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Workers’ control and the Chicago model

On 6 February, the Chicago Teachers’ Union (CTU) is-
sued a “framework... relating to resumption of in-per-

son instruction” to its membership, and their vote to ratify 
was reported on 10 February.

That framework included familiar features. Every CPS 
(Chicago Public Schools) facility must have sufficient hand 
sanitiser, disinfectant wipes, “sneeze guards”, medical 
grade face coverings, and PPE. 

But some is unfamiliar — and can be a model for us in 
schools, and other workplaces too.

The framework agreement says: “The Union and the 
Board [management] will create two levels of Covid-19 
safety committees”.

“Building-level COVID safety committee... will be com-
posed of the following from each school: 1. the principal; 
2. the building engineer, building manager or quality as-
surance manager, as selected by the principal; 3. up to 
four CTU members, as selected by CTU; 4. and a reason-
able number of employees represented by other unions 
at CPS”. So, a union majority.

Above those will stand “district-level Covid safety com-
mittees... four representatives each to serve on a health 
and safety committee to monitor, study, and finally re-
solve issues arising out of the return to in-person learn-

ing, including compliance with 
the CPS-CTU Covid-19 safety 
checklist. The District committee 
will meet at least weekly or more 
often as agreed to by the mem-
bers throughout the course of the 
Covid-19 emergency...

“The parties may invite subject 
matter experts to attend com-
mittee meetings if both parties 
consent. Issues referred by the 
building-level safety commit-
tees shall be resolved as quickly 
as possible, preferably within 24 
hours but recognising some issues may take longer to 
resolve, depending on the complexity”.

Also in the framework, no CTU bargaining unit member 
shall be required to administer health screenings, tem-
perature checks, or Covid-19 tests — other than nurses.

Organising for health and safety in schools during the 
pandemic has stepped up in many schools and other 
workplaces in the UK as well, with an increase in union 
health and safety reps and the development of a better 
culture of regard to health and safety. Some school health 
and safety committees have held regular meetings, and 
there were many inspiring accounts of mass use of “Sec-
tion 44” letters (refusal of unsafe work areas) by school 
union groups back in January.

Unions can build on that and the Chicago model. □

By Chris Reynolds

Economists on a Wealth Tax Commission reported in 
December 2020 in favour of a small one-off wealth tax 

to raise £260 billion over five years. Britain has the lowest 
rate of tax on corporate profits among big, rich countries 
— 19% where the US rate is 26%, Germany 30%, France 
32%.

To really “build back” for equality, we need to win dem-
ocratic public ownership over the bulk of the business, 
financial, and real-estate wealth of the top few per cent, 
the bosses and bankers.

Even short of that, there is overwhelming reason to tax 
the rich for reconstruction costs. Advance reports of the 
3 March Budget say that even Tory chancellor Rishi Sunak 
will edge up corporation tax.

So eager are the new Labour leadership round Keir 
Starmer to show themselves “responsible” and “pro-busi-
ness” that they announced in advance that they would op-
pose a corporation tax increase. As we go to press, they 
are trying to finesse the question.

They talk about helping small businesses hit by the 
pandemic, but by definition the loss-making cafés, shops, 
pubs, etc. would pay no tax anyway on their (non-exist-
ent) profits. Meanwhile, some capitalist businesses, like 

the supermarkets, have been making super-profits! Even 
Tony Blair brought in a “Windfall Tax” in 1997 on what he 
described as “excess profits” (of the privatised utilities).

It’s true that the government can continue borrowing 
at low interest rates for now. But capitalist inequality can 
be unwound only by reclaiming the great accumulations 
won from profit and exploitation.

Sunak will continue furlough payments and the £20 
Universal Credit boost, but only for a few months. He will 
continue constraints on local government which push 
many local councils into drastic cuts. He will reaffirm a 
public-sector pay freeze.

He will not pay out for the NHS and social care.
Social inequality has sharpened the pandemic, with 

Covid-19 hitting hardest at the worst-off — who have to 
go into workplaces even in the lockdowns and who live 
in crowded housing where people can’t self-isolate when 
infected for lack of isolation pay.

In turn, the pandemic has sharpened and will continue 
to sharpen inequality. Millions of more insecure workers 
have lost jobs or have been put on shorter hours. Millions 
are in rent arrears. Millions face a pay freeze.

Solidarity will work to mobilise the labour movement to 
reverse that spiral, to tame the pandemic and to unwind 
inequality. □

Tax the rich to unwind inequality!

Editorial 
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Vaccines: requisition the patents!

By Colin Foster

Producing vaccines fast and distributing them widely 
has become a top priority. India and South Africa have 

pushed for a world waiver on vaccine patents, a sharing 
of “intellectual property”, to maximise production. No rich 
country has supported them. The World Health Organisa-
tion has set up a Covid Technology Access Pool to share 
vaccine know-how. No big pharmaceutical company has 
supported it.

Moderna and Pfizer expect huge profits from their 
vaccines. Many of the companies with big vaccine-pro-
duction facilities are little involved in the vaccine roll-out, 
because they don’t have “their own” vaccine to produce.

Labour movements should demand governments “req-
uisition” the patents and share the knowledge. In fact, we 
should demand that they “requisition” Big Pharma as a 
whole, taking it into emergency public ownership.

We should also demand funds for Covax, the World 
Health Organisation’s vaccine-buying facility, which at 
present lags way behind rich governments in securing 
supplies, and all for the lack of sums which are small 
change compared to what those governments have spent 
helping big business through the pandemic.

Worldwide, about 9,000 people a day are dying from 
Covid-19. The toll is down from its peak, 14,000 a day 
in late January, but still higher than the earlier peak in 
April 2020, which was 7,000 a day. Since mid-February 
the worldwide Covid case rate has stopped falling and 
started rising slightly again, but that may be a “blip”.

Pretty much all the news so far on the real-life effective-
ness of the vaccines is good. It suggests that the vaccines 
do well at reducing infection (as well as symptoms) and 
transmission. But we have a long way to go to tame the 
pandemic.

• World-wide, so far only three vaccine doses have 
been given per 100 people. At the current rate, and it’s 
not accelerating yet, it will take three years to give even 
one dose each to the 70% or so of the world’s population 
that is over 18.

• No vaccine is 100% effective, and these aren’t either. 
Significant numbers are not taking the vaccine when of-
fered; to make it worse, those are often concentrated 
among the worse-off who are more at risk. Israel has the 
world’s highest vaccination rate (94 jabs per 100 popula-
tion), and yet for now (since 20 February) its infection rate 
is going up and its death rate only levelled.

• Auckland, in New Zealand, entered its fourth lockdown 
on 28 February. New Zealand, thanks to being remote is-
lands and able to close its borders rigidly, has had one of 
the world’s lowest Covid death tolls. It can probably deal 
with its new spike through only a short lockdown. But this 
shows that for years yet the virus will circulate around the 

world, spiking here and there, generating new variants, 
slipping across borders even with the best quarantine 
precautions. And no-one wants to close borders for many 
years on end. We, as socialists and internationalists, defi-
nitely don’t. Some borders, in Europe and South America 
for example, really can’t be closed rigidly even now.

• We don’t know how long the immunity given by the 
vaccines will last. Quite likely we will find out only by a 
new rise of infections showing that it is fading. We don’t 
know how fast the vaccines can “keep up” with the emer-
gence of new variants.

• The 9,000 a day figure is an undercount. Africa seems 
to have the lowest Covid death rate among the conti-
nents, only 7% of Europe’s. Probably it really has a lower 
death rate, because of a younger population and other 
factors; but not as much lower as that.

Only eight out of more than 50 countries in Africa have 
full-coverage registration of deaths, let alone of causes of 
death. South Africa, which does have full-coverage reg-
istration of deaths, has had three times as many excess 
deaths over the pandemic as deaths officially tagged as 
Covid. Egypt, which also has full-coverage registration, 
also shows many more excess deaths than tagged as 
Covid.

Africa’s recorded death rate is going down at present, 
but new variants could sweep it, increasing both recorded 
and real death rates, much faster than vaccination could 
catch up on anything like its present pace.

Even in England, the scientists’ projections for their 
step-by-step easing of lockdown, with (wisely) five weeks 
to check after each step, expect some new surges in the 
coming year, only manageable ones.

Our staple demands will remain urgent for many 
months to come:

• Full isolation for all, and quarantine accommodation 
for those attempting to “self-isolate” in crowded housing

• Bring social care into the public sector, with NHS-level 
pay and conditions for care workers

• Requisition private hospitals and PPE and medical 
supply chains

• Public-health test and trace to replace the Ser-
co-Deloitte mess

• Workers’ control of workplace safety. □

More online
Workers, unions, and climate politics

Calvin Lawson, an RMT rep in Newcastle, and co-lead 
on trade union strategy for Labour for a Green New 

Deal, spoke to Solidarity
bit.ly/lgnd-i

US: four areas of disagreement
A contribution by Ben Tausz to the ongoing debate 

on US politics, Trump, and the Democrats
bit.ly/4-bt

Covid-19
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Genocide denialists at the Morning Star

By Jim Denham

The Daily Worker had a shameful record of justifying or 
denying the Stalinist show trials of the 1930s and the 

systematic denial of basic human rights in the USSR and 
Eastern Europe after the war. It had nothing to say against 
Stalin’s mass deportation of the Crimean Tatars and other 
peoples during World War 2, or against China’s treatment 
of the people of Tibet.

You could argue, however, that it never sunk so low as 
to attempt to justify or deny genocide. Its successor, the 
Morning Star, is doing just that.

On Friday 26 February, the Morning Star carried three ar-
ticles about China. Inevitably, the “complete victory” over 
poverty was hailed and President Xi Jinping’s claim of a 
“miracle” reported without mentioning that the threshold 
set by China to define extreme poverty amounts to $1.69 
a day at current exchange rates, compared to the World 
Bank’s global threshold of $1.90, or that some of the most 
extreme income inequalities in the world continue to exist 
in China.

Then there is a piece reporting on the Uyghur “gen-
ocide” (quotes are the Morning Star’s) in which “Com-
munist Party of Britain (CPB) general secretary Robert 
Griffiths told the party’s political committee on Wednes-
day evening [24th] that the charges of ‘genocide’ are 
ideologically motivated, lack independent evidence and 
form part of a ‘new cold war’ being waged against China.

“The committee urged labour movement organisations 
in Britain to send fact-finding missions to Xinjiang and 
other parts of China rather than repeat fictitious propa-
ganda”.

We can guess that such “fact-finding missions” will be 
along the lines of the closely supervised delegations to 
the USSR, organised by the British-Soviet Friendship Soci-
ety and the World Peace Council, which “saw” that talk of 

Stalinist terror was “fictitious” and happy Soviet workers 
were dancing in the fields, singing patriotic songs, and 
driving luxury cars.

It might also be noted that Comrade Griffiths appears 
to have avoided the simple question: is the charge of 
genocide true? An accusation might be “ideologically 
motivated”, but still be true. He claimed there is little “in-
dependent” evidence — but was he saying the claims are 
false?

Time and time again the CPB and the Morning Star skirt 
round the crucial question, relying upon innuendo and 
evasive formulations: they claim the evidence is entirely 
“based on reports by one person, Adrian Zenz” and sim-
ply refuse to acknowledge the evidence of eye witnesses 
like Gulbahar Haitiwaji, the aerial photographs of deten-
tions camps, and the footage of Uyghurs being loaded 
onto trains destined for those camps.

Perhaps more interesting is what promises to be the first 
instalment of “a new series” by Carlos Martinez, in which 
he “will explore the weaknesses of latter-day ‘third camp-
ism’ in relation to the emerging new cold war on China”. 
The title is “‘Neither Washington nor Beijing’ means ob-
jective support for Washington.”

North Korea socialist?
Martinez is an inveterate apologist for the Chinese state 
and Communist Party, and his writing turns out to be 
an edited version of a much longer piece he wrote for 
the blog he edits, Invent the future, which includes in its 
stated aims, support for “socialist states, e.g. Cuba, China, 
Vietnam (and) DPR Korea” (i.e. North Korea). 

Martinez states in his Morning Star piece that his se-
ries will “not address the question of whether China is 
a socialist country”, but will concentrate on why it’s not 
“imperialist”. Spoiler alert: based on his blog post, he will 
conclude that it isn’t, but in doing so this keen Leninist will 
be forced to admit that “Lenin’s five features of imperial-
ism [including ‘export of capital’] can’t simply be used as a 
checklist for answering the question of whether any given 
country is imperialist.”

The increasing stridency and incoherence of the Morn-
ing Star’s defence of China (not to mention their use of 
such a blatant apologist as Mr Martinez) smacks of des-
peration. The mainstream left in Britain is keen on democ-
racy and human rights. Attempts to white-wash China’s 
abuses are not going down well in the labour movement.

The time may have come when, at long last, unions like 
Unite and the RMT start questioning why they continue to 
subsidise a publication that seeks to justify and/or deny 
something that looks very much like genocide. □

Skipping two weeks
Solidarity 585 will be out on 17 March, 586 on 24 

March, and 587 on 7 April. We are “skipping” 10 and 
31 March, because of postal difficulties round Easter 
and to give our staff two weekends to use for longer-
term projects. □

New offer!

Lockdown continues, 
so we have a new 

offer. For £5 including 
post you can get: the 
new Women’s Fightback 
and a six-issue subscrip-
tion to Solidarity plus 
our pamphlet on Saklat-
vala, revolutionary so-
cialist and Labour’s first 
BAME MP. □

workersliberty.org/
publications

Antidoto
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By Katy Dollar

The government has announced a £150m plan to cre-
ate 500 new prison places for women. It says that the 

extra places are needed because an extra 20,000 police 
officers will lead to more female arrests.

Prisons are filled with people whose lives have been 
made especially difficult by the brutality of capitalism: the 
poor, the homeless, those with mental health and addic-
tion, those who experience racism. Two-thirds of women 
in prison are survivors of domestic abuse. Over half expe-
rienced physical, emotional or sexual abuse during their 
childhood.

Coercive and abusive relationships can serve to draw 
women into crime; half of women in prison have commit-
ted an offence in order to support someone else’s drug 
habit.

People believe that prisons protect us from dangerous 
and violent crimes. In fact, there are far too many minor 
offenders serving short prison sentences that increase re-
offending rates and draw people into more serious crime.

This is particularly true in women’s prisons. Most violent 
crime is committed by men. Women are far more likely 
to be criminalised than men for non-payment of a televi-
sion licence, or when their children refuse to go to school. 
Women accounted for 74% of the 114,000 convictions for 
licence fee evasion in 2019, up three per cent since 2015. 
These 84,000 offences represented 30% of all convictions 
for women in that year compared with just four per cent 
of men’s convictions. Shoplifting and failing to pay televi-
sion licence together make up 64% of female convictions.

The last twenty years or so have seen a dramatic rise in 
the number of women in prison. Most of the rise in the fe-

male prison population can be explained by a significant 
increase in the severity of sentences.

Sixty-six per cent of women prisoners are mothers of 
children under the age of 18, and each year it is estimated 
that more than 17,700 children are separated from their 
mothers by imprisonment. Only 5% of children remain in 
their own home once their mother has been sentenced. 
At least a third of mothers in prison are lone parents be-
fore imprisonment.

A Home Office study found that, for 85% of mothers, 
prison was the first time they had been separated from 
their children for a significant stretch.

Rather than funding mental health services, domestic 
violence services, help with addiction and increased em-
ployment, the government is announcing that it will fund 
the incarceration of women who are victims of capitalism 
and a threat to nobody. □

More services, fewer jails!

Wo m e n ’ s 
Fightback 

is a socialist fem-
inist publication 
by Workers’ Lib-
erty. Order issue 
25, Winter/Spring 
2021, with a six 
issue subscrip-
tion to Solidarity 
plus our Saklat-
vala pamphlet 
for £5 (incl. post) 
or individually for 
£1 (plus post). □

workersliberty.
org/publications

Women’s Fightback

Students at SOAS university in London passed a 
Uyghur solidarity motion by an 86% majority at an 

online union general meeting on 22 February. The Ugy-
hur Solidarity Campaign will be urging other student 
unions to do similar. ND Labour is supporting Safe and 
Equal’s Budget Day online protests (3 March) demand-
ing full sick and isolation pay for all. Some neurodiver-
gent people are particularly vulnerable to Covid-19, 
especially those with mental ill-health and/or learning 
disabilities and those who live in care homes. □

• All links and info on these and other campaigns, and 
suggested words for labour-movement motions, at 
workersliberty.org/agenda

Activist agenda
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The climate movement and 
the workers’ movement
By Blake Tan

Often, when you speak to people in the youth-led en-
vironmental movement, you encounter people who 

don’t think climate change has anything to do with the lib-
eration of oppressed groups — the working class, LGBTQ 
people, people of colour, and so on. It can be frustrating. 
But “to write people off lightly is not the mark of an or-
ganiser” (Ray Dunne, Trotskyist union activist in 1930s US 
Teamsters’ struggles).

Our job as socialist activists would be a lot easier if the 
only reason people disagreed with us was that we were 
speaking to the wrong people! But not all who embody 
liberal mindsets are capitalists, petty bourgeoisie, or spies 
and cops and infiltrators. The truth is that most people 
who have bad politics genuinely believe in them. But 
these ideas can be displaced through open debate.

Even working-class people are capable of having re-
actionary views. Unfortunately, many do. Many will be 
convinced that the CEO of their company genuinely 
“takes more risk” than they do as workers, and that he 
deserves to be paid in the billions. In reality, of course, the 
greatest risk to the CEO is that he might someday end up 
like one of his employees.

Likewise, people of colour are capable of internalising 
racist ideas, either about themselves or about other eth-
nic minorities. Many in the LGBTQ community have also 
struggled with internalised homophobia or transphobia 
and self-hatred.

The reason capitalism has lasted so long, despite having 
outlasted its historical usefulness, is ideology. Capitalism 
and all of the oppressive ideas it throws up about race, 
gender and sexuality, must be countered ideologically.

Of course, some young people in the climate move-
ment might genuinely have bourgeois relations. Many 
radicalise in university — and the universities they go to 
are often posh, elite institutions. But it is self-evident that 
this does not preclude them from ever being convinced 
by Marxism and class politics.

And where would we be without the segment of the 
bourgeoisie that comes over to the side of the working 
class? Those who, having been convinced by revolution-
ary socialist ideas, give up their material interests and 
dedicate their lives to political activity? This describes 
more than half of the Marxists I know.

The government often tries to drive a wedge between 
the environmentalists and the workers. In Singapore, the 
state just announced a significant petrol tax that will dis-

proportionately affect food couriers and ride-hailing app 
drivers who are already struggling under the economic 
downturn. No doubt the state will claim that this is a con-
cession to the youth-led climate movement. The govern-
ment will depict the movement to merely consist of posh 
types who are disconnected from “ordinary people”. We 
must challenge that narrative. We must rally both the en-
vironmentalists and the workers around a set of concrete, 
positive demands for a just transition away from fossil 
fuels.

We must bring the labour movement into the climate 
movement, and bring the climate movement into the la-
bour movement. Environmental student activists must be 
educated about the power of the working class in with-
holding their labour to demand social and environmental 
justice (see Lucas Plan, Vestas, and the Green Bans).

But equally, workers must be educated about climate 
change. If one fails to combine the environmentalist and 
working class movements, then one could end up with 
workers in pollutive industries (like oil and gas) pursuing 
sectional interests, campaigning for the expansion of 
such industries, and being expressly against the youth-
led movement for a just transition.

In order for the working class to take power and es-
tablish a new society based on their democratic control, 
rather than based on profit, the working class has to learn 
to transcend sectional interests that are unique to particu-
lar industries. You can only do that by giving the industrial 
struggle a political expression, by reminding the work-
ing class of its long-term interests — such as its interest in 
combatting climate change. The environmental activists 
can help to do that.

Environmentalism without class struggle is merely gar-
dening. Climate change was caused by the infinite logic 
of profit under capitalism. Only the working class — who 
is equally exploited under capitalism — has the ability to 
stop it. But many in the environmental movement will not 
have realised that yet.

As a socialist activist, you have to hold your nose and 
speak to people who seem to have silly ideas. Silly ideas 
find purchase not because people aren’t clever enough, 
or because they have material interests that colour their 
judgement. It will be because the left and the labour 
movement, which draw strength from one another, are 
incredibly weak at this point in history. People have little 
exposure to good politics.

They have less experience building solidarity in a mean-
ingful way. It is our responsibility to have arguments with 
them so that we may educate and persuade them to 
do more and better organising. We know that they can 
change their minds. After all, none of us were born so-
cialists. □

Environment
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By Pete Radcliff

On Sunday 28 February 47 participants in Hong Kong’s 
democratic primaries last June were charged with 

“conspiracy to commit subversion”, a charge that brings a 
possible life sentence.

The hearing of bail requests from the 47 slowed down 
court proceedings. Only six were heard before the normal 
end of court business. The court continued until 2:30am, 
when Clarisse Yeung, one of the defendants, collapsed 
and had to be taken to hospital. Another three were also 
taken to hospital, including Leung Kwok Hung. It looks as 
though all bail will be refused and all will be remanded in 
prison for the next three months.

About 15 Hong Kongers protested at Piccadilly Circus, 
London, and demonstrators were also out in Reading and 
Manchester. The LMSHKUK campaign is organising for 
continued solidarity.

The democratic primaries were a long standing tradi-
tion in the pro-democracy camp in Hong Kong — never 
challenged, no arrests. But those taking part are accused 
this time of (1) planning to win and (2) having a pro-
gramme of refusing the budget in order to force Chief 
Executive Carrie Lam to move on the democracy move-
ment’s five demands, which include universal suffrage in 
the election of Hong Kong’s parliament, the Legislative 
Council (LegCo).

Among those charged are Carol Ng (chair of the 
Hong Kong trade union confederation, HKCTU); Winnie 
Yu (leader of the health workers’ union HAEA); Joshua 
Wong; all of the successful radical candidates in the dem-
ocratic primaries; and almost all of the generally more 
moderate losing candidates.

One of those detained and brought into court to face 
the subversion charge under the new National Secu-
rity Law is Leung Kwok Hung, nicknamed Long Hair. He 
is also currently on trial (under old British colonial law) 
along with Lee Cheuk Yan and other Civil Front leaders 
for organising an “unauthorised assembly” on 18 August 
2019. Because of the overlap, that trial had to be delayed 
to 5 March.

The prosecution in the “subversion” trial immediately 
requested a delay of three months before proceedings 
start, saying they were not yet ready.

It appears that the subversion charges may have been 
brought forward so that the Hong Kong authorities can re-
move as many figureheads of the movement as they can 
or because fear the reactions if the charges are brought 
later, when Covid rates may be lower.

The unexpected timing did not stop nearly 1,000 activ-
ists congregating outside the court in solidarity as well as 
a handful of people supporting the authorities and the 
prosecution.

The protest outside the court was the largest seen 
since the National Security Law (NSL) was introduced on 
30 June 2020. The police raised banners threatening all 
attending that they could face arrest as an illegal gather-

ing and for being in breach of the NSL. Many wore the 
“protest uniforms” not seen on the streets for a year, i.e. 
dressed in black.

The very day the charges were lodged, Xia Baolong, 
chair of an agency set up by the Chinese state to act in 
their interests, the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office, 
made Beijing’s intentions clear. He accused some of those 
facing trial such as Jimmy Lai,  Benny Tai,  and  Joshua 
Wong of “extremely notorious acts”, and called for them 
“to be punished severely in accordance with the law.” Sub 
judice was clearly no problem for him.

Meanwhile, the recently (and overwhelmingly) elected 
Student Union officers at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong have all been barred from taking office and have 
defiantly held a press conference.

Tory Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab has put out a 
tweet expressing concern, but from the middle of Feb-
ruary, the Tories have been downplaying their criticisms 
of the Chinese regime and of repression in Hong Kong. 
Boris Johnson held a Downing Street Roundtable on 12 
February with businesses operating in Hong Kong and 
China (many of them led by people with Tory party links), 
and the Tories are now more concerned about reassur-
ing Xi Jinping and “bringing stability to Hong Kong”, i.e. 
allowing the National Security Law to continue to terrorise 
its people.

They haven’t introduced Magnitsky sanctions on any 
people who are directly party to the repression, let alone 
taken action against UK-based corporations supporting 
the repression such as HSBC, Standard Chartered and 
Jardine Matheson.

Effective international action in support of the battle for 
democratic and workers rights in Hong Kong will come 
not from the “anti-communist” Tories, but from the radical 
trade union and labour movement. □

New repression in Hong Kong

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://uklaboursolidaritywithhk.wordpress.com/
https://workersliberty.org/audio
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Linking up against council cuts
By Katy Dollar

A Zoom meeting on 23 February, “Fighting Local Gov-
ernment Cuts”, hosted by Lambeth branch of the 

public services union Unison, brought together activists 
across local government unions, community campaigns 
and the Labour Party.

Labour MP Bell Ribeiro-Addy and Labour councillor 
James McAsh spoke on the national context for cuts. 
There was a speaker from each of the major unions in 
local government and schools, Unison, Unite, GMB, and 
the NEU. Shona Jemphrey, a member of Momentum’s 
National Coordinating Group and chair of Momentum’s 
Local Government Working Group, announced a re-
launch of the Momentum Councillors’ Network.

Lots of trade unionists joined the debate, with a lively 
discussion on how councillors should respond to cuts. 
Socialist Party activists proposed support for candidates 
of their Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition in the up-
coming elections.

Undeniably Labour councils administering Tory cuts 
have set back the anti-cuts fight. But we can’t assume that 
TUSC-type anti-cuts candidates provide a viable short cut. 
The Labour Party is a mass organisation. Even under an 
increasingly right-wing leadership, Labour can’t simply be 
dismissed.

And we must be honest with ourselves. To have one or 
two individual councillors here and there taking a stand 
against cuts would be a token, a good token but a token.

Without a live anti-cuts movement in communities and 

workplaces, there will not be a fightback in council cham-
bers. Our task is to support struggles where they happen 
and link public sector workers to build rank-and-file co-
ordination.

Duncan Morrison and Kirstie Paton from the NEU (Na-
tional Education Union) alerted the meeting to several 
recent victimisation of school union reps, including Tracy 
McGuire and Kirstie herself.

Local government workers, including Unite’s Susan Mat-
thews from the platform, pointed to pay as an important 
struggle ahead of us. Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced 
in November that pay would be frozen for the 2021-2 
round for 1.3 million public sector workers. The unions 
have demanded a 10% pay rise across local government. 
Forcing employers and government back at a national 
level will require a coordinated campaign.

The meeting was planned as the first in a series bring-
ing local government activists together. Contact at lam-
beth-unison.org/contact-us/ □

Punishment without trial
By Mohan Sen 

The UK Supreme Court has upheld the government’s 
removal of citizenship from East London woman 

Shamima Begum, who went to Syria six years ago to sup-
port Daesh (ISIS).

The court said that Begum has a right to contest the 
decision, but the government has a right to bar her from 
re-entering the UK, which means she cannot exercise the 
right to contest it.

Begum devoted herself to supporting a monstrous, 
blood-soaked ideology and movement (though she was 
only 15 when she went). But the removal of her citizen-
ship is a setback, not a victory, for human rights.

Since 2003 the government’s legal powers to strip peo-

ple of citizenship have grown considerably, as has the use 
of them. The number of people deprived of citizenship 
has risen from none over decades, to a few most years 
after 2003, to dozens a year after 2010, and over a hun-
dred in 2017.

It is illegal under multiple international agreements to 
render anyone stateless. But since 2014 British law has 
given the government the right to do so in certain cir-
cumstances.

The Tories argue that they are not rendering Begum 
stateless because her parents are Bangladeshi citizens 
and so she is also eligible for citizenship there. Bangla-
desh says she is not a citizen, that she will not be allowed 
to become a citizen, and that it would deny her entry.

In any case, why should the UK government be able to 
dump the problem on another country where Begum has 
never been a citizen? Or on the Syrian Kurdish authorities 
who have borne the brunt of defeating Daesh?

It is doubly disturbing that a UK citizen can be stripped 
of citizenship and rendered stateless essentially because 
their parents are migrants.

Shamima Begum and others like her should be re-
turned to the UK, restored to citizenship and put on trial 
as appropriate. □

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.tusc.org.uk/
https://lambeth-unison.org/contact-us/
https://lambeth-unison.org/contact-us/
https://www.workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources
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By Tom Harrison

If you don’t like the contestants in the race, replace them 
with other runners. That seems to be the approach of La-

bour’s North West Regional Office on choosing the party’s 
candidate for Liverpool City Mayor.

As members waited for ballot papers to arrive, they got 
an email from party bosses saying that “the right candi-
date” needed to be chosen. The three women already 
shortlisted did not fit that particular bill, so a new shortlist 
would be drawn up, and they wouldn’t be on it!

The post of City Mayor has been a controversial one 
since its inception in 2012 following a deal with the Tory/
Lib Dem coalition government. Unlike other cities, the 
people of Liverpool were not given a say in a referendum 
on an elected mayor. The Labour Party then selected its 
leader on the City Council, Joe Anderson, as its candi-
date. Anderson went on to win the mayoral election that 
year and was reelected in 2016.

The whiff of corruption and boss politics has hung over 
the dealings of Liverpool City Council for decades, mainly 
in association with planning consent and land deal issues. 
Since 2017, two former Chief Executives and a Regener-
ation Director have been arrested during police investi-
gations. They all got sent home on “gardening leave”, at a 
cost to the council of hundreds of thousands of pounds.

Last December Anderson also joined the arrest list, on 
suspicion of conspiracy to commit bribery and witness 
intimidation. 

Anderson’s arrest obviously disqualified him from 
standing again. Three candidates to stand for the post 
were selected on an all-women shortlist. No reason has 
been given as to why any of them should now be deemed 
“unsuitable”.

Two of the three, Ann O’Byrne and Wendy Simon, had 
served as various times as Anderson’s Deputies, so that 
association could have unfairly been used as an excuse 
to exclude them. Many suspect the real target here is 
the third candidate, Anna Rothery, because she is a left-
winger who has the support of Jeremy Corbyn and many 
others on the left including Clive Lewis.

Anna’s exclusion is even more disgraceful because 
she is from Liverpool’s black community, which has been 
neglected historically by the Liverpool Labour establish-
ment. Her letter to members stated that “the interests of 
local people should come first, not those of big private 
developers and property speculators.” She further offered 
“a clean break for our city and a new kind of leadership: 
transparent, cooperative and accountable.”

Such sentiments don’t seem to chime with the party bu-
reaucracy these days!

Yet the apparent stitch up isn’t going down well. Pro-
spective “safe” candidates aren’t wanting to put them-
selves on the new shortlist — regarding it a “poisoned 
chalice.” Anna might feel entitled to run as an independ-
ent or there might be another and “non-political” candi-
date running as such. Either would have a good chance 
of winning.

There has been talk of Labour councillors pre-empting 
the mess with a vote to abolish the office of City Mayor, 
but on 27 February they voted not to do that.

Socialists must demand that the Labour Party be fully 
transparent and accountable, with clear explanation as 
to why the three candidates have been prevented from 
standing. Let’s call time on stitch-ups and back room ma-
noeuvres! □

Stitch-up in Liverpool

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to 

all, held online over zoom.

Tuesday 9 March, 6pm: Support India’s resistance. 
Momentum Internationalists meeting with Nadia Whit-
tome MP and others
Sunday 14 March, 11.30am: Socialist Feminist read-
ing group — Bread and Roses: Gender and Class Under 
Capitalism, by Andrea D’Atri
Sunday 14 March, 6.30-8pm: Vive la Commune — the 
150th anniversary of the Paris Commune
Sunday 28 March, 6.30-8pm: Shapurji Sakatvala — a 
socialist rebel in Parliament

Plus
Every Monday, 6-7pm: AWL Students’ discussions
Wednesdays 3, 17 March, 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 

Anna Rothery

Democracy in the 
labour movement

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/events
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Rank and file links key
Thanks to Dave Chapple for his article (Solidarity 583), 

which is an important contribution to the history of 
trade unionism in the UK Post Office. As a CWU [Com-
munication Workers’ Union] activist of 25 years standing I 
would like to add some additional comments.

I joined Royal Mail in the 1980s. Like Dave, I found that 
my older colleagues sometimes talked about 1971. In-
deed, the key branch officials had all taken part in the 
strike.

As I became more active in the union, one interesting 
theory I heard was that Tom Jackson was actually playing 
a game of internal politics within the UPW [Union of Post 
Office Workers, forerunner of the CWU) whereby he was 
happy to end the strike because he wanted to see mili-
tancy and the influence of the Communist Party curbed.

The Communist Party was a force in the trade union 
movement at the time. In the UPW Maurice Styles, a party 
member, was the Outdoor Secretary, the national officer 
represented the majority of uniform grades. One of his 
colleagues, Dickie Lawlor, was also in post at the time. 
Communists held key positions in the powerful London 
Region.

In the 1980s and 90s a new breed of younger postal 

workers took militancy to a new level. As a representative 
I took part in three national strikes and led numerous local 
ones both official and unofficial. Unfortunately the lack of 
a rank and file organisation that Dave mentions persisted.

This resulted in a new leadership which had been 
elected on a left platform taking the union in a direction 
of capitulation and partnership. The national strike in 
2007 was a key event. As in 1971, several days of action 
ended with acceptance of management’s terms. Like me 
Dave fought against that, but as so often happens the bu-
reaucracy won the day.

Privatisation has made things worse. The tremendous 
militancy of the membership remains, as can be evi-
denced by result national industrial action ballot results. 
Unfortunately the 2013 deal, signed after privatisation 
had become inevitable, is effectively a no strike deal. The 
result has been a gradual erosion of terms and conditions, 
including a greatly inferior pension scheme. Membership 
is falling, the activist base shrinking, and now the Deputy 
General Secretary Postal a right winger supported by a 
weak executive. With CWU finances increasingly tight, 
Unite are circling looking to make another addition to 
their empire.

It could all have been very different. As with all unions, 
postal workers need a grassroots movement based on 
genuine worker democracy to transform their union. 
Without that the future is bleak. □

Dave Warren, Sussex

By Fraser Andrews

The government is developing new plans to provide 
mandatory autism training to all health and social care 

staff.
But it looks like the reality of implementation will fall 

below the ambitions of the original consultation.
Then, it was said that “people with lived experience (of 

autism) should be involved in the delivery of training”. 
Even that was a watered down version of demands from 
autistic people that the training be “autistic-led”.

The end result looks like a training package delivered 
by a litany of third sector organisations, combined with 
NHS trusts. Very few of those could honestly claim to be 
organisations made up of autistic people.

One key partner, the National Autistic Society, has re-
ceived criticism for the failed running of a care home 
where vulnerable residents were abused, and takes a 
“neutral” position on the use of therapeutic approaches 
like Applied Behavioural Analysis which are heavily criti-
cised by Neurodivergent Labour among others.

The new mandatory training is called Oliver McGowan 

Training, named after a young autistic man who died in 
hospital after an allergic reaction to anti-psychotic medi-
cation, despite him informing the staff that he could have 
a bad reaction.

It follows a campaign by Oliver’s family, and a period 
of consultation by the government. And it would mean 
positive improvements in the treatment of autistic people 
within health and social-care services. But as the training 
package is being developed and trialled the government 
has revealed the partners it has commissioned to deliver 
the training nationally. 

It seems that a motto of the disability-rights movement, 
“nothing about us, without us” is being stretched to the 
extreme here. The issues autistic (and other neurodiver-
gent) people face will not be solved until efforts towards 
self-representation are realised.

Neurodivergent Labour will be intervening where possi-
ble to raise these criticisms, and as the training gets closer 
to being fully rolled out we will be encouraging our com-
rades, including health workers, to educate themselves 
and critically engage with their workplace’s training. □

• NDL: ndlabour.co.uk 

Shortfall on autism training

Letters
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By Uri Metuki

Uri Metuki spoke to Michael Elms of Solidarity about cou-
riers in Israel fighting for rights of union organisation. Uri 
leads the “youth and students” section of the Histadrut 
organising effort.

JustEat/10bis employs 1,700 couriers. The other com-
pany is called Wolt, which is a spurious self-employ-

ment company. We have some couriers who approached 
us from Wolt, we started talking with them and finding out 
about the situation, but the organising drive took off with 
JustEat/10bis.

We have more than half the workforce, but they did not 
recognise the union. They used all kind of union-busting 
techniques. We went to court, and a long trial is in pro-
cess. 

On the first day of our efforts going public, managers 
summoned the head of the workers’ committee for a 
hearing, and threatened them with termination. In Israel, 
it is against the law for employers to discourage unioni-
sation.

But 10bis are using the middle management, not the 
highest level, to tell riders not to join in, or to cancel their 
union membership if they have joined. They are using a 
big organisation with a lot of American and Republican 
money to bring American union-busting to Israel. They 
have set up a company union, which is also against the 
law in Israel.

The workers are mostly young, in their early 20s, up to 
late 20s. Especially because of Covid, now there are some 
older people, in their 40s. Mostly the workers are Israelis, 
who grew up here. Some are Arabs, about 20%.

Shifts are issued to workers each week. There is a lot of 
turnover in the workforce, people work for a few months 
and then go. That’s a problem for us union organisers. In 
October we’d got 700 sign-ups, but shortly after we knew 
that 300 were no longer working there.

Workers get paid about 50 shekels an hour, which is 
40% above minimum wage. But social security and other 
benefits are paid at the level of the minimum wage — 
which is illegal.

90% of workers use their own vehicles: scooters, mo-
torcycles, electric bicycles. They don’t get insurance, and 
they get injured quite a lot. Just last week a worker died in 
an accident. Riders held a big demonstration of workers 
from both 10bis and Wolt, wearing black ribbons.

Fallback national insurance pays out if you are injured. 
But if you hit someone else, you are not covered.

The only company operating with a full-on gig economy 
basis is Wolt. Uber have been trying to get in but they 
have been blocked politically, mainly by the taxi drivers, 
who are well-organised.

There is a collective lawsuit by Wolt workers against 
Wolt, to say that they are actually employees and Wolt 
have to pay social benefits. 

It would be good to have the company taking over the 
running of the vehicles. We have collective agreements 
with Pizza Hut and another company — the workers don’t 
bring their own vehicles, they get them on expenses from 
the company.

We also want minimum hours. These workers are all on 
zero-hour contracts. Management needs to guarantee 
minimum shifts and hours for every worker. □

Organising couriers in Israel

By Ben Tausz

When the New Statesman published Paul Mason’s 
provocatively titled article, “How the left could save 

Nato”, in late November 2019, it attracted a deserved tor-
rent of criticism.

But in the Labour leadership election that followed, nei-
ther the eventual left candidate, Rebecca Long-Bailey, nor 
the other tentative left contender, Clive Lewis, opposed 
participation in NATO. Indeed, Lewis had previously de-
fended it. And from early on, Corbyn’s leadership had 
reconciled itself to maintaining the UK’s nuclear weapons 
and commitment to NATO.

Now the Starmer leadership has upped the volume by 
describing its commitment to NATO as “unshakeable” 
and its support for the UK nuclear weapons as “non-ne-
gotiable”.

For socialist internationalists, throwing in our lot with 
either imperial ruling class, whether Washington or Mos-
cow, was the wrong answer during the Cold War. Similar 
stances are wrong today. NATO is not a benign safeguard 

against Putinist ambitions, but an alliance of imperial 
powers itself.

In the heyday of NATO, the US repeatedly intervened in 
its “near abroad”, and its European members, France, the 
UK and Portugal still maintained colonial holdings across 
large swathes of the world.

Today there is NATO-member Turkey’s authoritarian, 
anti-democratic regime and its escalating repression of 
the Kurds. And Turkey is not the end of the problem.

NATO’s other members have waged military interven-
tions like the invasion of Iraq, and propping up despots 
like the Saudi royals. The biggest military engagement of 
NATO’s history has been in Afghanistan, where the war 
begun by the 2001 invasion is currently grinding bloodily 
towards the two-decade mark.

NATO intervention in Kosova did disrupt ethnic cleans-
ing. But such operations have been the acts of predatory 
powers who happened to do some good while pursuing 
their own interests.

• Adapted and abridged from bit.ly/bt-nato

The left should oppose nuclear weapons and NATO
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Tory grandstanding, or helping workers organise?
By Emily Kenway

Emily Kenway is a former adviser to the UK’s first anti-slav-
ery commissioner and the author of The Truth About Mod-
ern Slavery. She spoke to George Wheeler for Solidarity.

The book is about how modern slavery is a particu-
lar narrative about exploitation, constructed largely 

by philanthrocapitalists, anti-sex-work activists and an-
ti-migrant politicians. It shows how calling exploitation 
“modern slavery”, and all that this entails, portrays itself 
as a moral crusade but undermines actions needed to 
improve the lives of those at the bottom of global hier-
archies.

I felt it needed to be written largely because I saw peo-
ple on the left completely missing this, and either regurgi-
tating the narrative without critical thought, or dismissing 
the whole idea because “all work is exploitation”, which 
doesn’t investigate and change the material conditions 
of those who need that change now.

Where did the term modern slavery come from?
There are three strands that have brought it into com-

mon parlance. First, the end of the Soviet Union brought 
heightened political awareness of human trafficking, be-
cause it fits in well with fears about east-west criminal mi-
gration.

Second, is an epiphany among some capitalists and 
academics who are shocked when they were learning 
about the exploitation going on, so you get this almost 
religious fervour against this thing that they think they’ve 
discovered.

Third, Theresa May began using it as a moral coun-
terweight to the Hostile Environment [for migrants]. 
In speeches she plays to the right on immigration, but 
modern slavery is used to bring a sense of justice. It’s an 
evolving vehicle that takes with it fears about immigration 
and a conservative, criminal lens and uses that to do he-
roic grandstanding as a counterweight to really abhorrent 
policies.

So in fact modern slavery is an umbrella term for 
several forms of exploitation?

100%. Framing it as the single thing “modern slavery” 
makes us think that there should be a single way of un-
derstanding these vastly different circumstances all over 
the world and in all sectors. It leads to silver bullet solu-
tions that have no contextual awareness, that don’t listen 
to people’s actual situations, so you can create a rationale 
to go and “rescue” people without actually understand-
ing any of the economic circumstances, cultural dynamics 
or so on.

There are, also, so many examples of what’s left out of 
that picture, for example prison labour or migrants work-
ing in detention centres for a pound an hour. That is very 
convenient to power.

How does the term modern slavery interact with immi-
gration policy?

We often think of trafficking is caused by kidnapping or 
abduction, but that’s very rare. Most of the exploitation 
that involves borders, like trafficking, is migration gone 
wrong. Once we start to understand that, we can realise 
that borders create trafficking.

There are actual offenders, but for a crime to happen 
there needs to be an opportunity to commit that crime. 
Research on who traffickers are says that they are gener-
alists looking to make money in some way; it could be 
bringing in cigarettes, trafficking people, or many other 
things. When borders get stricter, it creates people who 
can’t travel safely. A lot of them will be exploited on the 
journey or at their destination because there’s nowhere 
they can go to report it without being detained and de-
ported.

This is important because usually politicians portray 
borders as the solution to trafficking, when we really need 
to give people safe, legal pathways.

http://www.workersliberty.org
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Is the term modern slavery deployed in a way that hurts 
both victims of sexual exploitation and sex workers?

In a legal labour sector, exploitation is treated as a con-
taminant, not something innate to that workplace. With 
sex work, the whole sector is treated as the aberration 
and anti-sex work groups use trafficking to say the indus-
try is rife with it or, that sex work is a form of trafficking 
and exploitation.

It’s problematic because if we understand the sex sec-
tor as populated solely by villainous pimps and passive 
exploited women, we ignore the fact that economic fac-
tors and structures are why people sell sex. To conflate 
sex work and exploitation is also incredibly disrespectful 
to women who actually are forcibly trafficked and sexu-
ally exploited. Moreover, it prevents us from leveraging 
things we could use to tackle trafficking in the sex sector.

Sex worker led organisations get trafficking victims 
coming to them, but they can’t connect with law enforce-
ment or union organising because they’re criminalised. It 
prevents them from having a first line of defence in their 
sector and creates a perfect territory for would-be offend-
ers, rather than giving sex workers rights with an anti-traf-
ficking strategy alongside it.

Solidarity has recently carried a debate around the 
“Nordic Model” [of controlling sex work]

I understand why it sounds good to criminalise the men 
buying sex, but it doesn’t work to tackle trafficking, and it 
makes sex workers’ lives worse, poorer, and more vulner-
able to violence. There is limited evidence that the size of 
the overall sex sector contracts when you have the Nordic 
model, but only by 10% or so, and the clients who are left 
are more likely to be violent and abusive. Moreover, the 
number of people selling sexual services does not con-
tract, because it’s a livelihood strategy, and these people 
aren’t given viable alternatives. It potentially creates more 
exploitation because it makes people more vulnerable.

It also doesn’t decriminalise sex workers. For example, 
Ireland has the Nordic Model, but in 2019 two migrant 
sex workers who lived together were jailed under broth-
el-keeping laws. All Nordic Model countries keep some 
laws like this because it’s not driven by the interests of 
women, but by an understandable dislike of men buying 
sex. In countries where it exists, there hasn’t been a reduc-
tion of victims of trafficking, so on all grounds it patently 
doesn’t work.

What are the issues with regulations announced as 
eliminating “modern slavery”?

The issue is partly companies that are avoiding what 
they should be doing, but also governments refusing to 
regulate because of neoliberal, small-government ide-
ology. Corporations consistently aren’t even complying 
with the piecemeal regulations in the Modern Slavery Act, 
which rely on “corporate social responsibility” to handle 
modern slavery. They might periodically do audits without 

ever speaking to workers or doing anything that touches 
the business model which is driving the problem.

With Boohoo the response to exposing what’s been 
happening in Leicester [where clothing factories were 
found to be paying way below the minimum wage] was to 
cut off ties with loads of their suppliers and to start build-
ing a high tech “model factory”, instead of paying the fac-
tories more money and requiring they pay the workers 
living wages. It’s all a distraction, so we don’t look at their 
business model.

Hand in hand with the “corporate social responsibil-
ity” approach goes conscious consumerism...

Consumers are consistently pointed to as part of the 
solution to modern slavery but when it comes to brands 
and products and what we’re calling modern slavery in 
the supply chains, consumers cannot be the solution. You 
wouldn’t be able to eat enough or dress enough if you 
tried to shop without encountering it.

It’s too complicated. How do you know if a company is 
adhering to the labour law in China vs India vs Bangla-
desh? You can’t. How do you know that what they’re re-
porting is true? You can’t. There is just no practical way of 
managing that, even for the most engaged, concerned 
person.

A more logical way of thinking would be to empower 
workers. Does this company have recognised independ-
ent trade unions? What does that trade union and what 
do those trade unions say it’s going on now? It’s sympto-
matic of capitalist arrogance that the workers should be 
voiceless, and the solution should be buying these things 
rather than those.

What can the labour movement do?
The labour movement must recognise the role that 

modern slavery discourse is playing in relation to its own 
goals. There’s a lack of engagement with modern slavery 
and a buying into the idea that it’s individual criminal ac-
tivity. It’s not useful because politicians in power are using 
the idea of modern slavery to take ground from the la-
bour movement. I’ve been told plenty of times that unions 
are irrelevant to modern slavery or that it’s mission creep.

The UN special rapporteur on human trafficking said 
recently that labour abuses create a breeding ground 
for severe cases of exploitation. The labour movement 
should be setting its stall there as the front-line defenders 
of the workforce.

We live in a globalised economy, so unions need to bet-
ter connect organisations globally to provide solidarity 
networks that travel with them at the rank-and-file level. 
A farmworker coming to the UK for a season of picking 
should be passed to a named organiser in the appropri-
ate organisation, that way they can access information 
about their rights. □

• Abridged. See bit.ly/m-slavery

Tory grandstanding, or helping workers organise?
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The US left and Trum p: replying to debate
By Martin Thomas

The text from Daniel Randall and others on the USA 
(Solidarity 583) says: “We oppose US socialists having 

a thoroughgoing activist orientation, of the type we cur-
rently have to the Labour Party, to the Democrats”.

Of course. But this is tilting at the wrong windmill. It 
blurs rather than clarifies the issue, by defining itself by 
negation of something no-one has argued.

Democrats, Liberals, Labour
Thomas Carolan did (Solidarity 566) make a British anal-
ogy for what socialists can do now in the USA in relation 
to the Democrats. But it was not with the Labour Party! It 
was with the Liberal Party in the late 19th century.

“A parallel seems to exist between how the Labour 
Party separated from the Liberal Party in Britain, and how 
a working-class party may emerge in the USA out of the 
Democratic Party.

“There was a long period of intertwining and overlap-
ping, with Labour MPs elected as part of the Liberal Party, 
the so-called Lib-Labs...

“Seeking for exact parallels would be idle. What matters 
is that socialists are free to do their fundamental educa-
tional activity, including education on the lessons of Trot-
sky’s 1934 Action Program for the reform of bourgeois 
democracy in the USA, and to organise workers for so-
cialism.

“Socialists can work openly and independently around 
the Democrats, can’t they? Making an absolute principle 
of never working in or voting for a bourgeois party does 
not in these circumstances make sense to me. The simple 
fact is that politics in the USA is immensely backward, al-
most a land that time forgot”.

A footnote adds: “A number of working-class ‘Radical 
Clubs’ previously linked to the Liberal Party joined the 
Democratic Federation, the first British Marxist organisa-
tion, when it was set up in 1881, in protest against the 
Liberal Party having failed to push through reforms to the 
land system in Ireland and instead bringing in a Coer-
cion Act to cow the Irish, the justice of whose claims the 
government had admitted. The DF renamed itself Social 
Democratic Federation in 1884. Most of the Radical Clubs 
disaffiliated that same year [i.e. 1881] in protest against 
SDF support for a Home Rule [in fact Land League] candi-
date against a Liberal one”.

In 1892, Keir Hardie and John Burns were famously 
elected as the first independent Labour MPs, as distinct 
from the “Lib-Lab” trade unionists previously elected. 
But that wasn’t a “clean break”. Hardie won because the 
Liberals, in a previous Liberal-Tory marginal, didn’t stand 

against him. His election address described him as stand-
ing “at the invitation of the United Liberal, Radical, and 
Labour Party of West Ham South as a Labour, Radical, and 
Home Rule candidate”, and stated that “I have all my life 
given an independent support to the Liberal Party”.

Burns was backed in Battersea by the Battersea Liberal 
Association, and our recent pamphlet on Saklatvala tells 
how entwined Labour and Liberal politics in Battersea 
were up to World War 1.

It was all more complicated than just a “clean break”. 
For example, the Marxist Social Democratic Federation’s 
first major electoral effort was the London School Board 
elections of November 1888. They ran a joint slate with 
the London Secular Society, the Fabian Society, and the 
Metropolitan Radical Federation, a federation of left Rad-
ical Clubs in London rival to the London Liberal and Rad-
ical Union.

The Liberal Party was only beginning to move from a 
loose aggregate of MPs, each characteristically with their 
own personal base in their area, to a structured party. The 
National Liberal Federation (of local Liberal Associations) 
was set up only in 1877, and remained loose.

“Seeking for exact parallels would be idle”, as Carolan 
wrote. The complexities of the US political structure are 
considerable, and different.

Socialists can certainly gain by work in Democrat pri-
maries. The 2016 and 2020 Sanders campaigns show 
that. Democrat primaries in many ways are now more like 
the first rounds of the two-round public elections used 
in France and other countries than “internal” politicking.

Sanders didn’t win the Democrat nomination. He won 
more votes for a general socialist message than any pre-
vious electoral effort has done in the USA, and did more 
to rally people to general socialist ideas than any previous 
effort. He provided a frame for the Democratic Socialists 
of America to grow from a tired, stagnant, very-elector-
alist group of 5,000 in 2013, with a median age of 68, to 
an energetic, growing, overwhelmingly young, and much 
more class-struggle-oriented organisation of 90,000 in 
2021.

I don’t idealise the DSA. It could easily splinter and fade. 
But to regret that leftists have got waylaid into Democrat 
primaries, as if instead they could have soared directly 
by standing their own propaganda candidates, or ignor-
ing electoral politics, or indirectly by backing the Greens, 
flies in the face of facts. The current DSA would not exist 

Debate
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without the work in Democrat primaries. It has come out 
of that work more radical than it was, not less.

I’ve covered more background in an article on “Marxists 
and Democrats”, bit.ly/m-dem.

Incoming Democrat Congress people are instructed 
that they must spend four hours a day on the phone, all 
through their term of office, raising donations for their 
next election. I guess the more leftish ones phone NGOs, 
unions, and the like, rather than plutocrats. Most, of 
course, will phone plutocrats. That mechanism keeps the 
Democrats firmly tied to bourgeois interests. But we now 
know it doesn’t stop efforts like the Sanders campaigns 
forcing cracks in which socialists can make gains — and 
have made spectacular gains.

Trump and Biden
Voting Biden (with all the criticisms, warnings,etc.) is a dis-
tinct issue from whether we favour intervention in areas 
like the Sanders campaigns. The DSA’s formal policy was 
“Bernie or Bust”, so no recommendation on the presiden-
tial election.

The essential argument for voting Biden is that it was 
the only way (in the absence of a workers’ candidate) 
to make electoral tactics serve a true political message, 
rather than having the political message warped by pre-
conceived tactics.

We could very well recognise the threat from Trump and 
still back an independent workers’ candidate, with the 
true argument that only socialistic workers’ organisation 
can defeat the threats — if there were such a candidate.

But as Thomas Carolan put it: “Meanwhile, there is the 
working class, needing to orient itself in an urgent situ-
ation... Our responsibility is to tell workers, even if only 
half a dozen of them are listening, what their real situ-
ation is and what best to do about it”. To tell them the 
truth, as best we can ascertain, not to give them a mes-
sage blurred by a preconceived (and, I think, half-baked) 
electoral tactic of going via the Greens.

Trump and Fascism
Donald Trump is a fascist in politics because he aims for 
autocratic rule unrestrained by bourgeois democracy, 
and is building a mass plebeian movement on nationalist 
and populist lines, with a significant militarised compo-
nent, as his battering-ram to achieve that. He is not an 
“ideological” fascist with a tight-knit team around him, like 
Hitler, but then most fascist leaders in the “classic” period 
between the World Wars were not that either.

The USA is not a fascist state, and would not have be-
come one if Trump had won on 3 November. No full-
formed fascist movement exists yet in the USA. As Thomas 
Carolan wrote: “Almost all the elements of a fascism or 
a quasi-fascism exist for Trump to command… The ele-
ments of a fascist or fascistic party heave and roll around 
Trump, bearing him aloft, in the Republican Party and 
beyond it now. The unknown here is, will they coalesce 

further?” (emphasis added).
Maybe not. As I wrote, Trump “is an incompetent, un-

courageous fascist, unsteady of purpose, and operating 
in a system where the powers of the US president are still 
hemmed and cramped”. I wouldn’t object if someone 
wanted to say “fascist or quasi-fascist”, or proto-fascist, or 
fascistic, instead of just “fascist”.

Maybe, harassed by lawsuits, Trump will fade. Maybe 
the Romney-line Republicans will rally effectively against 
him. Maybe a limited boom after the pandemic fades, and 
unexpected reforming vigour from the Biden Democrats, 
will restabilise US capitalism and marginalise Trump.

But we can rely on none of those. We should look to the 
development of the US left — from the Black Lives Matter 
protests, from recent spates of strikes — to counter Trump. 
Not on hopes of Trump being irresolute, the Romney Re-
publicans rallying, or Biden doing better than expected. 
And to develop, the US left needs honesty about the dan-
ger, not endless reassurances that the established system 
will cope.

Both Daniel and his co-writers, and Mark Osborn, make 
it their battle-cry that Trump is not a fascist. But they also 
write passages indicating that the difference between 
him and a fascist is marginal.

“A movement around Trump, in the aftermath of the [3 
November 2020] election, could develop in a clearly fas-
cist direction”. “Trump encouraged and amplified the US 
far right… The threat of a mass fascist movement growing 
in the US is significant”. So Trump is someone who can 
incite and be the centre of a fascist movement in the im-
mediate future? What is the difference between that and 
a fascist? □

• Abridged. More at bit.ly/us-reply

The US left and Trum p: replying to debate

Our videos!
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and 
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• 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 □
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By Cathy Nugent

The government’s new attempt to police freedom of 
speech and academic freedom on University cam-

puses — e.g. to withhold registration if a University is 
deemed not be complying — should be opposed. Univer-
sities already have a statutory duty to uphold free speech 
(in the 1986 Education Act). The new push is a dema-
gogic attempt to push back against “wokeness”, linked to 
reactionary attempts to promote historical pride in such 
things as colonialism and slavery.

However, there are real pressures against free speech 
and the right to organise on campuses. There have been 
many free-speech-suppressing moves in recent decades, 
including bureaucratic gate-keeping of student-organ-
ised meetings and surveillance under the government’s 
anti-terrorist Prevent initiative.

Student unions and campus trade unions need to be 
much more militant in defending freedom of speech and 
organisation for all, other than clear-cut fascists. Often stu-
dent unions go along with the administrative barring of 
abhorrent speakers from campus, rather than the better 
option of militantly protesting against and ideologically 
challenging such speakers.

Education Secretary Gavin Williamson has also “re-
quested” universities adopt the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s working definition of antisem-
itism. The next issue of Solidarity will cover that issue. 
This article deals with the recent case of Bristol sociology 
professor David Miller and how that highlights dilemmas 
involved with academic freedom.

Jewish students at Bristol first complained two years 
ago about how Miller’s lecture material claimed parts of 
Zionism were responsible for Islamophobia in the world. 
They accused him of antisemitism.

The complaint appears to have been stonewalled by 
Bristol’s university bureaucracy. It would not have wanted 
to undermine academic freedom, or get into the com-
plications associated with confronting a senior academic. 
Since then, Miller has said much more. Bristol Jewish So-
ciety and the Union of Jewish Students are calling for him 
to be sacked.

We recognise the dismay and anger at Miller, but we do 
not support the call for him to be sacked.

Miller is a left antisemite. His views are not rooted in 
prejudice based on “racial”-biological characteristics as-
sumed to be held by Jews, but in an “absolute anti-Zion-
ism”. That is intractable political hostility to all aspects of 
Zionism (that is, today, Israeli nationalism) and all Zion-
ists. Since most Jews have an affinity with Israel, for the 
absolute anti-Zionist political hostility extends to most 
Jews. Miller probably picked up his anti-Zionism from an 
association with the Socialist Workers Party, but his is an 
extreme version.

At a Labour Against the Witch-hunt rally on 13 February 
Miller argued that “Zionism” does not have the right to 
exist, because it, and the imperialist policies of the Israeli 
state, are committing genocide against the Palestinians. 

Note how “Zionism” 
is reified here — ma-
terial political and 
diplomatic actions 
by Israeli govern-
ments are attributed 
to the agency of “Zi-
onism”. Reification is 
at the heart of con-
spiracy-theory think-
ing, and that often 
brings left antisemi-
tism into alignment 
with “traditional” an-
tisemitism.

But bigoted views 
are best combatted by a general freedom of speech 
which enables critics to reply and refute, not by setting 
up some higher authority to police ideas.

Miller’s view is more nationalistic and tunnel-visioned 
than large sections of the Palestinian national movement 
itself, but it is rooted in Palestinian nationalism. If Miller 
were sacked it could, potentially, have damaging impli-
cations for the democratic rights of Palestinian academ-
ics and students to speak and organise. That would be 
wrong.

There is also the issue of university staff acting ethically 
and with a duty of care to their students. Students should 
not fear recrimination in raising criticisms. They should, 
as a matter of course, be actively encouraged to “have 
their say”.

Miller has said the Union of Jewish Students are part of 
the power plays in the world by Israel or “Zionism”. The 
proof of this is that the UJS constitution talks about pro-
moting Israel. For many Jewish students that just means 
promoting their cultural and spiritual affinities; but for 
Miller UJS are agents of Israeli imperialism. Miller’s word 
must have helped stir up online abuse received by the 
President of Bristol J-Soc. He is out of order here.

Miller seems incapable of acknowledging that Jewish 
students will receive his views as demonisation of Jews 
or that there is growing antisemitism. This is not some-
thing to be brushed aside. Possibly Miller and the aca-
demics who signed a letter in support of him have never 
attempted to understand this point of view, and conse-
quently they see Jewish students’ fear and disgust as dis-
honest. We should urge and insist, as a matter of human, 
let along academic, ethical conduct, that these academics 
listen to the students’ point of view.

The issues are complex. The Israeli Jewish nation has a 
just claim to self-determination, as do, of course, the Pal-
estinian Arabs. Jewish affinity with Israel and support for 
Jewish self-determination in Israel are inevitable products 
of Jewish history. Palestinian national aspirations, likewise, 
are an inescapable product of continuing oppression. 
The complexity of these issues can only be confronted 
through much more debate and educational work, in-
cluding a right for students to challenge their lecturers. □

Uphold free speech, fight antisemitism

David Miller
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By Mohan Sen

Nodeep Kaur, the jailed Indian trade unionist and 
farmer solidarity activist whose case we have covered 

in recent issues of Solidarity, has finally been released on 
bail. So has climate activist Disha Ravi.

But Kaur’s comrade Shiv Kumar, one of the founders of 
her union Mazdoor Adhikar Sangathan (Association for 
the Empowerment of Labourers), is still in jail and has 
been tortured. A medical examination conducted after 
the regional high court ordered it found “right foot swell-
ing and tenderness of left foot nail, beds of right second 
and third toe are broken and underlying skin is reddish in 
colour, discoloration of nails of the left thumb and index 
finger”.

Shortly after her release Kaur spoke at a press confer-
ence, saying: “Shiv Kumar is in jail even today. No one is 
talking about him. He is innocent. He was severely beaten 
up by the police, his bones are broken. I request people 
to raise voice for his bail as well.”

Kumar is, like Kaur, a Dalit (a member of the “lowest”, 
most oppressed caste), making him extra vulnerable to 
violence by the Indian state. 

The two were arrested in connection with mobilising 
low-paid, precarious workers to demand their rights, in-
cluding unpaid wages; the wider context is their support 
for the surging farmers’ protests against the Modi govern-
ment’s neo-liberal agricultural reforms.

The farmers’ movement continues to gain momentum, 
holding meetings and protests in new areas of the coun-
try and building new alliances, including with Dalit organ-
isations.

On 21 February a hundred thousand farmers and farm 
labourers rallied in the Indian state of Punjab to oppose 
Modi’s farm laws, mobilised by the Bharatiya Kisan Union, 
the largest farmers’ organisation involved in the protests, 
and local allied labourers’ organisation Khet Mazdoor 

Union.
A third of 

the population 
of Punjab, the 
strongest centre 
of the farmers’ 
struggle, are 
farm labourers, 
and they are 
mostly Dalits.

Obviously the 
interests of even 
poor farmers and 
farm labourers 
are not neces-
sarily or always the same. Workers’ organisations need to 
make alliances on the basis of class independence, and 
we are not really able to comment on how things stand 
in this movement. Still, the suggestion that further open-
ing up of agriculture to big corporations will hit labourers 
even harder than farmers seems plausible.

The gathering saw a large turnout of women, with a 
prominent woman farmers’ leader denouncing Modi and 
co’s desire to “keep us women under their feet. We won’t 
let them.”

Speakers signalled their intention to defy further repres-
sion and intimidation. One BKU leader told any attendees 
who received summons from the police to ignore them 
and go straight to the union’s legal team, adding that the 
police should not dare to enter the villages to make ar-
rests. □

• Solidarity statement: bit.ly/no-k • Solidarity meeting 
for International Women’s Day, organised by Momentum 
Internationalists: 6pm, Tuesday 9 March: bit.ly/in-mi 

Free Indian trade unionist Shiv Kumar!

Black workers take on Amazon
By Johanna Brenner

A union organising drive at Amazon’s new fulfillment 
centre (BMH1) in Bessemer, Alabama, a majority Black 

and working-class city adjacent to Birmingham, began in 
the late summer of 2020, when a handful of workers, fed 
up with stressful working conditions, intrusive monitoring 
and lack of safety during the pandemic, contacted the 
Retail Wholesale and Department Store Union.

The union has a high profile in the region, where it has 
organised poultry workers, many of whom are African 
American, as are around 85% of the BMH1 workers.

From the beginning, Amazon mounted a massive an-
ti-union propaganda campaign that included mandatory 
captive audience meetings, an anti-union website, and 
posters and stickers throughout the plant, including in the 
bathrooms. To guide its intimidation effort the company 
hired Morgan Lewis, the largest union-busting law firm in 

the country.
In spite of Amazon’s efforts, ballots were mailed out on 

8 February. Voting ends 29 March.
It goes against stereotype that the first major union 

election at an Amazon warehouse is in the South. But Bir-
mingham and its surrounding area has a long history of 
unionisation and strong connections between civil rights 
struggles and Black union workers. The workers at BMH1 
see their struggle as an extension of the Black Lives Mat-
ter uprising in summer 2020.

The AFL-CIO and other unions have provided organis-
ers to support the union drive, while several community 
groups have joined the fight to democratise the Besse-
mer facility. Workers around the country are organising 
solidarity actions and meeting to discuss how they might 
help. □

• Abridged with thanks from bit.ly/jb-amz

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-02-16/free-nodeep-kaur
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdnGJuTDHdsIdxGR8wXKEVzdLKT5vEW_s-hADdn9GGRazQuRg/viewform
https://www.facebook.com/events/445539070194943
https://solidarity-us.org/amazon_alabama_organizing/


18 workersliberty.orgfb.com/workersliberty@workersliberty

By Sacha Ismail

Our new pamphlet, on 1920s revolutionary socialist MP 
Shapurji Saklatvala, is out now and can be bought from 
our website. Profits from the first print-run go to the Sage 
care workers’ strike fund. Its author Sacha Ismail explains 
why he started reading about Saklatvala and we decided 
to produce the pamphlet.

When I first joined Workers’ Liberty, I read an article 
about Labour Party history. Written in 1996 by Sean 

Matgamna, it cited Saklatvala as an important figure, 
quoting Communist and Trotskyist veteran Harry Wicks, 
active in the Battersea labour movement at the same 
time, on the kind of working-class representative he was.

I was fascinated and thought we should look into Sak-
latvala more. But I didn’t quite get round to it… for years, 
indeed almost two decades.

The 1990s saw the publication of three biographies of 
Saklatvala, by Mike Squires, his daughter Sehri Saklat-
vala and Marc Wadsworth, but I never came across them. 
(When I started writing in 2020 Wadsworth’s book was out 
of print and I see Squires’ is now out of print too). I don’t 
remember any more passing references either. I largely 
forgot about Saklatvala for a few years. Then in 2015 Jac-
obin carried a piece which I now know essentially summa-
rised Wadsworth’s biography Comrade Sak. It concluded 
with an attempted comparison of Saklatvala to Tony Benn 
and Jeremy Corbyn.

That reignited my interest, but not quite enough to get 
off my arse. In 2017 we included Wicks’ recollections in 
our Corbyn-era reprint of How to Fight Elections, about 
the 1987 election in Wallasey.

Then, last year, the combination of the BLM protests 
and the surge of discussion about “BAME” politics, and 
having more time on my hands for reading and writing, 
pushed me a bit further. I started looking into what books 
were available. Finally, last summer, a comrade who’d got 
David Rosenberg’s Rebel Footprints book of radical walk-
ing tours took me round the one in Battersea, and I de-
cided to start reading properly and see what I could write.

Saklatvala is an important and striking figure in the his-
tory of the British labour movement, working-class social-
ist representation and anti-colonial struggles, particularly 
the Indian independence movement. Yet he is not at all 
widely known, particularly not among younger activists. 

Very few people have read any of the biographies 
(there is a much earlier one, by Panchanan Saha, which I 
still haven’t got hold of). I only found out the second edi-
tion of Wadsworth’s Comrade Sak was coming out when 
I’d finished five of my six articles. It was very useful when I 
came to redrafting my articles into our pamphlet, and I in-
cluded a review of it. Priyamvada Gopal’s 2019 Insurgent 
Empire also includes a chapter on Saklatvala.

Alongside these books, I hope the pamphlet and meet-
ings and discussions around it will contribute to bringing 
Saklatvala’s story and struggles to a wider audience and 
inspiring a new wave of interest in him.

In the con-
text of de-
bates about 
black and 
Asian strug-
gles and rep-
resentat ion, 
the future of 
the Labour 
Party, “decol-
onising” his-
tory, and the 
meaning of 
anti-imperial-
ism in today’s world, Saklatvala and the movements he 
contributed to are essential knowledge.

The concluding section of the pamphlet tries to draw 
out some important aspects of the story and frame some 
political lessons for today. As I put it right at the end:

“For socialists who want to use intervention in main-
stream political life, including elections and Parliament, to 
help build up working-class organisation and struggles, 
transform our stagnant, nationalistic labour movement, 
and create a revolutionary force rooted in the working 
class, all this is full of inspiration and potential lessons. 
Particularly so in an ever more globally interconnected 
capitalist system and a UK whose working class is ever 
more diverse and ‘global’ — and where BAME and migrant 
workers are at the forefront of working-class struggle. 

“British Stalinism has made little effort to celebrate Sak-
latvala. In 2015, with the rise of ‘Corbynism’, there was 
a flurry of interest on the Labour left, quickly subsiding. 
Attempts to link him to Tony Benn and Jeremy Corbyn, 
whatever the merits of these figures, dramatically under-
state his radicalism and importance. Saklatvala is part 
of an alternative tradition, far more dangerous to those 
working to keep labour movements subordinated to na-
tional states and the interests of capitalism.” □

Why we wrote about Saklatvala

Featured book
What was the USSR? Was it 
socialism? A powerful body 
of critical Marxist analysis 
of the USSR from the ‘40s 
and ‘50s remains largely un-
known. This work of critical 
rediscovery vindicates those 
who made the Revolution, 
who fought Stalinism until it 
killed them. Efforts to remake 
a democratic, revolutionary 
socialist movement during 
the mid-century events that 
shaped the world since. 608 
pages, £8. □
workersliberty.org/
publications
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PCS “Left Unity” split is finalised
By a PCS activist

On 26 February members of the civil service union PCS 
in HMRC (Revenue and Customs) voted overwhelm-

ingly on an 82% turnout to accept a deal which sold terms 
and conditions for an average 13% pay-rise over three 
years.

This result is not surprising. It is however unfortunate, 
and illustrates the level of desperation and pessimism on 
behalf of the membership who don’t have the confidence 
to win on pay unless they sell their conditions to do so. 
Following years of top-down leadership, secret negoti-
ations, constant refusal to fight over issues such as office 
closures and a consequent declining membership den-
sity, our ability to fight and win has been severely limited.

The issue has also caused a split in the leadership of the 
HRMC group in the union.

In 2018 the leadership group in the union, Left Unity, 
split. But at that time supporters of the splinter group, 
Broad Left Network, in the second largest group in the 
union, HMRC, had remained within Left Unity and within 
the group union leadership.

The Socialist Party had left Left Unity in other parts of the 
union, to form the Broad Left Network, following the de-
cision of some in Left Unity to stand their own candidate 
against the incumbent Socialist Party Assistant General 
Secretary. The election was subsequently won by John 
Moloney of the Independent Left.

After 15 years of being a central part of the union lead-
ership, and being jointly responsible for where the union 
finds itself, the Socialist Party and their supporters broke 
away with the claim that bureaucratisation had spread too 
deep in the union leadership. While true, that claim did 
nothing to convincingly distance themselves from their 
own leading role in the very same leadership.

Continuing unity in HMRC was allowed on the basis 
of the federal nature of the Left Unity faction. In the can-
celled 2020 elections, there was a separate BLN slate for 
the National elections. But there was a joint LU/BLN slate 
in HMRC Group elections. It won and became a sort of 
“coalition leadership” of the group.

The coalition ended a couple of weeks ago when 
the HMRC Group Exec Split on whether to endorse the 
pay-for-conditions deal. Left Unity voted in favour (de-
spite many of their candidates promising not to vote for 
such a deal in previous election addresses and members’ 
meetings) and the Broad Left Network sympathisers 
voted against, together with the Independent Left and 
the PCS Rank-and-File Network.

BLN comrades should be congratulated for taking this 
decision and splitting from the leadership.

However, throughout the farcical carry-on of the secret 
negotiations, which lasted 15 months, never once did 
they join Independent Left and PCS Rank and File com-
rades in opposing the secretive nature of the pay talks 
and demanding they be opened up.

Their position has not been consistent. In 2016 simi-
lar negotiations in DWP created the “Employee Deal”, 

in many ways a trailblazer for the HMRC one. The union 
agreed to employer demands for a universal levelling 
down in conditions, and selling time to the employer, for 
relative crumbs from the table in pay.

That deal was loudly cheer-led by comrades now lead-
ing the BLN, and opened the flood gates for similar 
pushes by employers like HMRC. Those of us who op-
posed that deal have been proved absolutely right as ine-
quality, low-pay, and a hugely divided workforce are now 
structural in the department.

Following the split, various BLN comrades in HRMC 
have announced they will be standing against the lead-
ership in HMRC and have consequently resigned or been 
expelled from Left Unity.

Members in HMRC will now get to choose from three 
groups of candidates: the Left Unity leadership, BLN and 
the Rank-and-File Network. Only the latter has a consist-
ent record in advocating for the rank-and-file and oppos-
ing divisive pay deals. □

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 Ollie Moore

United Voices of the World (UVW) members at the Sage 
care home in north London are pursuing two legal 

claims against their employer. The workers previously 
struck in January and February to win living wages and 
parity with NHS workers’ terms and conditions on sick pay 
and annual leave entitlements.

A UVW statement said: “The first claim is a group claim 
concerning a letter sent by the home’s trustees during a 
ballot for industrial action in October 2020... A second 
individual claim for victimisation is also being brought by 
a former employee of the home.”

Bella Ruiz, a former care assistant who worked at Sage 
for just over two years, said: “I filed a complaint about 
harassment from a nurse, but instead of dealing with my 
complaint they hired an investigator who interviewed my 
colleagues to ask them about my behaviour, and if they 
were members of the union, and if I had forced them into 
joining the union. What affected me the most was when 
they said I was ‘subversive’ and should use other means 
to resolve my concerns”.

“They started sending me letters, calling me into meet-

ings and saying I was putting the lives of the residents at 
risk. The environment was hostile. I started to suffer from 
severe headaches, hair loss, anxiety and cried a lot, I was 
on medical leave several times. I couldn’t cope with the 
pressure so I decided to resign. But I feel empowered 
taking this legal action, and I am proud that I have not 
remained silent and have raised my voice for dignity. We 
all deserve to have healthy work spaces and bosses who 
respect the rights of their employees”. 

UVW organiser Molly de Dios Fisher said: “After trying 
and failing to negotiate with their employer for seven 
months, the workers began to vote for strike action. This 
prompted Sage’s trustees to send them a letter where our 
members were told to vote against strike action. It was 
also suggested a vote in favour could lead to job losses, 
risk to their employment, and more absurdly, ‘intimida-
tion from the union’.”

UVW members at La Retraite Catholic girls’ school in 
south west London are due to strike for 40 days from 16 
March, in a dispute aimed at winning the payment of with-
held wages, a pay increase to the London Living Wage, 
improve sick pay, and union recognition. Strike fund: bit.
ly/uvw-lr □

By Ollie Moore

Drivers at three London bus companies struck across 
22-24 February, with further strikes planned across on 

3, 5, and 6 March.
The strikes, organised by the Unite union, involve driv-

ers at London United, Quality Line, and London Sover-
eign. All three are owned by French parent company 
RATP. London Sovereign drivers will strike on 3 March, 
London United drivers on 5 and 6 March, and Quality Line 
drivers on 5 March. The dispute involves almost 2,000 
drivers in total.

At London United, RATP wants to impose new contracts, 
which would reduce wages by £2,500 for some drivers. 
The new contracts would also impose a “zero-hours” 
model for some drivers, who would only be paid for the 
hours spent physically driving a bus.

Quality Line drivers earn £2.50/hour less than drivers at 
other RATP-owned companies, and have been offered a 
pay rise of just 0.5%, equivalent to 7p/hour. London Sov-
ereign drivers have been offered a 0.75% pay increase.

A Unite statement said: “RATP is guilty of using the 
cover of the pandemic to force through attacks on terms 
and conditions and table pitiful pay offers. RATP has a 
long history of attacking one group of workers at a time, 
attempting to slash pay and conditions, before moving 
onto the next group. Our members are drawing a line in 
the sand with this dispute.”

The union says it will also shortly begin balloting its 

4,000 members in the Metroline bus company, over pro-
posals to introduce a remote signing-on system. Unite 
says there is “no benefit to passengers” from the new 
system, “and in fact, remote sign on could cause disrup-
tion to services. There are also major safety implications, 
as there are no checks to ensure a driver is fit for work. 
Furthermore, forcing the driver to travel to a bus stop to 
begin driving will result in them being at greater risk of 
exposure to Covid.” The union estimates the new system 
could lead to a 7% pay cut for drivers.

Meanwhile, bus drivers employed by Go North West, 
also in Unite, struck on Sunday 28 February, in a dispute 
over the company’s attempt to impose new contracts via 
“fire and rehire”.

And Go South Coast/Bluestar bus driver, RMT rep, and 
Southampton Trades Council secretary Declan Clune has 
been sacked after raising health and safety concerns. A 
fund has been set up to support the campaign for his re-
instatement: bit.ly/d-clune □

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! □

Care workers challenge anti-union 
harassment

Bus workers strike again 3-6 March
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By Gerry Bates

British Gas engineers struck again from 26 February to 1 
March, and their dispute against worsening terms and 

conditions imposed through “fire and rehire” reached 26 
days of strikes. Further strikes are planned throughout 
March and into April, but could be suspended depending 
on the outcome of an electronic referendum on British 
Gas’s latest offer. The result is due to be announced on 
Thursday 4 March.

The GMB union has been running online meetings 
where members have discussed the deal. It involves a 
significant additional financial outlay from the employer, 
and represents some concessions on working time. How-
ever, some GMB reps say it does not go far enough on 
pay protection.

British Gas has “suspended” its “fire and rehire” threat, 
although in reality this amounts to an extension of the 
deadline for the imposition of the new contracts to a new 
date in mid-April. Nevertheless, forcing bosses to budge 
from a date they said was fixed, and to make concessions 
of any kind on a contract they said was set in stone, shows 

the strength of the strikes and the power of workers’ ac-
tion.

In the week leading up to the latest strikes, British Gas’s 
parent company Centrica announced profits of £700 
million, and paid significant dividends and bonuses to 
shareholders and bosses, contradicting claims that the 
company’s finances make the new contracts — with pay 
cuts and increases to hours — a necessity.

Prior to the latest round of action, a backlog of 230,000 
home repairs and 300,000 annual visits had been built up 
due to the strikes. □

Second-hand books
Workers’ Liberty is selling hundreds of second hand 

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

• On Giants’ Shoulders: Great Scientists and Their 
Discoveries, by Melvyn Bragg

• Submission, by Michel Houellebecq
• Black Macho and the Myth of the Super Woman, by 

Michele Wallace
• The House the Left Built: Inside Labour Policy 1970-

1975, by Michael Hatfield
• Don Quixote, by Miguel de Cervantes □

Openreach workers 
strike
By Daniel Randall

Engineers working for BT Openreach struck on 24-25 
February, in a dispute over proposed changes to 

their terms and conditions. Further strikes are planned 
on 3-5 March. The workers, who perform specialist 
work moving and preserving BT cabling during major 
building works, are resisting the imposition of new con-
tracts which would lead to pay cuts. Bosses claim the 
difference in pay would be topped up by bonuses, but 
workers say this would represent a “performance-relat-
ed-pay” scheme where pay is tied to productivity rather 
than a guaranteed salary.

The strikes, the first by any BT workers since 1999 and 
the first by engineers since 1987, could presage wider 
action in the company. In December, CWU members 
throughout BT voted by a 97.9% majority in a consul-
tative ballot for industrial action to defend terms and 
conditions. □

Job cuts in schools
By a Lewisham teacher

Financial cuts and local falling rolls in Lewisham, 
south-east London, are threatening school workers’ 

jobs. At Conisborough College, a secondary school, 
a proposed re-organisation is threatening to lose six 
teacher roles. It is thought that a second re-structure 
of support staff may follow. In Deptford Park, a pri-
mary school, over 20 jobs are threatened, in virtually 
all sections of the staff. In addition, the vast majority 
of support staff contracts are being altered to exactly 
school hours only, with a significant effect on income. 
NEU activists will be demanding that the schools open 
their books, and preparing to defend members’ jobs 
and conditions. □

Gas workers’ vote due 4 MarchGas workers’ vote due 4 March
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“Leave me alone, I’m staying the night”

By Jay Dawkey

“You can’t stay here”, W says. “Sit up, and, please, 
you’ll need to leave”. The man with the red face and 

tangled hair continues to relax on the floor, his bottle of 
rum by his side and the Sainsbury’s bag as his pillow.

W walks back to his office, shaking his head. The guy 
has been here an hour, and by declaring he plans to stay 
the night he’s caused more trouble for himself then he 
might have wanted. 

“Excuse me”, someone says, doubling back to the bar-
riers. I know what they are going to say. I pre-empt them. 
“Yep, we’ve seen him. Don’t worry he’s drunk, not col-
lapsed”.

“The humanitarian in me says we should get him a cof-
fee, see if he’ll sober up and then he might go”, M says 
when she books on.

“Pfff,” W says. “I think that’s naive. He won’t even touch it, 
I bet. Trust me, these people know how to play the game. 
If he was outside then Outreach might find him. In here, 
ok, he’s warm but he’s going to have to leave at some 

point and now the customers think we are ignoring him”.
I go inside to make my own cup of tea. I come back out 

and see W and V standing by him and a wet floor sign. 
W gestures to me “You see what he did?” W points at the 
wet patch surrounding our late night guest. “M offered 
him some water, and he took it out his trousers and pissed 
everywhere”. Police will get him now.

“You’re an idiot”, W says to the man, who’s still pretend-
ing or half-pretending he’s asleep, head resting on the 
Sainsbury bag, rum behind him, shoes off now, and his 
own piss splashed around him.

The cops turn up about 20 minutes later, their purple 
gloves on as they try and get the guy up. They want to 
know if anyone saw his penis. I guess that way they have 
something to charge him with, rather than just telling him 
to leave.

He’s pretty relaxed as he’s cuffed. He wants somewhere 
to stay. “He’s got a cell now, probably better than the 
gateline”, V smirks. “At least he’s gone before we close”, 
W says.

“Sad, though, isn’t it. That someone has got into that 
state,” says M. “I wouldn’t want my family ending up like 
that”. □

• “Jay Dawkey” is a Tube worker.

£20,000 by 11 July
We’re now at £1134.35, with thanks to George, 

John, and Jon for their donations. The govern-
ment has announced that from 29 March political 
canvassing for the local elections will be allowed with 
groups of up to six people, so we can hope for a return 
to some limited street activity with stalls and sales. Your 
donations over the next three weeks will help us get 
ready for that return to the streets. 

• Donate at workersliberty.org/donate2021 □

The 1970 Leeds clothing 
workers’ strike

By John Cunningham

The 1971 postal workers’ 
strike (Solidarity 583) was 

one of several key strikes in 
that stormy period. Leeds 
United!, directed by Roy Bat-
tersby, which was broadcast 
by the BBC in 1974 in their 
Play for Today series, con-
cerns an unofficial strike by female clothing workers in 
Leeds and is based on real events in 1970.

The militancy of the women, led by the indefatiga-
ble Mollie (Lynne Perrie), and their desire to improve 
their miserable wages, come into conflict with an en-
trenched, all-male, trade union bureaucracy who even-
tually negotiate a sell-out deal. A Communist Party 
member Harry Gridley is involved in the negotiations 
and is denounced by the strikers. The Morning Star, 
the Communist Party’s paper, called the film a “snide 
distortion”. □

Kino Eye

Diary of an Tube 
worker
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New members for the 
union

Our members in HMRC [Revenue and Customs] 
have voted overwhelmingly to accept a depart-

ment-specific offer on pay and conditions. The National 
Executive Committee [NEC] has decided that HMRC 
members therefore won’t be balloted as part of any 
national ballot for action to win better pay, against the 
Tories’ pay freeze, although they may be balloted as 
part of national disputes on other issues.

Whilst I understand the logic of the NEC’s position, 
in my personal view I don’t believe that the HMRC deal 
fundamentally solves the real pay, terms and condi-
tions problems that workers in that department face. 
We shouldn’t therefore see the acceptance of this deal 
as an absolute barrier to fighting for more.

One notable feature which we must build on, though, 
is a sharp increase in union membership in HMRC. Peo-
ple joined the union specifically to vote on the offer. 
Whatever one thinks of the offer itself, it’s positive that 
people are joining the union because they see it as a 
way to have a voice at work. We need to maintain that 
momentum.

That new membership needs to be organised, ed-
ucated, and empowered to see the union as a tool 
they can use to win change, not as an external body to 
which they pay a monthly fee in exchange for services.

There is no shortage of issues those new members 
must be supported in organising around. In the first 
instance, the implementation of the deal will need po-
licing. Whatever anyone thinks of it, it has now been 
agreed, but without pressure from below the employer 
may try to renege on its implementation or find ways 
to slow it down. And those new members should be 
encouraged to take up struggles around other work-
place issues. Our ballots for action over Covid-related 
safety concerns in DVLA [Driver and Vehicle Licensing 
Agency] Swansea and 12 regional courts are continu-
ing. Lots of hard work is taking place on the ground to 
ensure we meet the thresholds.

With the budget due, we need to make and remake 
the argument that in order to “build back better”, to 
use a phrase now popular on all sides of the political 
divide, we need an expansion of jobs and services, 
with improved terms and conditions for workers, not 
pay freezes. The Tories’ pay freeze is a sign of what’s to 
come in the Budget; they want to “build back better” 
for employers’ profits. The labour movement must ar-
ticulate an alternative. □

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

Defend Gary Carney

Gary Carney booked off sick after vomiting at work. For 
most people, this would be a cause for compassion. 

For London Underground management, it’s a reason to 
sack him. 

The company’s pretext is that he avoided a Drugs and 
Alcohol test — but as we all know, when you are sum-
moned to your manager’s office for a test, you are not 
told you are being summoned for a test — so how could 
he have been avoiding it?!

“Gash” is well known around the job for his support for 
others through his involvement in the RMT union. When-
ever a workmate is in trouble, he stands by them. Now it’s 
down to us to stand by him. □

Bring Tube cleaning in 
house
The RMT union and the TUC in London and the South 

East have teamed up produced an extremely useful 
briefing, bit.ly/in-ho, setting out the case for Tube clean-
ing to be brought in house. The contract, currently held 
by ABM, is up for renewal next year. RMT is pressuring 
Sadiq Khan’s Labour administration to bring the work in 
house rather than re-tendering the contract. Being di-
rectly employed by London Underground would give 
cleaners access to the same staff travel passes, pensions, 
and sick pay arrangements directly-employed staff cur-
rently receive. □

Tubeworker
John Moloney
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By Sacha Ismail

In the last days of February Myanmar’s military regime 
killed at least 18 people and injured dozens more, 

using live bullets, stun grenades and tear gas against 
striking workers and protesters.

On 26 February the regime’s spokesman read out a 
list of sixteen trade unions and working-class organisa-
tions, declaring them illegal and promising persecution 
if they and their members continue to mobilise against 
the coup. The Confederation of Trades Union Myanmar 
has called for the world labour movement to boycott 
the regime’s “communications, finance, and transport 
sectors”: bit.ly/ctu-m

Burmese trade unionists report police and soldiers 
going door to door to hunt-down labour movement ac-
tivists. The International Labour Organisation says that 
persecution is particularly focused on young, female 
workers.

The junta has added new charges to its “legal” indict-
ment against State Counsellor (roughly, prime minis-
ter) Aung San Suu Kyi. As well being in possession of 
illegally imported walk-talkies and breaching Covid 
restrictions, she is now accused of breaking a telecom-
munications law and publishing information that might 
disrupt “public tranquillity”.

The junta seems to be going full-throttle to crush the 
organisations of Myanmar’s working class, which has not 
been in the least bit tranquil in the face of the coup, de-
spite the passivity of Aung San Suu Kyi and her National 
League for Democracy.

More and more labour activists will now be in the sit-
uation of garment workers’ leader Moe Sandar Myint, 
who is living in hiding but regularly resurfacing to lead 
protests.

Myanmar’s labour movement has called for the many 
brands using suppliers in the country to oppose the 

coup by public denouncing it; breaking off any direct 
links with military-owned businesses; declaring invest-
ment is jeopardised under the military regime; and, cru-
cially, ensuring workers are not penalised in any way for 
participating in the democracy movement. Twenty UK 
unions and and NGOs have made a similar call.

Despite all the elaborate “Corporate Social Respon-
sibility” policies, no brand has responded. Meanwhile 
trade unionists also report widespread employer collab-
oration with the military in hunting down activists.

Myanmar’s young labour movement is the only reason 
the coup has faced significant opposition at all. It is in-
spiring example of how dynamic working-class organi-
sations and struggles can arise where little previously 
existed, and play a decisive role in a social crisis. It can 
teach us a lot, but it also needs solidarity. 

The British labour movement can do much more to 
make solidarity with our sisters and brothers in Myan-
mar. The lockdowns creates difficulty, but we can do 
public statements, photos, videos; and imagination 
may produce more ideas. The list of UK-based brands 
with production in Myanmar bit.ly/list-my includes major 
names such as Tesco and Marks and Spencer. And the 
All-Burma Federation of Trade Unions is appealing for 
funds: gofundme.com/f/abftu □
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For a workers’ government
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