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Unite to win isolation pay for all!

The rate of compliance with Covid quarantine rules 
in New York state is estimated around 98%. In South 

Korea, over 99%. In the UK, a majority, perhaps as many 
as 80%, don’t fully comply.

In South Korea those going into quarantine receive the 
equivalent of £300, regardless of employment status and 
income. They also get a kit with food, drink and medical 
supplies, and regular check-ins with an individual through 
an app. Many local authorities offer temporary accommo-
dation to people for whom isolation at home is impossi-
ble or difficult.

In New York anyone who tests positive, and their close 
contacts, can get free hotel accommodation, plus food, 
medicine and protective equipment.

South Korea’s infection and death figures are vastly 
better than the UK’s; New York’s, proportionally, worse. 
No one measure is enough to deal effectively with the 
virus. New York City, responsible for a clear majority of its 
state’s deaths, has a lot of poor quality and overcrowded 
housing and a population in various respects vulnerable 
to the virus. It was slow on covid-distancing in early 2020. 
Democrat state governor Andrew Cuomo has resisted 
proposals for stronger social support.

US legislation to provide 14 days full pay to millions of 
workers if they need to quarantine is estimated to have 
prevented hundreds of new infections a day. But thanks 
to resistance from Republican politicians and a lack of 
fight from the Democrats, the provisions were limited to 
workers in medium-size businesses — excluding a major-
ity of private-sector workers.

The legislation expired at the end of 2020. Biden has 
proposed to reinstate it and remove the exemptions, but 
the Republicans are still resisting.

There is growing recognition that lack of material and 
financial support is a large part of why the UK’s infection 
and death rates are so high, despite so much testing. The 
Tories have repeatedly pointed to the £500 self-isolation 
payment “available” to those receiving benefits — but two-
thirds of those badly-off enough to be eligible have had 
their application rejected.

They also point to Statutory Sick Pay — set at just £95.85 
a week and not available to millions of mostly low-paid 
and precarious workers. The TUC found that a fifth of 
workers receive no sick pay, and another quarter only SSP. 
Among care workers, and other low-paid groups of work-
ers, the proportion is higher. The GMB found that 80% of 
care workers felt they would need to take on debt in order 
to take time off sick.

SSP covers only 20% on average of workers’ incomes. In 
all but three of 27 EU countries, the equivalent minimum 
level is more than 50%. It is 70% in Germany, Croatia and 
the Netherlands; 80% in Denmark, Bulgaria and Poland; 
and 100% in Luxemburg.

Many European countries have more generous ar-
rangements for those who need to self-isolate. In Portugal 
most workers who have been in contact with a confirmed 
case get 100% of their basic salary for two weeks; those 
with symptoms or a positive test, for 28 days. The self-em-
ployed and people on temporary contracts receive sup-
port based on their declared income; although those 
without the right formal paperwork, including many mi-
grants, are effectively excluded.

In Germany, most workers who need to isolate get full 
pay for up to six weeks — though again there are gaps.

In the last couple of months there has been an increased 
buzz about the problem of sick pay and isolation pay in 
the mainstream media and in the labour movement. It has 
translated into relatively little political movement, in large 
part because the Labour Party has sat on its hands. Labour 
spokespeople indicate they support increasing sick pay, 
but with few specifics and less vocal campaigning.

Sick pay is a crucial issue, on which progress is surely 
possible given a fight. A number of labour movement and 
left organisations are agitating on this. They should link 
up and coordinate to build a united, much higher profile 
campaign.

We must fight to win the right for all workers to self-iso-
late on full pay, and decent, liveable sick pay for all. □

• Safe and Equal: safeandequal.org

Two special offers 
With the lockdown continuing, we’re also contin-

uing our special offer, a trial subscription to Sol-
idarity for six issues with UK postage for £2. And now 
an extra offer: six-issue sub plus our new pamphlet on 
Shapurji Saklatvala, the revolutionary socialist who was 
Labour’s first BAME MP, £4.50: tinyurl.com/21offer-2. 

Editorial 

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://safeandequal.org
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2020-11-03/solidarity-subscription-offer-until-end-lockdown
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More virus deaths in jails
By Matt Ford

Almost twice as many Covid-related deaths in prisons 
in England and Wales have been recorded in the sec-

ond wave as in the first. Between October 2020 and 18 
January 2021, 51 prisoners died with the virus, compared 
to 27 between March and June 2020.

There have also been far more cases, even after taking 
into account more extensive testing. Throughout the final 
months of 2020, cases in prison seemed to ebb and flow 
in line with the tightening and easing of restrictions in the 
community. The week ending 21 December looked to be 
the peak: 800 cases then, falling to only several hundred 
in the weeks after. But early January has seen a sharp re-
surgence of the virus, with cases doubling weekly.

A startling 1,300 new cases were recorded in the week 
ending 18 January 2021 alone. 70 of 119 prisons cur-
rently have outbreaks, meaning at least one prisoner test-
ing positive in an institution. 

In early January, all prisons moved back to the second, 
most restrictive, stage of the national framework. Regimes 
are less strict than those imposed in the first lockdown in 
spring 2020, and adaptations have been made to miti-
gate their impact.

Reports in December indicated that prisoners and 
prison staff would be vaccinated in line with the general 
population, i.e. depending on the risk group they fall into. 
There are a number of reasons why prisoners should ac-
tually be prioritised in the vaccination programme, espe-
cially if the government stalls demands to release many 
more prisoners, as it has done.

Prisoners do not have the autonomy to manage their 
own safety, despite being in a high-risk environment. 
Higher rates of infection have been recorded among 
prisoners compared to the general population. Greater 
proportions of prisoners suffer from illnesses known to 
increase the risk of developing more severe symptoms 

from coronavirus. Prisons pose an ongoing risk of trans-
mission into the community when prisoners are released 
and as staff enter and leave institutions. There are now 
growing calls from across the political spectrum for pris-
oners to be prioritised for the vaccine. Without it, prisons 
may be in lockdown until months after restrictions in the 
community are eased, as was the case in summer 2020. □

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, held on-

line over zoom.

Wednesday 27 January, 4-6pm: Tubeworker Bulle-
tin public meeting — What kind of unions do we need? 
How can we build them?
Wednesday 27 January, 5:30-7pm: LCFM meeting — 
Free Osime Brown! Workers against deportation. 
Thursday 28 January, 6-7:30pm: Momentum Interna-
tionalists forum — The EHRC Report and Labour
Saturday 30 January, 12:30-2:30pm: Labour Move-
ment Solidarity with Hong Kong UK 
Sunday 31 January, 6:30-8pm: Fighting Trumpism 
after Trump
Monday 1 February, 6-7pm: North London AWL — 
Workers’ Parties, Labour Parties and Socialism series
Monday 1 February, 6-7pm: Workers’ Liberty stu-
dents — Labour under Starmer

Plus
Every Monday, 6-7pm: Workers’ Liberty Students on-
line political discussions
Wed 3, 17 Feb and 3,17 Mar, 7-8.30pm: The Retreat 
from Class by Ellen Wood, study group
Thursdays, 8-9pm: Marx’s “Grundrisse”, study group
Our calendars of events: browse or subscribe! □

All online
For full and updated details, zoom links, more meetings 
and resources, visit workersliberty.org/events 

Covid-19

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


4 workersliberty.orgfb.com/workersliberty@workersliberty

A GP’s view of the pandemic

A GP spoke to Zack from Solidarity about the pandemic

Vaccination isn’t the only answer. We need track, trace, 
support, and isolate. People thinking that vaccines 

alone will stop the pandemic is worrying. With compul-
sory car seatbelts, the number of pedestrians killed went 
up: “risk compensation”. Will vaccinated people Cov-
id-distance less? I haven’t seen that myself yet, but it’s 
being discussed.

Face masks should be mandatory everywhere. The gov-
ernment should never have said that some people can 
not wear them for health reasons. 

There might be a very few people, small children, and 
some people with learning disabilities, who can’t under-
stand and might not be able to wear them. Plus some 
people with mental health issues. 

The number of people with asthma and chronic bron-
chitis who can’t wear masks is very, very low.

Track and trace needs to be in the hands of public 
health. Research into preventing and limiting pandem-
ics is underfunded, and public health too needs proper 
funding.

If people who understood epidemiology and public 
health were phoning people, trying to identify where clus-
ters came from, we would have a better understanding of 
when people are catching it. Are people catching it from 
individuals who are positive with no symptoms? Or are 
people infectious longer than we’ve assumed?

It’s a very broken up system. Apparently Serco talks 
to one case, gets the phone numbers of everyone that 
person has seen — then has someone else phone those 
contacts. There’s no overarching connection of who saw 
whom. 

At our practice, we’re phoning everyone who tests pos-
itive, to check on them medically. That gives us a sense of 
where the outbreak has come from.

People who work in councils, in public health, are 
used to dealing with outbreaks of salmonella, whooping 
cough, or other infectious diseases. They understand that 
you need to find who started it, or which piece of chicken. 
Then they get an understanding of how it’s spreading. 

Because that system isn’t there, even when we had the 
Covid outbreak in our local working men’s club, no one 
got a hold on how it had happened. 

Everybody knew everybody, so it would have been easy 
to contact everyone and get some understanding of who 
was there, when, who caught it from whom, and where 
they were sitting. That would have been educational 
for the rest of the country. If people had known that if 
you sit on the same table, or you go to the bar and get a 
beer, you’ll catch Covid, there might not have been this 
re-opening pubs nonsense. 

Health and social 
care is particularly 
important because 
nearly all care homes 
are private, and a lot 
of staff are agency 
or very low waged, 
and often on zero 
hour contracts. It’s 
quite common that 
they feel they should 
work even with 
Covid symptoms. 
We’ve had lots of people ringing us up for sick notes, 
because they feel under pressure to go to work, when 
they’re feeling too ill to even do the work itself.

There wasn’t enough PPE for hospital staff. Free PPE 
for people in care homes was only rolled out relatively 
recently. We had patients, looking after elderly people 
in care homes, who caught Covid before they were pro-
vided with PPE.

The last few years there haven’t really been enough 
beds even in the summer, and there never have been 
in the winter. Last winter people were nursed in the cor-
ridors, in A&E, in ambulances. That’s not possible now. 
You can imagine how crowded the hospitals are, how few 
beds are available.

We’ve had six months at least during which everything 
except the most urgent work in NHS hospitals has been 
shelved. People who needed symptoms investigated or 
operations done have had them cancelled or postponed. 

That won’t be caught up for a long time. Some people’s 
cancers will be significantly worse by the time they are 
treated. That’s all been impacted by the fragmentation, 
the partial privatisation of bits of the NHS, the cherry-pick-
ing. Lots of money is going to private companies for the 
easy bits of the service. 

That means there’s less money for the bits that are com-
plicated. There was already a massive queue for mental 
health treatment. The pandemic is impacting people’s 
mental health so that’s got worse. 

Society needs to decide what its priorities are. Lots of 
people with Covid are suffering terribly. And it’s devas-
tating for those who’ve lost family and friends to Covid.

But many others are out of work, living on extremely lit-
tle money. Domestic violence has increased, child abuse 
too. I worry too that another novel disease may mutate 
because of globalisation, and the related issues. 

While we should be optimistic about the vaccine, we 
need to agitate for more track, trace, support, and isolate. 
This government has really failed at the support. They 
promised lots of money to councils which didn’t come.

We need support so that people can isolate: financial 
support for people on zero hours contracts, taking med-
ication to self-isolating people, all that sort of thing. □

• Full interview online: bit.ly/gp-pan

Interviews

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
http://bit.ly/gp-pan
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By Martin Thomas

Of almost all governments in the world, Japan’s is the 
one whose management of the pandemic is least ap-

proved by its people.
You can see why. Its testing rates have always been very 

low, and are about one-fifteenth of the UK’s. It has had no 
lockdowns. It has made a one-off cash handout of £700 
per person, but has a poor sick-pay regime. It even now 
intends to go ahead with the Olympics in Tokyo in Ju-
ly-August, though 80% of the population object.

Yet cumulative deaths per million from Covid in Japan 
are 40, compared to 1437 in the UK and 116 and 100 
even in Europe’s least-hit countries, Finland and Norway. 
And that despite Japan having crowded cities, cramped 
housing, and the oldest population in the world.

Japan’s current rate of deaths per million rose above 
Norway’s and Finland’s only on 21 January.

We know neither why Japan has had a relatively low 
toll so far, nor whether the recent rise is a start of a surge 
which will make its eventual toll much higher.

In Europe, people puzzled about why Germany and 
Portugal and the Czech Republic had such relatively 
low Covid tolls, until September at least. Now the puz-
zle is “resolved” by Germany having a Covid death rate 
almost twice France’s, and Portugal a rate almost four 
times France’s (indeed, even higher than the UK’s, and 
still rising). The Czech Republic’s was from October to 
mid-January higher than the UK’s or Portugal’s, and is only 
tentatively falling.

So far, surprisingly, poor countries have had lower tolls 
than richer ones. Africa has suffered 60 deaths per mil-
lion, Asia 80, Europe and South America both about 900, 
the USA 1300. We don’t know whether this disparity will 
switch if Big Pharma continues to clutch its vaccine pat-
ents, so the poor countries lack vaccines while vaccination 
“works” well but the richer buy up the supply. South Africa 
already has a death rate higher than Europe’s average.

Different variants of the virus (those didn’t start from 
nothing on 14 December); different disease histories 
and so inherited partial protections from the virus; differ-
ent proportions of young people (who survive the virus 
much better); different numbers of frail people surviving 
other ailments but then falling to the virus; and different 
rural-urban balances — some of those may make a differ-
ence.

It remains likely that the inconsistency of British govern-
ment policy; its prior starving of public health; and its dis-
like for payments which could “stick” after the pandemic 
subsides, like better sick pay, are factors in Britain having 
the worse cumulative death rate per million, so far, of any 
big country.

The clearest “proven” policy is closing borders before 
many infections enter. Remote islands like Japan, Taiwan, 
New Zealand, Australia, etc., and countries with ultra-po-
liced land borders like South Korea, have kept tolls low.

Within Europe and the Americas, and for good reasons, 
not even a doubling or tripling of police forces could 

close borders that tightly; and New Zealand and the 
others still don’t know when they will reopen their bor-
ders and what will happen then. Rigorous quarantining 
of those who enter a country may be workable, effective, 
and less unjust than total border-closure, though it is hard 
to see how even that will work with e.g. truck-drivers in 
Europe.

Social solidarity, whether won by labour-movement ef-
fort or organised from above by paternalist states, helps. 
That would explain why northern Europe has generally 
done better than southern Europe, and Canada than the 
USA, and some of East Asia’s advantage. 

Where populations have learned from previous recent 
experience of epidemics, and also where they accept 
high government surveillance (as in Taiwan and South 
Korea), that aids virus-control.

Countries where the frail elderly are mostly cared for at 
home or in small units have done better than those with 
large elderly-care institutions generating multiple possi-
ble infection routes.

Despite Japan’s counter-example, improved isolation 
pay and sick pay generally bring better results.

Efficient testing, tracing, and isolation can help to keep 
low rates of infection low. If numbers are low enough, 
quarantine accommodation for the self-isolating, too.

But both evidence and reasoning (from the fact that 
many infections are passed on before the infectious per-
son has symptoms) suggest that testing, tracing, and iso-
lation has nowhere been effective on its own to replace 
other policies: border policies, covid-distancing, and, 
usually, the old, clumsy, costly, but often necessary pol-
icy: lockdowns.

Lockdowns are not sufficient by themselves (Argentina 
is the prime example), and there is no clear evidence that 
stricter lockdowns (beyond a certain minimum) work bet-
ter. The labour movement can only nullify itself by taking 
on the role of the at-all-times great enthusiast for stricter 
police measures, and we would be foolish to think we can 
second-guess the scientists on which lockdown and dis-
tancing measures work best. Measures of social solidarity 
will not of themselves halt the pandemic. The balance of 
evidence is that they help. And they should be the spe-
cific contribution of the labour movement. □

The governments, the virus, and us
Our World In Data. 

Data source: Johns Hopkins 
University, 26 January 

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
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Free the science to enable Free the science to enable 
vaccines for all!vaccines for all!

By Andi Brookes 

Private companies benefiting from billions in public 
money and political goodwill stand to profit heav-

ily from selling vaccines to the Global South. Higher in-
come countries, including Canada, Switzerland and the 
EU states, have even blocked efforts by the WHO [World 
Health Organisation] to force companies to release the 
information needed to make the vaccines freely to the 
world, which would have allowed other drug makers to 
manufacture them.

This refusal of access comes even as states such as 
the US and the UK hoard vaccine orders far larger than 
needed for their entire populations. Canada has bought 
up in advance five times as much vaccine as needed to 
cover its whole population.

At a fundamental level, vaccine hoarding during a 
pandemic is morally wrong. Global pandemics demand 
globalised vaccination efforts. Vulnerable groups and 
frontline workers across should be vaccinated as a pri-
ority, regardless of country. Otherwise catastrophes like 
those seen in the US or UK will unfold repeatedly, as the 
virus spreads. 

Leaving SARS-CoV-2 to spread unchecked anywhere in 
the world also increases the risk of new strains emerging, 
with significant consequences. We’re seeing this already 
with the more transmissible B117 variant that emerged in 
the UK, and the new variants from Brazil and South Africa.

The latter two are not only more transmissible, but also 
show signs that vaccines or antibodies from previous in-
fections may be less effective. Given that these new var-
iants are spreading more easily, they could trigger new 
pandemics of their own. It’s naive of governments to think 
that vaccinating a single country can halt the coronavirus. 

The Covax initiative, led by the WHO, aims to guarantee 
fair and equitable access to vaccines for every country in 
the world. However, it struggled to raise the $2 billion in 
donations it needed by the end of 2020. In contrast, the 
the US invested, via Operation Warp Speed, $10 billion 
across just seven companies.

Covax has now announced 1.3 billion doses for 92 of 
the poorest nations by the end of 2021, but vaccine ac-

cess should never have been dependent on the largesse 
of billionaires and richer nations in the first place. 

Instead, scientists and companies should freely release 
all intellectual property associated with Covid-19 vac-
cines to maximise production, and commit as a minimum 
to providing vaccines at cost globally. Otherwise, we’re 
missing not only a huge opportunity to prevent a resur-
gent pandemic, but also a chance to revolutionise the 
way pharmaceutical companies profit off human misery, 
pandemic or not. □

Safe and Equal is producing a new leaflet soon for 
door-to-door distribution, and developing a call on 

other campaigning groups which have backed better 
isolation pay to organise a united front on the issue.

Bell Ribiero-Addy MP has been working with the 
campaign to investigate the employment practices of 
companies working under the Track and Trace banner. 
Frontline workers at test centres indicate that many are 
employed on zero-hours contracts, without isolation 
pay.

A number of activists are now lobbying their councils 
trying to ensure all care providers pay full sick pay. Uni-
son activists in the North West and Islington won that 
issue in 2020: we need to spread the victories. 

Safe and Equal is phoning round hundreds of workers 
who have signed its petition and discussing workplace 
campaigns. It are also putting workers who cannot af-
ford to isolate in touch with interested journalists.

Labour Movement Solidarity with Hong Kong UK has 
its big Zoom protest meeting coming up on 30 Janu-
ary, as the HK government extends its demand for an 
oath of loyalty onto 439 district councillors.

Free Our Unions has an organising meeting on Tues-
day 26 January. It will discuss assisting FoU support-
ers who are active in Momentum to submit policy on 
fighting anti-union and anti-strike laws to Momentum’s 
“policy primary” process. □

• Campaign info and links, and model motion texts, at 
workersliberty.org/agenda

Science

Activist agenda

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org/agenda
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By Jim Denham

On 21 January 1941 the British government banned 
the Daily Worker. Eighty years later that paper’s suc-

cessor, the Morning Star, commemorated the ban with 
lengthy articles by editor Ben Chacko and Communist 
Party of Britain head of communications Phil Katz.

Katz describes the ban as the culmination of “a dec-
ade-long struggle with censors, libel suits [and] grizzly 
judges.” The paper, says Katz, “was not banned for any-
thing in particular that it said ... [but] in order to disrupt 
the labour movement.”

Chacko, on the other hand, quotes (before dismissing) 
the then-home secretary Herbert Morrison’s claim that the 
paper was “undermining the war effort” and informs read-
ers that the paper’s editorial stance was “that the second 
world war at that stage was an inter-imperialist conflict.”

Erasing Molotov-Ribbentrop
Neither Katz nor Chacko can bring themselves to spell out 
the fact that the ban was a direct result of the Hitler-Stalin 
Pact signed on 23 August 1939. Chacko mentions it, but 
emphasises that “the about-turn in Moscow’s policy was 
far from universally supported by British communists at 
the time...” Katz claims that “if the ban had just been about 
the war, then the paper would have reappeared very soon 
after the Soviet Union was invaded [June 1941] and the 
Communist Party came all out in favour of the war effort.”

Neither of these writers properly describe the reality 
of the Pact or its effect on the policy of the Comintern 
[Stalin’s international] and of Communist Parties every-
where. It meant not just “neutrality” or describing the war 
an “inter-imperialist conflict”: it meant making pro-Hitler 
propaganda, embellishing the German regime and its 
supposed “desire for peace” which British imperialism 
was frustrating. George Orwell (who opposed the Daily 
Worker ban, as Trotskyists at the time of course also did) 
wrote that the Pact “brought the Stalinists and the near 
Stalinists into the pro-Hitler position.”

The Daily Worker accused the British government of 
seeking to “impose British imperialist peace on Germany” 
as a prelude to attacking the Soviet Union. 

The Manchester Guardian accurately described how the 
Daily Worker reflected the Comintern’s line: “it changed 
its tune when it found that Stalin wanted to be friends 
with Hitler. Day after day since it has vilified the British 
Government and its leaders to the exclusion of any con-
demnation of Hitler.”

As well as failing to properly describe the Pact and its 
effect upon the official “Communist” movement (and 
“fronts” like the Daily Worker), the two Morning Star ar-
ticles are full of other lies, omissions and half-truths. 

Chacko, for instance, claims that “Britain devoted more 
resources to aiding Finland, a Nazi ally ... than it did to 
fighting Germany before the fall of France” — failing to 
mention that Finland was invaded by Russia in November 
1939 (the “Winter War”) when Russia was the “Nazi ally”!

Chacko even gets his facts wrong when it comes to the 
London Blitz, claiming that the Daily Worker had champi-
oned “the need for deep shelters to protect people from 
the Blitz and the Communist Party’s fight to allow people 
to take shelter in Tube stations... and this above all was 
the reason for the ban.” Leaving aside the preposterous 
idea that the campaign to open up tube stations as air-
raid shelters was the main reason for the ban, it is a matter 
of record that the campaign was not organised or led by 
the Communist Party, but by the Trotskyists of the Workers 
International League (with the support of some individual 
CP members like the young Alfie Bass).

At least the Morning Star can claim to be continuing in 
the tradition of the Daily Worker: lying in big matters and 
small, as a matter of course. □

• JD acknowledges using information from The Devils’ 
Alliance by Roger Moorhouse (2014) and The Evolution 
of the Mythical British Fifth Column by Richard Thurlow 
(Twentieth Century British History, 1999).

Still lying after 80 years

Nazi foreign minister Ribbentrop and Soviet 
counterpart Molotov in Berlin, 1940

Antidoto

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”. □

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://workersliberty.org/audio
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Putin’s mafia regime starts to crack
By Barrie Hardy

“Putin is the richest man in the world by a multiple. Im-
agine controlling 25 percent of the wealth of a country? 
Wouldn’t that be fucking amazing?” 

Donald Trump

It is not impossible that Trump’s departure from the White 
House could soon be followed by his venal soul-mate 

Vladimir Putin exiting the Kremlin. Despite him making 
himself President for life through one of the most crooked 
referendums of modern times, Russian people outside of 
his mafia state apparatus have had enough of corruption 
and theft from the nation’s coffers.

Putin attempted last year to add anti-corruption activist 
Navalny to a growing list of assassinated opponents. That 
poisoning attempt failed. Navalny recovered in Germany 
and returned to Russia on 17 January, only to be imme-
diately arrested.

Throughout the former Stalinist dictatorship, oppo-
nents of the regime circulated samizdat — clandestine lit-
erature in leaflet and pamphlet form. Today’s equivalent is 
far more effective, via YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram.

Navalny’s supporters put up a two hour investigation 
on YouTube of Putin’s Palace on the Black Sea, said to 
have cost £1 billion and with tacky details such as the 
pole-dancing stage and the £600 Italian toilet brush. 
Demonstrators have since been waving much cheaper 
versions of that brush, indicating the direction they want 
Putin and cronies to go.

Protest rallies were held in 66 locations across Russia at 
2pm local time on 22 January. They had been organised 
after Navalny’s return and arrest, so at only a few days’ 
notice, and in sub-zero temperatures, -50C in Irkutsk. 
Many tens of thousands were out in both St Petersburg 
and Moscow; the crowds were able to break through po-
lice lines in St Petersburg, and continued to attract more 
people through to the evening.

Demonstrators also enjoy a lot of passive support from 
motorists and other passers-by.

Young people are at the forefront of this latest anti Putin 
movement. Protest organisers had been accused by Putin 
supporters of being “paedophile groomers” because no-
tifications had been posted on TikTok. In fact, only 4% of 
the protesters were under 18, and the main contingent is 
young middle-age. A random sample of 359 protesters in 
the capital and found that 42% of them had not attended 
a demonstration before this year.

The Interior Ministry said that the demonstrations would 
be “immediately suppressed”. According to OVD Info, 
3,711 people were detained throughout the country, 
1,442 of them in Moscow 

The presence of TV cameras didn’t prevent Tianamen 
Square. And Lukashenko is still dictator in Belarus. But it’s 
not so easy now.

The recently-released prize-winning film Dear Com-
rades about a massacre of striking engineering workers 
in the USSR in 1962 reminds us of how many attacks on 
the working class happened without us knowing in those 
days of heavy state censorship. Nowadays massacres 
can’t be covered up so easily, despite the state threaten-
ing social media users with criminal charges for encour-
aging young people to demonstrate.

“Would that the Roman people had but one neck!” said 
the emperor Caligula. No doubt Putin is feeling the same 
about the Russian people. He can poison, shoot or im-
prison only so many. Presidents for life seldom end them 
happily.

Support the Opposition!
Some on the left argue we shouldn’t support these 
demonstrations because they are being led by “the far 
right”. Painting opponents to the regime as “fascists” is 
an old trick which resurfaced to justify Putin’s invasion of 
Ukraine. 

Navalny has pandered to Russian nationalism. But Putin 
has done worse with his invasions of neighbouring states 
and his toleration of racist attacks on ethnic minorities by 
Nazi gangs in Russia itself.

As Kirill Medvedev, an activist of the Russian Socialist 
Movement, puts it: “With the further development... it 
will no longer be easy to separate the corrupt ‘friends of 
Putin’ from those whom Navalny calls ‘honest business-
men’, but whose fortunes are just as huge, and similarly 
generated by illegal schemes from the 1990s and 2000s 
and, of course, by over-exploitation of workers.

“All of this opens up great opportunities for leftist pol-
itics, which, with an equally skilful combination of valour 
and rationality, could produce a far more powerful wave 
of discontent and a far more coherent program of change 
than Navalny’s eclectic populism. The movement sparked 
off by Navalny has gone beyond his control and is essen-
tially a revolt against corruption”. □

Alexei Navalny arrested during 2017 protests

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/anti-racist-resources
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By Mark Perryman

An educational event which was being organised by a 
branch of Lewes CLP, about challenging antisemitism, has 
been banned by order of the Labour Party’s Regional Of-
fice. Mark Perryman, a member of Lewes CLP (though not 
the organiser of the educational event) spoke to Momen-
tum Internationalists in a personal capacity to explain what 
has been going on. 

The EHRC [Equality and Human Rights Commission] 
report was published and Jeremy Corbyn was almost 

immediately suspended. We had a branch meeting to 
discuss this. We weren’t of a mood to challenge [Labour 
Party general secretary] David Evans or [Labour Party 
leader] Keir Starmer or our Region: hardly anyone could 
see the point of that. But we wanted to state clearly that 
we didn’t believe that bureaucratic suspensions were the 
answer.

Most importantly, we felt that we needed, as a branch to 
make clear that, in the words of the motion I put, “our op-
position to antisemitism is unconditional”. As I said mov-
ing the motion: if a Muslim woman outside a supermarket 
in Lewes was being abused, we wouldn’t ask her position 
on feminism. We’d oppose the abuse.

I lived for some years in Stamford Hill, where there is 
a large Jewish community. If I saw a Hasidic Jew being 
abused in antisemitic terms, as happened quite regularly, 
I wouldn’t ask his position on Israel-Palestine, I would op-
pose the abuse. That’s not to say that I’m not in favour of 
Palestinian rights. I absolutely am. But that’s not the issue 
there.

The problem is that the Labour Party as a broad church 
is not capable of giving political education — who would 
be giving that education? Jeremy Corbyn? Keir Starmer? 
So we decided to provide what we called an educative 
space. People would bring their views to that space for a 
discussion. We were aware that people might come with 
antisemitic views, and we’d challenge them. So that was 
the idea.

Very interesting people were involved in leading on this 
project, like Gaby Weiner, who has written a book, Tales 
of Loving and Leaving, about her family’s history of per-
secution at the hands of antisemites in central Europe; 
and Paola Armand, one of the few BAME officers in the 
entire South East Region of the Labour Party, an experi-
enced educationalist. These two people collaborated on 
this, devising a programme on the history of antisemitism. 
This was regarded as uncontroversial in the CLP.

There is a variety of views in the CLP. It voted for Keir 
and Angela [in the early 2020 Labour leadership poll]. 
Our CLP is not a part of the hard left but it sees itself as 
providing a space for ideas. Since 2018, we have been 
organising “Town Hall ideas events” which draw large 
crowds. We have a national reputation for this. 

This was announced along with the names of the ses-
sion leaders in an email to members. And then shortly 
before the event was due to take place, an email went out 
from the South East Region, saying that we were banned 

from having this educative event.
So imagine you’re a member, not very involved in the 

ins and outs of the branch, and you get an email saying 
that there’s going to be a series of educative events on 
antisemitism, then the day before you get an email saying 
that they’re not allowed to take place. The clear inference 
of this is that the two named individuals involved are not 
capable of giving education about antisemitism, or even 
are suspected of antisemitism!

So we are up in arms about this. We didn’t see the point 
in defying this directive, we don’t want to get suspended, 
but we are making every effort to contest this directive.

So now we’re stuck. We are told we can’t have a discus-
sion about antisemitism and one is needed

 We have a members-only Facebook Page, and the 
moderators had to remove some comments because they 
were antisemitic. These were what I’d call simple-minded 
conspiracy thinking. The media is run by billionaires, lots 
of billionaires are Jewish. That kind of thing. Or I opened 
a discussion, and twice I found myself in discussion where 
people are criticising Israel — criticisms I agree with — but 
they were using the word “Jew” where they should have 
used the word “Israeli”. That’s the kind of ideas that we’d 
want to address with an event like this.

There has been a response to David Evans, a consid-
ered explanation of our concerns, and a two-line answer 
has come back: a rude response, essentially treating us 
as idiots. 

The EHRC report makes no mention at all of banning 
educative events amongst members. What it specifies 
is that there needs to be careful preparation for training 
staff. So people who are waving this report in our faces 
haven’t even read it! □

• From Momentum Internationalists tinyurl.com/
lewes-mi1

Banned from educating on antisemitism

The Colston Four on trial
By Zack Muddle

The Black Lives Matter march in Bristol on 7 June 
2020 was one of the biggest and liveliest in the city 

in years, with 5,000 people. The statue of slave trader 
Edward Colston was removed from its plinth and 
thrown into the river.

The Crown Prosecution Service has since pressed 
charges of “criminal damage”, and on 25 January four 
people faced a hearing at Bristol Magistrates’ court. 
Five others were given cautions with bizarre conditions.

After police pressure — using lockdown laws — or-
ganisers of a solidarity demonstration moved it online, 
with over 150 participating. Swarms of police gathered 
around the court. A small number of people did protest 
in person; most were “moved on”, and four detained.

The accused pleaded not guilty, requested trial by 
jury not magistrate, and have had their case adjourned.

The labour movement should stand in solidarity with 
them, demanding that the charges be dropped. □
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Bothered by the Mob
John Cunningham objects (letter, Solidarity 578) to the 

word “mob” being used to describe pro Trump sup-
porters who stormed the Capitol. He argues that “mob” 
is often misused by the right wing politicians and their 
media lackeys to describe strikers.

That was certainly the case during the 1980s miners’ 
strike, though of course the real violent mob at Orgreave 
and elsewhere were those wearing blue uniforms. Thatch-
erites at the time were also in the habit of calling Nel-
son Mandela a “terrorist”. By John’s reasoning we should 
therefore not call anti working class outfits like Daesh 
(ISIS) or the Proud Boys “terrorist” because the right has 
misappropriated the label.

Mob has been a word commonly used by the radical 
left. In 1933 James P Cannon wrote The Lynching Wave 
and American Fascism attacking a pre-Trump dema-
gogue. The article has a lot of resonance today. In it Can-

non uses the word “mob” more than a dozen times to 
describe the perpetrators of reactionary violence.

Such violence litters the history. In 18th century Britain 
there were the “Church and King” mobs in the Priestley 
and Gordon riots. Marx was not averse to using the term 
— that classic of Marxist terminology, Lumpenproletariat, 
variously translates as “mob” or “rabble”.

Then we come to the attackers of the Capitol, who 
were a lunatic fringe of the Trump movement. Sure, it is 
important to win over some of the millions of misguided 
workers who voted Trump. Yet I doubt many in the Capi-
tol crowd were coal miners from Kentucky or elsewhere, 
unless the QAnon shaman guy had a habit of going down 
the pit with organic food in a snap tin.

A lot of the rioters seem to have police or military back-
grounds. But should we even use the term “rioters”, be-
cause that’s what Fox News calls BLM protesters, after all?

The crowd of attackers was armed, some carrying 
nooses and zip-ties. They were out to murder elected 
representatives. How to describe them? The term lynch 
mob springs to mind. □

Barrie Hardy, Merseyside

As John Nihill himself notes in his letter in Solidarity 
578, the article in Solidarity 577 on Israel’s “vaccine 

nationalism” was accurate. It was also perfectly reasona-
ble and measured in its tone. 

No rational critic could accuse Solidarity — a paper with 
a long history of criticising irrational demonisation of Is-
rael on the left — of “singling out Israel”, attacking it dis-
proportionately, or applying standards to it not applied 
to other states. There has been plenty of criticism in Sol-
idarity of the pandemic policies of other states — includ-
ing Britain, the USA, China, Brazil, Singapore, and others.

Oppressive or discriminatory practices of many sorts 
by states are “common misdeeds”, but we can surely 
identify distinct types of “misdeed” without suggesting 
the states that practise them are somehow uniquely evil. 

Israel is by no means unique in its direct national op-
pression and occupation of another people — Russia in 
Chechnya, Morocco in Western Sahara, the Han Chinese 
state in East Turkestan/Xinjiang, Turkey’s oppression 
of the Kurds, and the Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan 
state’s oppression of the Tamils are all other examples. 

Analysing the specificities of each of these situations, 
and others, is not “singling out” the states involved.

While the powers of the Palestinian Authority and the 
Hamas-run semi-state in Gaza are real, they are radically 
constrained. Israel is ultimately the de facto ruling — or, 
at least, controlling — power across pre-1967 Israel, the 
West Bank, and Gaza. As such, its “vaccine nationalism” 
is not comparable to other states prioritising their own 
citizens for vaccination rather than the citizens of other 
states. The difference is qualitative, not a mere “twist” 

Other states’ actions may be immoral on its own terms 
— certainly a rich nation like Britain taking care of its 
own vaccination programme whilst cutting foreign aid 
to countries less able to roll out their own programmes 
is worthy of extreme condemnation — but a situation of 
direct occupation is distinct and specific.

A specific injustice deserves specific condemnation. 
The job of a paper like Solidarity and a group like Work-
ers’ Liberty, first and foremost, is to analyse the world as 
we see it and to tell the truth about that world. Holding 
back from saying what needs to be said out of fear it 
might be misheard or misinterpreted is to make our-
selves merely reactive to the worst elements of our 
movement, rather than positive advocates for our own 
perspectives. □

Daniel Randall, North London

Not singling out Israel

Letters

Letters
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By Katy Dollar

A study on the impact of coronavirus in care homes 
in England has indicated that care homes often had 

higher levels of coronavirus infection among staff when 
they employed staff who worked across multiple sites.

The government has consulted on new regulations to 
limit staff movement between care homes, and between 
care homes and other health and care settings. The reg-
ulations would mean residential and nursing care home 
providers in England must restrict the movement of staff 
providing personal care or nursing care in their services.

Minimising work in multiple locations is sensible to con-
trol the spread of Covid infections. But without planning 
across the sector including looking at models of employ-
ment and levels of wages, it will lead to chaos in provision 
and poverty for low-paid, mainly women workers.

Many care workers earn barely more than the minimum 
wage and are on zero-hours contracts. This leaves them 
no choice but to take up jobs with several employers.

Banning employees from working in more than one 
care home without guaranteeing wages will plunge thou-
sands of low-income families into poverty, trigger staff 
shortages, and put residents at risk.

The “one job” rule could work with local sector-wide 
plans rationally distributing resources and hours, with 
a guarantee that staff can work additional hours or get 
compensation for lost wages. Otherwise already low-paid 
workers won’t have enough money to survive, and may 

drop out of care work, causing sudden staff shortages.
Local authorities or the Care Quality Commission 

should be given powers to ensure care providers set 
up these arrangements, says the public-service workers’ 
union Unison. The union also wants a review of the level 
of the government’s “infection control fund” (supposed 
to fund the care sector, via councils, to keep care homes 
safe, for example by isolation pay).

Low pay across the care sector causes not only poverty 
for the workers but precarious and unsustainable services 
for communities. □

Pay guarantees needed with “one 
job” rule

QAnon in the UK

I think Luke Hardy (Solidarity 578) is right that anti-lock-
down and anti-vax politics are likely dead ends for the 

far right.
One qualification: the antisemitic conspiracy theory 

QAnon. QAnon, which claims the world is run by a se-
cret cabal of paedophiles and child traffickers, started 
in the US and coalesced around support for Donald 
Trump. The BBC estimates that after the USA the UK is 
the country where this conspiracy is growing the quick-
est.

Social media companies have taken action to ban 
overt QAnon terms but those involved in the conspir-
acy have taken to hijacking hashtags used by genuine 
anti-trafficking organisations, such as #saveourchil-
dren, and posing as legitimate NGOs.

In the summer of 2020, there were dozens of “save 
our children” marches across the UK organised by 
Freedom for the Children UK. That group denies links 
to QAnon, but its founder created it after engaging 
with anti-Semitic conspiracy theorist David Icke and 
various QAnon influencers.

Activity appears to be at a lower level now, and social 
media companies have tightened controls against it. 
However, we shouldn’t underestimate the potential of 
such playing on peoples’ desire to help the vulnera-
ble, or posing as more legitimate NGOs, to mobilise 
people would not otherwise engage with the far right.

Where QAnon goes now that Donald Trump has left 
the White House is also hard to say. Some people may 
drop away. Others may become even more radicalised 
in their beliefs. In that situation the conspiracy could 
continue to gain ground here. □

Wilson Gibbons, Croydon

Women’s Fightback

Letters

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

subscribe to our youtube channel! Many have 
subtitles. Playlists include:

• Socialist Feminism
• 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
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the producers 

of the bulletins □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share, all at: 
youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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Seize the wealth to mend inequality!
By Sacha Ismail

The impact of the pandemic has been worsened by, 
and in turn worsened, many forms of economic and 

social inequality. In Solidarity 578 I summarised evidence 
from the Marmot and Deaton reports.

As the Marmot report puts it: “management during the 
pandemic, and the unequal way the pandemic has struck, 
is of a piece with what happened in England in the dec-
ade from 2010 [i.e. the period of ‘austerity’]… Since then, 
with the Covid-19 pandemic, the world has changed dra-
matically. But in England the changes have been entirely 
consistent with its existing state when the pandemic hit…”

Even the Deaton report, produced by the conservative 
Institute for Fiscal Studies and advocating no specific 
policies, concludes: “We have to learn from the policy 
failures of the last decades. And we must build on what 
could be a once-in-a-generation opportunity to tackle the 
disadvantages faced by many that this pandemic has so 
devastatingly exposed.” 

The leftish Marmot report is more insistent: “The en-
during social and economic inequalities in society mean 
that the health of the public was threatened before and 
during the pandemic and will be after. Just as we needed 
better management of the nation’s health during the pan-
demic, so we need national attention to the causes of the 
causes of health inequalities... During the pandemic this 
has become even more clear.”

What kind of policies do we need?
The Marmot report concludes with 88 policy recommen-
dations — divided between short-, medium- and long-
term, but not explaining what kind of timescales it has 
in mind. The thrust is rebuilding public services and the 
welfare state, boosting living standards and reducing ine-
quality (summarised by Michael Marmot in the Guardian).

Some of the recommendations seem vague — like “in-
vest in good quality active labour market policies” or 
“improve prevention and treatment of mental health 
problems among young people”.

The report does call for: a target of cutting child poverty 
from 30% to 10%; removal of the two-child limit and the 
cap on benefits; making the £20 a week increase to Uni-
versal Credit permanent and removing the five-week wait; 
ending benefit sanctions and reducing conditionality; in-
creasing furlough to cover 100% of wages for low-paid 
workers; eradicating food poverty and ending reliance 
on food charity; and restoring funding for schools to the 
real-terms 2010 level.

Many recommendations amount to different angles 
on “more funding”, specifying a range of areas including 
local government. For some reason the demand used 
on school funding (reversal of cuts since 2010) is not re-
peated more generally.

Oddly, the Marmot report does not contain anything 

about sick pay or isolation pay.
The Rowntree Foundation’s report on “Destitution in 

the UK” makes similar proposals, though focused more 
tightly on mitigating severe poverty. It calls for making the 
£20 increase to Universal Credit and Working tax Credit 
permanent, and extending it to pre-UC “legacy benefits”; 
ending the five-week wait; more funding for councils to 
support poor households and renters at risk of falling into 
arrears; and extending “employment rights”.

A serious assault on poverty needs to be both more 
concrete and more sweeping. We should argue for poli-
cies such as:

• In addition to immediate changes to Universal Credit, 
rapidly increase all benefits to a liveable level. The TUC’s 
figure for UC basic rate, £260 a week, would be a good 
short-to-medium term goal.

• An immediate and significant increase in the minimum 
wage, at the very least to £10ph, and abolition of exemp-
tions and differentials.

• The right of all workers to isolate on full pay, and full 
(100%) sick pay for all.

• Banning zero hours contracts.
• To underpin a wide range of policies: a clear, short 

timetable for reversing all cuts to all public services since 
2010, then increasing funding beyond that. 

• A mass council house-building programme, quickly 
reaching at least 100,000 homes a year, with adequate 
central funding for councils.

• A comprehensive drive to reverse privatisation and 
outsourcing, most urgently in health and social care.

• Creation of millions of secure, well-paid, public jobs in 
services and green industry.

Where’s the money?
The Marmot report predicted that “as a result of Covid-
19, inequalities in wealth will widen even beyond their 
high pre-pandemic levels”. People on low incomes have 
mostly found it harder to make ends meet, and many on 
high incomes have been able to amass greater wealth 
because they spend less working from home. The data in 
the report which illustrates or explains this trend concern 
mainly inequalities within the bulk of the population that 
is not super-rich. The very wealthy, and even more the 
capitalist ruling class, are harder to see in the statistics.

New research from the Resolution Foundation (loosely 
associated with the Labour right, but generally advocat-
ing leftish policies) discusses the changing distribution of 
wealth in the UK, including the share in the hands of the 
super-rich. That wealth should be targeted to fund poli-
cies to tackle the crisis.

In 1900, more than 90% of wealth was held by the rich-
est 10% of households and more than 70% by the richest 
1%. From around 1910 the figures began to fall; by 1980, 
after many decades of up-and-down but fairly sustained 
working-class struggle and other changes, they were 
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down to under 50% and under 20%. Since then, accord-
ing to the Office of National Statistics’ Wealth and Assets 
Survey (on which more below), they have levelled out 
then drifted up.

According to these figures the average adult in the 
wealthiest 1% of families has around £5 million in net 
wealth — more than 60 times the average. This wealth is 
distributed very unevenly across various social divisions. 
It is heavily concentrated among those aged between 50 
and 70. This is not just a result of “life cycle” effects where 
people amass wealth as they get older, but of “cohort” ef-
fects where the old are much less likely to have lost out fi-
nancially since 2008 than the young. Large wealth is more 
concentrated among men than among women. It is more 
concentrated among white and Indian people than other 
ethnic groups, and least among black Africans. 

The Resolution Foundation highlights just how wealthy 
the top 1% in particular is. Average net wealth per adult 
in the 91st percentile of wealth is £0.8 million, rising to 
£1.7m for the 99th percentile. For the 100th percentile — 
the richest 1% — the figure is £5.1 million.

“Financial wealth” is much more prevalent, and “busi-
ness wealth” far more prevalent, among the richest 10% 
than in other groups where wealth is mainly in dwellings 
and pension rights. Among the top 1% this must be true 
to an even greater extent. That kind of wealth is what 
gives the capitalist class its power in society and over the 
mass of the population.

Missing billions
But there is more. Under the headline “The Missing Bil-
lions”, the Resolution Foundation suggests that the wealth 
of the rich has been significantly underestimated. Based 
on figures from the Wealth Tax Commission integrating 
the ONS Wealth and Asset Survey with the Sunday Times 
Rich List, it estimates an “extra” £800 billion of wealth 
that the ONS missed — almost all in the hands of the hy-
per-rich.

This means that the shares for the top 10% and 1% tick 
up significantly after 2015. For the richest 1%, it means 
an estimate today of not 18%, but 23%. Excluding pen-
sions, the estimates would now be 61% and 31% — up 
from more like 51% and 21% a decade ago.

As the Resolution Foundation argues, this further 
strengthens the case for a tax on wealth. The Wealth Tax 
Commission estimates that a one off wealth tax, payable 
on all individual wealth above £500,000 and charged 
at 1% a year for five years, would raise £260 billion. At a 
threshold of £2 million it would raise £80 billion. An on-
going annual wealth tax of 0.6% levied above £2 million 
would raise £10 billion a year.

The Wealth Tax Commission organisers, no radicals (the 
foreword to their report is written by Lord Gus O’Donnell, 
former head of the civil service), are much less supportive 
of an ongoing wealth tax. Their reticence makes the case 

for us: “An annual wealth tax would only be justified in 
addition to these reforms if the aim was specifically to re-
duce inequality by redistributing wealth. We do not take 
any position on whether the government should use tax 
policy actively to reduce wealth inequality... proponents 
should be clear that this is their aim”.

The labour movement needs an urgent programme to 
take control of at least a significant chunk of the wealth 
capitalists and the rich have piled up over the last decade 
— including clear proposals on a wealth tax, capital gains 
tax and corporation tax, as well as tax on very high in-
comes. It should also fight for public ownership and dem-
ocratic control of key concentrations of wealth, including 
the banking and financial sector.

Who will do it?
The labour movement is almost entirely absent from the 
reports I have reviewed. That must reflect both the nature 
of think-tank and academic research and our movement’s 
failure to assert itself enough.

Two crucial axes for developing social force to secure 
the kind of changes discussed here are:

• A unionisation, workplace organising and strike drive. 
In terms of policies a government can carry out, the most 
important one is repealing all laws hindering union or-
ganisation and industrial action.

• A fight within the unions and, crucially, the Labour 
Party to win policy and political campaigning around rad-
ical demands. □

Seize the wealth to mend inequality!

Photo: Nick Fewings,
Unsplash 
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After Twitter bans Trump
By Matt Cooper

Anyone who is not amused by the 
tantrum of a spoilt child who at 

long last breaks that gratingly noisy toy 
some distant relative unthinkingly gave 
them has a heart of stone.

But just as most of us have qualms 
about openly mocking upset children, 
many on the left kept to themselves the 
warm glow of satisfaction that followed 
from Trump having his preferred trum-
pet of Twitter snatched from his hands. 
Our reticence is likely the result of a fear 
of damaging the cause of free speech.

The internet has been for many years 
a realm where free speech has been as-
sumed. It has been the rise of Trump, 
and his flank to the right of fascists and 
conspiracy theorists, that has led to the consequences of 
the laissez faire attitude being increasingly questioned.

Perhaps we have become a little desensitised to Trump. 
Five years ago it would have seemed absurd to imagine 
that some of the largest corporations in the world should 
decide to silence the President of the USA, albeit one 
who had just lost an election, in the name of democracy 
and bourgeois order. Furthermore, when Trump’s sup-
porters turned to a smaller social media platform, Parler, 
it was banished from iPhones, Google’s app store and 
booted off its Amazon-owned servers, shutting it down. 
(Temporarily. Parler has however found a new home on 
Epik, an internet hosting company that is home to some 
of the worst of the far right on the internet including 
8Chan/8Kun, Gab and the Daily Stormer, although Epik 
itself is reviled and has a precarious existence).

This article will explore the issues that go beyond free 
speech, and why a major section of capital has decided 
there is a problem. But importantly, I will argue, it is a 
problem that these digital corporations have had a role 
in creating.

The left and the workers’ movement should be worried 
about our hard-won freedom of speech. Last Friday (22 
January) saw the British SWP having its main page disa-
bled by Facebook alongside other of its events and local 
pages. The US Socialist Equality Party (an arid sect origi-
nating in Healy’s WRP, but it is unlikely that was the issue 
for Facebook) suffered a similar censoring. Both had their 
pages (perhaps only most of their pages) restored, as the 
SWP previously had when they were similarly taken down 
last December.

This is a worrying reminder of the unaccountable and 

arbitrary power of the social media cor-
porations. But the left are not their main 
focus.

Their focus is on the right, especially 
the far-right conspiracy sect QAnon 
(see Solidarity 564 and 570). QAnon 
may appear to operate in a fantasy 
world where, in one of its favourite 
themes, Trump is a crusader against a 
deep state whose elite drink the blood 
of tortured children. It is not known who 
is behind QAnon, but it seems to repur-
pose material from some of the darkest 
parts of the online cesspit of neo-Nazi 
racism and antisemitism to attract an 
audience of Trump supporters.

The real world and online presence 
of the traditional far right feed on those 
radicalised by QAnon, as do other or-

ganisations of the far right reconfigured to act as a bridge 
to fascism for Trump supporters. The Proud Boys are only 
the best known example of this.

That it is the right that constitutes the main focus for 
the social media platforms’ turn to censorship is clear if 
we look at its roots in July 2020 when Twitter announced 
it was targeting 150,000 QAnon aligned accounts and 
the following month when Facebook announced a pro-
gramme to “Address Movements and Organisations Tied 
to Violence”.

At a time when there was some violence around the po-
licing of the Black Lives Matter movement in the US, the 
programme specifically targeted “offline anarchist groups 
that support violent acts amidst protests” as well as “US-
based militia organizations and QAnon”. The anarchists 
(which Facebook also describes as “some” Antifa groups) 
disappeared from later iterations of the program, which 
fnow is described as “being focused on militarised social 
movements and violence-inducing conspiracy networks, 
such as QAnon.” It is unclear whether “militarised social 
movements” include Antifa groups, but it is likely that it 
applies only to armed right-wing militias.

Serious
The numbers suggest Facebook has been serious in im-
plementing this programme. Published figures state that 
by January 2021 over 80,000 users have been removed 
and nearly 60,000 Facebook groups deleted. On the 
Facebook-owned Instagram, 67,000 accounts have been 
deactivated. Figures for anarchist groups were only pub-
lished once in August 2020, but these suggest that less 
1,000 Facebook groups were deleted along with around 
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500 individual profiles.
Twitter was slower to act. Only 7,000 accounts 

were suspended after the July announcement. 
Only after the recent far right mob rampage 
through the Capitol this January did Twitter 
close down a further 70,000 accounts.

There have been closures of left-wing Face-
book groups and pages (almost all Antifa and 
related anarchist groups), but many fewer. As re-
ported in Mother Jones (a US anarchist leaning 
magazine) “Facebook has strained to project 
a measure of even-handedness in its enforce-
ment actions, even in cases where problems 
are largely confined to its right-wing users.” Al-
though Mother Jones does not go quite as far 
as to say it, it would appear anarchists and an-
ti-fascists were taking a fall so Facebook could 
cover itself against accusations of political bias 
in the summer of 2020. However, since then Facebook 
appears to have dropped this stance. Its stated targets 
now appear to be firmly on the right. 

There are good reasons why this retreat from uninhib-
ited freedom of speech in the US has been led by the 
corporations, not least that one of the main abusers of 
that right was until recently in the White House.

First amendment
The US is unusual in having a political culture that priv-
ileges freedom of speech over other rights in what has 
been called First Amendment absolutism. Any govern-
ment action would be bogged down in Supreme Court 
proceedings at every turn and probably be declared 
unconstitutional. Ironically, the same First Amendment 
rights allow the platforms to control what is published if 
they wish.

In Europe, where the constitutional guarantees of free-
dom of speech are more flexible, the assumption of no 
censorship of social media prevailed since 2000 as it did 
in the US. Here it is governments rather than corporations 
that have led the way in limiting free speech on internet 
platforms.

In Europe the situation is different to that in the US for a 
number of reasons. Right wing populists have not (on the 
whole) been in power in Europe, and Europe does not 
have the USA’s political culture that privileges the First 
Amendment right to freedom of speech.

It was Germany that started the move towards some 
limitations of free speech on the internet. In 2017 Ger-
many introduced its Network Enforcement Act (NetzDG). 
This required social media platforms to swiftly take down 
content reported to them as illegal if, on investigation, 

they found it to breach Germany’s criminal laws. These 
legal restrictions on the freedom of speech in Germany 
are sweeping and outlaw defamation of religion and 
statements that might elsewhere be considered little 
more than personal insult.

The 2017 law is deeply problematic in a number of 
ways, and the criminalisation of speech in Germany is far 
broader than any socialist should accept, but it should be 
recognised that the intended target of the law was not 
the left but the organised populist and far right (although 
there is much continuity of policy from post-war West 
Germany that pursued both denazification and anti-Com-
munism with similar vigour).

Further tightening of the law was proposed in 2019, 
after a neo-Nazi murdered a conservative politician who 
had supported Germany’s liberal policies on admitting 
refugees. These new measures facilitate a level of data 
gathering by the state that the left rightly balks at, but 
they are not its primary target.

That the right is the primary target here should give 
the left cause to hesitate before raising the banner of 
free speech. We need to consider why the mainstream 
of bourgeois opinion is increasingly taking this view. But 
there we should also consider how social media has facil-
itated the re-emergence of the far right as a social force, 
in particular in forms like QAnon, and how social media 
in an important sense created QAnon.

How this has happened will be explored in the second 
part of this article next week. Part two of this article will 
also examine the varieties of “no platform” pursued by 
the left, the degree to which the left can accept social 
media cleaning up the mess they have made (or govern-
ment’s pressing them to do so) and suggest some ideas 
about how a better social media might be possible. □

After Twitter bans Trump
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The barriers to Trumpism
By Martin Thomas 

In the White House there is no longer Donald Trump. 
In US politics, though, there is still a large if inchoate 

Trumpist movement which believes that the November 
2020 election result was rigged and Joe Biden is presi-
dent only thanks to a coup by the “deep state”.

Donald Trump is a fascist in the sense that he aims for 
rule unregulated by bourgeois-democratic constraints, 
and has worked to build a mass plebeian movement to 
help him overthrow those constraints.

He is an incompetent, uncourageous fascist, unsteady 
of purpose, and operating in a system where the powers 
of the US president are still hemmed and cramped. The 
Trumpist movement is the product of decades of growth 
of far-right currents inside the structures of Republican 
politics and of the bringing-in of the militia movements 
which until Trump were largely outside electoral politics, 
but is as yet only a chaotic coalition.

The US has elements of fascism, with the danger of 
them cohering, rather than a cohered fascist movement.

So Trump didn’t manage to “build the wall”, or jail Hillary 
Clinton, or for that matter to run a big infrastructure-re-
building program. He couldn’t quell the Black Lives Mat-
ter protests. He was unable to keep his promise to defy 
the November 2020 popular vote. His clumsy efforts have 
driven at least a segment of Republican Congress peo-
ple to come out against him, as they almost all failed to 
do during his presidency. They were sincerely alarmed at 
having to flee for their lives on 6 January.

Maybe Trump personally will now fade. But there are 
others in his circle with the same attitudes and potentially 
able to succeed him in leading the Trumpist movement.

In the USA now, Republicans, although they are a rela-
tive minority, are stronger at grassroots politics, “in gun 
clubs and churches”, as one researcher put it, where the 
Democrats depend more on e-campaigning and canvass-
ing areas by volunteers drafted in from outside.

If the Republican party were a proper political party in 
the European sense, it would be splitting now. It is not. 
It is more a sub-system of the official, legally-demar-
cated electoral structures of the US polity. There may be 
in Congress a return towards the wider differentiation 
historically standard within both big US parties. But the 
Trumpists look still to have the power to win primaries 
and intimidate the politicians.

The Republicans will also be cohered in Congress by 
their likely obdurate obstruction of whatever mild re-
forms Biden attempts. Biden is no radical, and even as a 
minority in the Senate, the Republicans can block almost 
everything by “the filibuster”. They will obstruct both be-
cause of the pressure of the Trumpist base “in gun clubs 

and churches”, and just because they are very right-wing.
The US political system makes legislation by Congress 

very difficult, and decrees by the President over the heads 
of Congress quite difficult.

The conditions of capitalist prosperity and growth 
which the US has enjoyed for most of its history have not 
been generated by a special elasticity in its political sys-
tem. On the contrary, they have allowed arthritic political 
structures, and consequent vastly-deficient social infra-
structure, to subsist as a tolerable burden.

We don’t know when the pandemic will subside, and 
what prospects will follow. But most likely, the next years 
will be a time of social decay and impasse, in which in-
creasing sections of the ruling class become more impa-
tient with a paralysed polity.

Fascism typically does not triumph by popular upris-
ings. Sometimes it uses military coups; sometimes it 
creates such an ungovernable opposition that the the 
decisive circles of the ruling class conclude that the only 
way to effective government is to have the far-right in of-
fice, sobered by collaboration with other parties and with 
permanent state officials, rather than in opposition.

The great barrier to that danger is not the supposed 
toughness and elasticity of the ancient US constitution. 
It is not the newly-discovered (but for how long?) bour-
geois-democratic virtue of a section of Republican Con-
gress people.

It is the movement from below. The great surge of Black 
Lives Matter demonstrations. The spluttering uptick of 
strikes before the pandemic, and the rash of small unof-
ficial strikes even in the pandemic. The quick expansion 
of socialistic sentiment among younger Americans, ex-
pressed in the Sanders campaigns.

Those have the potential, at the least, to teach the de-
cisive sections of the ruling class that an attempt at “full 
Trumpism” in four or eight years’ time would produce 
even more ungovernable responses than the Biden ad-
ministration will face from the right; to force them to make 
serious concessions to racial and social equality and to 
functioning, responsive democracy; to generate real an-
ti-fascist united fronts.

And they can begin to generate a working-class so-
cialist movement capable of turning US capitalism up-
side-down. □

• Also online (and in the print version of Solidarity next 
week): Traven Leyshon on building the grass-roots 
movement: bit.ly/traven26-1

The paper for e-readers
Take-up for our print, online, pdf, and audio ver-

sions of Solidarity has been good, but not for our 
e-reader version, designed with dyslexic readers in 
mind. Is it worth producing, or do all readers prefer 
one of the other four versions? Email awl@workerslib-
erty.org if you’re interested. □ 

Debate
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By Stephen Wood

Barrie Hardy in Solidarity 578 makes some not unrea-
sonable points about whether Biden administration 

should seek to prosecute Trump. I remain unconvinced 
that it is the job of the left to be the cheerleaders for what 
would undoubtedly be a media circus of chest-beating 
and bravado rather than a nail in the coffin of Trumpist 
thought in the future.

Barrie says that the lesson of the impeachment of Pres-
ident Andrew Johnson in 1868 “is that white suprema-
cists must be made to pay for their crimes”. But Johnson 
was being impeached for being a white supremacist. The 
prosecution of Trump, if not the impeachment, is likely to 
be about his tax affairs, his 2016 election campaign, his 
payments to Stormy Daniels and a range of crimes that 
are alleged to have occurred before he was even running 
for President.

If Trump is prosecuted then it is not the job of the so-
cialist left to cry foul, or defend him, far from it. But to be 
the enthusiastic supporters of prosecution is a distraction 
and a distraction that is full of pitfalls, not least that the 
socialist left should be finding an independent path away 
from machinations in Washington.

Leaving aside Clinton, the parallel with Trump and An-
drew Johnson does not hold up. Johnson’s impeach-
ment, in the aftermath of the Civil War and in the period 
of Reconstruction, was at a time when the American ruling 
class were still able to play a historically progressive role. 
Johnson stood in the way of civil rights and suffrage, and 
was attempting to reconcile with the old slavocracy.

His attempted impeachment, following his opposition 
to the 1866 Civil Rights Act and the Reconstruction Acts 
from 1867-1868, undoubtedly pushed forward the period 
of Radical Reconstruction. It was an important strand in 
one of the most egalitarian periods in US history. In that 
period, until the election of Rutherford B. Hayes in 1877, 
more was done, and quicker, to achieve some semblance 
of legal and social equality then was achieved until well 
over 100 years later. And I agree with Barrie that the de-
feat of Reconstruction was a reversal in outcomes that is 
still being fought to this day.

But Democrats now are not defending the same kind of 
Republic as was at stake then. Biden seems to have little 
interest in extending democratic norms, and why would 
he? The “norms” of American democracy have served the 
Democrats well in the intervening years.

Democrats may have howled with horror when Ford 
pardoned Nixon, but nothing was done. Obama was 
under pressure to investigate Bush over torture, but 

chose not to, and to 
continue with most 
of the same “war 
on terror” politics. 
No doubt former 
Vice President Biden 
has no interest in 
re-opening those 
wounds either.

And what of 
Trump’s base and 
the appeal for mar-
tyrdom that prosecution will bring? Trump has been 
railing against the supposed plot by the deep state and 
the establishment to undermine him since he called foul 
on the Iowa Republican primary before he was the Re-
publican Presidential nominee. He invented the idea of 
“Crooked Hillary” to suggest there was an ongoing cov-
er-up of crimes committed by the establishment’s choice 
for President. 

The organised left and labour movement should not 
take responsibility for getting Trump in the dock, no mat-
ter what potential fear may be instilled in future candi-
dates. And it is worth reiterating that the most likely areas 
Trump can be prosecuted for are not the incitement to 
riot at the Capitol or the Muslim ban, or his white nation-
alist and racist rhetoric, but tax or his relationship with 
Roger Stone and Wikileaks.

If those cases do not come to trial, or Trump is found 
not guilty, then so be it. Defeating the various strands of 
the movement now left in limbo and, as Thomas Carolan 
says in Solidarity 577, trying to rebuild the idea of truth 
in an era where millions of people have bought into lies, 
and often very dangerous lies, is more of a priority than 
locking up Trump. □

Trump: lock him up?
Debate

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen to our pamphlets:

• The German Revolution: selected writings of Rosa 
Luxemburg

• For Workers’ Climate Action
• Two Nations, Two States 
• Workers Against Slavery
• How to Beat the Racists
• Remain and Rebel
• Stalinism in the International Brigades
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and How to Fight it
• Arabs, Jews, and Socialism: Socialist Debates on 

Israel/Palestine □

More: workersliberty.org/publications
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By Zack Muddle 

Fish returning to ponds not spotted in in decades, bird-
song becoming more audible, goats invading Welsh 

towns, and pterodactyl spotted flying above the river 
Tyne. Such were the reports of the ecological bounce 
back in the first UK lockdown of 2020. Indeed, the most 
featured climate paper of the year in mainstream and so-
cial media was on reduced global CO2 emissions, glob-
ally, due to lockdowns.

Nonetheless, emissions were still vast, and built on 
years and decades of ever-accelerating greenhouse gas 
emissions, to deliver the joint-highest global surface tem-
peratures on record — alongside 2016. For ocean heat, 
the highest.

Despite many acclaimed bourgeois economists, insti-
tutions, and politicians calling for it, there are no serious 
signs of a “green recovery”. Instead, a bounce back and a 
fossil-fuelled reboot seems currently on the cards — not to 
mention other types of pollution and environmental deg-
radation. We should not expect more from the MPs’ letter 
on 25 January to the Bank of England urging a green re-
covery; nor from the IMF head simultaneously encourag-
ing greater support for climate adaptation.

On the same day, Monday 25 January, a new review ar-
ticle has found that global ice loss has been accelerating 
faster than ever, tracking the “upper range” of scenarios 
predicted by the IPCC (see Solidarity 560: bit.ly/s-560). 

This dire predicament makes radical class struggle en-
vironmentalism more important and urgent than ever. We 
can still halt, then start to reverse, the environmental cri-
ses which we are experiencing. We must simultaneously 
acknowledge that some catastrophic climate change is 
happening now, and will continue.

“[The] world must increase efforts to adapt. 2020 was 
not only the year of the COVID-19 pandemic. It was also 
the year of intensifying climate change: high tempera-
tures, floods, droughts, storms, wildfires and even locust 
plagues. Strong action is needed now to reduce green-
house gas emissions to meet the Paris Agreement goals 
of holding global warming this century to well below 2°C 
and pursuing 1.5°C. Adaptation — reducing countries’ and 
communities’ vulnerability to climate change by increas-
ing their ability to absorb impacts and remain resilient — is 

a pillar of the Paris Agreement.”
So said the UN Environmental Programme, publishing 

their “Adaptation Gap Report 2020”. This “finds that while 
nations have advanced in planning, huge gaps remain in 
finance for developing countries and bringing adaptation 
projects to the stage where they bring real protection 
against climate impacts such as droughts, floods and sea-
level rise.” They emphasise the need for “nature-based 
solutions”. 

Recognising that the ruling class and their institutions 
cannot be relied on, the environmental and labour move-
ments must fight for a just and necessary adaptation (bit.
ly/sea-r).

Environmentalists have often shied away from raising 
adaptation. We are wary of being perceived as accepting 
defeat, as giving up on drastic carbon reductions. We do 
not want to give an easy get-out for those who want to 
kick the can down the road, belching out yet more green-
house gasses with the promise of a future solution.

Understandable concerns: tackling climate change at 
its root remains our central task. We cannot limit our-
selves to administering palliative sticking plasters. No 
matter how well we adapt, if we carry on driving the cli-
mate change juggernaut at comparable speeds, it will 
rapidly overwhelm us. We will be left playing an endless 
and futile game of catch-up. Yet the two are not mutually 
exclusive: indeed, they can be intimately linked. Techno-
logically — rewilding and afforestation can reduce river 
flooding while promoting biodiversity and sequestration 
— but more crucially, politically linked.

Adaptation can seem like a more immediate and scala-
ble response to environmental catastrophe. The impacts 
of carbon emissions are dispersed — unevenly — over the 
whole planet and ensuing century. But the impacts of 
whether or how adaptations have been made can’t help 
but stare you in the face as the water climbs through the 
streets and laps around your ankles.

This makes its class nature and division more obvi-
ous. We know that under capitalism the impacts of cli-
mate change will be disproportionately burdening the 
exploited classes: locally and internationally. But when 
working class homes are getting destroyed while unaf-
fordable elite abodes remain protected, it may be that 
bit more visceral.

Adaptations to the harms caused by environmental cri-
ses, even more visibly than the attempts to limit or “mit-
igate” the crises themselves, are not a politically neutral 
one-dimensional scale running from “no adaptation” up 
to “maximum adaptation”. By whom? For whom? The an-
swers to these questions shape adaptation in its entirety.

Adaptation and mitigation are both necessary, and will 
happen one way or another. We must campaign for them, 
and contest how they are done. Starting from the immedi-
ate struggle around concrete environmental issues facing 
working-class people — campaigning over adaptation — 
could be a route into wider class-struggle environmental-
ism, and building the mass movement we need. □

The fight on climate adaptation

On 8 January, the UK government authorised the 
use of a bee-killing previously banned neonico-

tinoid pesticide (see Solidarity 577). On 22 January, a 
new global study found a continual decline in the num-
ber of bees found each year since 1990, with “approxi-
mately 25% fewer species reported between 2006 and 
2015 than before the 1990s”. Sign a petition against 
the government’s decision: bit.ly/bee-p □

Environment
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By AWL students

There are now around 70 student rent strike and ten-
ants’ groups at universities across the UK and the 

organisation and politics of the movement is taking a 
clearer shape. At the same time some University and 
private landlords are offering inadequate rent rebates, 
though inadequate ones.

The National Union of Students held a high profile rally 
on Monday 25 January, under the banner Students De-
serve Better, with UCU General Secretary Jo Grady, Owen 
Jones and rent strikers speaking. The grassroots organis-
ing is being co-ordinated by local groups, a new commit-
tee of rent strike groups and local groups of the 9k4what 
campaign. Liberate the University, a group which came 
out of 2019 strike support work at London unis, is now 
trying to build a national co-ordination of more long-term 
and more political campaigning.

In some places student rent strikers have had to battle 
for local control over their strike and Student Unions have 
acted over the head of the strikers, accepting or urging 
more limited demands. The national co-ordination is a 
bulwark against that behaviour.

The rent rebates now being conceded are either very 
limited in monetary terms, or are available only to stu-
dents not currently occupying their accommodation. 
Brighton Uni students have been told that they are enti-
tled to a 60% of their third payment, but this does not add 
up to all the weeks of lockdown. Nottingham has offered 
a rebate for full lockdown but not for those students who 
have had to return.

Elsewhere the rebates are being restricted to the nar-
row time-frame of the current lockdown. That is assumed 
to end in mid-February; but everyone in the UK but Uni-
versity managements knows that the lockdown is likely to 
go beyond mid-February!

This is a farce, but it is also creating insecurity and po-
tential harm. Glasgow University have told students that 
there will be rebates either for the period up to mid-Feb-
ruary or for a longer time period, but how long that will 

be. That leaves some students planning to return to their 
uni accommodation in mid-February, despite their com-
pletely justifiable concerns over safety and the conditions 
that will greet them. 

Students have now started up strikes at accommoda-
tion owned by private student housing companies, in-
cluding Unite Student. The company has offered a 50% 
reduction, but just for four weeks! These companies will 
ultimately take a tougher line with students than most 
University landlords. Yet Universities, who are responsi-
ble for contracts with these companies, consistently avoid 
responsibility for the exploitative behaviour of the private 
providers. 

What is needed is a national UK-wide package of sup-
port for students, paid for by a government bailout.

This should include at least 40% rent rebate of rents al-
ready paid (the higher demand of the strikes) and all rents 
to be cancelled until next year.

There should be no face-to-face teaching, except on 
those course where it is essential, until it is reasonably 
safe (likely after Easter).

There should be fee rebates for students who pay fees 
upfront (Masters and International Students). And grants 
for home students in England, Wales and Northern Ire-
land to compensate for loss of income.

There are other demands that are becoming more im-
portant in the discussions. Central to these is the demand 
for Universities to “Open the Books”. Not all universities 
are cash-rich, but many are. Others would be able to in-
vest in their staff and students if they ditched vanity pro-
jects or sold assets. They could retain and increase staff, 
and expand student welfare.

That investment needs to be planned for in the longer 
term, as the UK adjusts to ways of managing Covid-19 
in the longer term. Such plans should include cuts in 
rents and new contracts which meet the needs of student 
tenants (for example, the right to get out of contracts 
early). □

Much more needed on student rents

24-25 April conference
Workers’ Liberty’s annual conference will be on 

24-25 April 2021, online. First draft versions of 
the main policy documents and reports are being cir-
culated among our people this week.

Together with alternative documents, amendments, 
etc. they will be sifted and discussed at three further 
committee meetings and nine wider online meetings 
(in three groups: 20-22 February, 20-25 March, 14-16 
April) so that the final discussions and decisions on 
24-25 April are well-informed. The conference will also 
elect new committees. Even the best online conference 
falls short of an in-person event, so our next conference 
will be sooner than it might otherwise be, in November 
2020.

If you want to attend as a sympathiser or friend of 
Workers’ Liberty, email us at awl@workersliberty.org. □

Featured book

Politically, the left is still 
very weak and disori-

ented. It needs to emerge 
from defining itself pri-
marily in a negative and 
reactive way, and redis-
cover what, positively, the 
real left must be for. By 
Sean Matgamna; a com-
panion volume to Can 
Socialism Make Sense? 
408 pages, £12.

workersliberty.org/publi-
cations
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By Ollie Moore

Care workers at the Sage care home in North London 
struck from 15-17 January, demanding wages of at 

least £12/hour, parity of conditions, including sick pay, 
with NHS staff, and recognition of their union, United 
Voices of the World (UVW). They will strike again 4-8 Feb-
ruary.

Legal advice obtained by UVW, which suggested the 
exemption previously afforded to protests and picket 
under lockdown restrictions may have been withdrawn, 
scuppered plans for a safely-distanced physical picket 
line on the first day of the strike. A well-attended virtual 
strike rally took place instead, at which numerous strikers 

spoke, as well as supporters including John McDonnell 
MP and Nadia Whittome MP.

Strikers emphasised the centrality of their demand for 
full sick pay, making clear that not being able to afford to 
take time off work for sickness or self-isolation put both 
workers and care home residents at greatly increased risk 
during the pandemic.

Physical pickets did take place on the second and third 
days of the strike. A petition in support of the strike has 
garnered over 75,000 signatures.

For more information on the campaign, including how 
to donate to the workers’ strike fund, see bit.ly/uvw-sg □

Care strikers out again 4-8 Feb

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! □

Sywell strikes against 
academisation
Members of the National Education Union (NEU) at 
Sywell Primary School in Northants are set to strike on 
Tuesday 26 and Thursday 28 January over a long-run-
ning dispute against the academisation of their school. 
NEU member Sonia Byrne spoke to Pat Markey about 
the dispute.

The first the staff knew about this decision was from 
a leak in the local pub. An ex-governor had told an-

other ex-governor that the Governing Body had made 
this decision in December 2019. The news spread like 
wildfire and therefore the governors had to announce 
it to the community in January 2020. Bearing in mind 
that at the announcement of the Head Teacher’s resig-
nation, in October 2019, the staff asked the Chair of 
Governors whether becoming an academy was on the 
table and he had emphatically stated no, the staff and 
parents were flummoxed.

After the governors announced this devastating 
news, the staff wanted to act collectively. People who 
were not in a union joined the NEU, as it is the big-
gest education union. Other staff, who were already in 
a union, wanted to act as a collective as well and so 
switched to the NEU. In the end I doubled the number 
of union members in the school. At the very beginning 
we voted to work as a group to fight the academisa-
tion, and we have been doing so ever since. □

• Abridged: more at tinyurl.com/sywell. See also 
tinyurl.com/sywefb. Pat Markey is secretary of the 
Northampton District NEU, interviewing here in a 
personal capacity.

Calling out Compass
By Liz Yeates

Images of free-school-meal-substitute “hampers” 
flooded across social media in mid-January, and very 

quickly the story was picked up by the mainstream 
media.

Tweeter @RoadsideMum had received her “hamper” 
as the parent of two children. Supposedly enough to 
last ten days, it wouldn’t have sustained a hungry teen-
ager for more than about fifteen minutes.

Other families started to photograph their “hampers”. 
Half a tomato wrapped in cellophane. Half a tin of tuna 
in a money bag.

Chartwells bill the government £30 per hamper. A 
quick trip to Asda online priced the contents at slightly 
under £5.50. Chartwells won’t be paying supermarket 
prices, and this isn’t food destined for supermarkets. 
The best-before date on the bread was Nov 2021. I’m 
not a nutritionist, but I’d put £30 on that bread having 
less nutritional value than my kid’s plimsolls.

Chartwells are owned by Compass, a larger tax-dodg-
ing, soul-stealing company that specialise in corporate 
grub rip-offs. They supply food already to the NHS 
and the military, so maybe that’s why they got the free 
school meals gig. And then there’s the generous gift of 
£10,000 by Paul Walsh, chair of Compass, to the Con-
servatives in 2016.

@RoadsideMum called Chartwells out. Support came 
in from across the world within hours; but she is also a 
working-class woman who has been vilified by sections 
of the press and swathes of bigots online.

History is full of women who did not capture the tone 
or a mood, or write well enough to interest consumers 
of a wider social justice discourse. But we don’t have 
the time to wait for the next kids’ food hero.

Outsourcing has failed again. Local authorities have a 
moral responsibility to do right by children during this 
pandemic and after. And school workers in their unions 
must take up the fight with communities so that all chil-
dren deserve decent food. Thanks, @RoadsideMum! □
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By Ruth Cashman

The right-wing continuity candidate Christina McAnea 
won the General Secretary election for the public 

service workers’ union Unison (result announced 11 Jan-
uary). But there were reasons to be encouraged by the 
result. Rank-and-file left candidate Paul Holmes delivered 
a strong vote.

McAnea won the election with 63,900 votes, Paul 
Holmes came in second place with 45,220 votes. Candi-
dates backed by different sections of the left won more 
than 50% of votes cast.

Assistant general secretary Roger McKenzie, backed by 
Jeremy Corbyn and much of the “official” Labour left, got 
14,450 votes, and the Socialist Party’s Hugo Pierre 10,382.

The total makes the best vote for the left in a Unison 
general secretary election for 20 years. Holmes’s cam-
paign picked up significant support despite the difficul-
ties of the pandemic.

He was nominated by the Local Government Service 
Group Executive, the first time a rank-and-file candidate 
had been nominated by that important committee. His 
campaign held virtual meetings based on Regions and 
Service Groups of the union, and provided the possibility 
for activists to link up and build a left organisation which 
goes beyond the narrow confines of the existing “Unison 
Action”, which has thus far been only a precarious elec-
toral alliance.

We cannot simply say that a single left candidate would 
have won the election. We don’t know that all votes would 
transfer over to that single candidate from others who 
stood, especially from Roger Mackenzie, who received 
support from both the right and the left of the union.

But a left candidate would have had a better chance of 
defeating McAnea, and a left unity ticket on a joint pro-
gram to transform the union could have built an even big-
ger and more energetic campaign.

Sadly, Unison’s disparate left now looks likely to stand 

three separate slates or partial slates in the upcoming 
elections for the union’s National Executive Council (nom-
inations 1 Feb to 5 Mar, voting 4-27 May), based around 
the support bases for each of the General Secretary can-
didates.

This will split the left vote again and may lose seats to 
the right. It also threatens to squander our chance to build 
an organisation or network that replaces the electoral-ob-
session of Unison Action, and the factionalism displayed 
in the General Secretary election, with unity in action to 
transform the union and develop strategy for the chal-
lenges ahead of us, including pay freezes, Covid-19, and 
funding crises in care and education.

The success of the Holmes campaign makes it the obvi-
ous base for such an initiative, but it should be looking to 
bring in other activists across the union. □

Unison left: a 
chance for unity?

Fix schools, 
not students
By Dylan Seah

Three people were arrested for protesting outside 
the Ministry of Education in Singapore on Tuesday 

26 Jan. The Ministry has come under fire for telling a 
transgender student to reduce her hormone replace-
ment therapy or face expulsion. Ashlee, the student, 
had previously been sent home for having long hair 
and not obeying the dress code.

Gay sex is a crime in Singapore. An annual LGBTQ 
rights event, Pink Dot, has helped to educate people 
and exert mass pressure on the government. Students, 
teachers and school workers must join together to de-
mand that schools be safe for LGBTQ students. □

Get our paper every week!
Trial sub (6 issues) £2 special deal; Six months 

(weekly) £22 waged, £11 unwaged, €30 European.

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

Getting information in writing seems almost impos-
sible. Putting something in an email makes it more 

official, of course. So I am presented with the email on a 
day off that just says “call me when you can”.

I email back. I can see I’m spare on the roster, and with 
Covid now running riot through some station groups I can 
see I’m likely to be moving between stations, covering 
here and there. But I want to know if I’m having to get up 
at 0500 and to come in at 0700, or If I can hold on till I’m 
needed to fill the first gap at 1100.

An email pings back from a manager. “Please give us a 
call”. Why do I have to call in on my rest days, I think? Still, 
I want an answer. The call doesn’t really tell me.

“Probably you won’t be needed, but call tomorrow an-
yway to check”. So I have to wake up at 5. I realise all my 
uniform is at one station anyway. I’ll have to head in, over-
shoot my destination and go back there.

I rock up to my first station. It’s one of the few still taking 
cash. “We’ve got a collection due, so if you can just get 
stuff ready for that?”, the supervisor asks.

“That isn’t possible”. I think: why didn’t they get this con-
firmed earlier? I don’t have the necessary kit with me to 

get the collection by G4S authorised. Even if I did, I’ve not 
been inside a ticket office for 12 months. It’s really not like 
riding a bike. I wouldn’t trust myself to get it right. 

Ten minutes later, after some frantic calls, I go to swap 
with someone else at yet another station. It’s the quietest 
I have seen anywhere since March, and it’s just me there. 
I stare blankly at the clock. Actual clock watching, broken 
up by walking around occasionally.

A long chain of emails develops, as more and more 
gaps are found where staff are needed to cover people 
self-isolating. They’d be better off closing some stations 
than stressing out staff like this, but keeping stations open 
is the shibboleth of London Underground. Closing a sta-
tion would be admitting defeat.

Better to stretch us as thin as possible then to acknowl-
edge the reality of the third lockdown. □

• Jay Dawkey is a Tube worker.

£20,000 by 10-11 July
We raised £19,420 from our 2020 fund drive, ena-

bling us to employ a new part-time office worker 
and a new part-time staff organiser working “remotely”, 
and to make our current special cheap subs offer. Still, 
we need more fund-raising, particularly to support a 
good “return to the streets” when that becomes pos-
sible and to give us options when looking for a new 
office. We’re aiming for £20,000 by our summer school 
on 10-11 July. Start us off at bit.ly/20-thou □

Woody Guthrie onscreen

By John Cunningham

At the Biden inauguration, bejewelled Jennifer 
Lopez’s warbling and truncated rendering of the 

Woody Guthrie classic This Land is Your Land was a 
travesty of the real thing. Fortunately, you can go online 
and hear the original. There is also the semi-fictional-
ised film of Guthrie’s life, Bound for Glory (Hal Ashby, 
1976), which covers the time from when he leaves his 
home in the Oklahoma Dustbowl and heads for Cali-
fornia. Angered by what he sees in the migrant camps 
and the brutal treatment of migrant workers, he ded-
icates himself, through his songs, to fight their cause. 
It is rumoured that while shooting the film David Car-
radine, who plays Guthrie, walked off the set to join a 
demonstration of modern-day migrants and held up 
filming for three hours. □

Kino Eye

Diary of a Tube 
worker
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DVLA scandal hits the press

The lack of robust Covid safety measures at DVLA 
Swansea, mentioned before in these columns, has 

now been picked up by the national press. The Depart-
ment for Transport has been written to twice by the La-
bour government of Wales, which has demanded that 
the numbers of workers in the physical workplace be 
drastically reduced.

PCS has repeatedly demanded that all workers 
are sent home — even those whose jobs don’t allow 
home working. It’s clearly not safe for people to be in 
the workplace at the moment, so people should be at 
home on full pay.

Part of the background is a catastrophic strategic fail-
ure on the part of DVLA bosses, and the Department for 
Transport more widely, to put the technology in place 
to facilitate home working. Other departments, such as 
DWP and HMRC, ensured workers had greater access 
to the necessary equipment, such as laptops and tab-
lets, to work from home. That simply hasn’t been done 
in DVLA, which is part of the reason why the Agency is 
forcing staff into the workplace.

The union will continue to apply pressure at national 
level, but if departmental bosses don’t do the right 
thing, the decisive factor will be pressure at the work-
place level. The national union leadership is discuss-
ing with reps and officers from the local branch about 
possible industrial action and the use of Section 44 of 
the Employment Rights Act [which says workers have a 
right to refuse unsafe work areas]. The union will shortly 
survey members on the use of action as well. In MoJ 
[Ministry of Justice], the union is looking at the pos-
sibility of ballot our members in a number of courts, 
which are another hotspot where workers have been 
forced to come into the physical workplace. We hope 
those ballots, if they go ahead, could be coordinated 
and developed into a more general action in the Court 
service.

The PCS National Executive Committee met on 
Thursday 21 January. One of the main issues dis-
cussed was pay; we’re still waiting for more details on 
a department-specific pay offer in HMRC [Revenue 
and Customs], one of the union’s largest membership 
areas. Although the HMRC offer is likely to lead to pay 
increases, bosses’ insistence on cost neutrality means 
those increases will come at the expense of cuts or 
changes elsewhere.

Throughout all these disputes and campaigns, trans-
parency and accountability on the part of the union 
reps and officials negotiating with employers is essen-
tial. Members have a right to know what’s being dis-
cussed, and what proposals employers are making. We 
need to ensure regular communication which is clear 
about what the union’s demands are and the status of 
negotiations. □

Merseyrail: vote 
yes for action!

The rail union RMT launched a new ballot for industrial 
action on Merseyrail on 21 January. The vote runs until 

11 February.
The union gave bosses a November deadline to open 

talks on a new pay settlement. With the employer having 
failed to meet that deadline, the union quite rightly de-
clared a dispute and has now launched a ballot.

Like rail and transport workers all over the country, Mer-
seyrail workers have kept an essential service running 
throughout a dangerous pandemic. For their bosses to 
refuse to even enter into negotiations over pay is an in-
sult. Merseyrail bosses need to come to the table, but the 
dispute shouldn’t limit its horizons to demanding nego-
tiations. The fight must be for concrete improvements on 
pay and conditions, not just for talks.

An RMT statement said: “The company may plead 
poverty as they have not received [emergency] funding 
from the Government but they have continued to be fully 
funded by their owners Serco and Abellio. Merseyrail has 
been a consistently profitable business over the years 
and that success is down to your hard work. Now is not 
the time to see you receive real terms cuts in your pay by 
failing to keep your wages in line with the increase in cost 
of living.” □

Second-hand books
Workers’ Liberty is selling second hand books, on 

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

• The General Strike by Julian Symons
• Mao: The Unknown Story by Jung Chang and Jon 

Halliday
• Wages, Price And Profit by Karl Marx
• The Revolutions of 1848 by Karl Marx
• Surveys from Exile by Karl Marx □

Off the Rails

John Moloney, 
PCS AGS (p.c.) 
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BRITISH GAS: REVOLT BRITISH GAS: REVOLT 
AGAINST 15% PAY CUTAGAINST 15% PAY CUT

By Ollie Moore

British Gas workers’ strikes against their employer’s 
plan to worsen its workers terms and conditions by 

sacking them en masse and re-engaging them on new 
contracts continued on 22 and 25 January, with further 
strikes planned on 29, 30, 31 January, and 1 February. 
More strikes are expected after that.

Although bosses at Centrica, British Gas’s parent com-
pany, claim that “base pay and pensions are protected” 
under the new terms, British Gas workers say they face a 
real-terms pay cut of up to 15% in the hourly rate, in part 
because of the imposition of additional hours.

Some workers could face an additional 156 hours un-
paid working time annually, with others facing between 
five and eight hours of additional unpaid working and 
travel time per week. Bosses also plan to monitor staff 
productivity via the use of apps similar to those use by 
Amazon to monitor warehouse workers. At safely-dis-
tanced protests and pickets across the country, some 
workers burned copies of the new contracts.

The strike has been supported by the Labour Party, 
and the Labour government in Wales and Sadiq Khan, 
the Labour mayor of London, have both written to British 
Gas demanding the “fire and rehire” threat is withdrawn.

British Gas has set an end-of-March deadline for all 
workers to accept the new contracts, and claims 83% of 
its workers “have already agreed to the new terms”. How-
ever, this figure in fact refers to workers who expressed 
only provisional agreement to the new contracts prior 
to a 23 December deadline, and is drawn from a wider 
pool than the workers involved in the present dispute. 

Anyone expressing that provisional agreement was 
given incentives to do so, including financial bonuses 
and protection of holiday allowance. British Gas has 
now said that workers who indicated provisional agree-
ment will lose those incentives if they do not formally 
accept the new contracts by 5 February. 

Meanwhile, GMB reports strong participation in the 
strike from that cohort, with numerous workers contact-
ing the union to affirm that, despite having ticked the 
pre-23 December box, they will not be signing to accept 
the new contracts. The strikes are a much clearer and 
more reliable illustration of the feelings of the workforce 
than British Gas’s misleading figure.

A poll conducted by polling agency Survation found 
that almost three quarters of British Gas customers op-
pose the “fire and rehire” threat, and 76% say that, if 
Centrica needs to make savings, senior management 
salaries and shareholder dividends should be cut be-
fore workers’ terms and conditions.

Although the current primary focus of the strikes 
is on forcing bosses to withdraw the “fire and rehire” 
threat, mobilisation will need to be maintained in order 
to defeat attempts to impose detrimental changes via 
other means. GMB national officer Justin Bowden has 
said British Gas “should be using incentives and per-
suasion to get changes, not force”, but if the changes it 
wants to “get” are detrimental to workers’ interests, then 
GMB should continue to resist them — whatever means 
bosses use. 

Donate to the British Gas workers’ strike fund at bit.ly/
gmb-bg □
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