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The New Economics Foundation says the percentage of 
people getting less than the Minimum Income Stand-

ard is set to grow from 30% in September to 34% in April 
2021. The percentage on less than 75% of the MIS will 
grow from 16% to 19%.

Labour’s metro-region mayors are demanding the gov-
ernment expands its income support schemes.

The mayors are working with the NEF to call for a “Min-
imum Income Standard”, ensuring everyone gets at least 
£320 a week, or £227 excluding rent and childcare: bit.
ly/nefmis

The mayors’ demands are not radical, focusing on 
“plugging holes” in the furlough and self-employment 
schemes and increasing Universal Credit. But to win them, 
we need a serious labour movement campaign.

Despite the Tories’ claim that they are not going back 

to austerity, they are planning to cut Universal Credit by 
withdrawing the previous £20 a week increase. Round the 
next turning in the road are attacks all along the line — on 
benefits, on public sector workers’ pay, even in the NHS.

To meet the “incomes crisis” — and multiple other im-
minent crises — we need a much bigger and louder cam-
paign: by Labour politicians (Keir Starmer and his “team” 
are yet again silent), by the unions and by grassroots ac-
tivists.

We need widespread action against the government 
and employers, mobilising protests safely but in defiance 
of lockdown regulations, and mobilising strikes. To take 
hold of the resources to implement even limited improve-
ments, we need wider moves to assert social control over 
social wealth. We need public ownership and expansion 
of health and care services, a mass council house-build-
ing program and a radical “Green New Deal”, creating 
millions of jobs addressing the health, housing and cli-
mate crises.

We need public ownership of banking and finance, to 
gain the necessary resources and economic leverage.

The labour movement organisations, Labour and trade 
unions, should start by campaigning for their own demo-
cratically agreed policies. □

Labour must oppose a Tory Brexit deal!

The more-than-rumour is that Keir Starmer’s leadership 
will impose a parliamentary whip to force Labour MPs 

to back the Tory Brexit deal possibly coming soon — even 
a high-pressure “three-line whip”.

There is no good Brexit. Moreover, any possible deal 
will fall at the hard, economically destructive, socially re-
gressive end of the Brexit spectrum.

The left and labour movement should oppose this big, 
convulsive step backwards. We should refuse responsibil-
ity for the Tories’ disastrous plans, and loudly tell the truth 
about what they represent.

We should demand the Parliamentary Labour Party 
votes against any deal.

If there seems to be a risk of a parliamentary defeat for 
the deal guaranteeing a No Deal Brexit, then there could 
be a case for Labour to abstain — combined with clear, ag-
gressive denunciation of the government’s plans. There 
is absolutely no case for soft-soaping what the Tories are 
doing.

The basic issue is not the technicalities of parliamentary 
procedure, or even of UK-EU negotiations. It is whether 
the labour movement opposes the government in the 
name of something significantly better. As Another Eu-
rope is Possible organiser Michael Chessum put it in the 

Independent (bit.ly/mc-ind):
“At the very moment that Labour needs to be drawing 

itself up to its fullest height, warning about the disaster 
that awaits, and setting out a radical alternative for post-
Brexit Britain, Keir Starmer is apparently preparing to an-
nounce his abject surrender before walking through the 
government lobbies mumbling something about respon-
sible opposition and the ‘national interest’.”

Starmer’s inclination to support a Tory Brexit deal is of 
a piece with his refusal to oppose the Tories’ on issues 
like “spycops” and “overseas operations”. It is about chas-
ing the phantom of support among socially conservative, 
pro-Brexit voters without arguing with them respectfully 
and seriously. It will demoralise and disorganise the la-
bour movement and left, and diminish the chances of a 
Labour government any time soon — certainly, any sort of 
radical Labour government.

With the general silence in the labour movement on 
Brexit, and on the timescale involved, it may be hard to 
turn the leadership around. At the same time, Starmer’s 
stance will probably be unpopular with Labour members. 
We should push back, rallying forces to continue fighting 
the Tories’ Brexit agenda after 1 January.

If Starmer continues down this path, left-wing MPs who 
opposed Brexit should break the whip and vote against a 
deal. The internationalist left should push them to speak 
up and take a stand. □

• “Tell Labour: vote against Johnson’s Brexit deal”: 
anothereurope.org/labour-write/deal

Friedrich Engels was born on 28 November 1820, not 
20 November as in Solidarity 573. □

Sunak plans for mass poverty

Editorial 

Corrections
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In the bleak midwinter
By Rhodri Evans

Three blows are likely to hit us in the first months of 
2021: Brexit, a new pandemic lockdown, and a new 

wave of job cuts and closures.
Lockdown pushes down many people who fall through 

the furlough net, or were looking for new or first jobs.
Back in spring it looked like the biggest job cuts among 

previously well-established workers would come as lock-
down eased. Companies which had stuck it out through 
lockdown with furlough money and government loans 
would then shut down or shrink, and those shutdowns 
would be magnified through their supply chains.

Now we have a second lockdown, and a third must be 
likely in early 2021. Furlough has been extended, so the 
official unemployment rate is 4.8% rather than the 10% 
which had been predicted for end-2020. But closures 
are accelerating long before lockdowns end. Bosses de-
clared 314,000 redundancies in July-September. That re-
cord high number looks likely to be beaten soon, amidst 
lockdowns.

The immediate blow from Brexit (as distinct from its 
longer-term harm) now looks like coinciding with a new 
pandemic peak. The Guardian on 24 November reported 
on a leaked Cabinet Office paper from September about 
escalating risks in winter.

The Tories then feared big strikes around now. Unlikely 
just yet, sadly. They also warned about high flu rates, but 
so far at least the Northern Hemisphere has had a light 
2020 flu season, as the Southern Hemisphere did earlier 
this year.

Despite the Tories’ public bluster alternately about a 
smooth deal, or about “no deal” being no worry, their 
confidential document warned Brexit may “reduce avail-
ability of some fresh [food] supplies and push up prices”, 
and disrupt social care because of its reliance on EU mi-
grant workers. Medical supplies were also tagged as at 
risk, though the Guardian reports on safeguards installed 
since then.

The longer-term prospect depends on what happens 
with the mountain of debt built up in the pandemic.

Companies have taken government loans and paused 
rent payments (much more than residential tenants have). 
Governments have borrowed hugely at low interest rates.

Many small businesses and some big ones (airlines, air-
craft manufacturers and their suppliers, some big chains 
of shops) have suffered sharply, but many other capitalists 
have done well out of the pandemic (think Zoom, think 
Amazon). Share prices have done eerily well. In Britain 
and most other countries they dropped sharply just be-
fore the March lockdown, but have recovered steadily 
since. Banks have done less well than in 2019, but are far 

from crashing. Corporate debt has increased, though the 
bosses seem confident it will be manageable.

Many less capitalistically-developed countries have 
debt problems, worse than before the pandemic, though 
not yet as much worse as looked likely in spring.

Will the whole spiral of debt come crashing down, in 
the way we saw in 2008? That depends on whether the 
fading of the pandemic (which we now know will be a 
slow and painful process, even with vaccines) produces a 
“recovery boom” as the fading of each wave of the deadly 
Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918-20 did.

There is no “physical” reason why it shouldn’t. It’s a mat-
ter of the specific way that capitalism organises economic 
life, and the extent to which the labour movement can 
counterweigh that.

Millions of workers across the world will lose out as the 
cafés or pubs or shops which employed them shut. But 
will that impact snowball across industries as in 2008-9 
or the early 1980s? Or will those workers be able to find 
other and maybe better jobs elsewhere? Sharp attempts 
by governments to rebalance their budgets will produce 
the snowball effect.

The labour movement needs a program to cover the 
range of possibilities:

• Fight cuts, pay freezes, benefit reductions
• Take the big companies making closures and job cuts 

into public ownership, and convert them to social and 
green production

• Increase public-service pay, and expand public ser-
vices rather than cutting them, creating new socially-use-
ful jobs

• Work or retraining on full pay for everyone losing their 
job or unable to find one on finishing education

• A shorter work week (a standard of 32 hours) with no 
loss of pay, and new hiring to maintain work levels

• Take the banks into public ownership and under dem-
ocratic control, to enable democratic control of invest-
ment. □

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, on zoom.

Saturday 5 December, 9.30-11am: AWL online 
branch: The roots of antisemitism on the left
Sunday 6 December 12-2pm: Socialist feminist 
reading group — Burn it Down! (selected manifestos)
Monday 7 December, 6-7pm: AWL Students — Class 
struggle environmentalism
Thursday 10 December, 8-9.30pm: First session in a 
study group on Marx’s “Grundrisse”
Sunday 13 December, 6.30-8pm: The politics of 
climate change — introducing ‘Climate Leviathan’
For full and updated details, zoom links, online cal-
endars and more, visit workersliberty.org/meetings □

Covid-19
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“Whataboutery” on China and the Uyghurs

By Jim Denham

“Whataboutery” is an old trick much favoured by Sta-
linists whenever difficult questions about human 

rights under “socialist” regimes are raised. Apparently the 
correct term is “tu quoque” — a debating technique based 
upon the perceived hypocrisy of the opponent rather 
than the merits of their argument.

Some of the most blatant cases you’ll come across in-
volve the Morning Star and its increasingly desperate ef-
forts to deny or justify the Chinese state’s treatment of the 
Uyghurs in Xinjiang. 

This began with a number of articles earlier this year, 
attacking the findings of Adrian Zenz, a researcher at the 
European School of Culture and Theology, in Korntal, 
Germany, who analyzed Chinese government ads inviting 
tenders for various contracts concerning re-education fa-
cilities in more than 40 localities across Xinjiang, offering 
a glimpse of the vast bureaucratic, human and financial 
resources the state dedicates to this detention network. 
Zenze also uncovered evidence of forced sterilisations of 
Uyghur women in what looks very much like an attempted 
genocide. The Morning Star’s response was to point out 
that Zenz is a born-again Christian with right-wing politics 
and that the Korntal School is a “missionary” organisation. 
But numerous other academics (many of them leftists), 
media outlets, and NGOs (e.g. Amnesty International) 
have backed Zenz’s research as sound. That may account 
for why the Morning Star has shut up about Xijiang for a 
while — until 27 November, when an article by one Keith 
Lamb revealed with ill-concealed glee perhaps the ulti-
mate opportunity for a spot of “tu quoque”: Tony Blair has 
raised concerns about Hong Kong and Xinjiang and said 
“China is becoming a more repressive society.”

Well, the answer from Mr Lamb more or less writes it-
self: “Blair’s denunciation of China is rather rich coming 
from the man who, with the US, commanded Britain’s 
brave soldiers to shed their blood in the illegal 2003 in-
vasion of Iraq... he shamelessly feels he is in a position to 
judge China... He has lost any legitimacy to lecture China 
which is engaged in working for socialism at home as well 
as multilateralism and development abroad”.

The only attempt Mr Lamb makes to address the evi-
dence of systematic repression (probably amounting to 
genocide) of the Uyghurs comes when he compares it 
to Blair’s “dodgy dossier” claims that Saddam possessed 
weapons of mass destruction: “The Xinjiang ‘evidence’ is 
actually more sophisticated” he concedes, before going 
on to state that “it has been financed and disseminated 
by the military-industrial complex and agencies linked to 
the US government.”

A Google search reveals that Mr Lamb has lived and 
worked in China for many years and would appear to 
have worked in various Chinese educational establish-

ments. The details are unclear, but it seems almost certain 
that he is an employee of the Chinese state.

In a 2016 interview on the Quora site, Mr Lamb says; 
“Paradoxically, under the last 30 years of Chinese author-
itarian rule Chinese people are experiencing more free-
dom and improvements than anyone else in the world.”

Still, Mr Lamb does demonstrate one small sign of 
self-awareness in his Morning Star piece: “No doubt some 
will say that even Blair can call out China on, for example, 
its actions in Xinjiang and will claim that I am engaging in 
‘whataboutery’.” Strangely, Mr Lamb has no snappy come-
back to that particular charge. □

200 protest in Havana
By Zack Muddle

Over 200 young artists and activists protested out-
side Cuba’s Ministry of Culture in Havana on 27 

November, demanding the release of a jailed rapper 
and freedom of expression (video bit.ly/mis-c)

This came after Cuban police, the day before, had 
broken down the door of the San Isidro Movement 
(MSI) artists’ collective and detained around 14 peo-
ple, several of them on hunger strike for the same rea-
son. The stated motivation for the raid was violations 
of Covid-19 restrictions. Most detainees were later 
released, but that the government blocked access to 
Facebook and Instagram across the island during the 
raid shows that their justification was a lie. Police re-
portedly had previously intercepted a neighbour who 
regularly brought food supplies to the MSI HQ.

MSI was originally set up as a loose — visual, theatrical, 
spoken word — artist and activist collective, in response 
to new restrictions to Cuba’s artists and musicians. In 
December 2018, the government imposed Decree 
349, requiring anyone doing art to be registered and 
evaluated by the state. This allowed them restricted 
and unshareable rights, which could be taken away. 
After previous poetry readings and sit-ins the hunger 
strike began this November. 

It started after one MSI member, a rapper and activ-
ist, argued with a police officer who broke into his flat 
without a court officer. He called the officer a “chicken 
in uniform”, and shared a video of the confrontation 
widely. He was then sentenced to eight months impris-
onment for “contempt of authority”. The ministry felt 
forced to receive thirty representatives from the protest 
for an hours-long meeting. This contrasts not only to 
their previous reactions to MSI, but, for example, their 
extreme repression of attempted protests against the 
Cuban police’s shooting of an unarmed black man, 
some months ago.

These protests come during Cuba’s worst economic 
crisis since the collapse of the USSR three decades 
ago. The collapse of tourism has been strengthened 
by restrictions by Trump and retaliations by the Cuban 
state over remittances from the USA to Cuba. □

Antidoto
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By Katy Dollar

Arcadia, the owner of Topshop, Burton, and Dorothy 
Perkins, has gone into administration, putting 13,000 

jobs at risk. In retail, 85% of Arcadia employees are 
women, while at head office 71% are women.

It is also a young workforce. 75% of the retail workforce 
is under 35 while at head office 63% of the workforce is 
under 35.

The company said the pandemic had had “a material 
impact on trading across our businesses”, and in fact it 
was already in difficulties due to a chunk of its traffic mov-
ing to competitors more adroit about going online.

Hospitality and retail are the foremost sectors for pan-
demic and lockdown job losses, and they employ many 
women and are also vulnerable to lockdown measures. 
Globally, women’s job losses due to Covid-19 are 1.8 
times greater than men’s.

Administrators for Arcadia have said no redundancies 
would be announced immediately, so workers may have a 
small window in which to mobilise to fight job cuts.

They are not starting from a good place. Union mem-
bership is higher among women workers (26.2%) than 
male workers (20.7%), and it is increasing, with 170,000 
joining a union last year, but it is concentrated in pub-

lic services. Retail has low union membership, and that 
concentrated in supermarkets, which are the area of retail 
not cutting jobs. The largest union in retail, USDAW, has a 
history of partnership trade unionism and ineffectiveness. 
Any fightback will require a spark of resistance outside 
the logic of routine union organising so far in the sector.

The anti-union laws make strike action in time to save 
jobs difficult, but workers can consider unofficial action if 
necessary. In the run-up to Christmas, high street shops 
offer the potential for high-profile workplace occupations, 
using stock which bosses will want to move as a bargain-
ing chip. Debenhams workers in Ireland have occupied 
against job cuts this year.

Retail includes large employers and workplaces, and 
the potential to quickly affect profits through stoppages. 
The sector needs to be unionised in a similar way to “tra-
ditional” union (read men’s) jobs, so workers can use this 
industrial muscle.

The collapse of Arcadia is only the latest step in job 
losses across retail and hospitality likely to continue and 
escalate. Socialists in the trade unions and Labour Party 
should raise clear demands to guarantee everyone a job 
or retraining on full pay, and fight for the whole move-
ment to take them up. □

Fight job cuts in retail!

The Uyghur Solidarity Campaign is doing its regular 
5th-of-the-month protest on 5 December live, but 

not at the usual place, the Chinese Embassy in Portland 
Place, London.

To highlight the message about Uyghur forced la-
bour being used to make goods sold on Western high 
streets, the protest will be at Nike, Oxford Circus, from 
6pm, Saturday 5 December.

Safe and Equal has a video out to spread the mes-
sage about isolation pay, and many other campaign 
materials on its website for that issue (model Freedom 
of Information requests, statements to sign, motions to 
promote, etc.) □

• Links for campaign materials, other campaigns, and 
model motions all at workersliberty.org/agenda

Flogged for demanding 
reinstatement
On 26 November, Iranian trade unionist Davoud 

Rafii was flogged 74 time for “insulting” Iran’s for-
mer Labour Minister.

Rafii was sacked from the Pars Khodro car plant in 
2012 for union organising, and since then has cam-
paigned insistently to demand reinstatement — in-
cluding by picketing the Labour Ministry with placards 
denouncing then Labour Minister Ali Rabii. He has 
been arrested repeatedly.

The Shahrokh Zamani Action Campaign says: “There 
have been many cases of workers in Iran receiving 
flogging sentences in the past few years. The SZAC 
strongly condemns this medieval punishment for work-
ers fighting for the most basic of trade union rights, pay 
and conditions. We call on all trade unionists, socialists 
and other political activists to help us in defending the 
rights of all workers, social rights’ activists and political 
prisoners in Iran.” □

• More: shahrokhzamani.com

Women’s Fightback

Activist agenda
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Against Leviathan, a workers’ plan

By Todd Hamer

Zack Muddle’s review of Climate Leviathan is right to 
point out the eclectic list of thinkers who shape the 

analysis of the authors, Joel Wainwright and Geoff Mann.
That eclecticism masks a major blind spot. Despite writ-

ing elegantly about Gramsci and Marx, the authors do not 
appear to have noticed the world is separated by com-
peting classes. They appear oblivious to the structural di-
vide between capital and labour that was at the animating 
idea of Gramsci and Marx’s life work. That crucial part of 
our reality and the idea of working-class agency is miss-
ing from Climate Leviathan.

Despite this, the authors have enough of a grasp of re-
ality that their book provides a useful stimulus for explor-
ing the question of what might happen to politics in a 
warming world. Reading and discussing this book should 
stimulate working-class militants to think through the 
possibilities: how might workers respond to a warming 
world? What program and forms of organisation might 
lead to a revival of working class militancy and a chal-
lenge to capitalist power?

Climate Leviathan presents a reasonable scenario for 
what capitalists might do. The world capitalist class has 
been unable to achieve any reduction of carbon emis-
sions despite ambitious aspirations. Many big capitalist 
institutions, like the Deutsche Bank, openly advocate 
a Green Keynesianism to adapt and mitigate climate 
change.

The structures of world capitalism, rather than the oft-
cited “lack of political will”, have blocked progress. Com-
petition between nation states has thus far made Green 
Keynesianism impossible to achieve. But successive cli-
mate disasters may create a state of emergency in which 
a “planetary sovereign”, Climate Leviathan, could emerge.

For the writers, Keynesianism is not simply a set of mon-
etary and fiscal policies. It is a ruling-class strategy to save 
not just capitalism, but civilisation itself. They draw on the 
work of Thomas Hobbes to explain how the structural ob-
stacles to this Keynesian strategy can be overcome. Writ-
ing in exile in Paris, Hobbes, a monarchist, was alarmed at 
the chaos of the English Civil War and longed for the res-
toration of order. At times of social crisis, the Sovereign is 
the person or institution who can call an emergency and 
pose themselves as the necessary restorer of social order. 
The authors predict that escalating climate shocks may 
provide conditions where such a Sovereign will emerge 
on a planetary level.

Climate Leviathan is some form of world state: “a reg-
ulatory body with democratic legitimacy, binding tech-
nical authority on scientific issues, and a panopticon-like 
capacity to monitor the vital granular elements of our 
emerging world: fresh water, carbon emissions, climate 

refugees and so on.”
This is the often vaguely articulated goal of the progres-

sive bourgeoisie and much of the environmentalist left. 

Working-class movement
But escalating climate crises may also provoke the emer-
gence of a combative global working class movement 
well before conditions are ripe for Climate Leviathan. The 
same structures that inhibit action on reducing carbon 
emissions also inhibit capitalist states from making ade-
quate preparations.

Adaptation — the battle to our infrastructure climate 
resilient — may well become the terrain of increased 
class conflict and workers’ mobilisation. It is possible to 
imagine a near future where working-class communities 
mobilise to defend homes, livelihoods and basic stand-
ards of human decency against climate catastrophe and 
disaster capitalism.

The need to use productive wealth and our skills as 
workers in the service of robust adaptation plans will run 
up against the logic of private property and capitalist con-
trol of productive wealth.

Although Wainwright and Mann’s predictions are cred-
ible, their lack of class analysis also means they lack a 
social force and a program to realise their libertarian an-
ti-capitalist alternative “Climate X”. To paraphrase Gram-
sci, the act of making predictions is to work for the victory 
of a program where the prediction is an element contrib-
uting to that victory.

What is needed as we emerge from the Coronavirus 
pandemic, enter the biggest economic crisis in the history 
of capitalism, and confront escalating climate crises is a 
program to confront this new reality.

Workers’ Liberty is hosting an online discussion on Cli-
mate Leviathan on Sunday 13 December, 6:30pm: bit.
ly/13-dec-c

I hope that will be the start of discussions leading to the 
development of a workers’ plan for the climate crisis. □

Environment

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’ movement and the re-

birth of Poland in 1980-81
• Environmental pamphlet and meetings

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

“If I have to suspend thousands and thousands of mem-
bers, we will do that”, declared Labour’s deputy leader 

Angela Rayner on 29 November, following a new mes-
sage from Labour Party general secretary David Evans 
that local Labour Party officials can be suspended for al-
lowing debate on restoring the Labour whip to Jeremy 
Corbyn.

Local Labour Party discussions on suspensions or ex-
pulsions from the party were already barred by a March 
2019 instruction from the previous, “Corbynite”, general 
secretary Jennie Formby. Officials of at least one local La-
bour Party (Islington South) had been told in mid-Novem-
ber that motions about suspension must be ruled out of 
order, but motions about the whip were in order.

What next? Will local officials be suspended for allow-
ing motions about the ban on debating the whip?

This suspension-mania hinders rather helps the fight 
against antisemitism within Labour. That fight can be won 
only through argument — as trenchant as necessary — to 
convince the majority of the harmful implications of ideas 
such that:

• the Israeli Jews are a nation which, uniquely among 
nations, should have no right to self-determination, but 
should instead be dispersed and crushed

• that Jews worldwide who identify instinctively (even 
if critically) with the only Jewish-majority state (“Zionists”) 
should be shunned as equivalent to racists or fascists

• that a Israeli “Lobby” is the axis of right-wing politics 
worldwide, with sway mysteriously exceeding the influ-
ence of much larger and richer and more diaspora-en-
dowed states than Israel

• that complaints about antisemitism should by default 
be dismissed as machinations of that “Lobby”.

Many hold some of those ideas and consider them “an-
ti-racist” and left-wing; at the same time they sincerely 
oppose old-fashioned Christian or biological-racist anti-
semitism. Yet the ideas victimise Jews, except the small 
minority who can get out from under them by saying that 
they, too, want Israel wiped off the map.

According to a poll commissioned by LabourList, a 
58%-31% majority of Labour members disliked Jeremy 
Corbyn’s statement after the EHRC report.

The statement sought to deflect the shameful findings 
about antisemitism in Labour by saying that of course 
Labour would have some spillover from antisemitism in 
wider society, but the problem had been exaggerated. In 
other words, by excusing Labour on Corbyn’s watch as no 
more at fault than any large organisation condemned to 
live in an imperfect society. Yet recently the ideas above 
have had more currency in segments of the left than in 

wider society.
By such stances, and by his record on Brexit, Jeremy 

Corbyn, only four years after clearly winning two Labour 
leadership elections, has now made himself (in the same 
poll) only slightly less unpopular than Blair among Labour 
members, though those members still back the left-wing 
2019 manifesto policies 74%-14%.

Probably many of the 31% have just never heard the 
arguments. Groups like Workers’ Liberty have put much 
effort into arguing the issues on antisemitism, and even 
Momentum had some relatively useful video clips a while 
back; but it has been difficult to get face-to-face debate.

Angela Rayner and Keir Starmer have done nothing on 
the political arguments.

Gross and persistent prejudice may call for expulsion 
with due process, as with Ken Livingstone and Chris Wil-
liamson. (Both in the end resigned rather than face that 
due process). To ban discussion on the grounds that it 
may open space for members with as-yet-undispelled 
prejudices to speak is to make it impossible to confront 
those prejudices properly, and to re-educate politically.

The scientist Steven Rose was one of the pioneer ad-
vocates of an “academic boycott” of Israel, back in 2002. 
We sought by a carefully argued open letter to convince 
him and his co-thinkers that their plan had antisemitic im-
plications (though Rose backed, and I think backs, “two 
states”).

The argument had enough reach that Jeremy Corbyn 
has opposed boycotts of Israel, and no “Corbynistas” 
have felt confident to push hard in the Labour Party for 
that idea. I don’t think it convinced Steven Rose.

Yet, in the writer’s Labour Party branch last month, that 
same Steven Rose successfully moved deletion of the 
words “and antisemitism” from a motion for unity which 
said Jeremy Corbyn had been a lifelong fighter against 
racism and antisemitism. The Mear One mural episode, 
said Steven Rose, mandated that deletion.

Space can be cleared for argument and education by 
pushing aside, on the one hand, the “100% with Corbyn, 
whatever” pressure, and, on the other, the suspend-until-
we-drop pressure.

The space cleared by pushing aside those pressures 
will also be space in which to call the Starmer leadership 
to account on the Overseas Operations Bill, the spycops 
bill, their weakness against the Tories on the pandemic 
and jobs and cuts, and their talk of voting for the Tories’ 
Brexit deal.

Organise the internationalist and “philosemitic” left! 
And then that left can form alliances with other segments 
in the Party, both to beat down antisemitism and to de-
fend party democracy and left-wing policies. □

Suspend “thousands 
and thousands”?

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://labourlist.org/2020/11/rayner-says-thousands-of-labour-members-may-be-suspended-from-party/
https://www.workersliberty.org/publications/workers-liberty-magazine/workers-liberty-volume-3-september-2005/workers-liberty-312-so
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2018-04-10/learning-mural-row
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“Labour councils should fight the Tories 
for more money”
The Labour council in Croydon, South London, has issued 
a Section 114 notice, declaring that it cannot balance 
its budget and putting itself on an emergency no-new-
spending basis, with a bare legal minimum of services. 
A local union activist spoke with Josh Lovell and Sacha 
Ismail about the possibilities for a fightback.

Croydon has lost 76% of its central government fund-
ing. The Labour administration has also invested in 

some dubious ventures which have not worked out — but 
the fundamental frame is those dramatic cuts, now exac-
erbated by Covid.

Beyond social care, education and refuse, we’re likely to 
see everything — parks and open spaces, leisure centres, 
libraries — cut to the bone, if anything is left at all. Most 
things aren’t statutory, even say transport for kids with 
special needs. The council will probably just stop doing 
them. Statutory services can be stripped right down. It’s 
workers who will bear the brunt, with huge knock-on con-
sequences for service-users. 

What are the unions doing in Croydon doing?
Earlier this year there was a big round of redundan-

cies. The big three unions — Unison, Unite, GMB — joined 
forces to oppose them, lobbying councillors and MPs, 
and organising demonstrations. It’s a different situation 
now, much more dramatic — more mass redundancies, 
but also things like a four day week with a corresponding 
cut in pay. We don’t know the details yet, but it’s going to 
be very bad.

Union members are really angry that they’re being 
made to pay. There’ll be a discussion about what people 
want to do, but it’s clear we’re going to have to fight as 
strongly as possible. There’ll certainly be demonstrations 
before Christmas, and we want to build a big political 
campaign. There may be strikes.

There were socially distanced protests during earlier 
lockdowns, and we can do that again. There’ll certainly be 
demonstrations before Christmas. The legal ruling Unite 
won reaffirming the right to picket was also helpful.

As you say, the council has lost three quarters of its 
funding. What are you calling on them to do differ-
ently?

They’re in a difficult situation, but the problem is they are 
not fighting. Labour councils should be taking a strong 
stance. As a bare minimum, they should be demanding 
more funding. Croydon is barely criticising the cuts.

If the council spoke out to the press and the public, that 
alone would have an impact. It could call people out on 
protests and demonstrations. It could involve a whole 
range of community groups in the fight. It could use its 
weight to lobby MPs and Parliament at one end, and sup-
port unions and industrial action at the other. It’s all fairly 
simple, in some ways obvious stuff — but it isn’t happen-
ing.

What about “no cuts budgets”?
That’s something I absolutely support — it’s what I cam-

paigned for in my borough, Kingston. There are legal dif-
ficulties, but probably more fundamentally it’s not where 
the debate is at. It would need to be built up to, and 
probably only work if it was coordinated by a number of 
councils across the country. The starting point, anyway, is 
getting campaigning and pulling councils into support-
ing it. Very basic, I know!

In the years immediately after 2010, there was quite a 
lot of anti-cuts activity, including lots of local anti-cuts 
groups, but as the cuts got worse it largely died away. 
Why?

There’s definitely a strong element of fatigue, exacer-
bated by last year’s election defeat. When you have de-
feats terrible things can become normalised. 

Since 2015, the left has put a lot of energy into the La-
bour Party. We should have put energy into building or-
ganisation in communities and not focused so exclusively 
on internal party battles. We’d be in a stronger position 
now. I include myself in that criticism. I was at Millbank in 
2010, I was active mainly in local campaigns, but I’ve done 
less of that since. Of course current setbacks for the left 
make things even harder.

What do you want to see from Labour nationally?
Labour needs to be much more critical of the govern-

ment — yes, it’s extraordinary circumstances, but they’re 
doing a terrible job, at the cost of people’s livelihood and 
indeed many people’s lives.

Specifically, the party should be demanding proper 
funding for councils. The government should be forced to 
make good its offer to cover costs during the pandemic. 
Then we need to restore the funding lost over a decade. 
I’m not hearing anything like that from Labour. These 
demands are quite conservative, really, but at this point 
there’s no strong voice raising even them. □

• Abridged: more at bit.ly/croydoninterview

The council’s story
“Croydon has set out proposals for reshaping the 

council with a focus on delivering quality core 
services... improvement plan... renewal activity... to de-
liver quality core services, where they matter most”: bit.
ly/croydonstatement

Anti-racist resources
We have compiled various anti-racist resources to 

learn about anti-racist movements, and arm your-
self with ideas to beat back racism: readings and pam-
phlets, video and audio.
See workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources □

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2020-11-30/labour-councils-should-be-fighting-government-more-money
https://news.croydon.gov.uk/croydon-to-consult-public-on-plans-to-rebuild-council-with-focus-on-quality-core-services
https://news.croydon.gov.uk/croydon-to-consult-public-on-plans-to-rebuild-council-with-focus-on-quality-core-services
https://www.workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources
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YL stands firm
Young Labour chair Jess Barnard was “instructed” by 

Labour Party HQ on 23 November to “take down” a 
tweet by Young Labour in favour of restoring the whip 
to Jeremy Corbyn. Barnard stood firm, so the tweet is 
still there, and there’s no news of moves by Labour HQ 
to suspend Barnard or shut down YL. □

By Colin Foster

A recent court case in Israel has brought into focus 
the implications of the country’s “Nation-State Law”, 

passed in 2018 by (then and now) prime minister Benja-
min Netanyahu despite huge protests.

The law implied downgrading the rights of the large 
non-Jewish (mainly Palestinian Arab) minorities in Israel.

On 30 November, a judge cited that law when dismiss-
ing a court case brought by Palestinian Arab parents in 
Carmiel, an Israeli city with a Jewish majority but a 6% 
Arab minority. The parents wanted an Arabic-language 
school in Carmiel, or failing that funding for students to 
travel to Arabic-language schools outside the city.

A few dual-language schools have started in Israel in 
recent years, but very few. Only a few Jewish children 
go to Arabic-language schools or Arab children to He-
brew-language schools. 152 Arab children in Carmiel 
go to Hebrew-language schools there, and 326 to Ara-
bic-language schools outside.

As well as making technical objections, the judge said 
that Arabic provision would “damage the city’s character”.

Further legal action is likely. On 22 December Israel’s 
High Court will hear several complaints seeking to have 
the Nation-State Law struck down as contradicting the 
country’s Basic Law. Benny Gantz, now Alternate Prime 
Minister in a coalition government, has promised new 
legislation to counterweigh the Nation-State Law, but has 
failed to deliver. □

New focus on 
Nation-State Law

Labour suspensions 
spread
By a Bristol West CLP member

Following the suspension of multiple members of 
Bristol West Constituency Labour Party (CLP) Exec-

utive (EC) from the Labour Party for allowing a motion 
to be discussed, the regional office has postponed the 
CLP’s Annual General Meeting with two days’ notice, 
because of alleged “problems” with communication 
about it happening. It has been postponed until Feb-
ruary, and our CLP meetings banned during the same 
time period.

It’s not clear to me that there were any major “prob-
lems”. The meeting was set to attract hundreds, and the 
left to maintain control. The unelected officials’ motiva-
tion is clear.

An emergency Momentum meeting in response 
drew over 200 (some from outside the CLP). No clear 
plans were formulated, and some seemed nervous of 
suspension for speaking out.

Meanwhile, Hampstead and Kilburn CLP has had 
two EC members suspended after an allegedly chaotic 
meeting in which they allowed a motion to be heard 
calling for Corbyn to be reinstated to the Parliamen-
tary Labour Party. Nottingham East’s chair has been 
suspended for allowing a similar motion to be heard 
(plus a motion to hear said motion).

The solution to antisemitism in Labour and on the left 
is a bold educational drive, which requires free debate. 
Not the leadership covering their backs with authoritar-
ian silencing, treating the issue primarily as a problem 
of a few — or a few thousand — “bad apples”. □

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://twitter.com/JessicaLBarnard/status/1330964928803565569
https://workersliberty.org/story/2020-11-17/suspended-just-discussing
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Antisemitism overstated?

Do you think the scale of antisemitism in Labour was 
understated, overstated, or defined precisely as it is? 

Do you think there is more or less antisemitism in Labour 
than in other political parties or in society at large. As you 
have quoted the CST (which you generously describe as 
a community charity) you might want to refer to their re-
search: bit.ly/jpr-r

Phil Pope (web comment)

Under and over
Antisemitism in Labour — “understated, overstated, or 

defined precisely as it is?”, asks Phil Pope.
The current blow-up in the Labour Party started with 

Jeremy Corbyn choosing (when he could just have kept 
quiet) to respond to the Equality and Human Rights Com-
mission (EHRC) report by saying that he did not accept 
“all its findings” and his opponents had “dramatically 
overstated” the issue.

The EHRC report, whatever about Alasdair Hender-
son (who worked on it) being a right-winger, made no 
estimate of “how big” antisemitism has been in Labour. 
Taking a selection of complaints, it found that accredited 
Labour representatives (National Executive members, 
councillors) had made antisemitic statements without 
adequate redress, and more generally that there was no 
reliable process for complaints.

That’s not overstating. Instructively, no-one in Labour 
has been ready to advocate challenging the findings in 
court, the only real way to do so.

But the EHRC report should be discredited by other 
people having “overstated”? Why?

Corbyn’s basis for claiming overstatement was a poll in 
which, taking out numerous “don’t knows”, people made 
an average 34% guess for the percentage of Labour 
members facing complaints of antisemitism. The real fig-
ure, said Corbyn, was 0.3%.

As a maths teacher, I’m sure the 34% figure tells us 
mostly about how my comrades in the trade and myself 
fail on teaching about percentages and about “Fermi 
problems” (making good large-number estimates on 
scrappy information. No wonder about that, because 
Fermi problems aren’t in English maths school syllabuses, 
whereas a heap of soon-forgotten clutter is. But that’s an-
other story).

If people had been asked to choose between 2, or 20, 
or... up through 200,000 to 2,000,000, for the number 
complained against, I’d guess an average answer closer 
to 2,000 (around 0.3%) than to 200,000 (around 34%).

Corbyn’s response said “even one antisemite is too 
many”, as if it might have been three or four. That was un-
derstatement. So was his message that antisemitism ex-
ists in Labour only because Labour is a large organisation 
in an imperfect society.

Fuss about nothing?
Phil refers to a report by Daniel Staetsky available on 

the CST website which found that the proportion of peo-
ple describing themselves as “very left-wing” who held 
many antisemitic views (on the level of “Jews think them-
selves better than others”, or “have different interests from 
the rest of the people in Britain”) was only slightly higher 
than the proportion among slightly-left or centre people 
holding them, and much smaller than among “very right-
wing” people.

So it’s all a fuss about nothing? But as Staetsky rightly 
says: “One might assume that those on the far left of the 
political spectrum would be more likely to hold anti-racist 
ideas than the population as a whole...”

And Staetsky specifically doesn’t consider antisemi-
tism of the form that tags Jews who have a reflex (if criti-
cal) identification with Israel by default as “Zionists”, and 
equated that with “praetorians of the right and of racism”. 
We have made progress in pushing back that sort of an-
tisemitism, especially among younger people in the left, 
but we don’t think we overstate its prevalence among the 
older “1980s returners” types. □

Rhodri Evans, London

Letters

Our videos!
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and 

subscribe to our youtube channel! Many have 
subtitles. New this last fortnight:

• Fighting council cuts — with Josh Lovell, Labour 
Party Councillor

• After the US election, which way for the left? With 
Ruth Cashman, Robert Cuffy, and Tom Harrison

Plus playlists including
• Black Lives Matter, videos around the movement 

and related topics
• Socialist commentary on the Covid-19 crisis
• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series, still being 

added to
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 parts, with 

Martin Thomas □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share, all at: 
youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://cst.org.uk/public/data/file/7/4/JPR.2017.Antisemitism%20in%20contemporary%20Great%20Britain.pdf
https://www.workersliberty.org/comment/35784#comment-35784
https://www.channel4.com/news/factcheck/factcheck-corbyns-claim-that-labour-antisemitism-numbers-are-exaggerated
https://cst.org.uk/public/data/file/7/4/JPR.2017.Antisemitism%20in%20contemporary%20Great%20Britain.pdf
https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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By Sacha Ismail

The Hindu nationalist far right in India and beyond is 
waging a campaign against Netflix for showing the 

BBC TV series A Suitable Boy (adapted from Vikram Seth’s 
novel, set in India in the 1950s).

Their objection is to a romantic relationship between a 
Hindu woman and a Muslim man (though it’s clear they 
object to other aspects of it too). They have minimally 
dressed up their bigotry by saying they are offended by 
the lovers kissing by a Hindu temple.

Members of the ruling Hindu nationalist BJP party are 
calling for the Indian government to investigate Netflix — 
and in fact the Modi regime has recently been extending 
censorship over online content — and for Indians to boy-
cott it. In BJP-run Madhya Pradesh state, a police investi-
gation against Netflix is under way.

Disturbing as it is, this is only the tip of the iceberg. The 
denunciation of Netflix is part of a wider Hindu nationalist 
campaign. Also in Madhya Pradesh (which has a bigger 
population than the UK), the government is seeking to 
pass legislation to discourage inter-religious marriage, 
under cover of defending “religious freedom”. Five states, 
all BJP-run, have enacted or are considering similar laws.

Linked to government action, there is a major agitation 
by right-wing activists around this “issue”, now using A 
Suitable Boy and Netflix as their hook.

The poisonous atmosphere in India is demonstrated by 
the fact that a leading jewellery firm owned by the giant 
Tata group recently withdrew a commercial portraying a 
happy inter-faith marriage after protests.

The Hindu far right has developed a story in which Mus-
lim men are using seduction as a wedge to force Hindu 
women to convert, as the prelude to widescale forced 
conversion, rape and murder. They talk about “love jihad” 
(yes, really).

This ties into a wider “historical” narrative about Mus-
lims being an alien presence who invaded, raped and 
polluted the Hindu nation, “Mother India”.

The more moderate of these people make Trump and 
his supporters look like socialists. The Indian government 
is moving in a fascistic direction — and much of the move-
ment sustaining it is straightforwardly fascist.

As an aside, this episode is a reminder of the dangers of 

the idea — aggressively asserted by religious bigots of all 
stripes but accepted by some liberals and left-wingers — 
that people have a right to demand suppression of things 
they find “offensive”. We must assert the right to offend, as 
an essential part of free speech and freedom in general.

We must redouble our solidarity with comrades in India 
resisting the Hindu nationalist movement and regime. 
We need to highlight the British government’s close and 
carefully cultivated links with the Hindu right, in India and 
in Britain. And highlight the fact that Keir Starmer’s Labour 
leadership has also, shamefully, tried to conciliate Hindu 
nationalism. □

“Love jihad”: why Hindu fascists 
are attacking Netflix

General strike in India
By Mohan Sen

On 26 November many tens of millions of workers 
took part in a general strike against India’s far-right 

government. Indian unions gave a figure of 250 million.
Alongside its fascistic Hindu-chauvinist and an-

ti-migrant policies, which it has intensified during the 
pandemic, Narenda Modi’s regime has consistently 
pursued an aggressively neoliberal, anti-working class 
economic and social agenda. The strike, also backed 
by a mass farmers’ mobilisation, demanded the with-
drawal of Modi’s anti-worker changes to labour law, ex-
pansion of social provision, the restoration of subsidies 
and price guarantees for farmers, and the halting of 
privatisation (including of publicly-owned banks).

Many unions and groups of workers framed their de-
mands in terms of the government’s dire response to 
the pandemic and ensuing economic crisis.

The regime responded to the strike with heavy re-
pression, but did not manage to prevent huge partic-
ipation.

India’s labour movement is weak relative to the size 
of the country, and heavily fragmented — but it has re-
peatedly mobilised resistance to the Modi government 
on a vast scale.

Solidarity with our sisters and brothers in India! □

• More: • bit.ly/lv-igs • bit.ly/indiastrikereport • bit.ly/
indiastrikeanalysis
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The Potentate and the Brotherhood
By Stephen Wood

Stephen Wood continues the story of the pioneer black 
nationalist leader Marcus Garvey. Part 1 of this account 
was in Solidarity 573: bit.ly/gvy-1

Garvey thought the trade unions in the American Fed-
eration of Labor were unreformably racist organisa-

tions. Garvey had his own solution to the lack of black 
workers’ rights; and that was black-owned and black-run 
businesses.

Such businesses, he claimed, wouldn’t discriminate 
against black workers because they would be founded on 
the black nationalist principle espoused by Garvey. Chief 
among his projects was the Black Star Line. It was initially 
set up to be a shipping line between the US and the West 
Indies and Africa, and Garvey hoped it would one day be 
the fleet of ships that could transport blacks from the USA 
back to Africa.

Slavery, he argued, had wrenched black people across 
the world and taken them away from their historic home. 
By organising the return to Africa, black people could ful-
fil their destiny and build their own African empire. “Af-
rica for the Africans” was one of the core principles of the 
“Declaration of the Rights of the Negro Peoples of the 
World” adopted by the UNIA in 1920.

For Garvey, “Africa for the Africans” also meant “Africa 
for Garvey”. His organisation, the UNIA, bestowed on him 
the title of the Provisional President of Africa at its 1920 
convention. His attitude to Africa, as passively waiting to 
welcome himself as leader although he had never been 
to any part of Africa, was not lost on his detractors.

Garvey would hold big parades, with himself as Su-
preme Potentate, dressed in imperial regalia and with 
his tricorn hat or mortar board, and surrounded by his 
Potentates. In part that was about showing black people 
that they had every right to the pomp and regalia flaunted 
by white people. And it ruffled the feathers of a white es-
tablishment who reckoned that no jumped-up black man 
had a right to such displays of opulence and flair. The 
press laughed at Garvey in a way it didn’t at the balls and 
lavish dinners of New York’s super-rich.

Garvey’s chief appeal was not to organised workers but 
to a more amorphous and downtrodden black “under-
class” in Harlem and across the UNIA’s chapters. In that, 
his movement had strong parallels with the Black Pan-
thers later on, which also went for grandiloquent titles.

Malcolm X remembered the UNIA of his father’s time 
like this. “My father was a Baptist minister, a dedicated 
organiser for Marcus Garvey’s UNIA. With the help of such 
disciples as my father, Garvey, from his headquarters in 
New York City’s Harlem, was raising the banner of black-
race purity and exhorting the Negro masses to return to 
their ancestral African homeland, a cause which made 

Garvey the most controversial black man on earth…
“The teaching of Marcus Garvey stressed becoming 

independent of the white man…[At the UNIA meetings] 
held quietly in different people’s homes, there were never 
more than a few people at any time, twenty at most. But 
it was a lot packed into someone’s living room. I no-
ticed how differently they all acted, although sometimes 
they were the same people that jumped and shouted in 
church.

“In these meetings my father was more intelligent and 
down to earth. It made me feel the same way. And my 
father would talk about how it would not be much longer 
before Africa would be completely run by Negroes, by 
black men was the phrase he always used. ‘No one knows 
when the hour of Africa’s redemption cometh, It is in the 
wind. It is coming. One day, like a storm, it will be there’.

“I remember seeing the big, shiny photographs of Mar-
cus Garvey that were passed from hand to hand. My fa-
ther had a big envelope of them that he always took to 
these meetings. The pictures showed what seemed to me 
millions of Negroes thronged in [UNIA rallies].”

Black pride
Garvey certainly thought the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), led by 
sometime revolutionary integrationists, intellectuals and 
reformers, did not embody the kind of black pride he was 
imparting via the UNIA. That fostering of pride played an 
important role in bringing many thousands into political 
activity.

At the same time, Garvey’s plans to civilise Africa’s “na-
tive tribes” did not sound that different from those of the 
European colonialists who were his apparent enemy. In 
that, and not for the only time, Garvey’s high-and-mighty 
attitude would cause increasing tension among his more 
radical black sometime allies and collaborators.

Despite all that, and despite a spate of capitalist enter-
prise in which he set up the Black Star Line and the as-
sociated Negro Factories Corporation, which included a 
chain of grocery stores, a restaurant, a steam laundry, a 
tailor and dressmaking shop, a millinery store and a pub-
lishing house, he was on good terms with the radical left 
in Harlem.

http://www.workersliberty.org
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Both the Socialist Party and the newly formed Com-
munist Party sent people to take part in the 1921 UNIA 
Convention, which ran through a whole month in August. 
Through Claude McKay and Cyril Briggs of the African 
Blood Brotherhood for Liberation and Redemption, a 
communist, Rose Pastor Stokes, became the only white 
speaker at the convention.

In the aftermath of the convention Garvey would turn 
against the left. The left would then finally rally against 
him a year later when he met the Klu Klux Klan, as I will 
describe in the third of these articles.

Briggs’ African Blood Brotherhood (ABB) would go on 
to affiliate to the then-revolutionary Communist Party (CP), 
and Briggs himself joined the CP in 1921. The ABB had 
its own newspaper, The Crusader, and was at first both 
black nationalist and increasingly socialistic and defiantly 
pro-Bolshevik. Briggs was impressed by the Bolsheviks’ 
anti-imperialist policy and their support for the emanci-
pation of national minorities.

Risk
In 1921 Garvey took personal risk to invite Communists to 
the convention. Both he and the CPUSA attracted consid-
erable FBI attention, and Garvey did not relish the effect 
on his emerging business empire. He had only recently 
returned from a speaker tour to the Caribbean and had 
had great difficulty getting back into the US. (He would 
eventually be deported from the USA).

Garvey insisted “that the press in the gallery fully un-
derstand that his organisation would take the good from 
all the political ‘isms’ and that by providing a platform for 
Stokes to expound on the plight of bleeding Russia, he 
was in no way aligning the UNIA with the Soviets.”

Stokes, the CPUSA, the ABB, and the Socialist Party 
had been trying to persuade black workers to organise 
through the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), a 
revolutionary trade-union organisation clearly opposed 
to the colour bars in the AFL. Some hoped that Stokes’s 
speech at the UNIA convention (of which there seems to 
be no record of the text) would inject a class-conscious 
stream into the UNIA. The ABB produced a Negro Con-
gress Bulletin arguing for their political line, increasingly 
critical of the UNIA and Garvey’s leadership.

In Briggs’s report of the event, he defines “Garveyism” 
as “a shrewd mixture of racialism, religion, and nationalis-
tic fanaticism. It is without doubt an historic product, and 
has its roots in the past oppression of the negro. It is one 
of the signs of his awakening, the noisiest, though not the 
most effective, challenge to the white world — to the en-
tire white world, for Garveyism looks at every white face 
as per se an enemy.

“Herein lies one of the chief reasons for the bitter oppo-
sition it has met from the class-conscious negro worker.

“It is a step in advance of his religious slavery, wherein 

the negro was com-
pletely dominated by 
his preachers and sub-
serviently subscribed 
to the philosophy of 
giving up all the world 
to his exploiters so 
long as they would 
leave him ‘his Jesus’.”

The Negro Congress 
Bulletins were toler-
ated until the third 
week, when a resolu-
tion was passed which kicked out the ABB, apparently 
with a huge number of abstentions.

Briggs: “The ABB delegates sternly set their faces from 
the start against the romantic glamour, ‘mock heroics 
and titled tomfoolery’ which Mr. Garvey was attempting 
to substitute for real constructive action. The ABB delega-
tion, effectively backed by its organisation which issued a 
manifesto at the opening of the Congress and followed 
up with a weekly bulletin and other literature, demanded 
among other things a constructive program for ‘the guid-
ance of the negro race in the struggle for liberation’, and 
suggested and agitated before the congress the creation 
of a federation of existing negro organisations ‘in order 
to present a united and formidable front to the enemy’, 
and the adoption of a program calling for means ‘to raise 
and protect the standard of living of the negro people’, 
to ‘stop the mob-murder of our people and to protect 
them against sinister secret societies of cracker whites, 
and to fight the ever expanding peonage system’. They 
further demanded that Soviet Russia be endorsed by the 
congress and the real foes of the negro race denounced”.

Garvey denounced Briggs as “the paid servant of cer-
tain destructive white elements which aimed at exploit-
ing Negroes for their own subservient ends”. He accused 
Briggs of being white (he was light skinned) and only a 
“Negro for convenience”. UNIA members were told “to 
keep far away from those Socialistic parasites who are re-
ceiving money from the Soviets and Communists to de-
stroy governments everywhere and bring about universal 
chaos and destruction”.

“If you destroy capital, where are you going to get bread 
and butter? You cannot destroy capital except you are 
going to be fed by manna, and we are not living in that 
age now. To have a square meal you must have money to 
buy bread, and if you have not got it you must get it from 
someone who has it. Then if you destroy the person who 
has it you will starve ultimately.”

Garvey’s anger was compounded when a number of 
prominent UNIA officials left to join the ABB. His breach 
with the left was now hardening. Shortly the left would go 
on the offensive against him. □

The Potentate and the Brotherhood
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US unionists pass historic 
general strike vote
By Daniel Randall

This report from Daniel Randall as Assistant Chair of the 
Bakerloo branch of the RMT rail union is taken, with thanks, 
from the RMT London Calling website

Three activists from the RMT Bakerloo branch attended, 
via Zoom, the Saturday 21 November convention of 

the Vermont State Labour Council (AFL-CIO) as observers. 
The convention was attended by nearly 100 delegates 
and guests, from local union branches and campaign 
groups, as well as a number of elected city councillors. 
As a state-wide federation, the rough equivalent to the 
Vermont AFL-CIO in the British labour movement would 
be one of the regions of the TUC, such as London, East, 
and South East TUC (formerly SERTUC).

The convention’s two major items of business were to 
discuss a resolution calling for a general strike in the event 
of an attempt by Donald Trump to sabotage and obstruct 
the election result, and to discuss a series of democratic 
reforms to the union federation’s own standing orders.

In opening the convention, Vermont AFL-CIO presi-
dent David Van Deusen said the labour movement had 
to make itself a tribune of democracy: defending existing 
formal democracy against a potential Trump coup, but 
also fighting for a much fuller, more accessible democ-
racy, including economic democracy, as well as trans-
forming the movement itself to make it more democratic.

The business of the convention was conducted in a 
highly open and accessible fashion, with all delegates 
able to have their say, and propose amendments to the 
motions from the floor. Those expressing minority view-
points were encouraged to speak up and share their 
views. Executive officers said that bringing the motion to 
the convention was an important way to give rank-and-
file delegates input and ownership over strategy and per-
spectives, rather than simply having it determined from 
above.

In the discussion around the general strike resolution, 
delegates emphasised that the purpose was not merely 
to defend the victory of one man, Joe Biden, against an-
other man, Donald Trump, but to make organised labour 
and workers’ action central to a wider movement against 
the authoritarianism, racism, and bigotry represented by 
Trumpism. Many delegates stressed their opposition to 
the neoliberal policy agenda of Biden and the Demo-
cratic Party leaders, and said the labour movement had 
to prepare for action to make demands of a Biden ad-
ministration.

There was some debate over whether the motion was 
constitutionally admissible, given that local AFL-CIO fed-
erations are not able to directly call strikes or issue instruc-
tions to their affiliated unions. AFL-CIO national president 

Richard Trumka had written to the Vermont AFL-CIO to 
declare the resolution unconstitutional. Many delegates 
expressed frustration with his intervention, reminding the 
convention that the resolution was not intended to be a 
binding instruction but merely a call advocating a general 
strike in certain circumstances. One delegate asserted it 
would be good if President Trumka had been as quick to 
speak out on the need for unions to defend democracy as 
he had been to try to prevent discussion of the resolution.

In an indicative vote on the resolution, in which both 
delegates and observers were entitled to vote, 92% sup-
ported it. In the formal vote, the resolution was carried 
with 39 in favour, five against, and one abstention.

Significant symbolism
Although Vermont AFL-CIO is a small federation, repre-
senting around 10,000 workers, the adoption of the res-
olution has significant symbolism. It shows that activists 
in the US labour movement are thinking politically about 
the role of organised labour, including how to face down 
legal restrictions on workers’ ability to struggle in defence 
of rights in the workplace and wider society.

A political general strike would, in both Britain and 
America, be illegal; whilst simply demanding workers 
take illegal action without adequate preparation and or-
ganisation would have little grip, unions must challenge 
and ultimately defy the laws that shackle us.

RMT supports Free Our Unions and the Campaign for 
Trade Union Freedom, which campaign against anti-un-
ion legislation. Such campaigning has to be stepped up, 
especially in the context of Tory plans to impose further 
restrictions on transport workers’ right to strike.

Following the adoption of the resolution, a workshop 
session was held to discuss strengthening rank-and-file 
engagement across unions. Vice President Tristin Adie 
gave a presentation on the principles of rank-and-file 
organising, looking at how these had been applied in a 
2018 nurses’ strike in Vermont. The presentation empha-
sised the need for independent working-class organisa-
tion and self-activity. As Adie put it: “No-one is coming 
to save us.” Breakout groups discussed the challenges 
delegates faced in organising at work.

The convention’s final plenary session discussed and 
passed a series of reforms to the federation’s standing 
orders, which aimed to widen rank-and-file participation 
and increase the number of officer positions which were 
directly elected. Cold War-era language in the standing 
orders was replaced with new statements affirming the 
federation’s commitment to anti-racism and anti-fascism. 
It was an honour to attend the convention and witness the 
adoption of a historic resolution.

We hope to be able to welcome Vermont AFL-CIO ac-
tivists to an RMT meeting in the near future. □
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By Barrie Hardy

During the influenza pandemic of 1918 the bishop 
of Zamora defied the health authorities by order-

ing evening prayers for nine consecutive days in honour 
of St Rocco, patron saint of plague and pestilence. The 
epidemic was according to him down to the sins and 
ingratitude of the population. His congregation were 
encouraged to kiss the holy relics of St Rocco. Zamora 
suffered the highest death rate from the disease in all of 
Spain.

Fast forward a century to the USA, and there’s another 
“historic victory” of religious superstition over science. 
The US Supreme Court has blocked New York State Covid 
restrictions on attendance at houses of worship. The six-
to-three majority counted three Trump-appointed judges, 
including the most recent one, Catholic fundamentalist 
Amy Coney Barrett.

Covid rages across America — cases passing the 13 mil-
lion mark — and Trump has given up caring if he both-
ered to care in the first place. Covid deaths now approach 
270,000 and will probably be in excess of 350,000 when 
Biden gets inaugurated. Trump’s attention is still centred 
on himself.

The serious danger of provoking a war with Iran is per-
haps the greatest cause for concern. Trump seems to seek 
through sheer vindictiveness to end any prospect of a 
peaceful agreement on the Iranian nuclear programme.

His chief order of the day is dealing out corrupt par-
dons. Michael Flynn, his former National Security Adviser, 
has been the first recipient. Others such as Paul Manafort 
can be expected to follow. 

Most Trump cronies will have get-out-of-jail-free cards, 
with the exception of “that rat” Michael Cohen. There 
might even be a surprise pardon for Julian Assange, as 
reward for help over all those Hilary Clinton emails!

It isn’t clear whether Trump has the power to pardon 
himself or his family members for crimes they’ve com-
mitted. Since they’ve not actually been charged with an-
ything yet, it is difficult to see what offences they can be 
pardoned for.

One test for the Biden administration is whether or not 
they are determined to facilitate proceedings against 
Trump and his cronies in the courts for federal crimes. 
Indications so far suggest they’ll let him off for fear of an-
tagonising his base. 

However, state authorities may prosecute the Trump 
organisation for fraud and tax evasion; and Trump faces 
significant charges he faces from at least 26 women for 
sexual assault.

Trump is no stranger to litigation. This is a man who 

successfully sued one of his banks over his own failure 
to pay back loans they made to him! His current legal ac-
tions involve trying to overthrow the democratic decision 
of the American electorate on the totally unsubstantiated 
grounds that their votes were fraudulent.

The farcical endeavours of Rudi Guiliani have been 
laughed out of court, but it has been a successful grifting 
exercise to raise money to pay off Trump’s campaign bill.

Trump as workers’ champion?
Trump is also trashing the house on the way out by sack-
ing civil servants who refuse to back his conspiracy the-
ories and by other wrecking measures such as ending 
authorisation to the Fed for lending programs to prevent 
another financial crisis. 

Some Republican hacks have “talked Marxist”, claim-
ing that Trump is the champion of the American working 
class and the Democrats constitute an alliance between 
the coastal “elites” and “the underclass”. 

The idea of Trump as workers’ champion is a trav-
esty given his record in office. He put more billionaires 
in his cabinet than any president in history, gave huge 
tax breaks to the rich and corporations, and proposed 
massive cuts to education, housing and healthcare pro-
grammes.

Why were those facts ignored to such an extent that 
Trump managed to increase his vote by a staggering 
eleven million?

Orson Welles in 1938 broadcast a spoof radio pro-
gramme based on H G Wells’s World of the Worlds. Many 
Americans believed it was real and headed for the hills 
to escape “the Martians”. In those early days the public 
believed the word of radio.

Today the “fake news” is not just confined to radio. Many 
people rely on Facebook and Twitter for their “news”. 
There they are told that election results are fraudulent. 
Pandemics are “a hoax”. Victims of gun crimes are “actors”.

To counter this world of fakery, socialist policies need 
to be advanced which deal with the problems faced by 
working people. Bernie Sanders has talked of the need 
to avoid a second and worse Trump — i.e. one who is just 
as ruthless, but more competent.

Trump has shown how fragile bourgeois democracy is 
in America and potentially paved the way for a more as-
tute candidate to take up the mantle and push harder and 
more effectively to right-wing dictatorship.

A real alternative means taking on the powerful capital-
ist interests — Wall Street, big tech, the military-industrial 
complex. Joe Biden’s “return to normal” won’t do that. It 
ignores the reasons why Trump was successful in the first 
place. □

Trump trashes the house 
on his way out
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The digital, Covid, and new ways of living
By Bruce Robinson

The 2021 edition of the Socialist Register is entitled 
“Beyond Digital Capitalism — New Ways of Living”. It’s 

about how an increasingly digitalised capitalism works 
and alternatives across a wide range of human activities.

Why digital capitalism? Firstly, because of the increas-
ingly central role of the tech sector in the economy, seen 
through both a growing economic dominance of monop-
olies based on digital platforms and the increased use of 
digitised forms of production, distribution and exchange. 
The top four largest tech companies — Microsoft, Apple, 
Amazon, and Facebook — now account for 20% of the 
combined value of the top 500 US corporations. These 
firms, together with Google now valued at $5 trillion, “in-
fluence the global Internet technological infrastructure, 
accumulation logics, laws, policies, and regulations”.

A number of contributions in SR 2021 deal with digital 
platforms: their connection to finance and the state; their 
potentials and limitations as a basis for socialist media; 
and what a truly democratic communication system 
would look like and how it might be implemented using 
decentralised platform technology.

A major virtue of SR 2021 is that it avoids both the un-
critical acceptance of digital technologies as enabling a 
postcapitalist society and a generalised rejection of such 
technologies as inevitably stamped by their capitalist or-
igins. Rather one theme is to interrogate such technolo-
gies to see how and whether they are compatible with 
“a needs-based society” and, if not, how they might be 
adapted or transformed to make them so. Some contribu-
tions look at the possibilities opened up and routes cut off 

by the way digital capitalism has developed.
A similar approach is taken to the consequences of the 

Covid pandemic. Ursula Huws’ contribution “Reaping the 
Whirlwind” deals with its impact on digitalisation, restruc-
turing and the mobilisation of labour. Previously existing 
trends such as the concentration and centralisation of 
capital, the use of surveillance techniques and a polari-
sation between “fixed” and “footloose” work and workers 
have been accelerated by the pandemic.

On the positive side, the crisis has finished the claim 
that there is no alternative to austerity, has emphasised 
the value and indispensability of a range of low paid and 
neglected workers and seen a range of mobilisation, both 
around work and in the community. Who reaps the whirl-
wind will depend on class struggle.

The collection is not taken in by the allure of the new, 
but also looks backwards. Joan Sangster, looking at the 
surveillance of female service workers, points out that 
flight attendants and retail workers were both subject to 
surveillance of their appearance and behaviour at work a 
long time before digital technologies were used. Bryan 
Palmer examines how time has remained a central issue 
of labour struggles though its form has shifted. Matthew 
Cole, Hugo Radice and Charles Umney trace what they 
call “the political economy of datafication and work”, look-
ing at what work today has in common with past labour 
regimes such as Taylorism.

Fragmenting
Larry Lohmann’s article on artificial intelligence similarly 
looks for “the old in the new”, looking at the parallel with 
19th-century machines in fragmenting human actions 
and undertaking them in ways different from humans. He 
emphasises however that the basic contradictions of cap-
italism remain, particularly in its drive to replace human 
labour, pointing to its persistence even alongside AI and 
leaving as an open question how the contradictions will 
play out as AI becomes ever more pervasive.

We don’t need to be told that digital capitalism increas-
ingly makes our “ways of living” unthinkable without the 
use of digital platforms and the devices that enable us 
to interact with them and each other. The pandemic has 
revealed some of these requirements and the inequali-
ties that result through such things as unequal abilities to 
work at home easily and to undertake remote education.

SR 2021 envisages alternatives to the current way of 
doing things across a wide range of aspects of every-
day life. Proposals for communal restaurants as a way of 
overcoming the commodification of food, food inequality 
and an unhealthy diet. A range of socialist principles for 
the care of the elderly that move away from uniformity 
as there is “no perfect model”, requiring equitable condi-
tions throughout life and supportive communities. With, 
clothing “the progressive elimination of fashion”, building 
an alliance of consumers, workers and activists to bring 

Book review
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• Workers Against Slavery
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• Stalinism in the International Brigades
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and How to Fight it
• Arabs, Jews, and Socialism: Socialist Debates on 

Israel/Palestine □
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radical change to garment production.
On transport, Sean Sweeney and John Treat focus on 

road transport and argue that the increasing emphasis on 
electric vehicles does not resolve the problems of carbon 
emissions. Their impact on the demand for electricity will 
be met in part by non-renewable energy. There is still a 
need to focus on substituting public for private transport 
and “minimising unnecessary or unwanted mobility”. The 
key issue is whether transport should be private or so-
cialised.

They advocate that local authorities take over private 
companies like Uber, but more immediately perhaps use 
strenuous regulation or perhaps outright bans on their 
activities. They emphasise the need to start now given the 
environmental crisis and say “socialists have the concep-
tual tools to develop a ‘transitional program’ for transport, 
but the link between the present and the possible must 
be both strong and flexible.”

The article by Pritha and Pratyush Chandra on “Health 
Care, Technology and Socialised Medicine” raises funda-
mental issues about all healthcare systems (including so-
cialised ones such as the NHS) being constrained in their 
ability to respond to human needs as a result of having 
to function within the framework and respond to the de-
mands of capitalism. Drawing on the 1930s writings of 
Communist Party member and doctor Norman Bethune, 
they talk of the “mutual embeddedness of pathology and 
economics” and see “diseases [as] part of the necessary 
conditions of capital’s existence”. “Bethune’s concept of 
socialised medicine could never be exhausted in the in-
strumentality of policy measures and temporal demands”. 
Accordingly, there is little here in terms of an immediate 
perspective.

Pragmatic
The contrast between these two pieces points to some 
fundamental questions. Are the alternative visions of a 
socialist future dependent on the prior overthrow of cap-
italism? Are they compatible with a programme of radical 
reform? Or do they form part of Sweeney and Treat’s tran-
sitional strategy?

This problem is evident in Christoph Hermann’s piece 
“Life after the pandemic: from production for profit to 
provision for need”, which points to the pandemic as hav-
ing shown a sharp divide between people’s needs and 
the drive for profit.

Hermann speaks of the need for a use-value soci-
ety “more modest and pragmatic” than socialism itself. 
“While socialism demands nothing short of a revolution, 
the transition towards the use value society can stop with 
small steps — and it can begin right away”. Hermann sees 
these steps in co-operatives, not-for-profit organisations 
and small firms.

Ironically this is next to Greg Albo’s polemical piece 
“Postcapitalism: Alternatives or Detours?”, in which he 

takes on three positions that see postcapitalism emerg-
ing from trends supposedly expanding within current so-
ciety. They are: Eric Olin Wright’s “real Utopias”; the idea 
of commoning and an expansion of the Commons; the 
idea put forward by Paul Mason and others that social-
ists should embrace recent technological developments 
as they will create the basis for a postcapitalist society. 
Albo explains how each of these necessarily ends up with 
something like the mixed economy beloved of traditional 
social democracy “[relying] more on capital itself rather 
than class struggle … to get beyond capitalism”.

There are other basic questions. New ways of living re-
quire “new people” who are prepared to change their be-
haviour, as by giving up fashion or their cars. Without this 
shift in consciousness the alternatives remain out of reach. 
It will not be obtained by propaganda alone but requires 
practical demonstration of the need to take these steps, 
not just “prefigurative” alternatives. What precedents are 
there for doing this? The response to the pandemic may 
provide clues.

Another issue, raised particularly by the piece on cloth-
ing, is whether and how far we should roll back the struc-
tures and processes existing in globalised capitalism. 
Pointing to the ridiculous supply chain of an H&M gar-
ment, it calls for producing fabrics and clothes as close as 
possible to where they will be consumed and for protec-
tion for local firms to avoid international subcontracting.

This downscaling is seen as continuing in a “needs-
based economy”. It raises immediately the question of 
whether this would then make sense in terms of produc-
tivity and the ability of a world economy to meet those 
needs. How would a socialist federation manage the in-
ternational division of labour?

As a collection of views on diverse topics, SR 2021 can-
not provide answers to these fundamental questions. That 
it raises them, as well as providing analysis of the present 
and the past and potential solutions for the future, makes 
it a valuable resource in further discussion. □

The digital, Covid, and new ways of living
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Neurodivergent Labour builds 
on successful first year
By Jessica Bradwell

Neurodivergent Labour marked the end of its first year 
with a constructive and democratic online AGM on 

28 November.
Reviewing the past year, Chair Janine Booth described 

ND Labour’s response to political developments during 
the year, including taking on anti-vaccination propaganda 
and supporting trade union disputes while helping them 
to become more accessible. Campaigns Officer Andy 
Forse reported on ND Labour’s involvement in the on-
going campaign to stop the deportation of 22-year-old 
autistic man Osime Brown to Jamaica.

Trade union organising received a boost with the pass-
ing of a constitutional change allowing members to set 
up workplace or industrial ND Labour groups. We look 
forward to ND Labour education workers, ND Labour 
transport workers, and more! This was one of several rule 
changes which together have given the organisation a 
more slimline and democratic constitution.

There were four policy debates on motions submitted 
by members, with Workers’ Liberty members taking a 
leading role.

The AGM passed a resolution about neurodiversity in 
the justice system, which explained that the Osime Brown 
case is symptomatic of the systemic criminalisation of 
neurodivergent people, who often fall foul of lack of sup-
port when young, followed by biased judgement of their 
behaviour and an inaccessible justice system.

A resolution on neurodiversity and migration dealt with 
similar themes, and agreed that in a world where migra-
tion is inevitable and increasing, we can choose whether 
to address it harshly or with compassion. ND Labour 
chose the latter, and will campaign to defend and extend 
free movement.

A motion on trans rights attracted contributions for and 
against. The resulting resolution, passed overwhelmingly, 
commits ND Labour to support the rights of neurodiver-

gent trans people.
The final resolution 

noted the difficulties 
caused to autistic and 
other neurodivergent 
people by the Covid 
pandemic and the frag-
mentation of the social 
care system. It resolved 
to continue campaigning in support of a publicly-owned 
and well-funded care system with secure and well-paid 
staff, and supporting the work of Safe and Equal.

ND Labour has elected a new Executive, with some of-
ficers staying in post and some new members joining. All 
are motivated to step up our campaigning and organis-
ing work.

• More: ndlabour.co.uk

Hair dye and Rapunzel
By Sarah Morgan

There comes a time in every woman’s life when she 
starts dyeing her hair. Unless she is so radical that 

she’s shaved it all off and become a Buddhist monk. As 
you grow older the temptation to shave it all off as an 
f-you to the fashionistas grows and grows.

I mean, what’s so great about long hair? It didn’t do 
Rapunzel much good. Years and years growing it on 
her own in a tower and then some prince comes and 
climbs up it and says he’s saving her, the cheek, the 
downright cheek.

OK, she was probably a bit bored living in that tower, 
but at least she didn’t have some prince tugging his 
whole bodyweight on her scalp.

She probably never dyed it. Can you think of the 
amount of dye she’d have to get through? The mind 
boggles. Then in that time she probably died so early 
that she never got to see any greys.

Anyway, I digress. The problem with caving to the 
temptation to look vampirically young all your life is 
that when your roots show through your hair looks 
worse and it’s increasingly obvious that you are indeed 
a vampire who is going to suck the souls of young chil-
dren. I mean it’s always some mean old grey-haired 
witch in the stories.

Everyone knows that people with grey hair are 
witches. They’ve been cursed by God for worshipping 
Satan and thus are doomed to look ugly. Because only 
young women in towers pursued by princes are at-
tractive. Children’s literature is very clear on this point. 
Granny is never sexy. □

Weekly featured book

Otto Rühle’s abridge-
ment of Capital, put-

ting aside current factual 
material, illustrations, po-
lemics, is a good lead-in for 
the full book. Engels rightly 
called Capital “The bible of 
the working class”.

131 pages, including in-
troduction and study notes. 
£5 + post. □
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By Maisie Sanders 

Following protests, a still-ongoing rent strike and a two-
week occupation, Manchester University students have 

won a 30% rent reduction for semester one. This will cost 
the university around £12 million, making it the biggest 
win for student rent strikers in the UK.

The student union will now hold a vote of no confidence 
in Vice Chancellor Nancy Rothwell, and the rent strike will 
continue next term.

Students at Manchester Metropolitan, Goldsmiths, 
Edinburgh, Cambridge, York, Nottingham, Bristol and 
Queen Mary universities are getting organised for a Jan-
uary rent strike, with more universities likely to join them. 
Other universities, such as Sussex, Stirling, Aberdeen and 
Glasgow, also have newly set up student tenants’ unions.

At Goldsmiths, students are demanding no repercus-
sions for rent strikers, a 50% rent reduction, no pay cuts 
or job losses for staff, increased resources for student 
wellbeing and access to counselling, no-penalty early 
withdrawal from tenancy contracts and immediate action 
against racism on campus, including anti-racist training 
for students and staff and a new complaints procedure.

After reports of inadequately-dealt-with cases of sexual 
violence in halls and the university’s recent decision to 
cut the funding of the student union’s “Against Sexual Vi-
olence” project, they are also demanding the immediate 
removal of sexual violence perpetrators from halls, and 
improved systems of reporting and support for survivors.

On 24 November a meeting of around twenty rent strik-
ers, student union officers and activists, including Work-
ers’ Liberty students, and National Union of Students 
(NUS) President Larissa Kennedy, discussed national co-
ordination and demands. The “big five” drafted were:

1. A government bailout of higher education
2. Financial support for all students
3. Solidarity with staff: no job cuts, all outsourced staff 

in-house now, full sick and isolation pay for all
4. An end to the Hostile Environment (including the vi-

sa-monitoring of international students), the hyper-secu-
ritisation of campus and the Prevent strategy

5. Democratised education; student-staff councils to 
decide universities’ Covid-19 responses.

There was debate on what this financial support for stu-
dents should entail. Local “9k for What?” groups, Liberate 
the University committee members and the Pause or Pay 
campaign argued for fee reimbursements alongside rent 
cuts. Workers’ Liberty students and others argued against 
demands for fee refunds on the grounds that they posi-
tion students as customers lobbying for our “consumer 
rights” having been sold a “substandard product”, making 
it harder to argue against marketisation. 

Pitting students against staff
This can easily be spun into a narrative that pits students’ 
interests against staff. The Brexit Party have this week 
launched a campaign to “stop the student rip-off” de-
manding 30% off fees due to “substandard online-only 
courses”.

A non-means tested, government grant available to 
all students, including those with no recourse to public 
funds, immediately available and framed as “financial 
support” and not “compensation”, would be preferable. 
This is the formulation preferred by NUS.

On Wednesday 2 December, 4pm, London-based Lib-
erate the University and NUS will hold a rally outside Uni-
versities UK (the organisation that represents British Vice 
Chancellors) in Tavistock Square. It is a vast improvement 
on previous years that the NUS are co-hosting demon-
strations, and helping to organise discussions, however 
small, on national coordination of rent strikes and debate 
around demands.

But NUS should be using its networks to spread rent 
strikes, student-staff solidarity networks and the above 
demands to every student union it represents, rather than 
saying one thing to a small group of activists and another 
to sabbatical officers who are to our right or not yet part 
of activist circles. □

Win for Manchester students

Stop the plane!
Over 60 MPs, mostly Labour — but not Labour leader 

Keir Starmer — have signed a letter against a flight 
to deport dozens of people to Jamaica on 2 Decem-
ber. Some airlines have refused to operate the flight. 
The Tories’ pitch is that the people deported have se-
rious criminal records. But they should have the same 
right to live free as anyone else who has served their 
sentence. □

Labour, Brexit 
and the left
Michael Chessum, national organiser for Another 

Europe is Possible, spoke to us in a personal ca-
pacity about the struggle in the Labour Party on Brexit 
between the referendum and last year’s general elec-
tion. He argues that, instead of chivvying the leader-
ship and spinning the results, the internationalist left 
should have focused on building a clear opposition 
and pushing to change Labour’s position. He also dis-
cusses wider political lessons about the kind of left we 
need.

• bit.ly/michaelcinterview • Extra material, mostly not 
on Brexit: bit.ly/michaelcextra 
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By Matt Cooper

Friday 27 November saw an online launch of Paul Em-
bery’s book, Despised: Why the Modern Left Loathes 

the Working Class, sponsored by The Full Brexit, a group 
which promotes the fantasy that Brexit is an “historic op-
portunity… for restoring popular sovereignty.”

Embery is a well known proponent of “Blue Labour,” the 
idea that a moderately social-democratic project in the 
Labour Party can be reinvigorated only if it also promotes 
conservative social values, not just Brexit but supporting 
immigration control, opposing Black Lives Matter, lauding 
Britain as a Christian country, and supporting “family val-
ues” against gay marriage and trans rights. This, Embery 
argues, is the only way that Labour can reconnect with its 
core voters, which he identifies entirely with those who 
voted Conservative in the “Red Wall” seats.

Comically, he was supported in this book launch by two 
London and Home Counties academics whose only claim 
to diversity is that one went to Oxford and the other to 
Cambridge. If these academics ever dirty their hands, it 
is only by rummaging in the dustbin of history in search 
of nationalist ideas to present as innovations in socialist 
thought.

The working class is not the homogenised entity that 
Embery presents. To use a (very dodgy) analogy, the work-
ing class can be compared to a dog. This dog has a for-
ward looking, thinking, and purposeful front half, and rear 

portions that carry the scars and despondency inflicted 
by a generation of defeats. The front half of the dog could 
move forward with regard to bringing its rear half with it, 
although, like a real dog, it might be able to leave some of 
its most objectionable elements behind. That will involve 
a struggle within the working class against nationalism 
and racism. 

But Embery’s advice for the front of the dog is to forget 
looking forward and chase its tail. The dog will go no-
where and engage in no more than a dizzying and ever 
more frenzied chase to the bottom.

The launch is on YouTube: bit.ly/emb-bk □

Second-hand books
Workers’ Liberty is selling one hundred second 

hand books, on politics and many other topics. 
Visit bit.ly/2h-books for the full list, pricing, and to 
order them. Featured this week:

• Rosa Luxemburg — Dana Mills
• The Comintern — Duncan Hallas
• The Heavy Dancers — E.P Thompson
• Amexica: War Along the Borderline — Ed Vulliamy
• Peace and its Discontents — Edward Said
• Wuthering Heights — Emily Brontë

Chasing the conservatives

By Michael Elms

On Wednesday 25 November the majority of the take-
away food delivery workforce in Sheffield struck.

The strike affected all of the big apps — Stuart, Deliveroo 
and UberEats — and involved over 100 drivers. It effec-
tively shut down the delivery service across the city. On 
the drivers’ WhatsApp, pictures flooded in of restaurant 
order boards overflowing with uncollected orders.

The workers were united around three key demands: 
living wage after expenses; a fair process around dis-
cipline, with hearings and natural justice for drivers ac-
cused of infractions; and a hiring freeze, to stop the big 
firms from flooding the streets with new drivers.

In summer 2019, no union at all existed among driv-
ers in Sheffield. Members of Workers’ Liberty in the city 
launched an organisation drive with help from Notting-
ham members of the IWGB, and soon a group of couriers 
came together and elected representatives.

Soon “South Yorkshire Couriers’ Network”, as it was 
known, affiliated to the IWGB trade union. In October 
2020, the union’s ranks were swollen when drivers in Hills-
borough organised a group of their own and successfully 

struck to win changes at the Penistone Road McDonald’s.
Today the majority of drivers in the city support the 

union or are dues-paying members, and drivers have 
expanded their circle of leaders and deepened their or-
ganisation.

Flying pickets
This preparatory work paid off, as the union was able to 
organise four squads of flying pickets each headed by 
its own picket organiser, patrolling different areas of the 
city, successfully suppressing strike-breaking by spread-
ing the union message to new workers who hadn’t heard 
about the strike yet.

The employers have certainly felt the impact, with Stuart 
offering bonuses to drivers before the strike took place 
and effecting a hiring freeze immediately after; and the 
national management of UberEats telephoning restau-
rant managers around the city to apologise for the action. 
This week, flush from their successful action, the drivers 
will assess the strike and the efficiency of the strike fund 
system they have set in place, and mull their next moves.

Plans to expand the organisation to other towns and 
cities in the region are already afoot. □

Shutting down all the apps
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By Ollie Moore

Striking Rolls Royce workers at the company’s Barn-
oldswick plant face a lock-out, after bosses closed the 

site from 27 November. Strikes against plans to cut 350 
jobs at the factory were scheduled through to 23-24 De-
cember. Rolls Royce has said it will immediately transfer 
work currently being undertaken at the site to Japan, Sin-
gapore, and Spain.

Unite officer Ross Quinn said: “We have consistently 
called on Rolls-Royce to work with us to find the resolu-
tion that the members who have given their working lives 
to Rolls-Royce deserve.

“However the company has shown absolutely no appe-
tite to resolve the dispute. The decision to lock workers 
out of Barnoldswick before Christmas and to immedi-
ately offshore work at the factory demonstrates that Rolls-
Royce has no intention of negotiating or consulting its 
loyal workers on its plans.

“Workers at Barnoldswick, who take huge pride in their 
work, began targeted industrial action as a last resort in 
order to ensure the future of the historic factory.”

Rolls Royce workers are now faced with the task of find-
ing a way to raise the stakes in the dispute and increase 
the pressure on the employer. One potential tactic is a 
factory occupation to prevent Rolls Royce from remov-
ing any unfinished engines, parts, or equipment from the 
plant, as part of its offshoring of work.

Factory occupations are rare in recent labour movement 
history in Britain, but not entirely unheard of. In 2009, 
Unite members at the Visteon factory, which supplied 
parts for Ford, occupied against cuts to their pensions. 
The same year, wind turbine factory workers at Vestas on 
the Isle of Wight occupied to resist closure.

More recently, Debenhams workers in Ireland occupied 

their workplace in September 2020 in a dispute against 
job losses.

Workplace occupations, or “sit-down strikes”, are a 
qualitatively higher form of workers’ struggle than sim-
ply walking off the job. As Leon Trotsky put it: “Sit-down 
strikes […] go beyond the limits of ‘normal’ capitalist pro-
cedure. Independently of the demands of the strikers, the 
temporary seizure of factories deals a blow to the idol, 
capitalist property. Every sit-down strike poses in a practi-
cal manner the question of who is the boss of the factory: 
the capitalist or the worker?”

In our movement, with little recent culture of taking this 
kind of action — which would inevitably bring workers and 
their unions into conflict with the police, as well as the 
bosses — a factory occupation seems a huge leap. It may 
be that an occupation is not a realistic prospect in the 
Barnoldswick dispute for now. But, ultimately, it is only by 
rediscovering these tactics that we can hope to resist the 
wave of job cuts now facing.

Another option for Rolls Royce workers is to spread 
the Barnoldswick strike to other Rolls Royce plants. 9,000 
jobs are due to be cut across Rolls Royce’s UK operations, 
and an expanded strike campaign that demanded the re-
tention of all jobs at all sites could add pressure to Rolls 
Royce even if it locked out workers at individual work-
places. □

What we stand for
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty fights for socialist 

revolution, for the labour movement to militantly 
assert working-class interests. 

See workersliberty.org/about — if you agree, join us! □

Barnoldswick workers 
face lock out

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://workersliberty.org/about


workersliberty.orgfb.com/workersliberty@workersliberty22

“These fools, man”
By Jay Dawkey

“These fools, man”. E shakes his head. “If we had 
locked down earlier we wouldn’t need this. And 

now what? More lockdown after this”. “Cummings, John-
son, idiots. That’s why I don’t vote, bruv”.

That is a sentiment not uncommon on the station. Most 
people accept Labour might be doing a better job, some 
people think Corbyn was screwed over by the press, but 
politicians are politicians and they are not to be trusted.

We used to have a manager who was a member of 
the Labour Party. The only person ever to criticise Sadiq 
Khan... from the right. “What can he expect from the TfL 
deal if keeps calling the government incompetent? That 
is not good negotiation”.

Most people are more worried about whether the new 
manager will try and change our shifts. Throughout the 
pandemic we have done shorter hours, where possible. 
Fewer people have been needed and we have limited 
space for people to sit when not out on the gateline. Most 
of the time it has worked out all right. A lot of rumours 
fly around that he wants change. So far we haven’t had 
anyone actually change it though. We just keep getting 
told it might happen.

Until it does we’ll keep on with what we have got. It 
isn’t perfect but it means less time where we might be 
exposed to the virus. □

• “Jay Dawkey” is a Tube worker.

Right to protest
The Chief Inspector of Constabulary delivered on 20 

November an outline report on “effectively manag-
ing protest” requested by Home Secretary Priti Patel, 
and is due to produce the full report by February 2021.

The Network for Police Monitoring reckons the pros-
pect is of increasing police powers against protesters 
above the level already given by the Public Order Act 
1986.

Explicit exemption from virus curbs for political pro-
tests done with due care was deleted for the current 
lockdown, but may be reinstated from 2 December. On 
29 November police had a heavy presence at a London 
protest against the new security law in France, but did 
not try to disrupt it. Most police action has been against 
anti-lockdown protests (which tend deliberately to flout 
covid-distancing and mask rules). But not all. □

The classic mining film

By John Cunningham

The report in Solidarity 573 re-
garding the Ukrainian miners’ 

victory prompted me to think of a 
mining film. Kameradschaft (“Com-
radeship”, 1931, directed by G. W. 
Pabst) depicts a gas explosion 
which traps a number of French miners underground. 
It is based on events surrounding the terrible 1906 
Courriès disaster in France, when 1,099 died. The mine 
straddles the Franco-German border. When the Ger-
man miners hear the news they rush to give assistance, 
and during the rescue operation the miners symbol-
ically dismantle the iron gate separating “French” 
from “German” coal. When the rescue is complete the 
French miners’ leader praises their joint efforts, and 
internationalism triumphs. Considering the rise of the 
Nazis only two years later, the film has a particularly 
powerful message, as relevant today as it was then. □

Alstom workers strike to 
smash pay freeze

Alstom workers have launched a series of strikes, 
aiming to smash a pandemic pay freeze imposed 

by penny-pinching bosses.
The workers, who perform maintenance on rolling 

stock, struck at depots on Alstom’s West Coast con-
tract on 29-30 November, and will strike again on 3-4, 
8-9, 13-14, 17-18, and 22-23 December. Workers at Al-
stom’s Chester depot began a programme of industrial 
action short of strikes on 13 October, and will strike on 
8-9 and 13-14 December.

Alstom management claim that a drop in their reve-
nue caused by the coronavirus pandemic means they 
can’t afford to offer workers a pay increase. RMT’s pro-
gramme of strikes aims to force concessions. □

Kino Eye

Off the Rails

Diary of an 
tubeworker
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Frozen for years?

We’re now hearing rumours that the public sector 
pay freeze may be for several years, across the 

whole sector. If that’s true, that reinforces the need for 
unions to work together and build coordinated action 
as soon as possible, aimed at breaking the freeze be-
fore it becomes a “fact-on-the-ground” over a long pe-
riod.

The wider the coordination, the more impactful the 
action will be. Having said this, aiming for coordination 
can’t be allowed to hold back those unions, or groups 
of workers within unions, from taking action when 
they’re ready. If PCS needs to act alone, or in coordi-
nation with a smaller number of unions which are pre-
pared to fight, we’ll do that, whilst still aiming for the 
maximum coordination across the sector. Our National 
Executive Committee meets on 10 December and will 
decide our initial strategy.

Petition
Over 100,000 people have now signed our petition op-
posing the civil service pay freeze, which means it will 
now be discussed in Parliament. We have no expecta-
tion that the debate will be particularly productive, but 
it does mean the profile of the issue will be raised.

In the Department for Business, Energy, and Indus-
trial Strategy (BEIS), an industrial action ballot involv-
ing our outsourced members closes on 8 December. 
They’ve been forced to come into the office, despite 
the fact that the vast majority of the directly-employed 
civil servants who work there are working from home. 
It’s disgraceful that this overwhelmingly BAME work-
force has been directly exposed to a greater level of 
risk than directly-employed, and majority-white, work-
mates. We’ll also shortly commence a ballot for some 
of our driving instructor members, for action to resist 
being pushed back into conducting tests once the 
lockdown in England ends. 

Internally, the union is planning a strategic review of 
our structures and how we organise. This needs to be 
a serious discussion about further democratising the 
union and empowering the rank and file. Everyone says 
they’re for a “member-led union”, but what does that 
mean in practice? That’s the basis on which the review 
should take place. It needs to look at some administra-
tive questions and tightening up some processes, but 
fundamentally it needs to be a discussion about mak-
ing the union more democratic and more responsive to 
the struggles members face in the workplace. □

• John Moloney is assistant general secretary of the civil 
service workers’ union PCS, writing here in a personal 
capacity.

Strikes at Heathrow
By Ollie Moore

Workers at Heathrow Airport, Britain’s biggest sin-
gle-site workplace, will strike on 1, 14, 17, and 18 

December.
Airport bosses plan to sack up to 4,000 workers en 

masse, and rehire them on worse terms and conditions. 
Some workers could lose up to £8,000 per year. 3% of all 
workers will have their pay cut by 20%. 

Workers affected include baggage handlers, security 
workers, airport firefighters, and others. Passenger flights, 
which are expected to resume after the lockdown in Eng-
land ends on 2 December, will be affected by the strikes 
on 14, 17, and 18 December. A statement from the Unite 
union said Heathrow bosses were using the pandemic “as 
a smokescreen to permanently cut workers’ pay.”

Along with Unite members’ strike at the Rolls Royce 
plant in Barnoldswick, the strike represents a rare flash-
point of resistance to the wave of job cuts currently facing 
workers. □

Photo credit: @heathrowworkers 

John Moloney, PCS 
AGS 
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By Colin Foster

Over 60% of those applying for the Government’s 
meagre and ill-advertised £500-per-fortnight isola-

tion pay are being refused in some areas, like Yorkshire 
and Humber, so the Guardian reported on 1 December.

Back in August, research found that fewer than 20% 
of those with confirmed Covid symptoms were self-iso-
lating properly, and scarcely 10% of those who knew 
they were contacts of infected people. No-one knows 
about those due to self-isolate after travelling, or those 
who should stay home to look after self-isolating young 
children.

Isolation pay isn’t the only factor here, but it’s an es-
sential one.

To curb the virus, the labour movement must fight for 
full isolation pay for all, and publicly-provided quaran-
tine accommodation for people otherwise supposed to 
“self-isolate” in crowded housing.

Enforced covid-distancing — costly, but it’s the basic 
emergency measure against epidemics known since the 
Middle Ages at least — is going to be necessary for many 
months yet, even if everything goes well with the new 
vaccines.

The labour movement can’t hope to second-guess the 
experts on the best calibrations of enforced covid-dis-
tancing, though the new “tiers” system looks probably 
too light rather than too heavy, and the Tories’ half-prom-
ise that the “tiers” will end in February is foolish.

We can and must fight for the measures of social sol-
idarity needed to generate grass-roots effectiveness 
under the top-down measures, and to minimise their 
harmful social effects.

Virus infections in Wales have levelled or maybe in-
creased since its lockdown between 23 October and 9 
November, which ended with cases below their peak 
but no lower than on 23 October.

Northern Ireland’s infections have continued to fall 
since its 16 October to 13 November lockdown, but it is 
on a new lockdown from 27 November to 11 December.

England’s lockdown between 5 November and 2 
December looks like ending with some reduction in 
infection rates (they were levelling off even before the 
lockdown started). The reduction is smaller than from 

other lockdowns in Europe (France, Belgium, Ireland). 
Things look difficult.

We got here by follies in the summer like “eat out to 
help out”. The Tories’ latest gimmick, “mass testing”, is 
unlikely to help, and even good test-and-trace would 
have limited effect with infection rates as high as now. 
To enable test-trace to contribute later it must be taken 
out of the hands of Serco, Deloitte, G4S, and other prof-
iteers, and made a public-health effort. At present many 
test-trace workers themselves don’t get isolation pay.

Universities must let students study online from home 
in January, and reimburse rent, or we will get a new 
infection surge as students travel back to campuses. 
Schools must be funded to reduce class sizes by rotas 
and extra buildings, to fix ventilation, to employ new 
regular staff.

Emergency public ownership (requisitioning) should 
bring private hospital facilities into the NHS, integrate 
social care into the public sector, and guarantee PPE 
supplies. NHS and care workers should get immediate 
pay rises.

The gaps in furlough provision must be filled, evic-
tions banned, rents paused.

Social solidarity and equality are the necessary under-
pinning for enough people to know that when they ob-
serve the precautions they are taking care of others, and 
their individual efforts won’t be wasted by the misdeeds 
of a government focused on stunts and fat profits for its 
cronies. □
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