruises stamped / on
your naked body. As the accompanying
photographs by Peter O’Doherty also

attest, however, this is a book of
memory and creative tribute as well as
denunciation and rage. ‘We caught the
Dart’, Parkinson writes in ‘Fishing’: ‘four
or five of us, left the flats, / and the
concrete city behind us.

Sacred Symphony’s adaptation

of ‘Beat’, Blakean, and other
countercultural poetic procedures to its
own purposes occasionally has more
swagger than force: an ambitious, if
not always successful, translation of
expressive modes. But in its focused
distillation of poverty and social loss,
its vivid and even visionary willingness
to see and celebrate ordinarily invisible
communities in the full flow of their own
living, Parkinson’s work can ring with a
pulse-quickening command. ‘Look at
me’, he writes, holding a mirror up to
his society and moment, ‘the child /

of a murdered God / in an orphaned
universe’, whose music ‘for the one...
for the all’ nonetheless has power to
electrify and lift. The poems in this
volume raise (in many cases, they are)
political as well as literary questions;
the answer they demand is not so much
respectful attention, although this of
course is merited, but social revolution
from the bottom up.

Bernardine Everisto
Girl, Woman, Other
reviewed by Lola Hynes

B Girl, Woman, Other follows the lives
of twelve diverse but interlinked, mostly
black women in Britain spanning several
generations. Each chapter features a
different character, whose lives overlap
to a certain degree. It reveals their
struggles with womanhood, race, femi-
nism, sexuality, gender, abuse, inequal-
ity, sexism, and social injustice with
compassion and intimacy that cultivates
understanding. Set against the political
backdrop of different decades in Britain,
the novel deals with topics from racism
against black migrants in the early part
of the century to modern racism against
Muslims, from Thatcherism to gentrifica-
tion of the East End. The characters she
has created are easy to identify with,
despite being incredibly diverse, as we

all share the same journey, struggling to
fit in and find our place in the world. The
style of punctuation and the circular
theme of the book are very clever. It's
edgy, witty, fluid, entertaining, educa-
tional, and at times it challenged my
perceptions, It's quite a long read, and
tough at times, but definitely worth it! It
is a must read for those of us looking
to understand the nuances of modern
womanhood and the challenges faced
particular by Black women.

The author was a worthy joint winner of
the Booker Prize in 2019, the first black
woman to win.

Tayari Jones
An American Marriage
reviewed by Lola Hynes

B An American Marriage is the com-
pelling story of Celestial and Roy, a
newly wed African American couple who
experience a horrendous miscarriage
of justice that upends their lives. Early
on we see that their fledgeling marriage
already has problems, and there’s a hint
that it may not have survived, but this
becomes irrelevant as they are ripped
apart from one another and time stops
for them. The circumstances, which sep-
arate them yet bind them together, are
beautifully weaved into the story, which
keeps you enthralled to the very end.

It tells the story of the flawed justice
system in America and how it chews
up young black men and spits them
out, and the inevitable damage this
causes to every aspect of their lives
and the lives of those around them. It’s
also a story of love and commitment,
about how complex human relation-
ships are and how they change with
time and circumstance. Its themes of
injustice, race, privilege, consent, guilt,
and human vulnerability are presented
through the emotional roller-coaster
that the characters are on. You cannot
help but go on their painful journey with
them, rooting for them along the way.
When you can’t wait to get to the end
of a book to find out what happens, but
feel like you've lost something when
you do, you know the author has done
a good job.




This is a new pamphlet written by Jess Spear
and John Molyneux. It is a joint publication
by the Irish Marxist Review and Rupture.

It argues that the current triple crises of
Covid, the economy and climate change are
all rooted in capitalism and makes the case

for an urgent ecosocialist response to secure

the future of humanity and nature.

Two ways that the pamphlets
can be paid for....

1. Bank Transfer — This is direct to the Socialist
Workers Network books account. The pamphlet is €2,
with postage €3.50.

Account Name: SW Books
BIC: BOFIIE2D
IBAN: IE13 BOFI 9000 1777 4024 70

If paying in this fashion an email should also be sent to
rebel.books2020@gmail.com

2. Paypal. This is setup for individuals wanting to
purchase a single copy for €3.50. When the payment
is made in this way an email is automatically sent to

Rebel Books with their name and address to which can
be sent a copy of the pamphlet.
The link to the Paypal account is...
https://bit.ly/3kMgASk

If you want to make a bulk order (eg for a branch)

please email rebel.books2020@gmail.com
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