
From Traven Leyshon

Traven Leyshon, a socialist 
and trade-unionist in Vermont, 
spoke to Sacha Ismail from Sol-
idarity on 3 November, polling 
day for the US presidential elec-
tion.

This is a very tense country 
now. There’s a widespread 

perception among the Trump 
supporters that there’s going to 
be violence from the left. They 
expect their homes and cars to 
be vandalised after the election 
if Trump wins, and rioting in the 
streets “from the other side”. 
It’s a deep paranoia. I guess 
it goes along with fairly wide-
spread acceptance of conspir-
acy theories, and it’s been fed 
and built up by Trump himself. 
The “other” coming to get you 
is often people of colour, black 
people, as well as socialists, 
communists, anarchists.

Among liberals there’s a tre-
mendous fear of militias and 
violence from the right.

In some places you see stores 
being boarded up and munic-
ipal buildings guarded. You’d 
have to go back to the run up 
to the Civil War, I assume, to get 
this level of fear.

However, I think we’re going 
to see a very high level of mobi-
lisation on the streets. Organi-
sations with significant authority 
and ability to bring people out, 
like the Movement for Black 
Lives, are going to take to the 

streets starting tomorrow, and 
unions are involved in mobilisa-
tions too. And specifically in the 
labour movement there is a lot 
of discussion about preparing 
for political strikes.

Some of this is bluff. The na-
tional AFL-CIO [trade union 
federation] came out and said 
they would not allow the steal-
ing of the election; but they had 
a meeting planned of leaders to 
discuss that, and they cancelled 
it. They’ve really done nothing 
except try to turn out votes for 
Biden and mobilise the lawyers.

Organising
But on the ground, there are 
unions with significant organ-
isation and mobilising capac-
ity, like the Chicago Teachers 
Union. If Trump tries to do what 
he says he wants to, then I think 
we’ll see a major polarisation 
in the labour movement about 
what to do.

In the 2000 election, the right 
mobilised [to halt the count in 
Florida] — not just legal action, 
also demonstrations — while the 
Democrats told people to stand 
down, and the union leader-
ships and the AFL-CIO went 
along with them. This time I 
think labour will be much more 
split and significant parts of the 
movement will want to act.

There’s now a very serious 
and growing far right here, and 
a large constituency of people 
who like the thuggishness and 
violence, and it will likely con-

tinue to grow regardless of who 
wins, fuelled by a neoliberal 
Biden administration. 

That’s why I look forward to 
people coming into the streets, 
to sections of labour beginning 
to act, to breaking the law and 
taking political strike action, in 
coalition with the Movement for 
Black Lives. I think people are 
going to go through an expe-
rience of mobilisation in large 
numbers, and that mobilisation 
will be broadly anti-neoliberal 
as well as anti-authoritarian. 
People can discover a sense of 
their power in a way they hav-
en’t since the 1970s.

We’re entering into a period 
of political crisis, which in 
many ways is what this country 
needs. □
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Cash for the NHS and isolation pay!

For weeks now, Solidarity has sup-
ported the call by scientists, later 

taken up by Labour leader Keir Starmer, 
for a limited new lockdown to slow 
virus infections. With a “but”. Or rather 
several “but”s.

The agitation by Nigel Farage and 
some right-wing Tories against restric-
tions is really a call to favour the bet-
ter-off who are, or feel, safe from the 
virus, at the expense of the worse-off 
in public-facing jobs and crowded cir-
cumstances.

David Nabarro of the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) has been mis-
quoted by right-wingers. But he is right. 
“We in the WHO do not advocate lock-
downs as the primary means of control 
of this virus... The only time we believe 
a lockdown is justified is to buy you 
time to reorganise, regroup, rebalance 
your resources, protect your health 
workers who are exhausted”. Like now.

The lockdown will not “break the cir-
cuit” of the virus. It will only delay it. 
The delay must be used to develop the 
basis for more sustainable curbs.

“Lockdowns”, Nabarro continued, 
“have one consequence that you must 
never, ever belittle, and that is mak-
ing poor people an awful lot poorer”. 
The labour movement must work 
to mitigate that consequence, even 

thoughthe lockdown itself makes that 
harder: workers are weaker when dis-
persed at home, and unable to demon-
strate, picket, or strike, or swamped by 
emergency work.

In this lockdown from 5 November 
to 2 December (probably longer) the 
labour movement must do all we can 
find to win the social underpinnings 
for combating the worse effect on the 
worse-off of both pandemic and lock-
downs.

We have come to this second lock-
down, or at least we have come to it 
now, because of Tories failed to use 
the summer lull in infections to do what 
their own scientific report published 
on 14 July recommended. Instead they 
babbled about “normality by Novem-
ber” and spent money on virus-pro-
moting schemes like “Eat Out to Help 
Out”.

The government has also spent huge 
billions in loans to businesses, much of 
which will never be paid back, and £12 

billion on test-and-trace, much of that 
going to private profiteers like Serco 
and Deloitte.

Money should be redirected to the 
NHS and care homes, which are now 
certain to face high pressure even if 
England’s lockdown “works”, in its own 
terms, as well as Israel’s second lock-
down (from 18 September, eased on 
1 November) has done, or as Ireland’s 
(from 19 October) looks like doing.

The NHS is short 100,000 staff. Care 
homes, more. NHS workers should be 
paid the 15% pay rise they demand; 
care homes should be brought into the 
public sector and their workers put on 
public-sector wage scales and regular 
contracts.

Care homes
Already 282 care homes had “out-
breaks” (at least two linked cases) in the 
week starting 19 October, up from 35 
in the week starting 31 August.

The test-trace-isolate has been so 
badly botched that among those who 
have tested positive fewer than 20% 
self-isolate properly (official estimate 
from 31 August). The percentage must 
be even lower among contacts of in-
fected people and among people 
due to self-isolate after travelling from 
abroad.

Some victories have been won on 
isolation pay since March. But even 
now the Safe and Equal campaign has 
found that in some hospitals, some 
workers (employed by contractors, or 
agency staff) are not getting isolation 
pay, but at best minimal Statutory Sick 
Pay, £95.85 a week. The latest available 
figure for care homes shows only 40% 
with full isolation pay.

Money should be redirected to en-
sure isolation pay for all and a pub-
lic-health test-trace-isolate effort, with 
“backwards” tracing (to identify hubs of 
transmission) as well as “forward trac-
ing”. In July the official report already 
recommended that alternative quar-
antine accommodation be provided 
for people needing to self-isolate who 
would otherwise face overcrowding.

NHS logistics should be brought in-
house, and industry requisitioned to 
ensure PPE supplies. University stu-
dents should be able to escape from 
their crowded halls of residence, which 
may have been the country’s foremost 
transmission hubs, and get rent reim-
bursed. Unions must fight for workers’ 
control of workplace safety.

On the basis of such social measures, 
experts can probably (though surely 
with errors and corrections along the 
way) devise virus-curbs sustainable in 
the long term which will see us through 
until a vaccine can be developed. And 
after: no vaccine will be 100% effective, 
or taken by everyone.

It will be harder than in relatively re-
mote islands like Japan, Taiwan, and 

New Zealand, but with good quaran-
tining it is possible.

Effective covid-distancing is helped 
by social solidarity. Social provision, 
relatively low inequalities: those are the 
underpinnings of getting successful 
virus curbs and limiting the hurt from 
the curbs for the worst-off.

The National Education Union has 
now called for closure of schools and 
colleges, though it is proposing no ac-
tion, not even encouraging its mem-
bers to use their right to withdraw 
from unsafe areas under Section 44 of 
the 1996 Employment Protection Act 
where necessary.

We are for strong union action to 
minimise risk, including shutting down 
some schools or older year groups for 
some periods.

Our general view is that schools 
should remain open for as long as 
workable, for as many students as 
workable, with strong union controls 
over workplace conditions (extra space 
and thinning or rota-ing of timetables 
to reduce classroom numbers, check-
ing and if necessary reworking of ven-
tilation, extra funding to schools: the 
teachers’ union UFT in New York City 
won a 50-item checklist, to be moni-
tored by committees).

School-age, especially primary, stu-
dents suffer much less severely than 
old people from the virus, and almost 
certainly get infected less. The balance 
of evidence is that they probably trans-
mit less. Countries where schools have 
been open even in high infection rates 
show teachers (unlike other public-fac-
ing staff) getting infected no more than 
average workers.

Risk
That doesn’t make the risk zero. The 
risk isn’t zero in other essential ser-
vices (hospitals, doctors’ surgeries, 
care homes, food shops, distribution, 
deliveries...) either. And schools are an 
essential service. Worse-off students 
suffer worse from long school closures.

Those arguments rule out keeping 
schools closed for almost a full year 
(from March 2020 through to when in-
fection rates drop low again, probably 
spring 2021). They also mandate mak-
ing distinctions between primary, sec-
ondary, and sixth forms.

With infection sure to rise fast for a 
couple of weeks yet, there may yet be 
a case for some limited school closures, 
especially of sixth forms, as part of the 
lockdown. They may help “re-set” vi-
rus-curbs there and “re-set” all our 
norms about social mixing and cov-
id-distancing, a necessary step on top 
of all the formal and legal provisions. □

• More on the Workers’ Liberty website: 
George Davey Smith, professor 
of Clinical Epidemiology at Bristol 
University, on “Covid: what do we 
know?”. bit.ly/gds-cv

The Observer reports that Boris 
Johnson is waiting for the US elec-

tion before deciding whether to go 
for a No Deal Brexit. Ivan Rogers, for-
mer UK ambassador to the EU, says a 
Trump victory would make Johnson 
feel “history was going his way”.

But, “no deal” or “rushed-through 
last-minute deal”, the UK will expe-
rience a destructive and regressive 
hard Brexit in eight weeks whatever 
happens. A last-minute bare-bones 
deal with the EU will just mean it is a 
bit less destructive.

Solidarity has been warning since 
March that Brexit at the end 2020 will 
mean multiplied disruption and suf-
fering in the midst of the fallout from 
Covid-19. Now we know it will happen 
in the depths of a powerful second 
surge of the virus.

As the Observer’s former econom-
ics editor William Keegan puts it, “the 
government has already decided on” 
a “recovery plan”. Its plan “is to make 
the economic crisis even worse”.

Repeated polls earlier in the year 
showed substantial majorities for 
delaying Brexit in order to tackle 

Covid-19. More generally Brexit is 
not popular: on 22 October YouGov 
found 50% think it was a mistake, to 
38% who think it was right — the clear-
est margin yet.

In the absence of major political 
forces championing a delay, this sen-
timent has not cohered as pressure. 
Hypnotised by the idea saying an-
ything about Brexit would help the 
Tories, Labour and the unions have 
got quieter and quieter even about 
the threat of No Deal. Occasionally 
Labour spokespeople break their si-
lence to present a hard Brexit based 
on a last-minute deal with the EU as a 
good solution.

Given that, the same reality that cre-
ated a majority for delay — the pan-
demic — has understandably acted 
to distract people from the govern-
ment’s plans. We should point out 
what is happening. □

• Demand Brexit is delayed: pass 
Labour for a Socialist Europe’s motion 
in your Labour Party or union branch: 
bit.ly/brexitmotion
• Another Europe is Possible’s Fight 
for the Future campaign: bit.ly/fightftf

Now 50%-38% against Brexit

Editorial
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Belarus: anger still spreading
By Pete Radcliff

The weekend 24-25 October saw a 
targeted peak in militancy in Bela-

rus, but the general strike called for by 
the opposition’s nominal head Svetlana 
Tikhanovskaya did not materialise. The 
time since then has seen some loss of 
momentum.

Students across 13 universities have, 
however, continued to step up their or-
ganisation, with ongoing protest meet-
ings on campuses.

In factories and workplaces, a minor-
ity of workers remain on strike. In some 
places that number has increased. In 
the chemical plant Grodno Azot cru-
cial skilled workers — the “technical in-
telligentsia” that Lukashenko has long 

claimed to champion and regard as his 
base — have joined those on strike, hit-
ting output.

Of course, it would take months for a 
general strike to be built at the current 
pace of growth. But the workers are not 
beaten. The political anger continues to 
spread into workplaces.

New disputes have started, like one 
at the Minsk Tractor MTZ factory, de-
manding an end to the victimisation of 
previous strikers.

There were 100,000 on the march in 
Minsk on 25 October. but 1 November 
saw probably around 10-20,000 dem-
onstrators scattered across a number 
of areas and a number of themes. The 
turnout was affected by a new peak in 
Covid-19 cases.

Protest included the annual “Forefa-
thers” march, “We will not forget, we 
will not forgive!”, to Kurapaty forest, six 
miles from the centre of Minsk. 

Since discoveries in 1988, the forest 
is now recognised as the graveyard of 
anything between 50,000 and 200,000 
Belarusian opponents of Stalin, exe-
cuted there between 1937 and 1941.

Mass protests following the 1988 
discovery of the mass graveyard were 
a contributory factor to the collapse 
of the old regime the following year 
in Belarus and elsewhere across East-
ern Europe. Yet Lukaskenko has never 
recognised the extent of the crimes at 
Kurapaty.

Kurapaty became an important focus 
for protest again in 2001 when hun-

dreds occupied the site of the atrocity 
to try and stop Lukashenko bulldozing 
the evidence in the construction of one 
of his motorways. 

This year the march on Kurapaty was 
met with tear gas and guns fired over 
the head of protestors.

Lukashenko plays his games of intim-
idation, threatens to double sentences 
for some political crimes, to bring back 
his pampered retired military personnel 
as auxiliaries to current security forces 
etc. But his base is collapsing, and even 
pro-Putin media in Russia speculate on 
when he is going to resign.

And so the stalemate goes on. Be-
larus workers must organise so they 
shape what will replace Lukashenko. □

Bolivia: battle for democracy
By Luiza Xavier

Luis Arce, the Movement for 
Socialism (MAS) candidate, 

won the Bolivian election on 
18 October by a landslide. 
This is good news for the left 
in Latin America: a show of 
resistance against a coup of 
militarists and fundamentalist 
Christians, and largely a result 
of mass demonstrations and 
direct action by the organised 
left, Andean peasants and in-
digenous communities.

However, Arce’s election 
does not mean a change from 
the ways that trapped the left 
in the situation before the 
coup, nor is he a direct con-
tinuation of Morales’ govern-
ment.

The November 2019 coup 
in Bolivia happened after sus-
pected fraud in Morales’ fourth 
re-election. Morales had to 
seek a law change in order 
to run for election and did so 
after a plebiscite voted “no” to 
increasing the maximum num-
ber of terms presidents could 
be in power for.

The conservative right took 
advantage of the unrest due 
to the process and other ear-
lier government let-downs 
(like the inability to deal with 
massive fires in the Bolivian 
Amazon). It linked arms with 
evangelical churches (on the 
rise in all Latin America, taking 
up a gap left by lack of a prop-
erly organised labour move-
ment) and the armed forces to 
stage a coup.

Jeanine Añez was the interim 
president after Morales’ exile, 
stating when she took power 
that “the bible was coming 
back to Congress”. Her gov-
ernment repressed protests 
brutally, opening fire at dem-
onstrators, killing at least 28 
people. Añez’s government 
also dealt terribly with the 
pandemic, leading the Boliv-
ian health system to collapse.

Lockdown was later im-
posed, but little was done to 
guarantee the livelihood of 
people left without an income, 
60% of whom are in informal 
work. Instead, the government 
(but also politicians from the 
MAS) focused on legalising 
the use of chlorine dioxide, 
a bleaching agent used as a 
“miracle cure” for COVID-19. 
The government also created 
laws against people that “mis-
inform” about the pandemic, 
citing Luis Arce by name when 
presenting it.

Partly because of gross mis-

handling of the pandemic, 
leading massive numbers 
of people back into poverty, 
Añez’s government did not 
gain traction with and support 
from other Latin American far-
right governments, and lost 
in the first round to Morales’ 

MAS. For all of Morales’ faults, 
he got into power as an ac-
tivist leadership from the in-
digenous and coke-growing 
movement. 

His successor Arce, on the 
other hand, is an accountant, 
worked most of his life in pub-
lic office, and was the Minister 
for the Economy in Morales’ 
administration.

Arce was chosen after “hours 
of meetings” by the leadership 
of MAS, including ex-president 
Morales, without any demo-
cratic process where the grass-
roots of the party could have a 
say in who would be the next 
presidential candidate. Arce’s 
starting point, both from a 
personal and political level, is 
already more bureaucratised 
and further to the right than 
Morales’.

Arce promises his govern-
ment will improve health pro-
visions to deal with Covid-19, 
stabilise the economy post 
pandemic and “unite a rup-
tured nation”, not the radical 
policy to be expected from 
what many would call the Bo-
livian far-left. Arce seems to shy 
away from presenting concrete 
policy on disempowering the 
army, guaranteeing freedom 
of protest and expanding pro-
gressive economic and demo-
cratic reforms — the problems 
that led the left to the situation 
it is in.

Nor does he seem to be 
keen to re-democratise MAS 
or give power to any of the 
mass movements that have 
helped end the coup and put 
him in power. □

Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, 
held over zoom. 

Sunday 8 November, 12-2pm: Socialist 
Feminist reading group: Gender Trouble by 
Judith Butler
Monday 9 November, 6-7pm: AWL students 
— The fight for trans rights
Monday 9 November, 7-8.30pm: Leeds AWL 
— After the US elections
Sunday 15 November, 6.30-8pm: After the 
US election, which way for the left?
Monday 16 November, 7:30-9pm: Max 
Shachtman and the “Third Camp”

Monday 16 November, 6-7pm:  AWL 
students — The alt-right and how to fight it

Plus
Every Monday, 6-7pm: Workers’ Liberty Stu-
dents online political discussions
Thursdays, 8-9pm: “Revolution Betrayed” 
study group
Every Friday, 6.30pm: Young Labour Interna-
tionalists are holding public meetings

Our calendars of events: browse online and 
subscribe on your phone or computer! □
Full updated details, links, more meetings and 
resources: workersliberty.org/meetings 

Upcoming meetings
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Anti-fascist? Or Russian imperialist?
By Dale Street

On 26 October the Morning Star 
published an obituary-cum-eulogy 

on “Ghost Battalion” commander Alek-
sey Markov.

The Ghost Brigade (since 2015: 
Ghost Battalion) was one of a myriad of 
“local” military units created in 2014 as 
a cover for Russian political and military 
intervention into eastern Ukraine after 
the overthrow of Ukrainian President 
Yanukovych.

The Morning Star has long portrayed 
the Ghost Brigade as a latter-day ver-
sion of the International Brigades of the 
Spanish Civil War.

But this is contradicted by Markov’s 
own description of the Brigade’s cre-
ation: “We formed the Ghost Brigade 
with nationalist, monarchist and com-
munist forces. We all agreed to insist on 
the need for people’s power.” (Which 
people?)

According to last week’s article, 
“socialist Aleksey Markov” was “a 
convinced socialist and anti-fascist”. He 

was “an ordinary man” who felt that he 
had “no choice but to fight against the 
fascist forces in Ukraine’s Donbass re-
gion.” His death was “a huge loss to all 
progressive forces.” The fascism which 
Markov was fighting, according to the 
article, was that of the post-Maidan 
Ukrainian government: “The choice 
was whether to sit in Moscow and 
Omsk and watch the neo-Nazis kill ci-
vilians or try to stop them. In fact, I had 
no choice.”

In fact Markov did not leave Moscow 
(and/or Omsk) in May of 2014 as a 
spontaneous act of anti-fascist indigna-
tion. He left five months later because, 
and after, the Communist Parties in Rus-
sia and Ukraine had failed to initiate 
military units after the military clashes 
of mid-2014:

“During the summer battles of 2014 
(in eastern Ukraine), we expected that 
one of the communist organisations of 
the Russian Federation or Novorossiya 
[“New Russia”, the Russian-chauvin-
ists’ name for the area of Ukraine they 
claim] would create its own communist 
unit, which we could join. 

“We had hoped for a time that the 
Communist Party of the Russian Feder-
ation, the Communist Party of Ukraine 

or another similar force would create a 
unit of this type. We waited until Octo-
ber 2014 and then we realised we had 
to act ourselves.” 

And to quote another of Markov’s in-
terviews studiously ignored by the Star:

“We have very good, close relations 
with the Russian Communist Party. 
Personally, Gennady Andreyevich Zyu-
ganov [Russian CP leader] helped us 
repeatedly and very significantly. Ka-
zbek Taysayev and Rodin [leading fig-
ures in Russian CP] help us”. In a 2015 
interview Markov said that “about half 
the boys (in the Ghost Brigade) have 
their houses in Ukrainian-occupied 
land.” By “Ukrainian-occupied land” 
Markov meant: Ukraine.

The “Ukraine is a Nazi state” line 
was a straight lift from Putin’s propa-
ganda war. This has used the label of 
“Ukrainian Nazism” and the slogan of 
“anti-fascism” as a cover for Russian 
expansionism, first in Crimea and then 
in eastern Ukraine. Given the enthusi-
asm with which the Morning Star has 
repeated Putin’s propaganda, it was 
inevitable that it would give the late 
Markov’s avowed “anti-fascism” a clean 
bill of health. Even though Markov him-
self had explicitly endorsed Putin’s ex-

pansionist goals:
“The ideal outcome, of course, would 

be the unification of the Donbass with 
the Russian Federation. Even better 
would be the liberation of the territory 
of Ukraine, our fraternal Ukraine, even 
if only along the Dnieper [i.e. as far as 
central Ukraine] and the creation of an 
independent state friendly towards 
Russia.”

But the article in the Star did man-
age to get one fact right: “He died in 
a car accident in Ukraine’s breakaway 
Lugansk on Saturday.” 

Markov’s accidental death distin-
guishes him from other separatist mil-
itary and political leaders in Lugansk 
and Donetsk who have been wiped 
out in recent years in the process of 
the early leaders of the fake “popular 
uprising” being replaced by more Mos-
cow-compliant elements:

Oleksandr Bednov (shot dead, Janu-
ary 2015); Aleksey Mozgovoy (shot and 
blown up, May 2015); Pavel Dryomov 
(blown up, December 2015); Arsen 
Pavlov (blown up, October 2016); 
Mikhail Tolstykh (blown up, February 
2017); Oleg Anashchenko (blown up, 
February 2017); Alexander Zakharch-
enko (blown up, August 2018). □

Eric Lee (Solidarity 568) is 
so annoyed with my ar-

ticle in the previous issue 
(Democrats: no space for 
radicals) that he does not 
even manage to acknowl-
edge my name while writing 
a polemic against me.

Lee even manages to 
defend Biden against my 
charge that Biden is a “creep”, 
which, apparently, is an alle-
gation made only in “Trump’s 
world”. That is interesting, be-
cause my understanding is 
that “creep” is a charge that 
Trump has generally avoided 
using against Biden, suscep-
tible as Trump is to cries of 
hypocrisy.

I could even imagine ad-
vocating a vote for Biden, 
knowing he was a creep. But 
even if I was in that unfortu-
nate position, I would not 
stop saying he was a creep 
(or even worse, as Lee does, 
deny it).

Anyway, Lee’s article is ti-
tled, “Why American unions 
back Biden”. I would have 
thought this was obvious; 
it is because the unions are 

largely run by timid bureau-
crats without a radical politi-
cal perspective.

My complaint is that the 
union leaderships — in the 
main — do not work for an in-
dependent political voice for 
US workers. Not in this elec-
tion, not ever.

That the US union leaders 
work for the Democrats is 
not because of something 
especially obnoxious about 
Trump. This is something 
they normally do.

Of course it is true that 
Biden promises some mild 
reforms of health and other 
Trump era legislation. Maybe 
he will act on those promises, 
maybe he will not.

For sure Biden’s actions 
will not depend on the union 
pressure through Democrat 
structures. Such structures 
do not exist to allow that to 
happen (something stated in 
my original article, and not 
contested by Lee).

Lee believes, “The pas-
sage of [the PRO Act] will do 
much to revitalise the Amer-
ican labour movement, by 
recruiting millions of new 
members in a way that hasn’t 
happened since the 1930s. 

At that time, with the Dem-
ocrats controlling Congress 
and the White House, the 
National Labor Relations Act 
was passed and union mem-
bership exploded.” That 
seems like an enormously 
exaggerated claim.

Of course Biden is less bad 
than Trump. It would be dif-
ficult not to be. But the idea 
that this is an adequate rea-
son to advocate a vote for 
Biden is wrong. Socialists 
should stand for more than 
the lesser evil, more than my 
enemy’s enemy is my friend. 
We have a positive agenda.

We measure Biden against 
our own expectations. Biden, 
candidate of the mainstream, 
bourgeois Democrats fails at 
the first test: does he repre-
sent a voice of the working 
class?

Since Trump is about to 
lose I do not see even a mild 
case for backing Biden. We 
should back the socialist who 
makes socialist propaganda: 
Hawkins. It is unfortunate the 
independent, socialist left is 
not stronger in the US, but 
that’s where we are. □

Mark Osborn, Lewisham

Risk of helping Trump

I cannot see how advocating a 
vote for Biden, while simulta-

neously arguing that a Biden 
win is no more than a prelude to 
organising and fighting for work-
ing class interests, fits the spirit of 
the formula “lesser evil politics”, 
especially given that Trump is 
proto-fascist.

On the one hand there is the 
argument that advocating a vote 
for Biden appears as some form 
of endorsement of him, his plat-
form, the Democrats. On the 
other there is the argument that 
by advocating a vote for Howie, 
we helped Trump to win. The lat-
ter seems a much greater blot 
on our record than the former. 
Voting for Biden does not in any 
way undermine or hinder organ-
ising against him as President. A 
Trump victory means that the left, 
labour movement, black people, 
women will face an unleashed 
and unrestrained violent mob 
with impunity from the law, plus 
the state apparatus, incited by 
Trump, all repressing and physi-
cally attacking them.

The AWL tradition has always 
assessed what is needed to build 
an independent working-class 
movement. But in this case AWL 

has arrived at an unrealistic as-
sessment of the prospect of 
building a socialist force from a 
call to vote for Hawkins as the 
Greens candidate. If Hawkins 
and supporters are worth much 
to an independent working-class 
movement, then they’ll work with 
others for that regardless of who 
they campaigned for in the elec-
tion.

The AWL has placed that un-
likely prospect of a Greens/
Hawkins initiated socialist force 
ahead of the very real damage 
that a Trump victory would do to 
the variety of working-class or-
ganisations and struggles in the 
USA. This is arid sectarianism in 
my view, and I hope that it will be 
corrected, even if in retrospect, 
and will turn out to be recognised 
as a mistake made because of 
too shallow an understanding of 
US politics, through British eyes 
(as Martin Thomas elucidates in 
his article Debate: Marxists and 
Democrats).

By the time this is published, 
we may know the result of the US 
election, and if it is not a clear win 
for Biden, and Trump might hold 
on, we’ll all be very worried. That 
in itself should be cause to ques-
tion the call for a Hawkins Green 
vote. □

Janet Burstall, Sydney, AU

Biden fails at first test

Antidoto
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Why I rejoined the Labour Party 

By Eric Lee

I have just re-joined the Labour Party.
Some people will say that one 

should never leave the Labour Party. 
Whatever it did, whatever bothered 
you and made it difficult to remain a 
member, you should stay inside and 
fight from within. Sure, you disagreed 
with this or that policy, but that’s no 
reason to abandon Labour, which has 
consistently fought against all forms of 
racism. Whatever you disagreed with, 
Labour is the party that unites working 
people of all races and religions, and 
campaigns consistently for genuine 
equality and respect.

And to those who said such things, I 
can only reply: read the damn report.

The Equality and Human Rights Com-
mission described “a culture within the 
[Labour] party which, at best, did not 
do enough to prevent anti-Semitism 
and, at worst, could be seen to accept 
it.”

The party, to its credit, has commit-
ted itself to carrying out the EHRC rec-
ommendations, and indeed made that 
commitment even before the report 

was published. Labour will need to 
submit an action plan within the next 
few weeks to show just how seriously it 
is taking the report and its recommen-
dations.

But let’s step back a moment and ask 
how Jewish people like myself were 
supposed to remain inside a political 
party which accepted a culture of an-
tisemitism. 

Not a party in which there was the oc-
casional, very rare, antisemite. Not the 
party described by its former leader 
and his supporters in which practically 
everyone, including Ken Livingstone, 
had fought against “every form of rac-
ism” for their entire lives. 

Jeremy Corbyn famously sneered at 
“some Zionists” who “don’t understand 
English irony” despite having lived in 
the UK “for a very long time, probably 
all their lives”. 

He described representatives of the 
murderously antisemitic Hamas as his 
“friends”. 

He supported a controversial an-
ti-Jewish mural, created by an artist 
who later wrote: “Some of the older 
white Jewish folk in the local commu-
nity had an issue with me portraying 
their beloved Rothschild or Warburg 
etc as the demons they are.” 

Demons — Jewish demons.

Corbyn’s suspension from the Labour 
Party was welcomed in the homes of 
many British Jews — and many anti-rac-
ists across the country. 

The actual Labour Party, not the one 
Corbyn described but the one de-
scribed in the EHRC report, was one 
in which Jews felt increasingly unwel-
come and uncomfortable.

Many Jews chose to remain in the 
hopes that things might change. Many 
others left. In the end, things have 
begun to change, which is why I and 
others are drifting back.

No member of an ethnic minority 
should be expected to remain inside 
political parties that have a culture of 
racial hatred and bigotry.

Yes, I have rejoined the party. But my 
membership, like the membership of 
any ethnic minority group, is contin-
gent upon my party having a real policy 
of zero tolerance towards any form of 
racism, including anti-Semitism. 

If it fails to do that, if it fails to fully im-
plement the EHRC recommendations, 
it cannot count on the support of any 
Jewish person — nor should it have the 
support of any genuine anti-racist. □

• Eric Lee is the founding editor of 
Labourstart, and writes here in a 
personal opinion column.

Rebecca: feminist failure 

By Katy Dollar

This article contains spoilers for Wheat-
ley’s 2020 Rebecca film, the 1940 Hitch-
cock film, and the original 1938 Daphne 
Du Maurier gothic novel. 

Ben Wheatley’s Rebecca, showing 
on Netflix, was always going to 

be haunted by Hitchcock’s 1940 film. 
Wheatley and screenwriter Goldman 
were right to try and create a new film 
adaptation of Daphne Du Maurier’s 
novel, rather than a remake of the Os-
car-winning classic. They tried to give 
us a more explicitly feminist Rebecca, 
but sadly do not pull it off. 

Rebecca, in all her incarnations, is 
in many ways a feminist hero. She re-
fused to let marriage crush her right to 
an identity, her omnipresent first name 
standing in contrast to our nameless 
protagonist. She has a doctor kept se-
cret from her husband, which thirties 
readers could quickly identify with con-
traception.

She wasn’t “normal”, and intimidates 
male ancestral power with her threats of 
bastard children, her husband lament-

ing “She wanted to take my name, my 
home, everything.” She laughs at male 
power and the concept of owning her. 
She is sexually free, taking many lovers, 
is loved by men and women. Rebecca 
defies social norms and dies for it at the 
hands of her husband. 

Wheatley has Maxim de Winter shoot 
Rebecca, as he does in the novel. Hay 
censorship codes prevented Hitchcock 
from showing this. Instead, we had an 
unconvincing “accidental” death scene. 
In all three we are invited to consider 
if Rebecca “asked for it” — driving her 
husband to kill her. 

Maxim de Winter replaces Rebecca 
with a childlike, less assured second 
wife. Wheatley gives us a second Mrs 
de Winter with greater agency. From 
the visual, she wears trousers; to the 
script, she entices Maxim into the water 
despite his refusal and attempts to dis-
miss Mrs Danvers. In contrast, Hitch-
cock’s film highlights her vulnerability, 
dwarfed by halls, framed so she rarely 
takes up even half the screen. Hitch-

cock’s Mrs de Winter feels like a victim, 
Wheatley’s feels like an accomplice. 

Changes he makes to Mrs Danvers 
are even starker, he explains, “She’s the 
conscience of the film. We should be 
siding with Rebecca and with the law.” 
Wheatley has her explain that Rebecca 
was killed because her husband could 
not control her, and accuses the pro-
tagonist of standing by a murderer. 

By taking the novel’s themes of a 
woman killed for defying social norms 
into explicit dialogue, we are left with 
a jarring shift when the central couple 
get away with it and get their happy 
ending, with none of the banality of the 
novel or mystery of Hitchcock. The film 
ends in a softly lit, intimate Cairo hotel 
room where the second Mrs de Winter 
gets the last word, with a closing narra-
tion on the power of love.

If Wheatley intended us to see 
through the romantic words to the hor-
ror, he should have shown us. Film is a 
visual medium, if there is danger and 
horror rather than soft-focus romance, 
we need to see it to feel it. Neither film 
perfectly captures Du Maurier’s theme 
of female hostility toward men and 
marriage, and both have tonal incon-
sistencies, but in the end Hitchcock not 
only makes a better film, he makes a 
better feminist film. □ 

Plugging away at Freedom of In-
formation requests to hospitals 

about whether they pay proper iso-
lation pay to all workers, the Safe 
and Equal campaign has found that 
Lewisham Hospital does not ensure 
that workers on its site employed 
through contractors get that pay.

That it is possible to shift hospital 
bosses on this issue, given pressure, 
is shown by a response from Kings 
College Hospital certifying that they 
do ensure that isolation pay, and a 
new reply from Barking, Redbridge, 
and Havering University Hospitals 
Trust saying that they do in fact pay 
full isolation pay to “bank” workers.

Keep Our NHS Public and the 
Socialist Health Association have 
launched a new effort to get care 
homes and domiciliary care taken 
into a publicly-run National Care 
Service, and Safe and Equal will of 
course be supporting that.

The Labour Campaign for Free 
Movement is holding an online 
meeting for Young Labour members 
on 2 November. Its aim is to help 
Young Labour members organise 
to support migrants’ rights in their 
CLPs.

The Free Osime Brown cam-
paign’s latest successes with its mo-
tion against Osime’s deportation 
have been in Milton Keynes North 
and South CLPs. The campaign is 
working towards the release of a 
high-profile campaign letter with 
signatures from prominent labour 
movement leaders.

The Free Our Unions campaign 
is planning to approach supportive 
trade unions and others in the la-
bour movement to organise an on-
line event in early 2021, looking at 
the history of anti-union laws, how to 
campaign against current and pro-
posed ones, and how workplace or-
ganisation can subvert them.

Because of lockdown, the Uyghur 
Solidarity Campaign has replaced 
its regular 5th-of-the-month protest 
outside the Chinese Embassy in 
London for 5 November by an on-
line activity: see the USC website for 
details. □

• Campaign links and info at 
workersliberty.org/agenda

Anti-racist 
resources

We have compiled various an-
ti-racist resources to learn 

about anti-racist movements, and 
arm yourself with ideas to beat back 
racism.

See workersliberty.org/anti-racist-
resources □

Activist Agenda

Eric Lee

Women’s 
Fightback
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Antisemitism in Labour: how we 
saw it in 2018
By Sean Matgamna

For sure, his opponents in the party 
and the Tory press are out to get Jer-

emy Corbyn.
One of two things then: either they’re 

telling the truth on this matter or they 
aren’t. Either there is a problem of an-
tisemitism in the party or there isn’t. 
Either his critics are lying or exagger-
ating, and should then be stood up to 
and faced down. Or they are telling 
the truth; in which case Corbyn should 
energetically set about digging out La-
bour Party antisemitism by the roots.

Corbyn agrees there is a problem. He 
responds under pressure, moves in the 
direction his critics are pointing to, but 
it is as if he cannot understand what the 
fuss is about. He apologises, retracts, 
insists that he meant no antisemitism 
or to be offensive; was not responsible 
for and did not agree with what other 
people said, uncontradicted, in his 
presence. But everything is low energy, 
insufficient, ineffectual, can be seen or 
portrayed as evasive, as lacking convic-
tion. John McDonnell has gently dis-
tanced himself from Corbyn.

Grip
Corbyn can’t get a grip on the situa-
tion. His article in the Guardian (3 Au-
gust 2018) is the latest case in point. 
Much good sentiment and promises. 
A principled stand on the right to criti-
cise Israel. And then he defines the sit-
uation as one in which the Palestinians 
have been victims of racism. Losers in 
a prolonged national conflict, yes. Vic-
tims of wrong, yes. And the distinction 
between racism and nationalism is ha-
bitually blurred. But the false definition 
of Israel as racist (followed by identifi-
cation of Israel with South Africa) is one 
of the main roots of “left” antisemitism.

The truth, I think, is that Corbyn really 
does not “get it”, or “get” enough of it. 
In the thirty-five years he has been an 
MP, and earlier, he has lived in a world 
in which what other people defined as 
antisemitism was commonplace among 
much of the ostensible left. Labour 
Party antisemitism is in large part an in-
fection from the ostensible left. Corbyn 
and the people around him and much 
of the left have been desensitised to 
antisemitism because it has long been 
the norm on the ostensible left.

He says he is for two states in Is-
rael-Palestine. Some of his political 
friends do not support a two-state 
solution. The intense rhetoric against Is-

rael, its demonisation, the comment on 
events, is always at a higher volume, is 
more intense, more all-encompassing, 
more hysterical, more “hate Israel” than 
is compatible with a two-state solution.

That of course means recognising not 
only that the Palestinians have a right to 
their own state, but also that Israel is a 
legitimate state and has a right to de-
fend itself. The full scale implications of 
the continual stream of hatred spewed 
out does not match with the belief that 
Israel has a right to exist and defend 
itself. It matches the view that Israel is 
not a legitimate state and that it has no 
right of self-defence. The kitsch revolu-
tionary left is saturated with it and it is 
infectious.

This crisis about antisemitism in the 
Labour Party was a long time germinat-
ing. Take the Morning Star, the paper 
with which Corbyn seems to agree — he 
hasn’t said otherwise — and for which 
he used to write a column until 2015. 
Recently it published an article loudly 
proclaiming that antisemitism in places 
like Britain will stop if and only if Israel 
stops ill-treating the Palestinians. It is 
a nearly plain statement that antisem-
itism, and the specially “left” antisem-
itism, is justified. That is what many of 
the “left” antisemites think. Under crit-
icism the paper apologised for print-
ing it and retracted, for what that was 
worth.

The Morning Star of course, as the 
Daily Worker during the full scale anti-
semitic campaign of Stalin in the years 
before 1953, fed into the labour move-
ment much that has now become the 
commonplace wisdom of the ostensi-
ble left. For instance the equation of 
Zionism and Nazism.

The Labour Left, the Corbyn surge, 
will inevitably undergo a political pro-
cess of sifting, differentiating different 
political positions. The process of sift-
ing and sorting out on this question is 
long, long overdue.

It is seriously to be doubted that there 
are many supporters of the left among 
the leaders of the Jewish community 
or the editors of the three newspapers 
that cater to the Jewish community. On 
a certain level their general politics will 
feed into the anti-Corbyn agitation.

But they are not in this being right-
wing zealots or hypocrites. And there 
will be some amongst them who play 
close attention to the left, and its incip-
ient pogromist agitation against Israel 
and those who support it. They are 
not fools. They know that the “Corbyn 
surge” has put into power in the Labour 
Party people who are “absolute anti-Zi-
onists”, people who are radical anti-Is-
rael zealots and supporters of Arab or 

Islamic conquest of Israel and the forci-
ble abolition of the Jewish state.

And that there are people, includ-
ing Jeremy Corbyn, who have peace-
fully co-existed with such people, and 
shared platforms and publications with 
them, instead of denouncing and stig-
matising them for the antisemites they 
are. That for this left, though its sympa-
thy and solidarity is the “good reason”, 
hostility to Israel — any Israel, with any 
policy on the Palestinians — is a great 
deal more powerful than support for 
the Palestinians. That it is autonomous, 
self-justifying, self-sustaining. That it 
finds or merges in with earlier strains of 
antisemitism, of which there are many.

“Large parts of the 
ostensible left 

are antisemitic.”
The horrible truth that has to be faced 

is that large parts of the ostensible left 
are — for all practical purposes — antise-
mitic, hostile to Israel’s very existence, 
denying any Israeli right to self-de-
fence. That they endorse and circulate 
malice-ridden accounts of the history 
of Zionism and Israel and that from 
that comes emotion-ridden hostility 
to Jews who defend Israel and refuse 
to see it as racism and imperialism in-
carnate. That is, most Jews alive. That 
they are a left that allies with Palestin-
ian (Hamas) and other clerical fascists 
and with groups of people in Arab and 
Muslim-majority countries who circu-
late old Nazi antisemitic filth. That itself 
circulates the old Stalinist antisemitic 
filth. That they consist of people who 
are not abashed, shamed or inhibited 
to find themselves running in a pack in 
full cry after the very people on which 
the worst racist atrocity in recorded his-
tory was inflicted.

In their perception of the left here, 
Jewish people — whether they are of 
the left or the right in their general pol-
itics — are not mistaken to distrust and 
be fearful of that group that now leads 
the Labour Party. They know that the 
tendency of the ostensible left to use 
Nazi images and comparisons to ex-
press opposition and criticism to Israel 
is specifically and pointedly anti-Jew-
ish, a form of jeering and thick-skinned 
baiting of all Jewish people in their re-
cent tragic history.

On one level episodes like the scan-
dal-mongering around the [Pete] Wills-
man affair blow it out of all proportion. 
He is an irascible old man. His remarks 
at the Labour Party National Execu-
tive are the words of someone stung 
in his Labour Party patriotism and 

simple-mindedly blustering and har-
rumphing. But what he said illustrates 
the scale and depth of the problem of 
left antisemitism in the party. He hasn’t 
noticed! But is inability to recognise left 
antisemitism or give it proper weight in 
itself antisemitism?

The serious question is can Corbyn 
deal with antisemitism in the Labour 
Party? Is not asking him to strike at his 
long-time friends and associates — in-
cluding his right hand man Seamus 
Milne — too much like asking him to lift 
himself up by his bootstraps?

Corbyn is for two states. If he takes 
that seriously he should want to sort 
out the “destroy Israel” people in the 
Labour Party. He should insist that ad-
vocates of the destruction of Israel have 
no place in the Labour Party; that com-
parisons of Israel, when it does things 
we don’t like, to the Nazis is not accept-
able; that it is pointedly, and deliber-
ately, offensively, antisemitic.

It is necessary to preserve the right 
to criticise Israel as severely as events 
dictate. But denial of Israel’s right to 
exist and defend itself is not criticising 
Israeli actions. It is possible to make 
specific criticisms or condemn Israeli 
actions without resorting to obscene 
and preposterous equations.

Corbyn should sort out the antisem-
ites. □

• From Solidarity 476, August 2018 
(slightly trimmed): bit.ly/2018jc

Our 
audio!

Listen, download or subscribe to 
Workers’ Liberty audio recordings 

of our paper, other publications, and 
many meetings. Playlists include:

• Solidarity Newspaper
• Pamphlets, publications beyond 

Solidarity
• Public meetings
• Fighting racism: pamphlets and 

more
• Solidarność: The workers’ move-

ment and the rebirth of Poland in 
1980-81

• Environmental pamphlet and 
meetings

See workersliberty.org/audio for 
episodes, and for information on 
subscribing and using podcasts. 
All recent episodes can be found 
through most podcast providers: 
search “Workers’ Liberty” or 
“Solidarity & More”. □

As we were 
saying
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Lessons from the EHRC report
By Keith Road

Labour must now confront the issue 
of antisemitism in the labour move-

ment. All the attempts by Corbyn lead-
ership to downplay the issue, or to say 
that it is only the inevitable spillover 
into a large organisation of attitudes in 
wider society, must end.

The Equalities and Human Rights 
Commission (EHRC) report published 
on 29 October is not the solution or the 
last word on the matter, but it has the 
institutional weight to push the left into 
accepting, legally and politically, that 
there is a real problem.

The EHRC’s statutory powers are only 
within the scope of the Equality Act 
2010. It is reliant on the scope of the 
Act to determine what was and was 
not antisemitic in the incidents and the 
complaints-management that it has 
examined. The non-legally-binding In-
ternational Holocaust Remembrance 
Association (IHRA) text on antisemitism, 
which the Corbyn leadership long re-
sisted and then tried to neutralise by 
qualifying provisos, is irrelevant to the 
EHRC findings.

A large section of Corbyn supporters, 
particularly people drawn into the La-
bour Party in 2015 with some previous 
history (often in the 1980s) with the far-
left prior to it, have deflected debate 
on antisemitism with denunciations of 
that IHRA text and its alleged bad effect 
on free criticism of Israel. None of them 
has condemned the provisions of the 
Equality Act under which the EHRC has 
found Labour wanting.

Brief
Because the EHRC’s brief was limited to 
antisemitism, it did not look at the huge 
and continuing deficiencies in Labour’s 
Governance and Legal Unit and the rest 
of the Labour bureaucracy across other 
political issues. The EHRC report high-
lights its criticisms by pointing to bet-
ter Labour texts and codifications on 
sexual harassment complaints than on 
antisemitism, but the actual operation 
of those formally better procedures has 
often been just as opaque and obscure.

In 2015 and 2016 thousands of so-
cialists, including many supporters 
of Workers’ Liberty, were expelled, or 
auto-excluded with no right of appeal, 
for supporting Workers’ Liberty or for 
having even an informal association 
with us, such as attending events or-
ganised by us. The same happened to 
people who had had some association 
with Left Unity or with Socialist Appeal. 
A few have been reinstated, but many 
remain excluded.

Then, and in a new wave of suspen-
sions this year, socialists have found 
themselves unable for months on end 
to establish the exact charges against 
them. Even in the case of Corbyn, we 
do not know under what provision he 

has been suspended. The EHRC picked 
up on interference by Corbyn’s Office 
in complaints about antisemitism, and 
now we have Corbyn being suspended 
by David Evans, the General Secre-
tary, and still no details of the charges 
against him.

In August David Evans sent a letter to 
CLPs, in fact (as he noted, accurately) a 
restatement of “the previous General 
Secretary’s [Jennie Formby’s] instruc-
tion”: “any discussion about ongoing 
disciplinary cases remains prohibited”. 
That gag order passed little-noticed at 
the time, but the outcry about Corbyn’s 
suspension can and should focus op-
position to it.

In the same letter, Evans banned CLPs 
from debating motions attacking the 
IHRA text. We believe the National Ex-
ecutive was right to endorse the IHRA 
text, but we can combat antisemitism 
effectively only by convincing and ed-
ucating people, not by barring them 
from discussing the issue because they 
might (and indeed, some will) express 
unsavoury views.

Another aspect to the report is the 
light it sheds on how political discourse 
is conducted. Of the 70 complaints the 
EHRC selected for investigation, 59 re-
lated to social media posts. A lot of the 
activity of the new or returned Labour 
members is done online.

At one time, so the EHRC report tells 
us, this fact helped shape a bizarre rule 
in the GLU that it would not investigate 
just “likes” or “shares” of antisemitic 
material: writing your own Jew-hatred 
could get you into trouble, but recircu-
lating others’, even repeatedly, could 
not. Presumably part of it was the GLU 
feeling overwhelmed and wanting to 
reduce the number of complaints it 
would have to deal with.

It also reflects the lack of depth of 

much of the discussion on the left. Shar-
ing a rant on Facebook, or a meme, is 
no substitute for real political discus-
sion.

The answer is not just “expel more 
people”, and the EHRC report doesn’t 
say it should be. The example of Naz 
Shah is instructive. Naz Shah shared and 
commented on an antisemitic meme. 
There was no hair-trigger suspension 
or expulsion. She apologised, commit-
ted to understanding more about the 
issues, and was commended by the 
Jewish Labour Movement and others 
for coming to a clearer understanding. 
If such a process is appropriate for an 
MP, then it should be reasonable for or-
dinary Labour members as well.

Bureaucratic
A bureaucratic method might expel 
thousands more people with vague 
antisemitic sympathies, but do nothing 
to draw out the poison long-term and 
to push antisemitic discourse out of the 
labour movement. 

Workers’ Liberty has long argued that 
the post-1980s left has a blind spot on 
antisemitism. It has come to fob off 
complaints about antisemitism in a way 
it would do with no other bigotry, argu-
ing that they mean taking antisemitism 
as more important than other forms of 

prejudice, and anyway are a way of sti-
fling criticism of Israel.

As the report shows, most of the anti-
semitic social-media posts over recent 
years in the Labour Party have little or 
no reference to issues in Israel-Pales-
tine, and many recycle “old-fashioned” 
right-wing themes about Jews as “Roth-
schilds” and so on.

But the soil on which that “old-fash-
ioned” antisemitism has flowered was 
fertilised by “absolute anti-Zionism” 
and the slippery chain of connections 
by which “Jews” become identified 
with “Zionists”, and “Zionists” with “rac-
ist”, because of a supposedly unique 
and inherent “racist” essence to Israel 
as such, over and above any particular 
policy of Israel which may be criticised 
as racist.

The issue of antisemitism cannot be 
tackled without also having a sustained 
drive to educate the left on the ac-
tual history and politics of the region. 
The Labour Party policy is (rightly) for 
a democratic “two states” settlement 
in Israel-Palestine, and despite all the 
noise and fury no section of the post-
1980s left in the Labour Party ever tried 
to challenge that. We need to nail the 
argument down. □

Digging down to the roots
Solidarity and Workers’ Liberty have carried coverage for a long time on anti-

semitism in the left and the labour movement.
• Collection of articles, mostly recent: workersliberty.org/left-as
• Short pamphlet on left antisemitism: workersliberty.org/as-pamphlet
• Video from recent Workers’ Liberty meeting on left antisemitism: bit.ly/las-dr
• Digging down to the roots: socialist debate on Israel and Palestine from the 
1980s and 90s: workersliberty.org/arabsjewssocialism
• Steve Cohen’s 1984 book That’s Funny, You Don’t Look Antisemitic: new 
edition available from us for £5 plus £1.50 postage: bit.ly/thats-fu

Pic: Campaign Against Antisemitism

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2020-08-13/combat-antisemitism-and-oppose-labours-gag-orders
http://www.workersliberty.org/left-as
http://www.workersliberty.org/as-pamphlet
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2020-10-29/video-what-left-antisemitism-and-how-can-it-be-confronted-daniel-randall
https://www.workersliberty.org/arabsjewssocialism
https://www.workersliberty.org/thats-funny-you-dont-look-antisemitic
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Socialism and charity: ending food poverty
By Rose Jones

In response to the Conservative Gov-
ernment voting down a Labour Party 

motion to extend free school meal pro-
vision during school holidays, swathes 
of cafes, pubs, and restaurants across 
the country have stepped up to the 
plate, as it were, pledging to provide 
free meals to anyone who needs them.

This has prompted an outpouring of 
congratulatory sentiment from across 
the social spectrum, with individuals, 
celebrities, and politicians from Nigel 
Farage to Sadiq Khan welcoming their 
generosity. Marcus Rashford, footballer 
and campaigner against child hunger, 
has been compiling a list of them all on 
his Twitter feed, each one shared tens 
of thousands of times — an indicator, 
perhaps, of a movement of kindness 
traversing the nation.

Who can fail to be touched by that? 
The offering of a neighbourly helping 
hand in such grim times; so many peo-
ple coming together to do something 
good.

But is it good? In the most obvious 
basic sense, of course it is. It is good 
that children won’t go hungry and are 
able to have one of their most basic 
needs met. It is good that families who 
are in that situation know that their 
community wants to care for them. It is 
good that people have a very human-
istic impulse to want to help those less 
fortunate, and to share. It is good to see 
people taking matters into their own 
hands and making a gesture which can 
only be read as a statement of opposi-
tion and defiance to the Government.

It is not good, however, to normalise 
philanthropy. It is not good to contrib-
ute to a narrative which accepts it is ok 
for — or indeed, congratulates — busi-
nesses stepping in when a government 
has failed to ensure its citizens’ funda-
mental human needs are met. It is not 
good, or rather, not good enough, to 
simply mitigate the effects of injustice 
and inequality rather than challenge 
them.

It is not good to uphold and per-
petuate the Tories’ logic that the free 
market — or in this case, the benevo-
lent whim of private individuals — will 
provide when the state is absent. It is 
not good to expect families to have to 
walk into a café, swallow their pride, 
and quietly ask to be excused from 
paying for a sandwich. Many business 
owners have qualified their offer with 
“no questions asked”, or “just send us 
a private message”, but this does not 
alter the dynamics involved nor stop 
the interaction from being deferential 
and dehumanising.

As Bob Brecher, socialist and Profes-
sor of Moral Philosophy has argued, 

to have to rely on charity for one’s 
basic needs “puts one in a position of 
dependency on the benevolence of 
others. And that at once reflects and 
creates a situation of radical inequality 
but it is precisely that inequality which 
is the root cause of the problem”.

That there is a radical level of inequal-
ity is not in doubt: in England alone, 
1.3 million children claim free school 
meals, which is 15% of state-educated 
pupils. The Trussell Trust, the UK’s main 
food bank provider, gave food parcels 
to nearly 700,000 people last year, and 
in areas where Universal Credit has 
been introduced, food bank usage has 
increased by 52%. One in four low-in-
come households already do not eat 
regularly or healthily because of a lack 
of money. And these statistics predate 
the Coronavirus pandemic. While more 
households are forced into poverty as 
a result of the shedding of nearly a 
quarter of a million jobs in the UK since 
the start of lockdown, a report by Swiss 
bank UBS found that in the same pe-
riod billionaires increased their wealth 
by more than a quarter. This situation is 
grotesque.

The money to be able to afford the 
free school meal extension is there: as 
an investigation by Faisal Islam, Eco-
nomics Editor at the BBC, concluded 
this week: “no, we aren’t really running 
out of cash… it is difficult to argue that 
“no money” is the constraint on ex-
tending free school meals…These are 
political decisions”. They are, and it is 
imperative that this issue does not be-
come depoliticised.

Fund
It is political, for example, to question 
why Michael Gove spent £15m estab-
lishing a fund to support charitable 
surplus-food redistribution, when the 
causes of industrial-scale food waste 
are “excessive production and prof-
it-motivated overstocking”. It is political 
to question why the CEO of Tesco de-
livered the keynote speech at the Food 
Bank Leadership Institute’s annual con-
ference, demonstrating his corpora-
tion’s social responsibility by donating 
his waste products to food banks, yet 
fails to pay his workers a Living Wage, 
rendering it necessary for some of 
them to use those very food banks. As 
Engels wrote, in The Condition of the 
Working Class in England, this is:

“As though you rendered the pro-
letarians a service in first sucking out 
their very lifeblood and then practicing 
your self-complacent, Pharisaic philan-
thropy upon them, placing yourselves 
before the world as mighty benefactors 
of humanity when you give back to the 
plundered victims the hundredth part 
of what belongs to them!”

This critique of charity as laid out so 
far — as something problematic, hypo-
critical, and disempowering — isn’t new. 
And in the sense of trying to communi-
cate socialist ideas to a wider audience 
than people who read this paper, it is 
not particularly helpful either.

Seeing some on the (ultra?) left scorn 
or criticise those who are trying to stop 
kids from being hungry or even peo-
ple who just think it is a nice thing to 
do, serves only to give the impression 
of ideological superiority, and simply 
appears unsympathetic and churl-
ish. There are people in our union 
branches, in our Constituency Labour 
Parties, in our communities, and in our 
workplaces, who are volunteers for 
charities, for food banks.

So how do we relate to this solidar-
istic impulse? How do we recognise, 
and positively advocate for, the quali-
tative difference between charity and 
solidarity? And, most importantly, how 
can we affect the structural change that 
is needed instead? Hal Draper wrote 
that “in the long run, a people can be 
held in subjection most effectively not 
by brute force but by gutting them of 
the capacity to fight for themselves”. So 
how can we engender this capacity?

In 1969 the Black Panthers (BP) de-
clared that “hunger is one of the means 
of oppression and it must be halted” 
and established their Free Breakfast 
for Children drive in cities across the 
US, where BP community kitchens 
gave free, healthy breakfasts to tens of 
thousands of children before school. 
The meals were made mainly from 
donations solicited from food and 

grocery stores, and when shops and 
businesses would refuse to donate, the 
BPs would publish the names in their 
newspaper and call consumer boycotts 
and demonstrations to force them to 
change their minds.

Billy Jennings, a former Panther who 
is now the Party’s archivist, said “that’s 
what a vanguard party does. We set ex-
amples for people to follow”. The clubs 
were “designed to help the people sur-
vive until their consciousness is raised, 
which is only the first step in the revolu-
tion to produce a new America”.

Whilst obviously meeting an imme-
diate need, the clubs were ultimately 
a tool for political education and mo-
bilisation, which framed hunger as an 
“issue of power and inequitable re-
source distribution” rather than some-
thing simply unfortunate. The existence 
of the breakfast clubs normalised the 
idea of free and socialised provision 
for a basic necessity, and in 1975 the 
United States Department of Agricul-
ture permanently authorised the Social 
Breakfast Program.

Whilst this part of BP history has been 
written about extensively, a less known 
but related element concerns their joint 
political work with the United Farm 
Workers union (UFW), founded in 1962 
to organise predominantly Mexican 
farm workers in California. BP were boy-
cotting Safeway, then the second larg-
est grocery store in the US, for refusing 
to donate to their breakfast clubs, and 
became aware that the UFW were also.

The UFW were attempting a recog-
nition campaign with the Giumarra 
Vineyard Corporation, and in addition 
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to strike action they called for a boy-
cott of the company, which escalated 
to a boycott of all Californian grapes, 
and then Safeway as the largest grape 
buyers. The BP published details of the 
boycott in their newspaper, as well as 
pre-printed forms to enable their read-
ership to send donations to the union’s 
strike funds.

Pickets
When UFW held pickets at Safeway, 
local BP chapters across the US would 
send as many members as the UFW 
required to bolster numbers, hold the 
line, and to act as security. They also 
provided a “motor pool” to drive Safe-
way customers to other grocery stores 
that supported their breakfast pro-
grams, ensuring the UFW pickets were 
not crossed. In 1970 the UFW won, 
and got union contracts with not just 
Giumarra, but with 27 California grape 
growers, who had seen what coordi-
nated nationwide action could do to 
their supply chains.

This mutually supportive relationship 
between the BP and UFW continued 
for years, including the UFW rallying 
their members to support BP candi-
dates and their campaigns when they 
attempted electoralism.

This example illustrates how people 
can be politicised and mobilised across 
different — but related — sites of strug-
gle: in the community, in the workplace, 
and at the ballot box, and can be used 
to inform our ideas about the activities 
we are involved in, and whether (or 
how) this activity frustrates or facilitates 
political awareness and agency:

An example of a community ap-
proach is a mutual aid group in New-
castle, who rather than distributing 
food packages which contain “the ba-
sics”, have appropriated phone boxes 
into “community larders”, with posters 
outside saying to “take what you need, 
leave what you don’t. Look after each 
other, solidarity”.

As well removing bureaucratic hur-
dles common to institutionalised 
means of support, this strategy also 
promotes universalism (as anyone is 
welcome to give and take) and thus 
instantly eliminates any associated 
stigma of asking for help and removes 
the power dynamics that charities 
maintain. Crucially, it also works on the 
assumption that recipients will be able 
to (and should have the right to) make 
decisions for themselves about what 
they need and want.

On the political terrain (in this sense 
to mean electoral politics), for those of 
us (still) in the Labour Party, we need to 
challenge Labour representatives who 
are using refrains like “the children of 
the nurses/carers who are getting us 
through this pandemic do not deserve 
to go hungry” and remind them of the 
principle of universalism. While it can 
seem prudent to use this emotionally 
manipulative manoeuvring to attempt 
to win people over to the argument, 
all it does is perpetuate the “deserving 
poor” narrative.

No child should ever go hungry, irre-
spective of what their parent does or 
does not do. While the vapid response 
from Keir Starmer to businesses filling 
the gap was to praise “the spirit and 

generosity of the British people that will 
get us through this crisis”, demonstrat-
ing the lengths the Labour Party have 
to go on this issue, the announcement 
by numerous local authorities that they 
will be funding the extension from their 
own decimated resources should be 
welcomed, and shows the immediate 
and material difference that having La-
bour councils can make.

For those Labour councils that have 
not yet committed to doing this, we 
need to be immediately raising this at 
both ward and constituency level. In the 
longer-term, we need Labour to com-
mit to profound reform and change in 
areas such as housing, childcare, trans-
port, and welfare, all of which perpet-
uate both in and out of work poverty, 
as well as the abolition of all anti-union 
laws which restrict the ability of work-
ing class people to be able to fight for 
their own demands.

Workplace
Which takes us to the final terrain — the 
workplace. The UFW case highlights 
how food production is an integral site 
of class struggle, and how workers’ 
action can affect and disrupt this in a 
myriad of ways. In contrast to the “end 
of labour” thesis advocated by propo-
nents such as Guy Standing and Paul 
Mason, in Kim Moody’s book On New 
Terrain, he cogently explains how the 
“recomposition” of the working class 
presents “new” opportunities and sites 
for political leverage and worker organ-
isation, such as in logistics.

Some examples of this can currently 
be found in the US, such as The Food 
Chain Workers Alliance, a coalition of 
worker organisations whose members 
plant, harvest, process, pack, transport, 
prepare, serve and sell food, and who 
organise to improve wages and work-
ing conditions for all workers along the 
food chain. Originating from a Labor 
Notes conference, the organisation’s 
mission statement pledges to organ-
ise “locally and collectively to build 
a system that ensures [food workers] 
share in the wealth of their labor and 
have the power to shape their work-
ing conditions and their lives. We be-
lieve this change is only possible with 
worker-based organisation, worker 
solidarity, in alliance with a larger food 
movement grounded in social, racial 
and environmental justice”.

The Warehouse Workers for Justice is 
a worker centre established to organise 
the hundreds of thousands of workers 
in Illinois’ logistics and distribution in-
dustry. With the motto “nothing moves 
without us”, they have so far recovered 
over $2 million in lost wages, and won 
paid sick leave, safety improvements, 
and have eliminated “piecework” rates 

of pay.
In Argentina — the world’s sec-

ond-largest supplier of corn — workers 
at grain ports went on strike in May 
last year, demanding pay increases to 
match inflation which was between 25 
— 30%, impacting global prices. Their 
strike also had the political demand 
that the government call a “food emer-
gency” in recognition of how the deal 
they had struck with the IMF and the re-
sulting austerity measures were impov-
erishing people. On their strike days 
they would distribute food at marches 
and on their pickets to highlight the 
increasing hunger levels in their com-
munities.

It can appear a tenuous link from 
schoolchildren in Bolton to dock 
workers in Buenos Aires, but these is-
sues, and the solutions to them, are 
interrelated. As Paul Vallely writes in 
his book  Philanthropy: from Aristotle 
to Zuckerberg, there is “no greater 
mistake… than that of trying to make 
charity do the work of justice”. Charity 
facilitates “the distribution rather than 
the redistribution of wealth”, whereas 
collective action and solidarity con-
ducted by working-class people at the 
point of production is the most effec-
tive way to begin that project.

Compassion
As labour movement activists, social-
ists and revolutionaries, we should not 
sneer at or chastise people for kind 
and well-intentioned actions which 
may seem counterproductive to that 
aim, but instead consider how we can 
best foster and direct these feelings of 
compassion, cooperation, and tenta-
tive participatory democracy into part 
of the broader transformative work of 
building a world where no one ever 
goes hungry. □

• All references at bit.ly/sc-fp 

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen 

to our pamphlets:

• The German Revolution: selected 
writings of Rosa Luxemburg

• For Workers’ Climate Action
• Two Nations, Two States 
• Workers Against Slavery
• How to Beat the Racists
• Remain and Rebel
• Stalinism in the International 

Brigades
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and 

How to Fight it
• Arabs, Jews, and Socialism: So-

cialist Debates on Israel/Palestine □

More: workersliberty.org/pamphlets
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US workers plan for Trump coup
By Sacha Ismail

Last week we interviewed David Van 
Deusen, President of Vermont State 

Labor Council (AFL-CIO), about their 
plans for strikes if Donald Trump at-
tempts to steal the election (bit.ly/
betsareoff). On 30 October, the Labor 
Council reported on a discussion or-
ganised by the new Labor Action to 
Defend Democracy coalition, bit.ly/
LADD-FB-page:

“Vermont AFL-CIO was pleased to 
be on a zoom call with 99 key labour 
leaders from around the US tonight in 
order to discuss our role in the defense 
of democracy should there be a Trump 
coup. In addition to representatives 
from Los Angeles Teachers Associa-
tion giving their report, we also heard 
how the Chicago Teachers Association 
is also gearing up. Sara Nelson of the 
CWA [Association of Flight Attendants 
section] made clear that we can only 
beat a coup through our solidarity and 
by disrupting capital. Vermont AFL-CIO 
highlighted its November 21 General 
Strike Authorisation Vote... and the call 
for a mass demonstration on Novem-
ber 7 (Statehouse lawn, Montpelier). 

“Now is the time to have discussions 
within your bargaining unit, with your 
co-workers, and in your Locals about 
how you can defend democracy...”

This discussion is spreading in the US 
labour movement. The British labour 
movement must get ready to build sol-
idarity.

“Where our power lies”
The Emergency Workplace Organizing 
Committee is a joint project between 
Democratic Socialists of America and 
the left-led United Electrical Workers 
union. At a 20 October meeting or-
ganised by EWOC, union activists dis-
cussed the possibilities for workers’ 
action against a Trump coup. Below 
are excerpts from the speeches, edited 
slightly for clarity. A video of the full 
meeting is at bit.ly/ewocmeeting

Sara Nelson, Association of Flight At-
tendants President: “Here’s one exam-
ple. We were confronted with Trump’s 
Muslim ban, right in our workplace. We 
had flight attendants taken into custody 
by ICE when they landed, because of 
their own immigration status. We had 
to talk with our members about what 
the actions of this administration meant 
for them. We had flight attendants who 
were willing to stand up and say I’m 
not going to work flights where kids 
are transported away from their fam-
ilies. We took round individual flight 
attendants who could describe that 
moral conflict for themselves, so peo-
ple could hear their co-workers define 
their problem. You’ve got to do that in a 
moment of chaos, you’ve got to organ-
ise people around the same message.

“Then we asked management in a 
very direct way, what are you going to 
do when we say we can’t work these 
flights? Within 48 hours you had all the 
major airlines telling the administration 
you can’t use our planes to facilitate this 
policy. So we have real power, espe-
cially when we think about how we can 
control capital. The target’s the people 
who can control Trump. We can take 
action to move those in charge of cap-
ital to make decisions that help get the 
right response.

Shutdown
“[Then during the 2019 government 
shutdown] it was very disruptive to gov-
ernment workers who we count on for 
our work. Plus this shutdown was about 
building the wall — a moral issue about 
who we are as a nation, and the fact that 
our President is a white supremacist. 
Again, you always have to define what’s 
at stake. I was speaking at an AFL-CIO 
dinner for Martin Luther King’s birth-
day, and I wanted to talk about how our 
government had locked out two million 
people and forced hundreds of thou-
sands to work for free. I concluded our 
only option was to strike. When I said 
it openly, people said you’re going to 
scare people. My response was: Strike, 
strike, strike, strike, strike, strike, strike, 
strike, strike… We’re scared of this 
word, we have to start saying it. All the 
time. This is our power. 

“We weren’t just calling for a general 
strike — we wanted everyone to talk 
about a general strike, but we were ac-
tually getting ready to strike ourselves. 
The day previously there had been a 

vote to continue the shutdown, but 
then suddenly there was a deal. 

“Trump didn’t care if government 
functions like air traffic control wanted 
to strike. That would be his excuse to 
privatise it all. So they needed that sol-
idarity from the private sector. He also 
didn’t care if there was an accident. The 
capitalists know that if they bring you 
to a moment of chaos, it’s more likely 
people will go along with whatever 
solution is proposed, to end the pain. 
What stopped the shutdown wasn’t 
that we all went on strike, because 
we only struck a few flights. But they 
knew workers would get a taste of their 
power, that it was going to turn into a 
massive strike. 

Commitment
“Get that commitment with another 
union, to say I’ve got your back, and 
you feel that solidarity bouncing off one 
another and all of a sudden you start 
to feel you can do something no one 
thought you could do. It all starts with 
not being afraid to talk about where 
our power lies. We’ve got to make the 
capitalists bend to our demands.”

Zack Pattin, dockworker, ILWU activist 
and DSA Labor Committee: “We need 
to do something more than just pro-
test; we need the power of workers. 
The point of the strike is to make the 
employer’s pocketbook bleed. A strike 
isn’t just like any other protest. It’s about 
disrupting the flow of things. We need 
strikes that stop production. 

“I don’t believe history repeats itself; 
but when we’re talking about uncharted 
territory studying labour’s past can 
be not just inspiring but illuminating. 
Workers have done things like take ac-
tion on the job for political ends. When 
you have something of a roadmap, it’s 
a bit less scary, because you realise that 
other people have done it before and 
we can do it again.

“My union, the International Long-
shore and Warehouse Union, was born 
out of the great West Coast waterfront 
strike of 1934. We were founded by 
people who were pretty openly radi-
cal about their politics. They had a firm 
commitment to an all-inclusive, antirac-
ist version of industrial organising. One 
of the actions taken during that strike 
was voluntarily desegregating the 
union and thus the waterfront. Shortly 
thereafter came a campaign to organ-
ise workers down the supply line, in 
the warehouses and logistics. That was 
strategic but also moral: we had an ob-
ligation to leverage our power to help 
uplift other workers. 

“With the rise of fascism, West Coast 
longshoreman boycotted ships sailing 
under the swastika. When Italy invaded 
Ethiopia, we boycotted cargo we knew 
was going to be turned into war ma-
terials. We very openly opposed Jap-

anese internment during the Second 
World War, and in the 1960s we closely 
aligned with the civil rights movement. 
We threatened to boycott Alabama 
cargo when Dr King was in Birmingham 
jail. During the rise of right-wing mili-
tary regimes in Latin America and Asia, 
we also boycotted those countries. In 
the 90s we had a one day shutdown 
to demand Mumia Abu-Jamal be re-
leased. In 2008, we very famously had 
a shutdown on May Day to protest the 
war in Iraq. Our longest action, starting 
in the 1960s, was in solidarity with the 
struggle against apartheid in South Af-
rica. In 1984, workers refused to handle 
South African cargo for eleven days. 
There were massive raucus picket lines. 

“This year we shut it down for June-
teenth [in solidarity with Black Lives 
Matter]. The idea of political strikes is 
something of a rarity in US history, but 
it can be done.”

Dawn Tefft, graduate workers’ organ-
iser: “Even if your worksite isn’t part of 
the country’s basic infrastructure, the 
job of workers is to disrupt work in any 
way they can. We need to disrupt the 
delivery of goods and services. People 
need to walk out of their jobs with their 
co-workers and fill the streets. If the 
message we send is business as usual 
and fill the streets at night, there is a 
strong chance the wrong people will 
still win. 

“People don’t generally think of grad 
unions as heavy hitters, but it was grad 
workers who organised the action in 
Wisconsin [in the 2011 uprising for 
workers’ rights] that resulted in every-
one else coming out. It’s possible that 
workers, unionised or not, and whether 
their workplaces are seen as heavy hit-
ters or not, can be helpful in sparking 
action others can join. We need people 
to take action regardless of who starts 
it. We need action everywhere.” □

• More: How to fight a coup: the role of 
the workers’ movement, by Alejandro 
Reuss bit.ly/workersrole
•Short of a general strike, how can 
labour stop Trump stealing the 
election?, by Jane McAlevey: bit.ly/
strikeshort

Only the 
virtuous?
Amy Coney Barrett, the new judge 

rushed onto the Supreme Court 
by Trump and the Republicans, is 
on record in a court judgement as 
saying that the right to vote belongs 
only to “virtuous citizens”. She em-
phasises that she is an “originalist” 
— laws should be interpreted ac-
cording to their “original” meaning 
— and declares: “history does show 
that felons could be disqualified 
from exercising certain rights — like 
the rights to vote and serve on juries 
— because these rights belonged 
only to virtuous citizens. See Thomas 
M. Cooley, A Treatise On The Con-
stitutional Limitations (1st ed. 1868) 
(explaining that certain classes of 
people were “almost universally ex-
cluded” from the franchise for ‘want 
of capacity or of moral fitness’)”. □

Sara Nelson
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Calibrating climate scenarios
By Zack Muddle 

In the first half of October, Storm 
Linfa hit Vietnam, followed by Storm 

Nangka, causing floods and landslides 
which left almost 100 dead, flooded 
over 100,000 houses, and forced al-
most that number to evacuate — while 
causing serious damage to agriculture 
and infrastructure. Towards the end of 
October well over one million people 
were evacuated in Vietnam as yet an-
other storm, Typhoon Molave, wreaked 
havoc: destroying over 50,000 houses 
in total and leaving over six million 
without power.

Meanwhile, Trump denies cli-
mate-change, and the “lesser evil” 
Biden champions that he will not ban 
fracking.

The last two years, roughly weekly, I 
have written a climate column in Soli-
darity in which I report on such fright-
ening topics. I am alarmed. I want the 
reader to be alarmed too — and take 
action.

For Solidarity 567 I wrote that “David 
Wallace-Wells’ The Uninhabitable Earth, 
as reported by Todd Hamer in Solidarity 
563, falls into a long tradition of... envi-
ronmental doom-mongering.”

I’d voiced political questions or con-
cerns about Todd’s review of the Wal-
lace-Wells book, so Solidarity’s editor 
suggested I write a follow-up com-
ment: I reluctantly agreed. 

My key contentions were that 1) cher-
ry-picking and exaggeration can under-
mine our cause, 2) apocalyptic-seeming 
narratives are double-edged swords, 
and 3) more important than them is a 
sense of agency.

My article turned out far too long, 
and so some had to be held over for 
another week, and the rest sub-edited 
down, which meant omitting qualifi-
cations such as “sensationalism, cher-
ry-picking, and exaggeration... can 
make alarms ring louder. This sells not 
just books, but ideas.”

“Sounding the alarm is necessary. Cli-
mate change is serious and scary, and 
any complacency in the face of it does 
need shock treatment, a wake-up call.”

On studying the whole book prop-
erly, I find that the qualification “as 
reported by Todd Hamer”, lost in the 
sub-editing, was important, and the im-
plied judgement on the book was not 
really fair.

One example. Todd wrote: “To give 
one example, the UN predicts between 
200 million and one billion climate refu-
gees by 2050 (p.7). One billion people 
is at the extreme end of their predic-
tions but the fact this figure features at 
all in a UN document shows the scale 

of the catastrophe confronting us in the 
next three decades.”

One issue is that the report cited, pre-
dicting 200 million with one billion as a 
worst case, makes clear that many dis-
placements will be within nation states. 
Tragic enough, but Wallace-Wells’ as-
similation of the total to Syrian refugees 
in recent years — fuel for European pop-
ulism — is misleading.

Wallace-Wells does later add impor-
tant caveats. “Those refugee figures are 
high-end estimates, produced years 
ago... the true numbers will almost 
surely fall short of them, and scientists 
tend to trust projections in the tens of 
millions rather than the hundreds of 
millions.”

This context did not make it into 
Todd’s article. To make such corrections 
is not to minimise the scale of the trag-
edy or encourage complacency. It is to 
place the struggle to prevent it on surer 
footing.

Todd summarises the book’s ref-
erence to previous mass extinctions 
which “killed 96% of plants and animals 
on earth” (Todd) and “began when car-
bon dioxide warmed the planet by five 
degrees, accelerated when that warm-
ing triggered the release of methane, 
another greenhouse gas, and ended 
with all but a sliver of life left on earth. 
We are currently adding carbon to the 
atmosphere at a considerably faster 
rate, by most estimates, at least ten 
times as fast.” (quoting Todd quoting 
the book)

In fact, Wallace-Wells’ 96% refers to 
unspecified species, not individuals — 
it did not impact plants and animals 
equally, and marine life was much 
worse hit — and he recognises, in his 
end-of-the-book references a range 
of estimates. The references and notes 
also recognise “considerable debate 
about the precise mix of environmental 
factors” — beyond simply carbon diox-
ide warming. They also recognise that 
“The duration of both of those events 
was much longer than fossil-fuel burn-
ing will go on, and so the total amount 
is lower — but not by a factor of ten. By 
a factor of two or three.”

Thus the carbon emissions prognosis 
is actually twenty to thirty times lower, 
after reading the end notes, than ap-
pears at first.

Additionally, the form the carbon 
takes makes a huge difference. A huge 
share during the P-T extinction was as 
methane; the overwhelming majority 
today is carbon dioxide. Methane is a 
much more potent greenhouse gas.

Then take the book’s title, “The Un-
inhabitable Earth”. “It is worse, much 
worse, than you think”, is Wallace-Wells’ 
first sentence. Read further, and you 
find: “it is unlikely that climate change 
will render the planet truly uninhabita-
ble”. He claims that “some estimates” 

foresee various (large and enumerated) 
areas becoming uninhabitable on our 
current course. The reference is to one 
person’s article, which Wallace-Wells’ 
end notes identify as an outlier esti-
mate.

Throughout the book, he raises this 
spectre of possible uninhabitability or 
extreme outcomes, while elsewhere 
bringing in many qualifications (and 
references to the possibility of human 
action).

“[A]ll of those paths projected from 
the present — to two degrees, to three, 
to four, five, or even eight — will be 
carved overwhelmingly by what we 
choose to do now.”

So initial presentation may be sen-
sationalist, and particular claims need 
taking with a quantity of salt. But for the 
most part, Wallace-Wells provides that 
bowl-full of salt himself, giving balance 
and nuance.

Unbreathable air
The chapter headline “Unbreathable 
Air” jumped out to me at first, as some-
one with asthma possibly caused by 
pollution, as particularly doom-mon-
gering.

“Our lungs need oxygen, but it is only 
a fraction of what we breathe, and the 
fraction tends to decline the more car-
bon is in the atmosphere. That doesn’t 
mean we are at risk of suffocation — ox-
ygen is far too abundant for that — but 
we will nevertheless suffer. With CO2 at 
930 parts per million (more than dou-
ble where we are today), cognitive abil-
ity declines by 21 percent.

“The effects are more pronounced 
indoors, where CO2 tends to build up 
— that’s one reason you probably feel a 
little more awake when taking a brisk 
walk outside than you do after spend-
ing a long day inside with the windows 
closed.”

He doesn’t give a source, instead ref-
erencing what seems to be a secondary 
source, a book, which I couldn’t access. 
The precision in the figures as stated 
suggests a confidence and level of ac-
curacy that is completely untenable.

There are deeper issues with the 
claim. The implication that increased 
carbon dioxide reducing the propor-
tion of oxygen in the air is the cause 
of any physiological impacts is not, I 
believe, seriously argued by anyone. 
At today’s 400 parts per million (ppm) 
CO2, dry air is approximately 78.09% 
nitrogen, 20.95% oxygen, 0.93% argon, 
0.04% carbon dioxide, with traces of 
other gasses.

Increasing carbon dioxide to 0.09% 
would have devastating effects on our 
planet, but the proportion of oxygen 
would only change to 20.94%. Slight 
fluctuations of air moisture and pres-
sure have much greater impacts on 
the quantity of oxygen going into our 

lungs. Any physiological impacts would 
be directly from carbon dioxide pro-
portions. (Carbon dioxide, dissolved in 
our blood, affects its pH).

Also, 930ppm is not likely anywhere 
in the near future, and it is likely that 
people growing up in more carbon-rich 
atmospheres would be acclimatised to 
it, just as people growing up in high 
mountains have larger lung capacities 
regardless of genetics, and so are accli-
matised to breathing an atmosphere so 
thin it might, with rapid exposure, leave 
me close to unconscious.

The “brisk walk” reference is also mis-
leading. You feel more awake because 
you are doing exercise (and briskly), not 
because there is less carbon dioxide on 
your route.

“But carbon is, more or less, the least 
of it.” Wallace-Wells redeems himself in 
this chapter only by not hanging much 
on such claims.

Elsewhere in the book, I found Wal-
lace-Wells throwing round numbers 
in a way which wasn’t necessarily 
over-alarmist, but rather, almost mean-
ingless.

“[I]n 2017, the number of days 
warmer than what were once the warm-
est days of the year could grow by a 
factor of 100 by 2080.”

“There is a 51 percent chance, this 
research suggests, that climate change 
will reduce global output by more than 
20 percent by 2100, compared with a 
world without warming... By compar-
ison, the Great Depression dropped 
global GDP by about 15 percent”.

“If climate change makes conflict only 
3 percent more likely in a given country, 
that does not mean it is a trivial effect: 
there are almost two hundred countries 
in the world, which multiplies the likeli-
hood, meaning that rise in temperature 
could yield three or four or six more 
wars.”

The first is a reference to actually use-
ful research, but as a statement with-
out context is completely useless to 
a reader who already knows that the 
world is warming. The second makes a 
comparison between a difference be-
tween two projections in 80 years’ time 
and a real world change from one year 
in the past to another a bit later. The last 
is entirely hypothetical, and implies a 
back-of-the-envelope calculation which 
hasn’t been done, or relies on figures 
not given to a reader.

Zooming out, taking the book as a 
whole, stepping back from details like 
those cited, it is well written, informa-
tive, and emotive. It seems clear to me 
now, from the last pages of section II, 
that that is how he intends it to be read. 
But I’ll still take his particular claims with 
a load of salt. □

• A third and final instalment on this will 
appear in next week’s Solidarity.

Environment
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Universities in lockdown
By a UCU activist

As Solidarity goes to press on 3 No-
vember, Lockdown 2 is about to 

begin (5 Nov) with universities subject 
to ambiguous government guidance. 
On the one hand they are expected to 
stay “open” (not that they ever closed, 
but instead put in enormous effort to 
deliver teaching online). On the other 
they are told “to consider moving to in-
creased levels of online learning where 
possible”.

Some Vice-Chancellors took less than 
24 hours to consider and announce that 
they would be sticking with their status 
quo of continuing in-person teaching 
— even where it is not required for the 
subject or inferior to the options avail-
able online. Others have not yet said 
what will happen.

In practice many students who cur-
rently live in halls or student houses 
may take the opportunity to head to 
parents’ homes as a better option for 
a month-long lockdown. The govern-
ment has said that from Thursday 5 

November such moves will be banned 
and it will issue further guidance about 
Christmas.

Besides the Covid rules, hanging 
over students’ heads is the threat of 
being made to repay part of their stu-
dent loan, which is higher for those who 
live away from parents or guardians. 
The government should immediately 
make clear that repayments will not be 
required from those who opt for online 
study during the pandemic.

Meanwhile many university staff are 
stuck in the invidious position of being 
forced to continue with in-person pro-
vision even as more students opt for 
online or are forced into it by self-iso-
lation. Some UCU [University and Col-
lege Union] branches have successfully 
pushed for the national position that 
all teaching that can go online should 
(in line, as we now know, with SAGE’s 
advice in September). Others still face 
intransigent managers, although there 
is evidently an element of guerrilla ac-
tion, with some staff and indeed whole 

departments switching extra compo-
nents online unofficially.

The anti-union laws mean branches 
are forced to tread carefully in encour-
aging such action, though they can 
advise members to request risk as-
sessments and re-assessments as new 
information on Covid emerges. Several 
UCU branches have already initiated 
formal disputes, but ballot results will 

come too late to force a switch before 
Christmas.

Other campus unions, concerned 
about the impact on jobs of a full switch 
to online, have been reluctant to back 
UCU. UCU should make clear that it will 
defend all campus jobs — not just those 
of its own members, who on average 
earn significantly more than staff in 
Unite or Unison. □
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QAnon is growing in UK
By Luca Brasco

In October, Hope Not Hate released 
a report on QAnon, written by David 

Lawrence and Gregory Davis, with the 
first half concentrating on an overall 
summary, while the second half ex-
plores QAnon in the UK specifically.

The report shows how David Icke laid 
the groundwork for QAnon in the UK, 
by spreading his own lizard-themed 
version of Satanic panic for decades.

Hope Not Hate commissioned a poll 
into QAnon’s UK popularity.

According to their findings, 19% had 
heard of QAnon, while 79% had not, 
with 6% being unsure. Young people 
were more likely to be aware of QA-
non’s existence.

One in ten said they were supporters 
of QAnon, while a quarter of the peo-

ple polled agree or strongly agree that 
“Secret Satanic cults exist and include 
influential elites”. Even more worryingly, 
17% agree or strongly agree that “Jews 
have disproportionate control of pow-
erful institutions, and use that power for 
their own benefit and against the good 
of the general population”.

The report then delves into the 
QAnon street movement. Unsurpris-
ingly, there is quite a bit of overlap 
between QAnon and anti-lockdown 
protesters. The movement itself is in 
flux, without any sort of cohesion, the 
only thing common among participants 
is various conspiratorial beliefs.

The established British far-right 
groups have not yet fully embraced 
QAnon — support has been on an in-
dividual basis — though that very well 
could change in the future.

The comprehensive overview of 
QAnon in the first half of the report is 
one of the best I’ve read. It differenti-
ates between what it calls “Orthodox” 
and “Eclectic” QAnon, draws attention 
to the antisemitic tropes inherent to it, 
explains its connection to the baseless 
Pizzagate conspiracy theory, lays out 
how it changed from its inception to 
today, and how the global coronavirus 
epidemic helped to popularise it.

It also features a chapter on the role 
of social media.

I think it’s fair to say that without the 
criminal negligence of Facebook, You-
tube and Twitter, QAnon would’ve re-
mained as obscure as it was during the 
early days. While this chapter provides 
important data, I feel the writers are way 
too soft on the companies mentioned 
above. They write that: “Each company 

has been criticised in the past for their 
failure to tackle extremist ideologies 
such as white supremacism and Islamic 
extremism, but one could argue that 
their platforms were merely reflecting 
wider societal phenomena. In QAnon, 
they have been responsible for allow-
ing a new movement to be born and 
raised on their platforms...”

In fact, they did more than that. 
Facebook, in particular, continued to 
actively promote QAnon content to 
users, not just host it. QAnon recom-
mendations continued to pop up even 
after they promised to stop the practice 
and to crack down on the spread of the 
movement. Under capitalism, the de-
sire for private gain will win over public 
good every time. The writers’ hope that 
the social media giants will learn from 
this episode seems incredibly naive. □

On 1 November, demonstrations 
in Israel showed solidarity with 

Israeli citizen Hallel Rabin, imprisoned 
for the third time, and for 25 days, for 
her continued refusal to serve in the 
Israeli army.

Rabin, 19, said: “For too long, the 
good people of Israel have agreed to 
participate in the atrocities commit-
ted by the occupation. While I know 
my refusal is small and personal... It is 
time to shout: There is no such thing 
as good repression, no such thing as 
justifiable racism and no more room 
for the Israeli occupation.”

She was refused exemption, three to 

two, by the five-person draft board as 
it seemed she was motivated not by 
universal pacifism but an objection to 
the specific role and practices of Isra-
el’s army.

Rabin encouraged the demonstra-
tion to go ahead despite being threat-
ened with harsher detention if it did 
so. Incremental rounds of detention, 
release, being ordered again to enlist, 
refusing again and so being returned 
to prison is a standard army method. 
This allows them to avoid public 
courts with a lawyer and witnesses for 
the defendant. □

• Send protest email: bit.ly/h-rabin

By Hector Lopes

In the week ending 30 Octo-
ber, staff at the Royal Acad-

emy of Arts in Piccadilly held 
five days of demonstrations 
outside the building, calling 
for the RA to reconsider their 
proposal to make more than 
a hundred staff redundant.

Since the start of the pan-
demic, the Prospect union 
has seen RA staff join at 
speed and reach over 150 
members by the start of the 
demos, between 30% and 
40% of total staff, numbers 
that mirror the scale of the 
proposed redundancies. The 
daily demonstrations, typ-
ically hosting between ten 
and thirty people, were joy-

ful and replete with RA staff 
as well as solidarity from arts 
workers from the Tate, South-
bank Centre and other arts 
institutions, all recently hit 
with commensurate levels of 
sackings.

The consultation period is 
set to take 45 total days. With 
the proposed scale of redun-
dancies and the history of 
other recent struggles across 
the sector, it seems unlikely 
that the job losses will be sig-
nificantly reduced if industrial 
action and militancy is not 
ramped up to oppose them. 
While it seems Prospect is not 
up to the task of building that 
militancy, RA staff may well 
be bolder. □

Free Hallel Rabin!

By Michael Elms

A group of UberEats drivers 
in Hillsborough in Sheffield 

have got organised, spreading 
the region’s campaign of food 
courier organisation, in which 
Workers’ Liberty activists have 
played an important role.

On Thursday 27 October a 
group of UberEats couriers 
stopped UberEats deliveries 
coming out of the Hillsbor-
ough branch of McDonald’s. 
They delivered a letter to the 
Business Manager complain-
ing of disrespectful treatment, 
being denied use of the toi-
lets, and of unnecessarily long 
waits on food delivery collec-
tions. As couriers are paid by 
the delivery and not by the 
hour, and this McDonald’s rep-

resents a high portion of their 
business, these long waits 
made a substantial dent in 
their weekly earnings.

After an hour of lively and ef-
fective picketing, conducted in 
many different languages, and 
conversation with McDonald’s 
staff, the Business Manager 
came out and offered the 
workers everything they were 
asking for — while also making 
veiled threats about calling 
on the police to disperse the 
picket under coronavirus reg-
ulations, and his use of restau-
rant CCTV.

Undeterred by the threats, 
the couriers heard him out, 
set a time for the manager 
to meet their representatives 
the following week to monitor 

progress on his pledges, and 
dismissed him, holding elec-
tions and further discussion 
on their own time. Satisfied 
with their progress, they voted 
by show of hands to suspend 
their action and return to work. 
The impressive organisation 
of these couriers is now being 
further bolstered by the as-
sistance of the IWGB union, 
and the existing IWGB branch 
made up predominantly of 
Deliveroo couriers working in 
central Sheffield has given this 
new group a warm welcome.

At time of going to press, the 
UberEats couriers report that 
the change in the way they are 
being treated at Hillsborough 
McDonald’s could not be more 
stark. □

Sheffield couriers open a 
second front

Royal Academy staff 
fight job cuts

Data compiled by the Israeli human 
rights group B’Tselem shows that 

741 Palestinians were made homeless 
by Israeli house demolitions in the oc-
cupied West Bank and East Jerusalem 
between January and September this 
year. This is despite an Israeli promise 
to freeze house demolitions, given 
health concerns related to the coro-
navirus pandemic.

The figure represents a four-year 

high for Palestinians made homeless. 
Amit Gilutz of B’Tselem said: “For Is-
raeli authorities, a world pandemic is 
no reason to stop demolishing Pal-
estinian homes. Both in the de facto 
and de jure annexed West Bank and 
East Jerusalem, Israel left hundreds 
of people with no shelter during this 
unprecedented global health and fi-
nancial time of emergency.” □

Demolitions continued 
throughout pandemic
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Lockdown, guilt, worry, losses
By Emma Rickman

A chat over fish and chips in the mess 
room begins with J, a young ap-

prentice, talking about his trip to see 
his family. He says, with a smile on his 
face, “My Dad’s a bit of a bastard.”

“Your step-dad?” N, the maintenance 
manager asks him

J “No my actual Dad.”
N “Do you know who my best friend 

is?”
J “Who?”
N “Not my missus, not my mates, it’s 

my Mum and Dad. Gotta appreciate 
them.”

B, a maintenance assistant “Don’t tell 
your missus that or she’ll kill you.”

After talking about families for a bit, 
M and B start talking about Tier 3 re-
strictions

M “I was listening to Jeremy Vine, 
prick — “

B “He’s like the middle-class fake 
working-man –”

M “I don’t blame some of the people 
getting angry about lockdown. If it’s 

your business going under, and you 
don’t know anyone personally who’s 
like, dying, from covid, all you can see is 
not being able to get food on the table. 
You need to feed your kids.”

B “And then if you do know someone 
dying from it, then lockdown is too late 
and doesn’t go far enough. And your 
family is dying because we’re all going 
to the pub.”

N “If it’s your parents, or your grand-
parents, shielding, it’s a serious busi-
ness. It’s what I told L.”

Me “He’s isolating because of covid 
in his gym or something, isn’t he?”

B “That gym needs to close, seriously. 
The owner doesn’t clean or get anyone 
to socially distance or anything — and 
now he’s got it.”

N “Thing with L is, his Dad’s got ter-
minal cancer. He’s wandering around 
like he’s too big for the rules, but if he 
brings it back to his Dad from the gym, 
he’ll never forgive himself.”

Me “A’s isolating isn’t he?”
N “Waiting on a test, his daughter got 

a positive. He’s ok.”
After lunch my mentor tells me the 

maintenance team are going back 
onto skeleton shifts: one 7-day week 
of 12 hour shifts with teams of three, 
followed by three weeks on-call. For 

the apprentices, that means one in-
tense week a month followed by three 
weeks off. At first I’m delighted, but it’s 
not good for everyone. My partner is a 
teacher, so they’ll be going into work 
no matter what happens, and socialis-
ing will be difficult. All the apprentices 
will be losing out on our training, at 
a time when assignments need to be 
completed. 

There’s guilt too. The operators al-
ready work 12-hour shifts with the 
bare minimum of workers to keep the 
plant running 24 hours, so their hours 
stay the same. The assistants find 12 
hour shifts unmanageable with the 
amount of physical labour they have 
to do, and are already in a small team, 
so their shifts stay the same. Managers 
of course take it in turns to work from 
home or on-site, and are already per-
manently on-call in a crisis.

All things considered, we’re semi-fur-
loughed on full-pay in an industry that’s 
kitted-out to deal with bio-hazards, with 
no threat — so far — of job losses. We’re 
lucky. □

• Emma Rickman is an apprentice 
engineer in a Combined Heat and 
Power Plant.

Looking for Langston

By John Cunningham

Those who read Janine Booth’s ex-
cellent article (Solidarity 569) on the 

Harlem Renaissance should find Look-
ing for Langston (1989) by Black-British 
director Isaac Julien both engaging 
and interesting. The key words are in 
the title: “Looking for…” The film ex-
plores the black gay experience using 

a loose parallel between a nightclub in 
1920s Harlem and a similar establish-
ment in 1980s London. It is not a biog-
raphy of Langston Hughes, although 
the film contains footage from the 20s, 
along with extracts from Hughes’ po-
etry and work by other contemporar-
ies, including Oscar Micheaux, the first 
major Black-American film director. 
Shot in black and white, it is a beautiful, 
complex film with numerous layers and, 
as the blurb on the BFI-issued DVD 
states, a “celebratory piece about artis-
tic expression and the nature of black 
gay desire”. □

Double our 
money
Many thanks to Bryan, Duncan, 

and another Solidarity reader, 
who have taken us to £10,454 with 
20 days to our 22 November tar-
get date for our fundraising goal of 
£10,000. A comrade in Trafford has 
set supporters a further challenge, 
pledging to double any amount 
raised above the £10,000 by our 
original closing date, so please keep 
donations coming in over the lock-
down period: workersliberty.org/
donate. During that time our office 
will have reduced opening hours, 
but Solidarity will still be mailed out. 
We have a special offer of six issues 
for £2 which will take you through to 
the end of 2020: see workersliberty.
org/sub □

By Sam Greenwood 

Voting has now begun in the elec-
tion for general secretary of the big 

public services union Unison. Ballots 
have been sent out from 28 October. 
Voting closes on 27 November, with the 
result announced on 11 January 2021.

Workers’ Liberty is backing Paul 
Holmes. Paul is a rank-and-file candi-
date who has received 99 nominations 
from branches, two from regional coun-
cils, and one from the Local Govern-
ment Service Group. That is a record 
number of nominations for a rank and 
file candidate and shows the reach of 
Paul’s campaign and how it has reso-

nated with workers in the union.
Paul has a record as a militant trade 

unionist who has organised workplace 
struggles. He is proposing to take only 
a worker’s wage if elected, and has 
proposed policies to shift the power 
balance in the union towards members 
and branches. 

The favourite to win is Christina McA-
nea, currently an assistant general 
secretary responsible for collective 
bargaining. Under her watch Unison 
has not fought for workers’ terms and 
conditions and has accepted derisory 
pay offers. Paul is arguing for a £15 
minimum wage in all pay claims. □

Unison: Vote Paul Holmes!

Diary of an 
engineer

What we stand for
Today one class, the working class, 

lives by selling its labour power 
to another, the capitalist class, which 
owns the means of production.

Capitalists’ control over the econ-
omy and their relentless drive to in-
crease their wealth causes poverty, 
unemployment, blighting of lives by 
overwork; imperialism, environmen-
tal destruction and much else.

The working class must unite to 
struggle against the accumulated 
wealth and power of the capitalists, 
in the workplace and wider society.

The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
wants socialist revolution: collective 
ownership of industry and services, 
workers’ control, and a democracy 
much fuller than the present system, 
with elected representatives recall-
able at any time and an end to bu-
reaucrats’ and managers’ privileges.

We fight for trade unions and the 
Labour Party to break with “social 
partnership” with the bosses, to mil-
itantly assert working-class interests.

In workplaces, trade unions, and 
Labour organisations; among stu-

dents; in local campaigns; on the 
left and in wider political alliances 
we stand for:

• Independent working-class rep-
resentation in politics

• A workers’ government, based 
on and accountable to the labour 
movement

• A workers’ charter of trade union 
rights — to organise, strike, picket ef-
fectively, and take solidarity action

• Taxing the rich to fund good 
public services, homes, education 
and jobs for all

• Workers’ control of major indus-
tries and finance for a rapid transi-
tion to a green society

• A workers’ movement that fights 
all forms of oppression

• Full equality for women, and so-
cial provision to free women from 
domestic labour. Reproductive free-
doms and free abortion on demand. 

• Full equality for lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual and trans people

• Black and white workers’ unity 
against racism

• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global 

capital — workers everywhere have 
more in common with each other 
than with their capitalist or Stalinist 
rulers

• Democracy at every level of soci-
ety, from the smallest workplace or 
community to global social organi-
sation

• Equal rights for all nations, 
against imperialists and predators 
big and small

• Maximum left unity in action, and 
full openness in debate

If you agree with us, take copies of 
Solidarity to sell — and join us! □

• workersliberty.org/join-awl

Kino Eye
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Tube bailout agreed, but...
From Tubeworker

The government has agreed a six-
month, £1.8 billion funding bailout 

for TfL [Transport for London], after a 
period of intense negotiations that saw 
deadlines extend and talks go down to 
the wire.

The package is being widely reported 
as a “win for Sadiq Khan”, as the deal 
does not include many of the conces-
sions the Tories were pushing for, in-
cluding the extension of the congestion 
charge zones, fare increases, and cuts 
to concessionary travel for under-18s 
and over-60s.

The government’s letter outlining the 
terms of the settlement continues to 
bang the “driverless trains” drum, de-
manding that TfL “works with a govern-
ment led expert review on the possible 
implementation of driverless trains.” 

As we all know, this has nothing to do 
with improving efficiency, safety, or 
service, and everything to do with the 
Tories’ ideological war against organ-
ised labour. There will undoubtedly be 
something of a sigh of relief breathed 
across the job, as the deal is not con-
ditional on the “workplace and pension 
reform” government figures had been 
pushing for, and does not include a di-
rect requirement to cut staffing levels. 
But we can’t let our guard down. Both 
parties, the mayor and the government, 
acknowledge that there’s a £160m 
shortfall between this package and 
TfL’s projected requirements. This deal 
makes TfL responsible for making “sav-
ings” to cover that shortfall.

Andy Byford, the TfL commissioner, 
told unions on Sunday 1 November that 
there will be “no changes to jobs, pay, 
conditions, and benefits, or breaking of 
contracts with suppliers” as part of the 
current funding package. That’s an im-
portant guarantee, which unions need 
to be prepared to take action to enforce 
if bosses appear to renege on it in any 
way. But this may only have kicked the 
can down the road. The commissioner 
said their plans for 2021 would aim to 
“achieve further efficiencies.”

Beyond this bailout, our situation will 
remain precarious unless the entire 
funding model is changed. Public trans-
port must be publicly funded, and our 
unions need to launch a renewed polit-

ical fight — including within the Labour 
Party, for those unions that are affiliated 
— to oppose the Tories’ policy that TfL 
must be “self-financing”.

We can also use the fact that we may 
not be immediately plunged into a de-
fensive struggle against cuts to launch 
offensive struggles of our own. Tube 
workers have kept London moving 
through the pandemic, and, as recent 
RMT research shows, have delivered 
year-on-year productivity increases. 
We must demand improvements such 
as the equalisation of the two-tier CSA 
grade on stations, and the in-housing of 
all outsourced work, especially on con-
tracts such as catering where the private 
employer is threatening job cuts. □
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Sadiq Khan’s 
local Labour 
Party supports 
Tube cleaners
From Tubeworker 

Tooting Constituency Labour Party 
[CLP] in south London has passed 

a resolution supporting RMT’s cam-
paign for full sick pay, staff travel 
passes, and direct employment for 
Tube cleaners.

Whilst any wider support through-
out the labour movement is welcome 
and important, this development is 
especially significant because Toot-
ing CLP is London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan’s local party, in the constitu-
ency he represented as an MP prior 
to his election as mayor.

The CLP decided “to write to the 
London Transport Region of RMT to 
express our support for their cam-
paign for full sick pay, staff travel 
passes, improved pensions, and di-
rect employment for Tube cleaners” 
and “to write to TfL, London Under-
ground, ABM, our GLA member and 
the Mayor of London to demand, on 
behalf of our members who travel on 
the Tube, full sickness and isolation 
pay for all Tube workers, including 
outsourced cleaners”. It was submit-
ted prior to the reinstatement of the 
agreement that cleaners would get 
full pay for isolation and Covid-re-
lated sickness.

The original motion was watered 
down somewhat, with supporters of 
Khan’s record softening criticism of 
him. Tubeworker believes Khan has 
to accept ultimate political responsi-
bility for the treatment of outsourced 
workers on London Underground; 
the buck stops with his office, and he 
could ensure staff travel passes and 
a contractual right to full sick pay 
more or less at a pen stroke. He has 
not done so.

Nevertheless, the adoption of his 
resolution by his local party, which 
includes support for direct em-
ployment, and Khan’s comments 
in August that he would “consider” 
bringing Tube cleaning in house 
when ABM’s contract expires, repre-
sent progress. □

Subscribe to 
Solidarity 
Trial sub (6 issues) £2 in 2020 

(£7 normally); Six months £22 
waged, £11 unwaged, €30 Euro-
pean rate.

Visit workersliberty.org/sub 
Or, email awl@workersliberty.org 
with your name and address, or 
phone 020 7394 8923. Standing 
order £5 a month: more to support 
our work. Forms online. □

Reinstate Richie Venton!
By Ann Field

The campaign to overturn the dis-
missal of Richie Venton — USDAW 

shop steward, USDAW convenor, and 
member of USDAW National Executive 
Council — continues, despite the lack 
of support from the leaders of his own 
union.

Richie was sacked by his employer, 
IKEA, at the end of August. Richie had 
worked in the IKEA store in Braehead 
on the outskirts of Glasgow for twelve 
years, during which time he had built 
an effective trade union organisation in 
the store and achieved major improve-
ments in working conditions.

In the midst of the first lockdown IKEA 
informed union representatives of plans 
for major cuts in company sick pay: 
workers absent due to Covid-19 would 
not receive full pay but only Statutory 
Sick Pay.

When Richie informed his members 
of these proposals, IKEA sacked him for 
“breach of confidentiality”. Anyone who 
believes that that was the real reason 
for Richie’s dismissal, as opposed to his 
being an effective trade union repre-
sentative, needs to get a reality check.

The campaign for Richie’s reinstate-

ment was launched after his dismissal 
had been upheld on appeal in the com-
pany’s internal disciplinary process.

Since then the demand for his rein-
statement has been backed by over 
8,000 people in an online petition, by 
over 300 trade union lay representa-
tives at local and national level in a Joint 
Trade Union Statement, and by 49 MPs 
from five different parties in a Westmin-
ster Early Day Motion.

Regular protests have been staged 
outside of the IKEA Braehead store. 
Protests have also been staged at other 
IKEA stores in Scotland, England and 
Northern Ireland. And online Zoom 
meetings have been run to help build 
the campaign.

The campaign for Richie’s reinstate-
ment, although not yet successful, 
demonstrates that even in the midst of 
a pandemic an energetic and effective 
campaign can be run. But the missing 
factor from all of this is USDAW itself.

USDAW failed to apply for an interim 
interdict (i.e. for reinstatement of Ri-
chie pending a full Employment Tribu-
nal hearing). It has not mentioned the 
dismissal on its social media. Nor has 
it issued a media release about the 

dismissal, built for the protests at IKEA 
stores, or publicised the protests which 
have taken place.

And although USDAW members in 
the Braehead IKEA store voted in fa-
vour of striking to secure Richie’s rein-
statement, USDAW has refused to run a 
strike ballot.

USDAW’s failure to challenge the victi-
misation of one of its own members has 
provided a cover for other sections of 
the union bureaucracy to do nothing, 
on the basis of that well-known union 
“protocol”: “We cannot support a cam-
paign by a member of another union 
unless officially requested to do so by 
that union itself.”

But the broader labour movement 
should not wait for the permission of the 
USDAW bureaucracy before it mobilises 
to campaign for Richie’s reinstatement. 
Otherwise, employers will feel embold-
ened to use the Covid-19 pandemic as 
a cover for attacking workplace trade 
union organisation and representation.

Messages of support should be sent 
to ReinstateRichieVenton@protonmail.
com. To request a speaker, and for de-
tails about protests and financial dona-
tions, e-mail the same address. □

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
tel:020-7394-8923
mailto:solidarity@workersliberty.org
http://workersliberty.org/sub
mailto:awl@workersliberty.org
tel:020-7394-8923
mailto:ReinstateRichieVenton@protonmail.com
mailto:ReinstateRichieVenton@protonmail.com


i iiworkersliberty.org Meetings, events, campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

Yes, Labour must confront antisemitism!
Erratically but unmistakeably, Corbyn has given 

effective cover to antisemitism by trying to dis-
credit complaints, suggesting that they are just 
artefacts of right-wing preconceived hostility 
to himself, and he has gone along with people 
around him who are left antisemites.

Corbyn jumped into making a statement at a 
time when he could have just quietly accepted 
the EHRC conclusions and, if he had criticisms, 
explained them later and in a considered way. 
He chose to respond on the day the report was 
published, disputing no detail but airily dismiss-
ing “its findings”. He repeated the claim that 
complaints had been exaggerated out of pre-
conceived malice, a claim which the report had 
identified as one of the major vectors of antisemi-
tism in the Labour Party, via its use for out-of-hand 
discrediting of Jewish members complaining 
of abuse. Reportedly, he refused to back down 
when friends remonstrated. His actions were tan-
tamount to daring the Labour Party machine into 
suspending him. The Campaign Against Antisem-
itism has taken that as a lever to push complaints 
to the Labour Party about other members of both 
Corbyn and Starmer Shadow Cabinets.

As we said back in 2016, “anti-semitism in the la-
bour movement needs to be rooted out”, but the 
Labour Party’s “Red-Queen-in-Alice-in-Wonder-
land off with their heads regime [continuing since 
the first purge of suspected Corbyn supporters 
in 2015] is not the way to do it.” That regime has 
accelerated again since Starmer’s leadership vic-
tory, with large numbers of suspensions (often 
with no specified charges, and most nothing to 
do with antisemitism) over recent months, and a 

ban from Labour Party HQ on 
local parties even discussing 
them.

Corbyn’s suspension should 
be opposed. His statement 
should not be excused. His friends should insist 
that he at least apologise for it. Those in the La-
bour Party who talk of quitting, or even of linking 
up with outfits like Chris Williamson’s notional 
“Resistance Movement”, should think about an 
apt comment from the writer Dave Renton: “for 
everyone ripping up their membership cards, 
do you really want to be part of something new, 
whose sole shared experience is resisting allega-
tions of antisemitism?” □

• More on the EHRC report and background: 
pages 6-7.

By Keith Road

The Equality and Human Rights Commission 
(EHRC) report into the handling of complaints 

of antisemitism in the Labour Party, published 
on 29 October, confirms what Solidarity has ar-
gued for many years about a large swathe of what 
thinks of itself of the left. We were arguing that 
even before that swathe reassembled itself within 
the Labour Party and gained extra weight after 
2015.

“The horrible truth that has to be faced is that 
large parts of the ostensible left are — for all prac-
tical purposes — antisemitic, hostile to Israel’s very 
existence. That they endorse and circulates mal-
ice-ridden accounts of the history of Zionism and 
Israel and that from that comes emotion-ridden 
hostility to Jews who defend Israel and refuse to 
see it as racism and imperialism incarnate. That is, 
most Jews alive...”

Solidarity with Palestinian rights is needed. The 
root-and-branch hostility to Israel and to Jews 
which taints and misdirects sentiments of solidar-
ity is not that solidarity, but a corrupt substitute 
for it.

The report is a serious bit of work. Its focus is 
to get the Labour Party to comply with a Legal 
Notice issued to it. It is primarily about Labour’s 
complaints process, at least for antisemitism. Keir 
Starmer has confirmed he will put together the 
required action plan to implement the EHRC’s in-
structions within six weeks.

Pretty much no-one within Labour has explic-
itly challenged the conclusions of the report. 
No-one has proposed a court challenge against 

the EHRC, the only alternative to accepting its 
conclusions. In other words, no-one is willing to 
put to the test of rigorous sifting of evidence the 
idea that complaints of antisemitism have been 
a smear against the left, made up by the right for 
factional gain.

As we wrote long ago, first of all “what is needed 
in the Labour Party is a drive to educate the party 
and politically beat down the ideologues of an 
absolute anti-Zionism that becomes barely dis-
tinguishable from antisemitism. That is what a 
responsible leadership should do.” Debate, con-
front, re-educate! Keir Starmer shows no sign of 
doing that. The internationalist left must take the 
lead, building on first steps as in Sheffield Heeley 
Labour Party, which has run its own series of ed-
ucational discussions on the origins, history and 
manifestation of antisemitism on the left.

The EHRC report calls for “an independent 
complaint system”. We do not know what that 
would look like. Proposals will have to be judged 
on their own merits. But even a much clearer and 
fairer complaints system will not eradicate anti-
semitism from the labour movement without a 
political offensive.

The EHRC report points to a lack of awareness, 
competence, and understanding of antisemitism 
in the Governance and Legal Unit, but the issue 
is much bigger than one of training for the staff 
who work there.

There needs to be open debate. Many on the 
Labour left believe that there is some attempt 
to silence criticism of the Israeli government, 
though in fact all the complaints examined in 
the EHRC report are about hostility to Jews or to 
Israel in general, not about specific criticisms of 
Israeli policies and actions. Local parties should 
organise debates and draw out the issues which 
have given cover to antisemitic ideas.

Jeremy Corbyn’s statement after the publi-
cation of the report was crass, and, as Angela 
Rayner rightly said, further proof that he has an 
“absolute blindspot and a denial” on the issue of 
antisemitism in the Labour party.

The lockdown from 5 November to 2 De-
cember will nix our street stalls, as in-person 

meetings are already nixed, and make left-wing 
street protests rare. To get Solidarity out to as 
many readers as possible, we’re making a spe-
cial offer. Pay £2 at workersliberty.org/sub, and 
we’ll send you six issues of the paper by post.

“Oh, I’ll read it online”? Research indicates 
that the bulk of reading online is skim-reading. 
Agree with what Solidarity says or disagree, you 
can’t get a proper picture of it without having 
the actual printed paper to read.

We’ll make a financial loss on each £2 ex-
tra-special sub, but we’re making a bet that 
enough readers will decide to continue sub-

scribing after their first six issues, and our recent 
fund-raising enables us to make the bet.

From no.571, 11 Nov, Solidarity will revert to 
the A4 format we used from no.540 (25 March) 
through to 561 (2 Sep). It’ll be 24 pages rather 
than the 16 we had then, so we don’t suffer such 
a drastic loss of available wordcount.

After no.575, 9 December, we will take a break 
for Xmas. No.576 will be out on 6 January 2021.

Our Zoom meetings, YouTube videos, and 
Soundcloud audios will of course continue, to 
maximise political exchanges and discussion in 
lockdown. 

Those are not substitutes for attentive reading 
of the printed paper, but complements. □
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From Traven Leyshon

Traven Leyshon, a socialist 
and trade-unionist in Vermont, 
spoke to Sacha Ismail from Sol-
idarity on 3 November, polling 
day for the US presidential elec-
tion.

This is a very tense country 
now. There’s a widespread 

perception among the Trump 
supporters that there’s going to 
be violence from the left. They 
expect their homes and cars to 
be vandalised after the election 
if Trump wins, and rioting in the 
streets “from the other side”. 
It’s a deep paranoia. I guess 
it goes along with fairly wide-
spread acceptance of conspir-
acy theories, and it’s been fed 
and built up by Trump himself. 
The “other” coming to get you 
is often people of colour, black 
people, as well as socialists, 
communists, anarchists.

Among liberals there’s a tre-
mendous fear of militias and 
violence from the right.

In some places you see stores 
being boarded up and munic-
ipal buildings guarded. You’d 
have to go back to the run up 
to the Civil War, I assume, to get 
this level of fear.

However, I think we’re going 
to see a very high level of mobi-
lisation on the streets. Organi-
sations with significant authority 
and ability to bring people out, 
like the Movement for Black 
Lives, are going to take to the 

streets starting tomorrow, and 
unions are involved in mobilisa-
tions too. And specifically in the 
labour movement there is a lot 
of discussion about preparing 
for political strikes.

Some of this is bluff. The na-
tional AFL-CIO [trade union 
federation] came out and said 
they would not allow the steal-
ing of the election; but they had 
a meeting planned of leaders to 
discuss that, and they cancelled 
it. They’ve really done nothing 
except try to turn out votes for 
Biden and mobilise the lawyers.

Organising
But on the ground, there are 
unions with significant organ-
isation and mobilising capac-
ity, like the Chicago Teachers 
Union. If Trump tries to do what 
he says he wants to, then I think 
we’ll see a major polarisation 
in the labour movement about 
what to do.

In the 2000 election, the right 
mobilised [to halt the count in 
Florida] — not just legal action, 
also demonstrations — while the 
Democrats told people to stand 
down, and the union leader-
ships and the AFL-CIO went 
along with them. This time I 
think labour will be much more 
split and significant parts of the 
movement will want to act.

There’s now a very serious 
and growing far right here, and 
a large constituency of people 
who like the thuggishness and 
violence, and it will likely con-

tinue to grow regardless of who 
wins, fuelled by a neoliberal 
Biden administration. 

That’s why I look forward to 
people coming into the streets, 
to sections of labour beginning 
to act, to breaking the law and 
taking political strike action, in 
coalition with the Movement for 
Black Lives. I think people are 
going to go through an expe-
rience of mobilisation in large 
numbers, and that mobilisation 
will be broadly anti-neoliberal 
as well as anti-authoritarian. 
People can discover a sense of 
their power in a way they hav-
en’t since the 1970s.

We’re entering into a period 
of political crisis, which in 
many ways is what this country 
needs. □

• More on the USA: page 10
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