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Workers’ inquiries: knowledge for power

A swirl of billions, and a trickle of 
pennies. A great effort of science 

to control Covid, with wildly uneven 
vaccine supplies and patents and pro-
duction gripped by profiteering billion-
aires. Huge subsidies for some in the 
pandemic, while others lose jobs or 
have to try to self-isolate with no or little 
pay and in crowded housing.

Where are the billions going? Who’s 
left with pennies? We need to know. 
We need to inquire.

The Safe and Equal campaign, which 
Workers’ Liberty supports, recently ex-
posed the fact that workers in the virus 
Test Centres had no right to isolation 
pay at all, or only Statutory Sick Pay of 
£96.35 a week.

It found that out not by social media, 
not from a mainstream newspaper, but 
by a campaigner talking with Test Cen-
tre workers when he went for a virus 
test.

Then another campaigner raised the 
issue in a local Labour Party meeting 
and got a Labour MP to make an inquiry 
with the Test Centre contractors which 
they felt obliged to respond to. The 
contractors admitted a general lack of 
isolation pay. The MP, Emily Thornberry, 
protested. On 29 March one contractor, 
Sodexo, wrote that the Department of 
Health and Social Care had “approved 
the payment of occupational sick pay 
for periods of self-isolation for all work-
ers at Test Centres”, and that a commit-
ment for occupational sick pay would 
be in all the new Test Centre contracts, 
starting July 2021.

Finding out and organising
We could win only because we organ-
ised. We could organise only because 
we found out. The Test Centre workers 
knew all along. They could win redress 
only if what they knew was made wider 
public knowledge and taken up by or-
ganisation.

At the other end of the scale, there 
are investigations which can’t be done 
by workers or campaigners inquiring 
within their own workshops or offices, 
but need to be made “workers’ inquir-
ies” by the labour movement absorb-
ing and scrutinising the results. Take the 
Greensill scandal, from which former 
prime minister David Cameron and 
some former civil servants now face 
official inquiries. Cameron brought the 
dodgy banker Lex Greensill into Down-
ing St and later took a lucrative job with 
Greensill as an “adviser” (i.e. a go-be-
tween to help get deals for Greensill). A 
top civil servant, Bill Crothers, became 
an “adviser” to Greensill while still in his 
civil service job, and later a director of 
Greensill.

That came out because the big bank 

Credit Suisse became 
alarmed about Green-
sill and cut back credit, 
pushing Greensill into 
collapse. The scandal 
is part of the same cul-
ture in which the Tories 
have paid out billions to 
contractors for Test and 
Trace operations and for 
NHS supplies, without 
transparent tendering 
and with a “high prior-
ity lane” for government 
officials, ministers, MPs, 
and Lords, to make rec-
ommendations.

That became public be-
cause of the parliament’s 
Public Accounts Com-
mittee and the National 
Audit Office. A number 
of think-tanks and NGOs 
have made public other 
undersides of capitalism 
in the pandemic. Re-
cently, the Living Wage 
Foundation has found 
that 37% of all UK work-
ers get less than a week’s 
notice of their shifts or 
work schedules. The per-
centage is higher in Lon-
don (48%), among low-paid workers 
(on less than the Living Wage) (55%), 
among low-paid workers with children 
(64%), and among low-paid BAME 
workers (68%).

The Resolution Foundation has found 
that the rise in unemployment from the 
pandemic has hit young workers hard-
est. Between Q2-Q4 2019 and Q2-Q4 
2020, the % unemployed among eco-
nomically active Black 16-24-year-olds 
rose from 25 to 34%, and among eco-
nomically active white 15-24 year olds 
from 10 to 13%.

Towards workers’ control
Leon Trotsky wrote in 1938: “The ab-
olition of ‘business secrets’ is the first 
step toward actual control of industry... 
First and foremost, banks, heavy indus-
try and centralised transport should 
be placed under an observation glass. 
The immediate tasks of workers’ con-
trol should be to explain the debits 
and credits of society, beginning with 
individual business undertakings... to 
expose the behind-the-scenes deals 
and swindles of banks and trusts... Only 
factory committees can bring about 
real control of production, calling in — 
as consultants but not as ‘technocrats’ 
— specialists sincerely devoted to the 
people: accountants, statisticians, en-
gineers, scientists, etc.”

Karl Marx wrote a questionnaire for 
a “workers’ inquiry” in France 1880. 
The preamble argued that the workers 
“alone can describe with full knowl-
edge the misfortunes from which they 

suffer... only they, and not saviours sent 
by providence, can energetically apply 
the healing remedies for the social ills 
to which they are prey”. “Socialists of 
all schools... being wishful for social 
reform, must wish for an exact and pos-
itive knowledge of the conditions in 
which the working class — the class to 
whom the future belongs — works and 
moves... Statements of labour’s griev-
ances are the first act which socialist 
democracy must perform in order to 
prepare the way for social regenera-
tion”.

Limited inquiries done by socialist 
activists, Marx explained, could feed 
agitation to force the French govern-
ment into official “far-reaching investi-
gation into facts and crimes of capitalist 
exploitation” such as had been done 
by Factory Inspectors in England, on 
whose work Marx drew heavily in Cap-
ital.

By the “worker’s diary” column in this 
newspaper, modelled on a “diary of a 
steelworker” carried by the US socialist 
paper The Militant in the 1940s, we try 
to help workers to see their work condi-
tions as “news”, as products of mutable 
social relations, and to know about and 

understand the conditions of workers 
in industries different from their own.

Another strand of “workers’ inquiry” 
is regular workplace bulletins, such as 
the Tubeworker bulletin which Workers’ 
Liberty Tube workers produce on the 
London Underground. Such bulletins 
make “news” out of workers’ weekly-ac-
quired knowledge of the misdeeds and 
inefficiencies of their bosses, often in-
dividually petty but cumulatively heavy. 
By making that knowledge “news”, the 
bulletins can share it across different 
groups of workers, each immediately 
aware only of their own apparent “bad 
luck”. They can make it, over time, 
common knowledge embedded in 
trade-union and socialist organisation, 
thus something which be changed as 
and when workers can change the bal-
ance of class power.

The French socialist group Lutte Ou-
vrière, from whom we have learned a lot 
about the methods and norms of work-
place bulletins, explain that it is vital 
that bulletins are written from meetings 
(not just by individual authors), and it 
is wrong to seek to tag a proposal for 
action to every bit of such “news”. To 
claim that “knowledge is power” is not 
quite accurate. Well-circulated knowl-
edge woven into organisation is the 
foundation of working-class power. 
The organising creates the channels of 
communication to make workers’ indi-
vidual “bad luck” into collective “news”, 
and to draw information from the think-
tanks and the official reports; bulletins 
and other channels of communication 
become, in Lenin’s term, “collective or-
ganisers”.

Conditions in flux
There is a strand of socialist politics 
which, though it has produced some 
valuable material, tends to make some-
thing of a cult of “workers’ inquiry”. 
Individual accounts of experiences 
(sometimes quite short) in this or that 
job are glorified as “workers’ inquiries”, 
somewhat in a “peering-from-outside”, 
“wow! see! there’s a worker inquiring!” 
way, and with little connection to or-
ganising.

Yet with government pay-outs, jobs, 
and work conditions all in flux as the 
pandemic rolls on and lockdown eases 
(maybe temporarily? who knows?), 
inquiring, investigating, generating 
knowledge, making it collective, will be 
vital in renewing and rebuilding work-
ers’ organisation. □

Solidarity 590, dated 28 April, will 
carry May Day greetings from 

union branches, committees, cam-
paigns, etc. To publish a May Day 
message via Solidarity, email awl@
workersliberty.org. £5 for a 1-16th 

page ad (1/4 column, 8cm tall by 
6.2cm wide), £10 for 1-8th (half a col-
umn, or two quarter-columns), and 
£20 for a quarter (two half-columns). 
Pay at workersliberty.org/payment. □

Publish your May Day greetings in Solidarity

Editorial
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Minneapolis: awaiting the verdict
By Sacha Ismail

As we go to press on the evening 
of 20 April, thousands of National 

Guard soldiers have been deployed in 
Minneapolis in preparation for the ju-
ry’s verdict in the trial of police officer 
Derek Chauvin for the killing of George 
Floyd – and large numbers in major cit-
ies across the US.

The police and the National Guard 
are on the back foot, but protesters 
may well face repression, particularly 
if expressing outrage at an acquittal 
or semi-acquittal. In a country where 
police killings have run at a hundred a 
month since Floyd’s death, it is not to 
be ruled out that police may kill an Af-
rican American protester, setting off a 
further round of protest and repression.

Recent victims include 20 year old 
Daunte Wright, also killed in Minne-
sota, and 13 year old Adam Toledo in 
Chicago. Last Friday a cop in Portland 
in Oregon killed 46 year old Robert 
Douglas Delgado, a homeless man said 

to be suffering from mental distress.
It only takes one juror to prevent 

Chauvin being convicted on any of the 
three charges he faces, though with a 
jury unable to reach unanimity proba-
bly he would face retrial. The most se-
rious charge, second-degree murder, 
requires the jury to be convinced that 

Chauvin committed a serious assault on 
Floyd. Third-degree murder requires 
them to find that he committed an em-
inently dangerous act with a reckless 
disregard for life; second-degree man-
slaughter that he was guilty of culpable 
negligence.

If Chauvin is found guilty of sec-
ond-degree murder, he could face 40 
years in prison. Sentencing guidelines 
suggest he might be more likely, as a 
first-time offender, to get 12.

It seems likely a majority of the US 
ruling class and political establishment 
want the strongest possible convic-
tion, in order to prevent a further col-
lapse of trust in the police. Joe Biden 
has called the prosecution’s evidence 
“overwhelming”. In an extremely un-
usual move, Minneapolis police chief 
Medaria Arradondo has testified for 
the prosecution, though other police 
officers testified in Chauvin’s defence.

But mainstream Democratic politi-
cians are praising the police. They have 

poured cold-water on proposals for se-
rious reform of the US criminal justice 
system.

Solidarity with those fighting to 
curb the USA’s highly militarised and 
“law-unto-themselves” police forces! 
Build the same struggle here! □

6 May: vote Labour, push 
for a fighting policy
By Mohan Sen

The English and Welsh local 
elections on 6 May have 

featured a lack of discussion 
about policies and politics.

The virtual destruction of 
local government is continu-
ing at speed; but there is little 
mention of it in the election 
campaign, let alone real de-
bate. The vote is mainly being 
treated as a national referen-
dum on the parties’ popular-
ity, but with little discussion of 
their national policies on local 
government or anything else.

At a national level, the La-
bour leadership has offered 
no theme other than a limp 
appeal to present 6 May as a 
chance to “send a message” to 
the Tories on the NHS (but La-
bour isn’t supporting the NHS 
workers’ 15% pay demand, 
and anyway local government 
doesn’t control the NHS).

A serious left-wing oppo-
sition would have posed the 
elections as an opportunity 
to protest against the gutting 
of local government and de-
mand its restoration. The La-
bour right has largely been 
unwilling to touch that issue. 
The Labour left has been re-

markably reticent about it too.
The Corbyn leadership fi-

nally made the demand to 
restore all lost funding to coun-
cils only in the 2019 manifesto, 
after evading it right up until 
then, and even after right-wing 
Labour council leaders did 
make the call, briefly and with-
out energy, in their mid-2018 
“Breaking Point” campaign.

Under a left-wing leader-
ship for four years, Labour 
did virtually nothing to cam-
paign against the assault on 
local government for over four 
years. It is unsurprising that it is 
failing to do so under a much 
more conservative leadership, 
but no less disastrous.

Labour’s biggest trade 
union affiliates are also the 
three main unions in local 
government (Unison, GMB, 
Unite). None of these exerts 
any real pressure for a Labour 
fightback against cuts and to 
restore local government. La-

bour movement activists, in 
the first instance local govern-
ment workers, must demand 
that they do so.

The Green Party does have a 
national manifesto for the local 
elections, and it does call for 
the restoration of all lost fund-
ing. Labour activists should 
point this out in internal dis-
cussions.

However, the Greens are 
not really campaigning on this 
demand. Their record in local 
government is essentially no 
better than Labour’s. And they 
do not have Labour’s structural 
links to the organised labour 
movement.

Socialists and labour 
movement activists should 
campaign and vote for La-
bour, while working for la-
bour-movement revolt against 
Starmerism.

As well as fighting to refund 
and re-empower local govern-
ment, we must fight to democ-
ratise it. On 6 May the East 
London boroughs of Tower 
Hamlets and Newham will be 
holding referendums on abol-
ishing their executive mayors, 
in Newham explicitly in favour 
of a “committee” rather a more 
top-down “cabinet” system. □

AWL conference 24-25 April
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, which publishes Solidarity, 

holds its conference on 24-25 April. This conference, with 
shorter hours than usual and held on Zoom, will be followed 
by another on 27-28 November 2021—that one, we hope, 
in-person. We will discuss an overview of “class struggle in the 
age of Covid”; work with the left in the Labour Party; remobi-
lising in-person activity as lockdown eases and some work-
places reopen; and a new Complaints Procedure to facilitate 
comradely and supportive relations amongst us. The most 
controversial debate will be on the USA: all contributions can 
be read on our website (bit.ly/trump-d) and a lot have been 
printed in this paper. □

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, held online over 

zoom.

Friday 23 April, 7-9.30pm: SOAS Uyghur Society, The Uyghur 
people: memory and persecution
Tuesday 27 April, 6.30-8.30pm: Free Our Unions — What 
does the Police Bill mean for the right to strike? Briefing with 
Gregor Gall
Friday 30 April, 7-8.30pm: Neurodivergent Labour, What do 
Neurodivergent people need from local councils?
Sunday 2 May, 6.30-8.30pm: The Poplar Rates Rebellion of 
1921
Sunday 16 May, 6.30-8.30pm: Socialists on the Israel Pales-
tine conflict — Workers’ Liberty debates Red Flag 

Plus
Thursdays, 8-9.30pm: Lenin’s What is to be done? study 
group
From Monday 26 April, 6-7pm: AWL Students’ discussions
Our calendars of events: browse or subscribe! □

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

Support the strikers 
in Myanmar! 
Solidarity asks all our readers to 

back the solidarity statement (bit.
ly/mo-pe) signed by John McDon-
nell MP, TSSA general secretary Ma-
nuel Cortes, ACDU president Yaseen 
Aslam, and others; to put motions 
of solidarity through their union 
branches (same weblink); and to 
promote the fundraiser organised by 
the Asian Pacific American Labor Al-
liance and supported by Myanmar’s 
unions: bit.ly/myanmarfunds. □
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Xinjiang: the UN report that wasn’t
By Jim Denham

Even by the standards of the Morning 
Star — a publication whose coverage 

of anything to do with China is now little 
more than Beijing propaganda — Kate 
Woolford’s article on 13 April was an 
extraordinary exercise in dissembling 
whataboutery.

Woolford is, apparently, a member 
of the Southampton Young Commu-
nist League and social media editor 
of Challenge, the Young Communist 
League magazine. Her article is enti-
tled “Xinjiang: staying afloat in a wave 
of disinformation” and claims to be an 
examination of “what is really going on 
in north-east China.”

In fact, the article contains no new 
information beyond the standard 
Morning Star/CPB denunciation of the 
anti-communist Christian researcher 
Adrian Zenz (ignoring the masses of ev-
idence from leaked official documents, 
eyewitnesses and satellite imagery un-

covered by investigators unconnected 
to Zenz) followed by the regime’s stand-
ard claims that the Xinjiang camps were 
built as part of a campaign to “crack 
down on terrorism with a focus on 
re-education.” They can’t be concen-
tration camps, we’re told, because the 
State Council Information Office of the 
People’s Republic of China says that: 
“In accordance with the law, [Xinjiang] 
has established a group of vocational 
centres to offer systemic education 
and training ... to curb frequent terror-
ist incidents, to eradicate the breeding 
ground for religious extremism, to help 
trainees acquire a better education and 
vocational skills, find employment and 
increase their incomes and most of all, 
to safeguard social stability and long-

term peace in Xinjiang.” The one new 
piece of information Woolford comes 
up with to support this picture of a be-
nign combination of a Jobcentre re-
training scheme, an Adult Education 
course and the Prevent programme, is 
the claim that: “Ignored by the major-
ity of the Western media outlets is the 
fact that China invited the UN [United 
Nations] to investigate the camps. De-
spite US attempts to prevent the UN 
from going, they decided to go anyway 
and found no evidence of mass human 
rights abuses or genocide.”

This is, indeed, a little-known reve-
lation and caused one Morning Star 
reader (Brendan O’Brien of London 
N21) to write a letter stating that he 
could “find no reference to this visit an-
ywhere online” and asking: “Can Kate 
Woolford or anyone else provide some 
references for this claim?”

I think I can help Mr O’Brien. Accord-
ing to Reuters, in June (13-15) 2019 
Vladimir Voronkov, a veteran Russian 
diplomat who heads the UN Counter-
terrorism Office, visited Beijing and 
Xinjiang. Voronkov’s visit was arranged 
with the Chinese authorities despite 

the fact that the UN human rights chief 
Michelle Bachelet, who has repeatedly 
pushed China to grant access to inves-
tigate the treatment of Muslims in Xin-
jiang, had been ignored and effectively 
barred.

An email from Voronkov’s office, seen 
by Reuters, said the Chinese authorities 
“planned the itinerary for Voronkov, 
whose office helps states implement 
a global counterterrorism strategy 
adopted by the UN general assembly. 
The email said his office does ‘not ex-
pect any public statements’ on his visit 
to Xinjiang.”

Searching online for reports from the 
UN Counterterrorism Office (UNCCT) 
for the relevant period in 2019, I find 
none. Despite the fact that Voronk-
ov’s visit was planned and supervised 
by the Chinese state, lasted all of two 
days (including Beijing as well as Xin-
jiang, plus meetings with “senior dip-
lomats including Vice Foreign Minister 
Le Yucheng”) and appears to have re-
sulted in no report, Woolford feels able 
to claim that “the UN” (i.e. Voronkov) 
“found no evidence of mass human 
rights abuses or genocide.” □

A reply on the “Anti-Monopoly Alliance”

I am grateful to Jim Denham 
for his response (Solidarity 

587) to my letter (Solidarity 
586). I thought I had made it 
clear — certainly Britain’s Road 
to Socialism (BRS) does — that 
the “popular, democratic, an-
ti-monopoly alliance” is pri-
marily about transforming and 
uniting the broadly defined 
working class into a force for 
overthrowing capitalism and 
replacing it with the political 
rule of the working class i.e. 
socialism. The references to 
smaller capitalist and inter-
mediate strata (not the same 
thing) are fairly few and frankly 
marginal and I would agree 
with most of what Jim says in 
his final paragraph.

Jim says a “major disagree-
ment” between us is “the role 
of socialists in the class strug-
gle today” and says “support-
ers of Solidarity and Workers’ 
Liberty focus on working class 
activism organised within the 
Labour Party and trade un-
ions. The Labour Party and 

unions are the arena for the 
debates and struggles that 
take place within the British 
working-class movement.” Re-
ally? So Black Lives Matter, Re-
claim These Streets, the Sarah 
Everard protests, opposition to 
the Police Bill etc., are down to 
the Labour Party and the trade 
unions or not relevant to “the 
British working class move-
ment”?

Let’s take a step back. Trade 
union membership is circa 6.4 
million, Labour Party member-
ship is around 500,000 and 
the national vote for Labour at 
the last election was 10.3 mil-
lion. Important numbers but 
currently very much a minority 
of the class, a minority of the 
population and minimal influ-
ence or impact on the direc-
tion of travel in this country.

The strategy of the BRS is 
precisely to transform the cur-
rent minority and sectional 
role of the labour movement 
into leading an overwhelming 
majority of the working class 
for socialism, not by burrow-
ing deep into the Labour Party, 
but transforming the labour 
movement through building 
alliances with the wide range 

of progressive and democratic 
movements fighting against 
exploitation, oppression and 
all the negative impacts capi-
talism has on all aspects of our 
lives.

The BRS argues that capi-
talism in Britain today is “state 
monopoly capitalism” which 
exploits workers as workers 
but also oppresses large sec-
tions of society on the basis 
of gender, ethnicity, age, con-
stantly tries to roll back demo-
cratic rights and civil liberties, 
blocks social progress on any 
front, generates militarism and 
war and threatens the future 
of the planet through environ-
mental destruction.

As Marxists we understand 
that many of the issues which 
mobilise people into struggle 
are ultimately rooted in the 
nature of the capitalist eco-
nomic and social system itself 
and can ultimately only be fully 
addressed through the estab-
lishment of a socialist system 
of society. 

These are mutually trans-
formative alliances. The labour 
movement positively engages 
with wider social, progressive 
and democratic movements, 

understanding that class ex-
ploitation and oppression 
extends far beyond the work-
place and economic relation-
ships. These wider movements 
learn to understand the poten-
tial contribution and leading 
role of the labour movement 
and the social weight it can 
bring to bear to support their 
progressive demands. From 
their experience and the in-
volvement of socialists and 
communists, these wider 
movements develop deeper 
understanding of the centrality 
of the class contradiction, the 
nature of society and need for 
fundamental change.

Through the building of this 
mass alliance and movement, 
the labour movement increas-
ingly realises its leading role 
on behalf of the working class 
as a whole, able to represent 
and articulate the interests of 

the class, in all its complexity 
and diversity.

The socialism we want to 
establish must be heavily in-
formed by the demands and 
aspirations of the progressive 
movements and struggles, 
otherwise it will be badly defi-
cient and it will not command 
the support of significant sec-
tions of the broad working 
class itself. Socialism must be 
feminist, democratic, green 
and internationalist, amongst 
many other things.

The role of the “popular, 
democratic, anti-monopoly 
alliance” is therefore primar-
ily about building a united 
working class majority, led 
by a transformed labour 
movement, with advanced, 
ultimately revolutionary con-
sciousness and organisation, 
a “class for itself” and capable 
of carrying out socialist revolu-
tion.

If Jim and the AWL “funda-
mentally disagree” with the 
above, then I am sorry and dis-
appointed. But I sense there 
is also significant common 
ground. □

Andrew Northall, Kettering

Uyghur Solidarity campaigners 
protest forced labour

An anti-monopoly cartoon,
1904

Antidoto

Letter
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Kyrgyzstan: One step forward, two steps back

By Eric Lee

The workers of Kyrgyzstan 
have had very little ex-

perience of trade unionism. 
Under tsarist rule, unions were 
generally not tolerated. The 
Bolshevik revolution allowed 
unions to exist — on paper. But 
they were quickly turned into a 
“transmission belt” to pass on 
orders from the ruling Com-
munist Party to the working 
class.

With the impending collapse 
of the Soviet Union, Kyrgyzstan 
declared independence in 
August 1991. This should 
have ensured, finally, a meas-
ure of democracy. And this 
would have meant free and 
independent trade unions, 
as had been created in other 
post-Communist states, most 
notably in Poland.

But this was not to be. The 
government of Kyrgyzstan 
would rather have a pliable 
trade union movement it can 
control — as was the case in 

Soviet times — than a rowdy, 
messy, and independent one. 
Nearly six months ago, global 
unions including IndustriALL 
launched a major campaign to 
demand that Kyrgyzstan reject 
a proposed labour law that 
would have made unions once 
again into organs of the state.

The attempt to curtail union 
independence in the country 
needs to be understand in the 
context of the political turmoil 
that followed last October’s 
elections. A dozen opposition 
parties denounced the elec-
tion as fraudulent, and a wave 
of protests engulfed the coun-
try. One group in the Kyrgyz 
capital Bishkek managed to 
free a former President from 

jail. Protestors also occupied 
the parliament building. There 
were hundreds of injuries. On 
6 October, the Central Elec-
tions Commission annulled 
the results of the election.

The trade union law was an 
initiative of the former chair of 
the Federation of Trade Unions 
of Kyrgyzstan (FTUK), who was 
dismissed in February 2020, 
but has refused to leave his 
post. He held a fake election in 
December 2020, proclaiming 
himself the chair of the feder-
ation. The new law would give 
him absolute power, making it 
nearly impossible to remove 
him from office. All unions in 
the country would have been 
put under the FTUK’s control 

in terms of staff, finances and 
information.

As IndustriALL described it, 
“The draft law is in breach of 
ILO [International Labour Or-
ganisation] Conventions 87 
and 98, ratified by Kyrgyzstan. 
If adopted, the draft law would 
deprive workers of freedom 
of association and unions of 
independence by significantly 
restricting union activities, dic-
tating internal structures and 
putting unions under state 
control.”

The global union campaign, 
hosted on LabourStart and 
appearing in 20 languages, 
quickly got the support of 
over 6,200 trade unionists 
from around the world. In 
mid-March this year, the Kyr-
gyz Parliament postponed the 
third reading of the proposed 

law, and trade unions cele-
brated. It looked like a big win 
for the idea of independent 
trade unionism in Kyrgyzstan. 
But the celebrations proved 
to be premature. On the last 
day of March, the new law 
was approved by the coun-
try’s parliament. This shocking 
turnaround led to a number 
of global unions, including 
the International Trade Union 
Confederation, calling on the 
country’s President to veto 
the law, which, it was argued, 
would deprive workers of free-
dom of association. 

Meanwhile, Kyrgyz workers 
continued to protest, demand-
ing the right to independent 
trade unions. □

• Eric Lee is the founder editor 
of LabourStart, writing here in 
a personal capacity.

A new women’s movement?
By Katy Dollar

Thousands of women defied po-
lice bans to attend Reclaim These 

Streets protests after the murder of 
Sarah Everard. Every newspaper cov-
ered the social media explosion of col-
lective grief and rage, women sharing 
stories of everyday harassment. Will 
this be the birth of a new women’s 
movement in Britain?

These protests are the latest in a 
decade of bursts of feminist activity 
internationally, often in response to an 
outrage or attack. SlutWalk grew into a 
transnational protest calling for an end 
to victim-blaming on sexual assault. The 
women’s marches that took place the 
weekend of Trump’s inauguration were 
the largest in US history. Hundreds of 
marches across the country drew more 
than three million protestors.

In Brazil Ele Não attempted simi-
lar organisation against Bolsonaro. 
International Women’s Day transna-

tional strikes have involved millions of 
women. A wave of occupations and 
strikes against harassment and sexual 
violence has hit schools and universi-
ties across Chile. Strike 4 Repeal pro-
choice protests in Ireland, inspired by 
protests in Poland, called for legalisa-
tion of abortion in Ireland. Women’s 
protests last year in Poland against fur-
ther attacks on abortion rights were the 
largest since the fall of Stalinism.

The hashtag #MeToo went viral after 
allegations of sexual assault against 
Harvey Weinstein, starting a global 

discussion on harassment and assault 
by men in power. The use of digital 
technologies and social media has 
contributed enormously to the imme-
diate transnational character of the 
movement, encouraging coordination 
of struggles, and circulating of ideas 
and slogans.

Dr. Laurel Weldon, a political science 
professor at Simon Fraser University, 
has created an index of feminist activ-
ity since the 1970s. Weldon’s research 
indicates that today we are in the midst 
of another resurgence of feminist or-

ganising, bolstered by the explosion of 
online activism, but that it is accompa-
nied by the decline of actual women’s 
organisations. We have an upsurge 
in some sorts of activity, but in many 
countries that is not associated with 
ongoing organisation on the ground.

Whilst being very effective at publicis-
ing street protests and rapidly spread-
ing some ideas internationally, social 
media activity cannot replace meet-
ings and publications for collectively 
developing strategy and demands for 
a women’s movement. Social media ac-
tivity can make us feel like we’re part of 
a movement, but then reduce the push 
to go out and build something real.

The growth of the right has been ac-
companied by real grassroots move-
ments of various reactionary currents. 
We can’t concede In Real Life (IRL) or-
ganising and discussion to vicious and 
backward elements, and ourselves re-
treat online.

We need to build a socialist women’s 
movement. That won’t flow naturally 
out of increased social-media activity 
and big sporadic street protests. It will 
require concerted effort. □
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Meeting the crises to come
By Todd Hamer

A 2020 report from US Commission 
on Commodity Futures Trading 

found: “A sudden revision of market 
perceptions about climate risk could 
lead to a disorderly repricing of assets, 
which could in turn have cascading ef-
fects on portfolios and balance sheets 
and therefore systemic implications for 
financial stability.” In short, economic 
shocks will be an early impact of climate 
change and will start as people begin 
to grasp the reality of climate change 
and the bleak view of the future.

Consider the effect of sea level rise 
on world property markets. A lot of 
coastal settlements will flood with ris-
ing sea levels, including major cities. 
South Florida for instance is built on 
an especially porous form of limestone 
(revealingly the fossilised remains of 
sea creatures) and cannot be protected 
by a sea wall. Large areas of Miami and 
much of South Florida will almost cer-
tainly disappear beneath the waves 
within this century.

The USA already has a state backed 
property insurance system because the 
scale of flooding already means there 
is no profit to be made from insuring 
flood-prone buildings. The National 
Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) is 
completely inadequate. It is $20 billion 
in debt and covers only 18% of flood-
prone homes (Sea Level Rise, Pilkey 
and Pilkey 2019). Miami’s property mar-
ket alone is worth over $800 billion and 
is currently booming.

But how long before the brute facts 
of climate change dawn on the prop-
erty owning classes? This change of 
perception will likely occur before and 
in anticipation of any significant coastal 
inundation and will not just affect Miami 
but the coastal property markets the 
world over. Moreover, sea level rise is 
just one way in which global heating 
could result in a “disorderly repricing 
of assets”.

These property markets are entan-
gled with the world financial system. 
Mortgages, consumer debt and debts 
on productive capital are repackaged 
and traded as various bits of financial 
paper that are bought and sold on fi-
nancial markets across the world. These 
financial bits of paper are treated as 
forms of money. Panic in the coastal 
property market will send shock waves 
through the world economy.

These convulsions in the world econ-
omy will take place in a context where 
the material impacts of climate change 
are escalating. It seems vanishingly un-
likely the capitalist mode of production 
is going to smoothly withstand the es-

calating material devastation to work-
places, infrastructure and people that 
will accompany a warming world. It 
seems more likely that the world econ-
omy will begin to convulse soon in an-
ticipation of climate change and that 
these convulsions will take place at the 
same time that there is an undeniable 
escalation in the scale and frequency of 
humanitarian crises.

Capitalist economies lurch into crises 
quite easily purely on their own impulse 
and a seemingly intractable economic 
crisis appears likely in the near future. 
In this context, we can expect people 
will gaze into the future and lose faith 
in capitalism’s promise of progress and 
with good reason.

The capitalist class and their scientific 
advisers are already suggesting that 
the future of capitalist growth does not 
look good. Although little was made of 
it at the time, in 2018 the International 
Panel on Climate Change revised its as-
sessment of the economic risks posed 
by climate change stating there will be 
high risk to global economic growth 
between 1.5 and 2.5 degrees of warm-
ing. This high risk scenario may happen 
very soon. The World Meteorological 
Society has found that there is a 20% 
chance we could reach 1.5 degrees of 
warming within the next five years.

Scrambling for solutions
Economists have spilt a great deal of 
ink in recent years trying to predict the 
cost of climate damage in order to find 
the “optimal” price for a carbon tax that, 
they believe, will correct this civilisation 
destroying “market failure”. There are a 
large number of Integrated Assessment 
Models (IAMs) that price the economic 
costs for different levels of warming. It 
is important not to take these models 
too seriously. The take-home message 
of a two hundred page book by eco-
nomic professors Gernot Wagner and 
Martin Weitzman is that it is impossible 
to calculate the cost of climate change 
(Climate Shock, 2015). Economists 
search for the holy grail of a perfect 
IAM in the naive and self-important be-
lief that the failure of the capitalist class 
to introduce a carbon tax is due to the 

inadequacies of their current models.
There is a tendency for the models to 

grossly under-estimate costs, neglect 
the compounding impacts of climate 
change and to ignore large scale events 
like sea level rise. Nevertheless all stud-
ies agree that global heating will make 
it increasingly more difficult to produce 
wealth and for the wealth that has been 
produced to hold its value. There will 
be an increasing destabilisation of the 
human and environmental conditions 
that make wealth production possible 
including our ability to train up future 
generations in the skills and knowledge 
needed to innovate.

Climate costs
Extreme weather is already causing 
a great deal of destruction and has 
been for some time. In 2020 ten ex-
treme weather events caused a record 
breaking $150 billion of damages. The 
previous record was set in 2019. Bang-
ladesh experienced the worst flood in 
its history with over a quarter of the 
country under water. Australia was 
on fire. The USA alone experienced 
22 “billion-dollar disasters” including 
seven tropical cyclones. Recovery from 
these disasters takes place in a context 
where further catastrophic weather is 
inevitable. In 2017 Hurricane Maria 
caused Puerto Rico around $90 billion 
damages, equivalent to 90% of GDP. 
Incomes have fallen 21% and it is ex-
pected that it will take 26 years for the 

island’s economy to recover.
In part, the slow recovery is a result 

of the disaster-capitalist response to 
the hurricane in the form of Puerto-
pia: a cryptocurrency billionaire-led 
project to transform Puerto Rico into 
a debt-starved tax haven (see Naomi 
Klein, The Battle for Paradise, 2018). 
But regardless of the politics, it is wild 
optimism to believe that Puerto Rico 
will remain hurricane-free and enjoy a 
smooth recovery until 2043. The next 
record breaking storm could come 
any year. Large areas of the planet may 
soon go the way of Puerto Rico. We are 
experiencing just one degree of global 
heating and there are parts of the world 
already struggling to recover from the 
assaults of the warming climate. It is 
possible that the plight of Puerto Rico 
might become the norm in parts of the 
tropics.

Alongside the destruction caused by 
extreme weather, there are climate re-
lated trends that affect productivity. An 
IPCC report predicts a billion people 
worldwide are living in areas that will 
turn to desert with just 1.5 degrees of 
warming. Aside from the human costs, 
this is also the destruction of a billion 
people’s livelihoods. Four crops make 
up two thirds of the world’s calorie 
intake. A study found that with each 
degree of warming would, on aver-
age, reduce global yields of wheat by 
6.0%, rice by 3.2%, maize by 7.4%, and 
soybean by 3.1%. Studies have shown 
that humans are also less productive at 
higher temperatures. One study sug-
gests for every degree Celsius above 
15 degrees C productivity drops by 
1.7%.

Added to these pressures we also 
expect a proliferation of pathogens. 
Although not directly linked to global 
heating, human destruction of tropical 
rainforest is driving pathogens out of 
the wilds, leading to ever more frequent 
pandemics. Mosquitoes and other dis-
ease-transmitting creatures will expand 
their range as global temperatures rise 
bringing tropical diseases like ma-
laria and dengue fever to the global 
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Another sort of anti-fascism
By Phil Grimm

The 43 Group has long held a strange 
place in Jewish and anti-fascist 

memory. On the one hand, the story 
of a group of Jews who violently beat 
the fascists off the streets of post-war 
Britain has an obvious romantic appeal. 
On the other hand, there has been re-
markably little serious history written 
about what was, at its peak, a very 
well-organised fighting organisation of 
anti-fascists with a regular newspaper, 
democratic structures, a substantial 
headquarters and hundreds of active 
members.

Prior to the publication of Daniel Son-
abend’s new book We Fight Fascists, 
the last book on the organisation was 
Morris Beckman’s The 43 Group. Beck-
man had been a leading member of 
the Group, and his first-hand account 
makes for gripping reading. However, 
precisely because of his proximity to 
events, it’s sometimes hard for the 
reader to escape the feeling they may 
be getting a less-than-impartial version 
of events, in which the scuffles invari-
ably end with the fascists getting “a 
bloody good hiding”.

Certainly, at the time of publication, 
Beckman received some gentle ribbing 
from fellow ex-members for describing 
the organisation in grandiose military 
terms, with volunteers described as 
“commandos” going on “operations”.

The young historian Sonabend has 
the benefit of a bit of distance, and 
while he is clearly sympathetic to the 
aims of the group, his far more ob-
jective approach makes it easier to 
draw solid lessons from the Group’s 

experience. We Fight Fascists begins 
by outlining the resurgence of British 
anti-semitism at the end of World War 
2. Previously interned British fascists, 
many radicalised in their Jew-hatred 
by having been imprisoned alongside 
German Nazis, were released follow-
ing the end of the war and tentatively 
began organising. Meanwhile, the 
poverty and destruction of post-Blitz 
London combined with a large influx of 
Jewish refugees fleeing the Holocaust 
to produce the perfect conditions for 
scapegoating.

The East End had long been a centre 
for anti-semitic agitation, but Sonabend 
also focuses on Hampstead, where a 
petition opposing the settlement of 
Jewish refugees gained major support.

Faced with a sharp up-tick in antisem-
itism, thousands of demobbed Jewish 
soldiers weighed up their options. The 
Board of Deputies, the traditional com-
munal leadership of British Jews, had 
alienated many young working-class 
people through its extreme caution in 
taking on the fascists. The new Labour 
government made it very clear it was 
not willing to suppress fascist mobili-
sations by force of law. Police officers 
were often openly sympathetic to the 
anti-semites.

These Jewish ex-service men and 
women had been through a unique life 
experience. Many had had their youth 
made a misery by the British Union of 
Fascists. They had then been trained 
to fight in the army. Finally, they had 
watched in horror as the truth of death 
camps and mass graves in Europe 
came to light. They were in no mood 
to let the fascists pick up where they’d 
left off, and they felt confident to fight 
them.

Following a chance encounter in 
which a group of Jewish friends suc-

cessfully smashed up a fascist meeting 
in the park, an impromptu meeting was 
convened at the Maccabi sports club 
in West Hampstead. The decision was 
taken to set up a group to physically 
disrupt fascist activities until the gov-
ernment took action. The big major-
ity of the new group’s members were 
Jewish ex-servicemen, although some 
non-Jews and many women were also 
involved.

The productivity of the 43 Group 
was amazing. At their peak, they were 
successfully dispersing multiple fas-
cist meetings a week. They set up a 
newspaper, On Guard, established a 
London headquarters with a clerical 
staff, and convened conferences which 
elected a leadership. They used gentile 
or gentile-looking Jewish members to 
thoroughly infiltrate the fascist organi-
sations at huge personal risk.

The Group set up a boxing and wres-
tling gym in Soho which all members 
were expected to attend regularly. 

The Group in theory tried to remain 
“non-political” and open to all anti-fas-
cists, although in reality most members 
were broadly on the left, and much 
Group activity involved protecting left 
and labour movement meetings from 
the fascists.

By 1950, the Group voted to disband, 
considering the fascist threat to have 
receded. Certainly the personal ac-
counts of the fascists themselves sug-
gest constant Group harassment had 
severely limited their activity, although 
other factors like the improving econ-
omy and the end of the British conflict 
with the Zionist forces in Palestine were 
undoubtedly factors in fascist decline.

What, if anything, can we learn from 
the 43 Group? In many ways they were 
operating in totally different condi-
tions. Clearly we do not have hundreds 
of highly motivated anti-fascist army 
veterans at our disposal. However, the 
Group’s example shows an alternative 
to the two models of anti-fascist organ-
isation popular today.

Unlike the likes of Unite Against Fas-
cism or Stand Up to Racism, the Group 
embraced the necessity of trying to 
physically confront fascists, rather than 
holding a rally and a concert on the 
opposite side of town. But in contrast 
to the highly-secretive, cliquish and 
impermeable organisation model of 
many anarchist and “black-bloc” an-
ti-fascists, the Group went to some 
lengths to make itself accessible and 
democratic. It was able to attract and 
retain members, despite the huge risks 
involved, in part because it was felt to 
be a serious organisation, accountable 
and outward-facing, not just a gang 
of people-in-the-know who enjoyed a 
brawl.

That spirit, at least, is something we 
can seek to replicate today. □

North. For many parts of the 
world heat stress will limit our 
capacity for work. Both our 
physical bodies and the soil 
will increasingly lose vitality. 
This loss of productivity will 
be like grist in the wheels of 
the economy and will happen 
simultaneously alongside the 
general mayhem caused by 
natural disasters.

Ever-worsening crises
There is a clear trend towards 
a future that is increasingly 
hostile to capitalist growth. 
The economic shocks from 
a warming world will accu-
mulate, piling one on top of 
another, stalling and halting 
any fragile recoveries. These 
shocks will start in anticipa-
tion of climate change. Trying 

to survive in a warming world 
and trying to stop the world 
from warming will increas-
ingly dominate human exist-
ence. We are currently living 
through a time of soft climate 
change denial, sleep-walking 
towards disaster, but this can-
not last. As the planet warms, 
the understanding of lay 
people will catch up with the 
science. This greater under-
standing will be reflected in 
collapsing property markets, 
creating economic convul-
sions that increase and exac-
erbate the sense of crisis.

The capitalist class will not 
be immune from the general 
loss of confidence in their 
system which will be widely 
perceived as causing the cri-
sis and a block on effective 
action. The economic shocks 

won’t stop until we can stabi-
lise and then reverse global 
heating, a process that may 
take hundreds of years. Of 
course, capitalism may recon-
stitute itself on a new basis as 
it did after the Second World 
War, or the capitalist class may 
move to consolidate their rule 
through other means but the 
seemingly intractable crisis 
will come first.

Unending growth and the 
idea of progress is a central 
pillar of capitalist ideology. If 
this pillar start to crumble, if 
capitalism is unable to organ-
ise human activity in a way that 
sustains the promise of un-
ending progress, then this will 
have profound political con-
sequences. At the moment, 
the working-class passively 
gives its grudging consent to 

the right of capitalists to own 
our workplaces as their private 
property and run economic 
life for private profit. But this 
might appear to be a perverse 
attitude in a world that is fall-
ing apart, where tens of mil-
lions are being displaced, the 
economy is convulsing and 
uncanny natural disasters are 
creating a cascade of human-
itarian crises. Why persist with 
a way of organising human af-
fairs that will almost certainly 
lead to catastrophe?

It seems likely that faith in 
capitalist progress will crum-
ble at the same time that it 
becomes increasingly obvious 
that there is an urgent need 
for unprecedented feats of 
human labour. The crisis will 
demand that we develop cli-
mate resilient infrastructure, 

a zero carbon energy sup-
ply, solutions to the food and 
freshwater crises, the capac-
ity for mass resettlement of 
displaced people, and draw-
down and storage of atmos-
pheric carbon.

These are colossal tasks in-
volving the full mobilisation 
of our organisational and 
productive capacities. Market 
forces and privately owned 
businesses will not organise 
this work. But the obvious 
solution, democratic eco-
nomic planning and collective 
ownership of the means of 
production, will only emerge 
if there is a force prepared 
well in advance, that has stud-
ied and anticipated the crisis 
and is able exploit the political 
opportunities that the crisis 
presents. □

Continued from page 6
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Maxwell: a charlatan capitalist
By Jim Denham 

The subtitle of John Preston’s new bi-
ography, Fall, is The Mystery of Rob-

ert Maxwell. Mysteries certainly abound 
in this story — and not just about the 
fraudster’s death.

The biggest mystery of all is how it 
was that this extraordinary charlatan 
was allowed to continue with his busi-
ness activity right up to the time of his 
death in November 1991, despite hav-
ing been declared by a Department 
of Trade and Industry investigation in 
1971 to be “not in our opinion a person 
who can be relied on to exercise proper 
stewardship of a publicly quoted com-
pany”.

Fraudster extraordinaire 
This gripping book is so entertaining 
that it’s easy to overlook one central 
fact: this man’s business dealings left 
more than 30,000 former employees 
desperately wondering what had hap-
pened to their pensions.

Maxwell had looted about £450m 
from their fund. After a three year cam-
paign by the pensioners, a partial gov-
ernment bailout, as well as money from 
the investment bankers who advised 
Maxwell, resulted in most former em-
ployees having to accept a 50% cut in 
the value of their pensions.

John Preston (who previously au-
thored A Very British Scandal) cer-
tainly knows how to tell a racy story 
and has an eye for detail, right down 
to (literally) what people had for break-
fast, the makes of the cars they drove, 
the brand of Maxwell’s favoured hair 
and (eyebrow) dye and the details of 
the latrine at the back of the shack in 
Solotvino, the Czechoslovakian village 
where Maxwell (then probably called 
Jan Hoch) was born in 1923 and spent 
most of the first sixteen years of his life.

Maxwell claimed to have left home at 
16 to join the resistance to the Nazis, 
travelled (he said walked, a cousin said 
they went by train) 270 miles to Buda-
pest, was captured, imprisoned as a 
spy, faced a possible death penalty but 

escaped after overpowering his guard.
There is little doubt that much of this 

account is true, although Maxwell (typ-
ically) seems to have embellished it 
over the years, adding a fanciful story 
about a “gypsy woman” removing his 
handcuffs—an early manifestation of his 
lifelong conviction that he was irresisti-
ble to women. 

Maxwell’s war service was genuinely 
distinguished and he certainly demon-
strated real personal courage on more 
than one occasion. He also shot un-
armed German civilians in cold blood.

One of the photos in the book shows 
a dashing, handsome young Max-
well receiving his Military Cross from 
Field-Marshall Montgomery: the day 
before he had learned that his mother 
and one of his sisters had been mur-
dered by the Nazis (he later discovered 
that his father, grandfather and two 
other of his siblings died in Auschwitz).

Preston’s account of Maxwell’s early 
business wheeler-dealering in England 
is laugh-out-loud hilarious, but also 
introduces another crucial (perhaps, 
central) element of the Maxwell story: 
“It’s hard to exaggerate the impact that 
Maxwell had on the tweedy, genteel, 
hopelessly antiquated world of British 
publishers… With his blustery manner, 
his electric ties, his newly-grown pen-
cil moustache and what one employee 
called his ‘sledgehammer personality’, 
he made an unforgettable impression.”

The impression, that is, of a pushy, 
foreign outsider. And even though 
Maxwell spent the rest of his life trying 
to shake off that image with his mighty 
publishing empire, his upper class 
wife (for whom the expression “long 
suffering” could have been specially 
devised), the trappings of a country 
squire, and — for many years — adher-
ence to the Church of England, it was 
something he was never able to es-
cape. His nickname in establishment 
circles was “the Bouncing Czech.”

At one point in the early 1960’s Max-
well solemnly announced to his neigh-
bours that he intended to become 
Prime Minister. He became a Labour 
MP in 1964, but never achieved any of-
fice higher than chairman of the House 
of Commons Catering Committee. 
His parliamentary career ended inglo-

riously at the 1970 general election. 
Maxwell became increasingly infuriated 
by Rupert Murdoch (also an outsider, 
but as an Australian, a “colonial boy”, 
more congenial to the British ruling 
class than a Jew), who repeatedly out-
manoeuvred him, capturing national 
newspapers that Maxwell desperately 
wanted for reasons that went far be-
yond the merely commercial: “Maxwell 
thought he’d entered the ring with an-
other boxer,” was how Harold Evans de-
scribed it. “In fact, he’d entered the ring 
with a ju-jitsu artist who also happened 
to be carrying a stiletto.”

Daily Mirror
In 1984 Maxwell finally obtained a 
British national newspaper, the Daily 
Mirror, and proceeded to turn it into 
a personal vanity project, carrying 
fawning accounts of his various inter-
national “peace” initiatives, meetings 
with foreign dignitaries and vainglori-
ous pronouncements on matters great 
and small — all accompanied by pho-
tographs of the familiar, and by now 
somewhat bloated, Maxwell visage. 
He bugged the offices of Mirror staff in 
order to spy on them, and, hilariously, 
rigged the paper’s spot the ball com-
petition.

When Maxwell’s byzantine business 
arrangements began to unravel and 
his massive fraud was about to be un-
covered, he took to his yacht, the Lady 
Ghislaine, and ordered the crew to set 
sail for New York, via Madeira. He knew 
he faced exposure, public disgrace 
and almost certainly prison. In the 
early hours of 5 November 1991 Max-
well disappeared. His body was found 
naked, floating face-up in the sea, the 
next day.

Margaret Thatcher and George Bush 
sent condolences. President Gor-
bachev announced that was “deeply 
grieved”. Shimon Peres declared Max-
well “not a man but an empire in his 

power, thought and deeds”. But within 
a month, Newsweek magazine de-
scribed him on its cover as “the crook 
of the century”.

The “mystery” of this book’s subtitle 
is clearly meant to be that of Maxwell’s 
death: accident, suicide or murder? The 
speculation and conspiracy theories 
persist to this day, fuelled by Maxwell’s 
known links with MI6 and alleged links 
with Russian and Israeli intelligence 
services. Preston — wisely — does not 
attempt a definitive answer.

A much bigger mystery is how it was 
that the British ruling class, for all its 
sophistication and despite its semi-rac-
ist suspicion of this flashy outsider, al-
lowed Maxwell to build his vast empire 
and then to commit one of the biggest 
and most audacious acts of commercial 
fraud of the twentieth century.

Were it not for the plight of the pen-
sioners, and the workers across the 
years in Maxwell’s enterprises like Per-
gamon Press, you could almost admire 
him. □

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen 

to our pamphlets including:

• 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
• Shapurji Saklatvala: Socialist 

Rebel in Parliament
• Stalinism in the International 

Brigades
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and 

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

cialist Debates on Israel/Palestine □

workersliberty.org/publications/

The Safe and Equal campaign is 
running another “selfie campaign” 

in the first week of May, asking for 
people to take a photo of themselves 
and their workmates calling for full 
sick pay for all. Since spring 2020, Safe 
and Equal has been active in efforts to 
win or keep isolation pay in hospitals, 

in care homes, among Tube cleaners, 
and in virus Test Centres, with some 
wins but much ground still to be cov-
ered. With lockdown-easing, the Uy-
ghur Solidarity Campaign is back to 
its regular 5th-of-the-month protests 
at the Chinese Embassy on Portland 
Place, London. Next: 5 May. □

• Links and info for those and other 
campaigns, and suggested words for 
labour-movement motions on many 
issues, at workersliberty.org/agenda

Book review

Activist Agenda

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workers_liberty/
http://www.workersliberty.org/publications?field_product_category_target_id_1%5B1627%5D=1627
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Target Beijing’s big-business allies!
By Pete Radcliff 

Trade union leader Lee Cheuk Yan, 
socialist Leung Kwok Hung (“Long 

Hair”), and media mogul Jimmy Lai 
were given prison sentences of 14 
months, 18 months and 14 months re-
spectively, on 16 April, from their trial 
as leaders of the broad-based Civil and 
Human Rights Front.

Some other defendants, including 
82-year-old former barrister and mod-
erate democrat Martin Lee, were given 
suspended sentences.

Another trial started on 19 April, 
again on the charge of organising un-
authorised assemblies, with three so-
cialists, Avery Ng and Figo Chan from 
the League of Social Democrats, and 
Cyd Ho from the Labour Party, in the 
dock alongside (again) Lee Cheuk Yan 
and “Long Hair”.

A bigger trial in which 47 democ-
racy activists, including trade unionists 
Carol Ng and Winnie Yu, are charged 
with subversion, is expected to begin 
in June.

The Labour Movement Solidarity 
with Hong Kong (@labsolidarityHK) 
campaign protested in London and 
Nottingham on 16 April, and will go 
forward to organise against the UK cor-

porate allies of the repression in Hong 
Kong.

Many in Hong Kong, as in Myanmar, 
hope for action by Western govern-
ments to end the repression. To restart 
political action within Hong Kong after 
a long period of Covid passivity and in 
face of state surveillance and the Na-
tional Security Law is difficult. And the 
international labour movement has too 
often been silent.

But trust in “western democracies” 

and “the Free World” is a blind alley. 
Many Hong Kongers have been fooled 
into thinking that bellicose and dishon-
est rhetoric from the likes of Trump and 
right wing Tories like Iain Duncan Smith 
shows genuine concern for democracy 
in Hong Kong.

This is nothing new in such tokenis-
tic action or rhetoric. Ever since the 
“ping-pong” diplomacy of Nixon-Mao 
in 1972, cold war rhetoric has gone 
hand-in-hand with gleeful collabora-

tion on capitalist trade and investment. 
A few “Magnitsky” sanctions on an in-
consequential number of Chinese gov-
ernment representatives are not going 
to scare the Chinese regime.

Some now argue that the repression 
of the Chinese ruling class cannot be 
opposed because we need their assis-
tance in combatting climate change. 
This is potentially a recipe to betray 
many needed struggles for democracy 
and workers’ rights.

The battle to avert a climate catastro-
phe will not be advanced one iota by 
selling out the Hong Kong or Chinese 
people in their struggles for democ-
racy. We defeat anti-working-class 
governments, whether on democratic 
rights or to stop a climate catastrophe, 
by building common struggles with the 
workers in all countries.

There are ways of targeting sections 
of the Chinese ruling class as well as 
their collaborators in the City of Lon-
don, such as HSBC, Standard Chartered 
Bank, Swire, and Jardine Matheson. 
That won’t be done on the initiative of 
a Tory Party and a ruling class that is 
awash with profits from Chinese oper-
ations. □

Covid: social battles still needed
By Martin Thomas

The world’s measured 
Covid death rate has gone 

through a new surge since 
mid-March. It may be level-
ling out now, but is still higher 
than at any time except a peak 
around late January. Covid is 
not fading yet.

The latest big spike is in 
India, from early March, where 
rates have risen from a low in 
early March to become even 
higher than India’s previous 
worst time, in mid-September 
2020.

Some scientists had thought 
that some of India’s big cities, 
at least, had so many people 
with some immunity from pre-
vious infection that non-immu-
nity would be scarce enough 
to make chains of infection 
peter out.

Evidently not. Or maybe (we 
don’t know yet), a new virus 
variant, B.1.617, is evading 
immunity got from older var-
iants. That variant has already 
arrived in Britain.

So far, world-wide, only 11.8 
vaccinations have been given 
per 100 people. The big ma-
jority of those jabs are in richer 

countries. Although India has 
one of the world’s biggest vac-
cine-making industries, it has 
only 9 jabs per 100 in its own 
population.

Solidarity calls for gov-
ernments to requisition the 
vaccine patents, and the know-
how and facilities to expand 
vaccine production at maxi-
mum speed. Best to requisi-
tion the whole of Big Pharma, 
which plans to make billions in 
profits from the vaccines after 
being subsidised by govern-
ment to develop them.

Countries with big reserves 
of vaccines, like Britain, should 
donate more to help poorer 
countries.

The news on vaccine effi-
ciency is largely good. But 
vaccination alone will not stop 
Covid. Chile has done more 
jabs per population than Brit-
ain, and yet is still in a new 
Covid spike, with a harsh new 
lockdown (since 25 March, 
round Santiago) to combat 
it. One reason may be the P.1 
virus variant coming in to Chile 
from Brazil. Also, we don’t 
know how long immunity from 
vaccination will last.

Step-by-step caution in 

lockdown-easing; continued 
quarantine at borders; full 
isolation pay for all; and work-
ers’ control on virus precau-
tions in workplaces, are all still 
needed.

Covid deaths from care 
homes in England are down to 
an average of 6 a day in April, 
from 21 in March, 116 in Feb-
ruary, and 190 in January. But 
the care homes need to be 
future-proofed: taken into the 
public sector, with the staff on 
NHS-level pay and conditions.

NHS logistics and supply 
must be taken into the pub-
lic sector, too, under workers’ 
scrutiny.

With lockdown-easing, some 
café and pub owners are now 
saying they’re short of staff. 
Jobs may revive, but only pre-
cariously. Meanwhile, jobs are 
being cut in public services, 
as local government finance is 
squeezed.

The labour movement must 
campaign for re-expanded 
public services, a four-day 
standard work-week to spread 
the jobs, an end to zero-hours, 
and job security for all with an 
increased minimum wage. □

Afghanistan: 
a new phase 
of war

By Gerry Bates

On 14 April Joe Biden said 
that US troops would 

quit Afghanistan by 11 Sep-
tember, five months later 
than the deadline earlier set 
by Donald Trump. British and 
other NATO forces have said 
they will withdraw too.

War has gone on since 
the US helped the Northern 
Alliance push out the Tali-
ban in 2001, and the series 
of wars with no real break 
since Afghanistan’s Stalinist 
PDPA seized power in 1978 
and sparked a rural uprising 
which in turn pushed the 
USSR into invading and try-
ing to gain control in 1979. 
Next: a new phase of war. 
The Taliban will be able to 

extend its areas of control. 
The Kabul government may 
be able to hold territory for 
some time, since it has an 
army of 180,000 and the USA 
will continue to back it with 
surveillance drones and air 
strikes.

Solidarity has for many 
years supported US with-
drawal from Afghanistan. It 
will not be liberation. The 
removal of the remaining US 
troops on the ground, only 
3,500 of them, is not an end-
ing of colonial or semi-colo-
nial supremacy.

Rather, it has become in-
creasingly clear the longer 
the US stayed, the worse the 
prospects for after its with-
drawal, inevitable some day, 
would become. Only a work-
ing-class and democratic up-
heaval in Pakistan, cutting off 
the Taliban from its nurturing 
hinterland, opening the pros-
pect of democratic change in 
Afghanistan, could change 
that calculus.

Our task remains: solidarity 
with Afghanistan’s democrats 
and workers, which implies 
also siding with the cities, 
corrupt though their rule is, 
against the Taliban. □

• More: Solidarity 576
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/datasets/numberofdeathsincarehomesnotifiedtothecarequalitycommissionengland
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-01-05/afghanistan-expect-anything-except-peace


10 fb.com/workerslibertyworkersliberty.org workersliberty.org/audio

Singapore’s death-penalty laws
By Loretta Marie Perera

Long-drop hanging on Friday at dawn. 
In the modern metropolis of Singa-

pore, with its gleaming skyline, wealth, 
and a regional and international repu-
tation for travel, accessibility, and thriv-
ing business opportunities, this is how 
inmates are killed under the sovereign 
state’s harsh laws: the death penalty.

Cited by authorities as a “deterrent” 
to keep the country low in crime and 
endlessly clean, the death penalty in 
Singapore is applied largely for three 
charges: drugs, murder, and firearm of-
fences. Of the three, drug offences are 
by far the most significant.

For possession of certain amounts of 
drugs — 2g of heroin or 15g of canna-
bis, for example — intention of traffick-
ing is presumed, for which the penalty 
is up to 20 years in jail, and 15 strokes 
of the cane. [Caning: a leftover legacy 
of British colonial rule in Singapore, 
and a cruel punishment imposed on 
male offenders between 18 and 50 for 
a variety of offences including murder 
and rape, drugs, and vandalism.]

Another threatening threshold 
looms: for a larger amount — for ex-
ample, 15g of heroin or 500g of can-
nabis — the mandatory death penalty 
is invoked. If found guilty, the verdict 
is death, and this charge cannot be 
changed, appealed, or reconsidered, 
even by the judge.

While recent modifications of this 
law allow very specific circumstances 
to change a death sentence to a life 
sentence with caning, the amendments 
remain unclear and problematic.

In Today’s Society
As archaic as Singapore’s laws are — 
death by hanging and punishment by 
caning are both colonial provisions 
long since abolished in the UK — their 
application in Singapore today is very 
much in effect. Prison reports show that 
for drug offences, 11 were hanged in 
2018, and two in 2019.

In October 2020, around the time 
that a Singaporean man, Syed Suhail 
bin Syed Zin, was facing an imminent 
execution, the Transformative Justice 
Collective (TJC) was formed.

“As someone who has been involved 
in campaigning against the death 

penalty for some time, I was quite sur-
prised by the amount of attention and 
support that Syed’s case received,” said 
Singaporean journalist and anti-death 
penalty activist Kirsten Han. “It felt as if 
something had changed.”

Inspired by this, a group of activists 
began to talk about the wider con-
text of the issue of the death penalty: 
incarceration, inequality, justice, and 
intersectionality. A recent campaign, 
for instance, was a letter-writing move-
ment where people were encouraged 
to write to Syed, who now remains on 
death row in Singapore’s Changi Prison.

“We started to think of putting to-
gether a collective that would look 
at not just the death penalty, but also 
issues like prison conditions and 
prisoners’ rights,” said Kirsten. “[This 
would also look at] reviewing punitive 
or retributive approaches and mind-
sets, transformative justice, and what it 
might look like in Singapore.”

While anti-death penalty activists in 
Singapore have long been working to 
move the death penalty and specific 
capital punishment cases forward and 
into focus, TJC differs in its approach: it 
is a broader context that the organisa-
tion believes is essential.

“We stand with 
you, Jolovan. 

We are proud of your 
moral clarity, your 
unwavering values, 
and your willingness to 
fight for a fairer, more 
democratic Singapore.” 
— TJC statement on 
the incarceration of 
Jolovan Wham.
And this is what is essentially differ-

ent: to not just speak out and act for or 
against, but to first encourage deeper 
and more independent thought.

“We’ve set out with the intention to 
bring in this context and to prompt 
people to think differently not just 
about the single issue of capital punish-
ment, but about criminal punishment in 
general, and the sort of society we want 
to live in,” Kirsten said.

Normalising Dissidence
In the tightly governed city-state, citi-
zens have often been hesitant to take to 
the streets or to stand in protest. Public 
demonstrations held in unauthorised 
locations or without a permit — even if 
it’s just one man — are unlawful and may 
result in arrest.

Earlier this year, TJC member and 
social worker Jolovan Wham served 
a 22-day sentence for a silent protest 

he organised, 
as well as for 
“vandal ism” 
— st icking 
two sheets of 
paper up in 
a metro car-
riage.

J o l o v a n ’ s 
decision to 
serve time — 
a fine was the 
alternative — 
adds signifi-
cantly to TJC’s 
dialogue, and 
draws attention to restrictive laws on 
free speech and civil and political rights 
in Singapore.

As TJC sets out to deepen public un-
derstanding of the death penalty in Sin-
gapore, and the drug control regime, 
the climate in which they work contin-
ues to shift, too. “I think the bounda-
ries are being pushed bit by bit,” said 
Kirsten, “and dissent is getting a bit 
more normalised, albeit at a rather slow 
pace!”

Falling short
Following his three weeks in prison, 
and the conversations he has had with 
inmates himself, Jolovan has spoken 
about the prison conditions in Singa-
pore, and the ways in which they fail.

“What an inmate will first experience 
in our prisons is how cramped condi-
tions are: four people can be put in a 
cell measuring 3m by 3m, including 
the toilet,” said Jolovan, who in 2020 
served two sentences in jail. “You can’t 
look outside because the windows and 
doors are sealed with very little natu-
ral light coming in. There are no beds, 
mattresses, fans, tables or chairs.”

When compared to international 
standards such as the Nelson Mandela 
Rules that set minimum standard con-
ditions that prisons should adhere to, 
Singapore falls short. Inmates typically 
spend one hour outside their cells for 
yard time. Because of Covid-19, they 
are not allowed to leave their cells at 
all, and instead largely remain in soli-
tary confinement.

“The psychological effects of solitary 
confinement are well documented,” 
said Jolovan, pointing to the use of 
corporal punishment (caning) and the 
frequently used punishment of solitary 
cells with the lights left on for 24 hours 
for inmates.

“Based on my conversations and 
personal expe-
rience, prison 
isn’t just about 
the denial of 
a person’s lib-
erty: it is de-
signed to be a 
degrading and 
torturous expe-

rience, and this is justified as a deter-
rent to crime.”

Meanwhile, the government con-
tinues to insist that incarceration and 
harsh drug laws act as a deterrent. So-
cio-economic conditions which lead to 
committing offences are not consid-
ered. And similarly to the rest of the 
world, minorities and marginalised 
groups are overrepresented in both 
prison and drug-related offences.

“It is therefore not surprising that the 
majority of inmates in Singapore are 
ethnic minorities from impoverished 
backgrounds,” Jolovan said. “Singa-
pore’s punitive approach to address-
ing crime and wrongdoing does little to 
ensure that offenders are successfully 
rehabilitated.”

Who do we want to be?
As the activists continue to build a 
movement and continue the conver-
sation, many battles ahead remain. 
Awareness, while growing, is limited, 
and the collective is well aware that an-
ti-death penalty activism is often misun-
derstood, or viewed with suspicion.

And while the underlying theme to 
this activism is to push for abolishment 
and reform, it is a long journey ahead — 
and one start starts with conversation, 
education, and engagement.

“Ultimately, we want to achieve things 
like abolishing the death penalty and 
reforming the criminal punishment sys-
tem to focus more on transformative 
justice rather than harsher and harsher 
punishments,” said Kirsten.

“But before we can get there, we need 
to first be able to engage Singaporeans 
on these topics and get people to think 
about the principles and values that we 
want to hold in our society.” □

• Loretta Marie Perera is a Singaporean 
reporting from Moscow

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

about anti-racist movements, and arm yourself with ideas 
to beat back racism: readings and pamphlets, video and audio.

See workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources □

A silent demonstration on the 30th anniversary of 
Operation Spectrum. Image: Jolovan Wham
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The attempt to erase the Kurdish people
By Pete Boggs

Newroz is the Persian New Year, 
which is celebrated by Kurds in 

Turkey. In 2021 it came on 20 March, at 
a time when Kurdish people in Turkey 
are facing increased state repression: 
the judiciary has now begun in ear-
nest its attempt to ban the pro-Kurdish 
People’s Democracy Party (HDP), and 
the pro-Kurdish news agency Mezo-
potamya Ajensi is facing continued po-
lice harassment.

A new government-prepared text-
book about the predominantly Kurd-
ish city Diyarbakır, which says that the 
language spoken in the region is “Baku 
Turkish”, neglecting to mention the 
Kurds or Kurdish throughout the entire 
textbook. The book also mentions Ne-
wroz, but says merely that the tradition 
originates in Central Asia, and writes it 
as “Nevruz”.

Many words are “Turkified” when they 
are translated into Turkish, but this has a 
special significance with Kurdish words 
such as Newroz. The letters Q, W, and 
X are used in Kurdish but not Turkish, 
so their use has often been deeply po-
litical and heavily policed: in 2007 the 
mayor of Diyarbakır was prosecuted 
for sending out Newroz cards with the 
letter W, and twenty Kurds were fined 
in 2005 for holding placards at Newroz 
celebrations with slogans containing Q 
and W.

Throughout the twentieth century, 
the Turkish Republic has repressed 
Kurdish people, their political organisa-
tions, and their cultural self expression. 
For a long time it denied the very fact 
of their existence. It has also carried 
out brutal military campaigns against 
the Kurdish population of southeastern 
Turkey and the broader Middle East, 
which is ongoing in occupied northern 
Syria. It would not be an exaggeration 
to describe many of these campaigns 
as ethnic cleansing. They have been 
used in concert with forced assimila-
tion.

Ottoman Empire
In the Ottoman Empire, the Tanzimat 
(in English, “reorganisation”) period 
took place from 1839 to 1876. The im-
perial state attempted to modernise 
the empire in the face of two existential 
threats: the European imperial pow-
ers, and growing internal nationalist 
movements. In 1876 Sultan Abdulaziz 
was overthrown, and replaced by his 
nephew Abdülhamid II, at the head of 
a constitutional monarchy. Two years 
later Abdülhamid suspended the con-
stitution and restored the absolute 
monarchy.

Humanitarian intervention was a com-
mon pretext for inter-imperial conflict 
in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, just as it is today. Usually 
along religious lines, imperial pow-

ers would 
c h a m p i o n 
the cause of 
o p p r e s s e d 
national mi-
norities within 
a rival empire, 
and use this 
to threaten 
their terri-
torial integ-
rity, whether 
through out-
right support 
of separatist movements, or demand-
ing that they be made protector for par-
ticular minorities. William Gladstone, 
as part of the British political debates 
on whether to align themselves with 
the Russian or the Ottoman Empire, at-
tacked the “unspeakable Turk” for the 
treatment of Christians in the Balkans. 
Abdülhamid was also able to do this as 
Caliph, by promoting pan-Islamism to 
Kurds living in the Russian Caucasus, 
and Muslims in British India.

Ottoman Empire supported some 
community self-rule for minorities, 
allowing them to have parallel legal 
structures, and giving certain powers to 
religious leaders. This is often referred 
to as the millet system, but this was not 
a uniform system until the nineteenth 
century. This codification and extension 
of the millet system also coincided with 
the centralisation of the Ottoman state, 
and the promotion of a civic “Ottoman” 
identity. 

Kurds in the Ottoman Empire had 
traditionally enjoyed considerable au-
tonomy, in large part because of their 
military power. However, from the early 
nineteenth century onwards there was 
conflict between Kurdish rulers and the 
central state: much of the previously Ot-
toman-controlled Balkans had gained 
independence through national revolu-
tions, so the Empire focused on main-
taining its Middle Eastern holdings.

Traditionally, the Kurdish leaders 
were “Mirs”, aristocratic landlords who 
derived their authority from a senior 
tribal position, or a position in the re-
ligious hierarchy. For a long time the 
Ottoman state was content to give 
these Mirs financial and administrative 
freedom. Through centralising reforms, 
military attacks, and land confiscations 
the Ottomans weakened the Mirs’ 
power. “Aghas”, usually from commer-
cial or farming backgrounds, filled this 
vacuum, displacing the Mirs with the 
support of the Ottoman state. The left-
ist Turkish sociologist İsmail Beşikçi ar-
gues that these Aghas were much more 
reliable agents of the Ottoman state, as 
they were dependent on it for their po-
sition.

In 1891 Sultan Abdülhamid II founded 
the Hamidiye cavalry regiments out of 
Aghas and remaining loyal Mirs. They 
were based on the Tsarist Empire’s 

Cossack units, 
c o m p o s e d 
mainly of Kurd-
ish tribesmen. 
Much of the 
Hamidiye was 
formed simply 
by giving of-
ficial status to 
existing bandit 
groups, who 
had been in-
volved in loot-
ing and border 

clashes with Armenians in Eastern Ana-
tolia. Under the direction of the sultan, 
these units massacred tens of thou-
sands of Armenians during the 1890s, 
with some estimates putting the dead 
at 300,000.

The Young Turk Revolution in 1908 
restored the Ottoman Constitution of 
1876, forcing Abdülhamid back into the 
status of constitutional monarch. The 
following year an attempted coup tried 
to restore Abdülhamid’s power, but it 
failed and he was replaced as sultan by 
his younger brother, Mehmed V. The 
Ottoman Empire briefly functioned as 
a parliamentary democracy until 1913, 
when three members of the Committee 
of Union and Progress (CUP, the official 
name of the Young Turk organisation) 
seized power.

The Armenian Genocide
The Three Pashas, Talaat Pasha; Enver 
Pasha; and Cemal Pasha, ruled the Ot-
toman Empire from their coup until the 
Ottoman defeat in World War 1. Their 
most famous atrocity during this time 
was the Armenian Genocide, where 
over a million Armenians were de-
ported or murdered under the pretext 
that they were a disloyal element in the 
empire.

The Young Turks challenged the mul-
ticultural nature of Ottoman society, 
and sought to “Turkify” its population. 
Some ethnicities, such as Armenians, 
were simply (and violently) excluded 
from this project. With others, such as 
the Muslim Kurds, they attempted a 
policy of forced assimilation and ethnic 
cleansing. Additionally, by the time of 

the First World War the government 
was worried about Kurdish nationalism, 
fearing that Kurds might ally with Arme-
nians or the Russian army.

In May 1916, Talaat Pasha ordered that 
Ottoman Kurds should be deported 
west to central cities such as Konya, and 
Turkish refugees (often Balkan Muslim 
refugees in reality) should be settled 
in their old homes. The widespread 
policy of deportations during the war 
sought to move potentially “problem-
atic” minorities into areas where they 
could do no damage. Armenians were 
deported to Arab cities such as Deir ez-
Zor, whereas it was thought that if Kurds 
were moved there they would become 
Arabised, defeating the purpose of 
their deportation. Just as important 
was the purposeful dispersion of Kurd-
ish people, who could not exceed 10% 
of the population in the areas they were 
deported to.

Deportees died of starvation, freez-
ing, and exhaustion. One deportee 
reported that of the 787 people de-
ported from his village, only 23 had 
survived. The numbers are hazy, but it 
is likely that about 700,000 Kurds were 
deported.

The demographic engineering 
carried out by the Young Turks was 
sophisticated and cutting-edge. This in-
credibly precise use of ethnic cleansing 
to culturally and ethnically homogenise 
Turkey did not go unnoticed. The his-
torian Stefan Ihrig has written in detail 
about the influence that the Armenian 
Genocide had on the Nazi destruction 
of European Jews, but the similarities 
do not end there. Both the Ottoman 
Empire and the Third Reich carried out 
mass policies of racial engineering in 
their colonised territory, categorising 
different ethnicities and moving them 
around the map accordingly. The twen-
tieth century would see these methods 
used to disastrous effect, by the Nazis 
and in Stalin’s Russia too. □

• This is the first of several articles 
discussing the history of the Kurdish 
people within what is now Turkey. The 
next one will look at the treatment of 
Kurds in the early Turkish Republic.

Hamidiye Cavalrymen

Our videos!
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and subscribe to our youtube 

channel! Many have subtitles. New this last fortnight:
• The State, Crime, Prisons, and Police
• Socialist Feminism
• Black Lives Matter, videos around the movement and related topics
• Socialist commentary on the Covid-19 crisis
• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series, still being added to
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 parts, with Martin Thomas 
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the producers of the bulletins □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share: youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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Student conference: an illusion of engagement
By Abel Harvie-Clark

The year leading up to the 2021 Na-
tional Union of Students (NUS) con-

ference (online, 6-9 April) has seen a 
revitalising of the student movement, 
and has thus raised interest in orienting 
NUS to be a visible campaigning force.

Under the left-wing presidency of 
Larissa Kennedy, NUS has supported 
the movement against fees and rent 
through the Students Deserve Better 
campaign, even if the work has been 
primarily “lobbying” higher powers, 
and the claimed victory of £50 million 
in government support for students 
falls way short of the £700 million that 
is demanded.

Conference was opened with positive 
ambition by Kennedy, calling for a mass 
grassroots movement to demarketise 
and decolonise Higher Education. She 
emphasised solidarity and collectivism 
across the movement, and reminded 
us of Fred Hampton’s message: “Any 
theory you get, practise it”. So far, inde-
pendent student campaigns, not NUS, 
have been doing that, and winning for 

students.
The proposals to conference covered 

fees, student housing, mental health, 
sexual violence, Erasmus and cost of 
living. Conference arrangements have 
been changed, supposedly to ensure 
“all voices are heard”. Now “collabo-
rative group discussions” take place 
for each policy area. There were two 
rounds of those, with delegates able 
to choose one of three areas for each 
round. Fees and accommodation were 
the most popular. Proposals were pre-
sented and questions could be asked, 
before rounds of breakout rooms and 
anonymised, online, written feedback, 
from which amendments were formu-

lated.
Breakout rooms provide a good op-

portunity for delegates to have longer 
discussions in an otherwise awkward 
Zoom context. However, the arrange-
ment prevented any political exchange 
in view of the conference. There was 
an illusion of engagement, but with-
out any impact on the conference as a 
whole. Amendments were formalised 
at the discretion of each workshop’s 
facilitator, the only person who under-
stood the procedures to do so.

Increasing engagement and accessi-
bility is good. But such a casualisation 
of conference procedures seriously un-
dermines the necessity of clear, robust 
structures to submit amendments and 
motions.

Ultimately, all motions and amend-
ments were voted for simultaneously. 
In an anticlimactic victory for consen-
sus building, the online vote which took 
place after the close of conference re-
turned all proposals and amendments 
successful. Yes to everything. The 
amended motion on fees and finance 
demanded a full fee rebate and the 

scrapping of tuition fees as a “priority”. 
On accommodation, Conference voted 
that “students shouldn’t have to partici-
pate in a rent strike to achieve change”, 
but did include a tentative push for col-
lective bargaining over rent.

 A high proportion of international 
students forced Conference to pay 
close attention to issues created by 
borders in education, but genuine 
political disagreements were brushed 
over by vague language across all pro-
posals and amendments.

The difficulties of debating specific, 
nuanced policy at Conference is largely 
due to the changes to NUS democracy 
in 2019 which depoliticised decision 
making and invested powers in NUS of-
ficers who are not bound by conference 
decisions. The leadership’s radical rhet-
oric needs to be translated into actually 
mobilising and supporting organising 
at universities across the country, with 
clear politics and directives. □

• NUS Conference 2021 policy: bit.ly/
nus-p

Arguing for a 
society based on 
human solidarity, 
social ownership 
of industry 
and banks, 
and political, 
economic 
and social 
democracy. 182 
pages. 
£5

Otto Rühle’s 
abridged 
version of 
Capital, putting 
aside current 
factual material, 
illustrations, 
polemics, is a 
good lead-in for 
the full book.

131 pages, £6

Fate of the Russian 
Revolution vol.1 £8

FRR vol. 2: The Two 
Trotskyisms £20

The Miners’ Strike 
1984-5 £9

1919: Strikes, 
struggles, soviets £4

In an Era of Wars 
and Revolutions £9

Class Politics and 
Anarchism £5

Gramsci in Context 
£6

Can Socialism 
Make Sense? £8

Defending the 
Bolsheviks and their 
relevance today.
312 pages, £10

Critical history of the 
disoriented left, and 
the way forward. 
408 pages, £12

A debate on reform, 
revolution, Labour, 
democracy, more. 
107 pages, £5

A socialist approach 
within recent “waves” 
of feminism.
102 pages, £5

The 1917’s 
revolution’s real 
history, and lessons. 
374 pages, £12

The history of 
Solidarność, from its 
dawn until the coup. 
116 pages, £5

A socialist dissection 
of Left antisemitism.
Third edition, 212 
pages, £5

Buy our books!
Order from workersliberty.org/publications

Browse, basket, and buy books, pamphlets, and publication bundles 
— and find more info, related resources, study guides, reviews and 

so on, from the same place. Some books are free to download or as 
audiobooks. Prices listed exclude postage and packaging: £1 for small 
items, £3 for larger items, free over £30. Every third publication will be 
half-price and 15% off over £50. □
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Unite election: no good options
By Ollie Moore

Members of Unite, one of Britain’s 
largest trade unions, will elect a 

new general secretary. Len McCluskey, 
who has been in office since 2010, has 
announced his retirement. The branch 
nomination period will run from 6 May 
to 7 June, with members voting by 
postal ballot from 5 July to 23 August, 
and the result announced on 26 Au-
gust.

There are four declared candidates 
so far — Howard Beckett, Steve Turner, 
Sharon Graham, and Gerard Coyne. All 
four are current or former unelected 
officials of the union. Constitutional 
arrangements which allow unelected, 
paid employees of unions to intervene 
in their democracy are far from ideal, 
and help bolster the power of bureau-
cracies against rank-and-file members. 
Nevertheless, there are meaningful dif-
ferences between the candidates.

Gerard Coyne
Coyne is a straightforward right winger, 
offering a conservative, service-pro-
vision model of trade unionism that 
rejects socialist politics and industrial 
militancy. Coyne stood against Mc-
Cluskey in 2017, losing only 53,544 to 
59,067 on a very low turnout. He made 
opposition to free movement, and ca-
nards about migrant workers driving 
down wages and taking jobs, central 
aspects of his campaign in that elec-
tion.

The current ruling faction in the bu-
reaucracy is hoping a change to the 
election rules, which increased the 
number of branch nominations candi-
dates require to make the ballot paper, 
will block Coyne from standing. The 
threshold to get onto the ballot paper 
was raised from nominations from 50 
branches to 5% of all branches (which 
now means, from 174 branches). This 
manoeuvre may keep Coyne off the 
ballot this time. He is the only candidate 
not currently in post as an unelected 
official. But it is essentially bureaucratic 
gerrymandering which will also hurt 
future left-wing and rank-and-file can-
didacies.

None of the current three “left” can-
didates (Beckett, Turner, and Graham) 
uttered a word of protest about the in-
crease in the number of branch nomi-
nations needed. With each having their 
own election machine based among of-
ficials, they were probably even happy 
to see the bar raised.

Howard Beckett is McCluskey’s fa-
voured successor. He embodies many 
of the worst aspects of the McCluskey 
leadership: left-wing posturing and 
militant-sounding speeches as a front 
for influence-peddling, patronage, and 
back-room politicking.  Beckett has 
now been tasked by McCluskey to shut 

down debate and challenges about 
the scandal of the failure to keep the 
union’s Executive Council informed of 
the rocketing costs of the construction 
of its new conference centre in Bir-
mingham. As head of the union’s legal 
department, he led Unite’s disgraceful 
response to an employment tribunal 
claim brought against it by a female 
officer who suffered sexist abuse. Re-
cently, Beckett has used his substantial 
social-media following to post about 
how Unite will fight militantly against 
“fire and rehire”, but has been oddly si-
lent when called out about the fact that, 
in British Gas, the site of the most sig-
nificant dispute against fire and rehire, 
Unite accepted British Gas’s new con-
tracts, scabbed on the GMB’s strikes, 
and signed a sweetheart deal. Activ-
ists involved in the dispute report that 
many of Unite’s rank-and-file members 
wanted to reject the contracts, but were 
overridden by officers including Beck-
ett himself.

Steve Turner is currently an assistant 
general secretary, with a prominent 
role in determining Unite’s industrial 
strategy. Turner is the co-chair of the 
People’s Assembly. Like Beckett, he is, 
in many ways, a “continuity-McCluskey” 
candidate, but with the advantage of 
being more personally distant from 
allegations of corruption and sexism. 
Turner’s candidacy is supported by the 
United Left, the main left-wing group-
ing in the union. Turner has committed 
to introduce a new free-phone service 
for union members, promising a “one 
call, that’s all” option for members to 
contact their union.

That emphasis reflects a focus on the 
union being an efficient staff “machine” 
to provide services to individual mem-
bers, rather than on workers organising 
themselves in workplaces.

Sharon Graham heads Unite’s Or-
ganising and Leverage department, 
a small army of full-time professional 
organisers. Sadly, she appears to have 
no hesitation in deploying her staff in 
the service of her candidacy as well as 
for the work they are employed by the 

union to do.
Graham emphasises a back-to-basics 

focus on workplace organising, and 
plays down engagement with official 
politics. “When workers first stood on 
the picket lines,” she said recently, “we 
didn’t have Westminster on our side. 
We just had each other.”

It might be added that we didn’t have 
squadrons of unelected, unaccounta-
ble, and sometimes high-paid officials 
from union organising departments 
“on our side” either. And that militant 
workers soon concluded that having 
our own representatives in Westminster 
was a good idea, hence the foundation 
of the Labour Representation Commit-
tee. 

“None of the 
candidates 

represent our vision of 
rank-and-file, industrial 
trade unionism...”

Graham’s emphasis on building and 
rebuilding workplace strength has 
much to recommend it, and contains 
many legitimate criticisms of the way 
the McCluskey regime has conducted 
its politics. However, there is also a risk 
— especially if Coyne fails to get onto 
the ballot paper — that the organised 
forces of the right within the union 
could attempt to confiscate Graham’s 
campaign and give her “back-to-ba-
sics” emphasis a conservative twist 
which transmutes it into “Unite should 
be less left-wing.”

Graham’s decision to stand on her 
record in the union’s organising de-
partment also raises broader questions 
about how much “organising” in Unite 
is really about lay-member empower-
ment and how much about unelected 
organisers posturing as militants but 
treating union activists as if they were 
their managers.

The election will be First Past The 

Post. Beckett, Graham and Turner are 
reported to have agreed that two of 
them will stand down if Coyne gets 
onto the ballot paper. In an FPTP elec-
tion, there are clear advantages to a 
single left candidate. But for this ru-
moured agreement to have been made 
behind closed doors, without any dem-
ocratic oversight or opportunity for 
rank-and-file members to input into the 
decision about who the single left can-
didate should be, is further evidence 
of the deterioration of lay-member de-
mocracy under the McCluskey regime.

As well as more than trebling the 
number of branch nominations re-
quired, the leadership also success-
fully argued at the last Rules Revision 
Conference against Single Transferable 
Vote for General Secretary elections.

Workers’ Liberty members active in 
Unite met on 18 April to discuss the 
election. The meeting agreed that none 
of the candidates represent our vision 
of rank-and-file, industrial trade union-
ism. But they are not all the same. We 
cannot back the hard right and fake 
“left” options represented by Coyne 
and Beckett.

A further meeting will revisit the 
question of backing Turner or Graham 
once their campaigns have developed 
further and their political character 
becomes clearer. The meeting also 
re-emphasised our critique of the role 
of the union bureaucracy, and opposed 
involvement of unelected union staff in 
the election campaigns. □

Howard Beckett (top left), Steve Turner (top right), Sharon 
Graham (bottom left) and Gerard Coyne (bottom right )

A socialist and anti-
imperialist

Shapurji Saklatvala was Labour’s 
first BAME MP, and a revolution-

ary socialist and anti-imperialist. 
Learn about his life and struggles in 
this pamphlet, replete with lessons 
for today. £3. □

workersliberty.org/publications
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“If we hadn’t kicked off...”
By Jay Dawkey

“Even when Boris announced the 
lockdown they wanted us to con-

tinue the training. I will never forgive 
them for that. Sorry if it sounds like I 
don’t care, or I am not putting any extra 
back in, but that is how I feel now. If we 
hadn’t kicked off, they would have tried 
to force us into unsafe work. Now, what-
ever they do, I will remember that”.

K, an instructor driver, is not particu-
larly happy to be back instructing. “And 
even now, I ask to be released so I can 
do what I think helps the trainees, but 

instead they are just giving me normal 
duties, and I am sick of wearing a mask 
in a train cab all day while trying to ex-
plain things to someone else”.

“Anyway”, he smiles to me, his current 
trainee. “Now you know where we are 
with it all. And don’t let us being like 
this stop them giving you what you 
need. I will give you enough evidence 
that if you need to ask for more time 
then you can ask for more time. Don’t 
let them rush you. This is a hard job to 
get, but an easy one to lose”.

It is reassuring to know despite it all, 
they do want to help. But the training 
is a lot more broken up than we’d like. 
Covid tests every week, then waiting 
for results before you can get back in 
the cab with a different instructor. More 
and more instructors and trainees are 

getting wise to it now, though. The 
Covid tests are done on Mondays, and 
because of the wait for results, man-
agement are trying to make people 
take Tuesdays as rest days, rather than 
the days they actually want off. “You 
might as well be off, because you may 
be sitting around, not able to drive”. But 
you see more people in on a Tuesday 
than earlier in the year.

“Perhaps we can eke it all out until 
after more of the restrictions end and 
you can go back to what training would 
have been like”, says another driver. “I 
will do my best”, K laughs. □

• “Jay Dawkey” is a worker on the 
London Underground currently training 
to upgrade from station assistant to 
driver.

School rebellion
By John Cunningham

The school students’ rebellion at the 
Pimlico Academy (Solidarity 587) 

brings to mind the classic anti-school 
film Zero de Conduite (Zero for Con-
duct), made in France and directed by 
Jean Vigo back in 1933.

Returning to their dreary boarding 
school after the holidays, four students 
become increasingly angered by the 
petty discipline, appalling food, and 
bullying, obnoxious Headmaster. They 
stage a protest and the Parents’ Open 
Day ends in total chaos while the boys 

make their escape over the rooftops.
Vigo went on to direct only one more 

film, L’Atalante (1934), a romantic tale 
of workers on the barges of the Seine, 
and died of TB, aged only 29, before 
the film was finished. His father was a 
well-known anarchist (later socialist) 
militant Miguel Almereyda, who was 
found dead in mysterious circum-
stances in his prison cell in August 
1917; some of the school teachers in 
the film are modelled on the prison 
guards Vigo encountered when he vis-
ited his father. The film was screened 
only once, to much controversy, and 
was then instantly banned and not seen 
again till 1945.

Zero… was one of the inspirations for 
Lindsay Anderson’s school rebellion 
film If... in 1968. □

£20,000 by 
11 July
We took in an additional £242 

this week (thanks to John 
and Stephen), bringing our total to 
£2,112.24. We hope for some real 
progress on our fundraising at our 
conference over the weekend of 
24-25 April. Our sales of Solidarity, 
Women’s Fightback, and books and 
pamphlets were healthy at the Kill 
the Bill demonstration in central Lon-
don on Saturday 17 April, but we still 
need more funds help us to get out 
onto the streets and make a bigger 
impact. 

• Donate at workersliberty.org/
donate2021

By Janine Booth

Europe’s richest football clubs have 
announced an exclusive Super 

League, but have met with near-unani-
mous opposition. This is a move by Eu-
rope’s richest clubs, not its best clubs. 
One of England’s “Big Six” founding 
this Super League, Tottenham Hot-
spur, has not won the domestic league 
title for sixty years! Of the three clubs 
involved from Italy’s Serie A, one (AC 
Milan) has not qualified for the Champi-
ons League for the past eight seasons.

These clubs would be the only mem-
bers of this “Super-League”. With no 
promotion into or relegation out of it, 
they would not have to play to a de-
cent standard to retain their places, 
and other clubs could not gain entry 
no matter how good they got.

TV pundit and former Manchester 
United and England player Gary Nev-
ille has rightly condemned it. “The tim-
ing of it, the midst of a pandemic, in the 
midst of an economic crisis, not just in 
football but in this world, to demon-
strate greed rather than compassion, is 
an absolute shocker.”

This move is the latest step in a dec-
ades-long process of big-money take-

over of football. A working-class game 
followed by many millions of people 
is now owned by big business and oli-
garchs who prioritise money over fans. 
Ticket prices have risen exponentially 
and matches are scheduled to suit TV 
schedules rather than supporters.

Europe-wide football tournaments 
are great. They facilitate national 
and cultural mixing on the pitch and 
amongst fans, and provide amazing 
displays of quality football. Europe al-
ready has several football tournaments: 
it does not need a separate, sealed-off, 
elitist venture. There is good reason to 
hope that the level of opposition will 
stop this happening, but unless that 
opposition is led by fans, we may end 
up with a different version of the same 
thing. Football fans: unite! □

Super League? A shocker

Diary of a 
Tubeworker

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• Independent working-class rep-
resentation in politics

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

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

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

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

• A workers’ movement that fights 
all forms of oppression

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

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

• Black and white workers’ unity 
against racism

• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global 

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

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

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

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

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

• workersliberty.org/join-awl

Kino Eye
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Fight over job cuts

Tube drivers at Queen’s Park depot 
who are members of the RMT 

union have voted by a 99% majority for 
strikes to stop job cuts, after an active 
campaign to get the vote out. London 
Underground bosses want to cut the 
workforce by around 10%. Although 
RMT reps have already won a guaran-
tee that no driver will be displaced, the 
union is rightly fighting over the prin-
ciple of the cuts themselves. A reduc-
tion in the staffing level will make things 
harder for the remaining staff, and de-
lete positions that could be taken up 
by other drivers wanting to move to 
Queen’s Park. It also means there’ll be 
fewer driver positions overall, making 
promotion from other functions harder. 
London Underground has been stone-
walling RMT’s demand for further nego-
tiations. If they continue to do so, RMT 
must use its ballot mandate and call 
action.□

Elections for the National Executive 
and other posts in the PCS civil ser-

vice workers’ union this year run from 
22 April to 12 May. The Independent 
Left grouping in the union, pcsinde-
pendentleft.com, which in 2019 got 
John Moloney elected assistant gen-
eral secretary, is running Bev Laidlaw 
for union president, and a number of 
candidates for the National Executive 
and other national positions. It is run-
ning a slate in the Department of Work 
and Pensions group elections, and 
backing the PCS Rank and File slate 
in the Revenue and Customs (HMRC) 
group.

The Independent Left platform in-
cludes: “a real living wage as a mini-
mum and workers on the same grade 

getting the same rate regardless of 
department... an effort to organise all 
workers in our workplaces, including 
outsourced and agency workers, and 
fight for direct employment and the 
levelling up of conditions... transpar-
ent negotiations... The union should be 
a tool for black, women, LGBT+, and 
disabled workers to use to organise 
against inequality and discrimination, 
at work and in society.

“The union should support all groups 
of workers who want to take action, not 
put barriers in their way... All officials 
should be directly answerable and ac-
countable to the membership... Full 
Time Officers’ pay should be pegged 
to the average wages of the members 
they represent”. □

Reject the 4% sop!
By Gerry Bates

Nurses United, an ac-
tivist group within the 

Royal College of Nursing 
(RCN), is campaigning for 
rejection of the 4% pay 
offer made to NHS workers 
in Scotland. Like the NHS 
Workers Say No group, it 
is campaigning for a 15% 
rise.

The GMB union is ballot-
ing in Scotland between 
12 April and 5 May, Unison 
between 15 April and 7 May, and the 
RCN between 16 April and 6 May. Uni-
son has called on members to accept 
the 4%, GMB and RCN to reject. The 

Royal College of Midwives 
and Unite are putting the 
deal to their members 
with no recommendation.

NHS workers have suf-
fered real-terms pay 
cuts of up to 20% since 
2010, and the NHS is 
understaffed by around 
100,000. A meagre 4% 
being accepted in Scot-
land will knock a hole in 
the organising to change 
those conditions which 

currently aims for a next day of action 
on 12 May. □

• More at Nurses United or at NHS 
Workers Say No on Facebook

Contact us
020 7394 8923

solidarity@workersliberty.org

Write to: 20E Tower Workshops, 
Riley Road, London, SE1 3DG

Production team: George 
Wheeler, Martin Thomas 

(editor), Sacha Ismail, Simon Nelson, 
Zack Muddle

Uniting in-house 
and outsourced

In the last week, I’ve had discus-
sions with the United Voices of the 

World union (UVW), who organise 
outsourced workers in some parts of 
the civil service, including the Royal 
Parks. We’ve worked closely with them 
in the past; improving the way PCS 
approaches the organising of out-
sourced workers has been a central 
focus of my time in office so far, and 
strengthening our relationship with 
UVW has been part of that.

Royal Parks is re-tendering its out-
sourced facilities management con-
tract, and there’s a threat to cleaners’ 
jobs, which could see cuts of around 
50%. UVW members have previously 
struck in Royal Parks, and they’ve re-
cently voted again to take industrial 
action, by 100% on a 90% turnout.

I’ve taken the issue up within PCS. 
As the union that organises the di-
rectly-employed staff, we can use our 
negotiations with the employer to 
add weight to outsourced workers’ 
demands. Our reps will be seeking 
guarantees from Royal Parks man-
agement that there won’t be cuts to 
cleaners’ jobs, and if those guarantees 
aren’t secured, we’ll discuss what we 
can do to support any strike by UVW 
members.

On Monday 19 April, I’m due to ad-
dress the union’s Wales committee to 
discuss, amongst other things, climate 
change. PCS has very progressive cli-
mate policy, and we need to discuss 
enacting that throughout the union, 
and tying it into our workplace activ-
ity. We want to use our organisation in 
the civil service and government de-
partments in Wales to make demands 

of the Welsh government for radical 
climate action.

Throughout the civil service, I’m 
leading discussions on how to con-
front the system of negotiation, which 
is patchwork and allows the employer 
to negotiate as a single bloc when 
it suits them, but to practise frag-
mented delegation to departmental 
sub-committees when they deem it 
in their interests. We’re looking to 
mount a challenge to the legal foun-
dation of this system, and as a result, 
we’ll shortly have the first meeting the 
union has held with the Cabinet Office 
in some time to discuss the negotia-
tion structure.

Our members at the Driver and Ve-
hicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) com-
plex in Swansea, who struck from 6-9 
April, will strike again in the coming 
weeks unless talks, which resume on 
19 April, produce guarantees around 
homeworking. In the Ministry of Jus-
tice, a new pay offer from OCS, the 
contractor employing cleaners and 
other facilities management staff, will 
go out to ballot. That offer was se-
cured via the threat of strikes, which is 
positive, although it doesn’t meet our 
demands for a full living wage.

In the Department for Work and 
Pensions, bosses have now an-
nounced they want all staff to return 
to the physical workplace at least one 
or two days a week. That is a signifi-
cant escalation of their back-to-work 
push. Our Group Executive Commit-
tee has decided to conduct indica-
tive ballots of our members to see if 
they’d be prepared to take industrial 
action. I understand the arguments for 
that, but my personal view is that we 
should move more quickly to formal 
ballots. We already have a sense of 
where local management is applying 
the most pressure, and we need to act 
quickly. □

• John Moloney is assistant general 
secretary of the civil service workers’ 
union PCS, writing here in a personal 
capacity.
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British Gas sacks British Gas sacks 
500 engineers500 engineers
By Ollie Moore

British Gas engineers in the GMB union struck 
for the 43rd time on 14 April, as their em-

ployer dismissed workers who refused to agree 
to new contracts. Activists estimate that around 
500 workers have been dismissed, a higher total 
than British Gas bosses reportedly expected.

The scale of the sackings has left the company 
understaffed, with some workers reporting being 
contacted by British Gas managers immediately 
following their dismissal to be offered work as 
sub-contractors.

Because the new contracts were imposed, 
there is now no collective agreement on working 
arrangements in place at British Gas. Paradoxi-
cally, this gives workers some leeway to subvert 
the new arrangements. Previous agreements 
included some modifications to statutory min-
imums around working time and rest between 
shifts in order to facilitate emergency call-outs. 
With no such agreements in place, workers can 
revert to statutory standards, which may make job 
allocation harder for British Gas management. 

Union reps and activists are meeting to discuss 
next steps, including the formulation of demands 
for the content of a new collective agreement. Al-
though there will undoubtedly be a period of re-
grouping, the union must go on the offensive as 
soon as feasibly possibly, with an assertive cam-
paign and new industrial action ballot to win that 
agreement. 

There is no prettifying the facts that workers 
have, at this stage of the dispute, suffered a defeat 

via the imposition of British Gas’s new contracts 
and that the union has been weak in response. 
But the dispute has brought forward and galva-
nised a new layer of activists and reps who are 
determined to renew and reinvigorate union or-
ganisation in British Gas, and are not prepared to 
accept the status quo as the dispute’s final stage.

The union leadership must empower and en-
courage, rather than tempering or holding back, 
the determination of that layer. □

Bring the labour movement Bring the labour movement 
into Police Bill protests!into Police Bill protests!

By Sacha Ismail 

The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill 
will deepen the criminalisation and harass-

ment of Gypsy and Traveller communities: bit.ly/
gtbriefing.

On the right to protest, the Bill builds on earlier 
restrictions. 

The movement against it should raise these 
earlier restrictions, as well as multiple anti-strike 
laws introduced between 1980 and 2016: bit.ly/
iertimeline.

Clauses 54 and 55 of the Police Bill expand 
powers in the 1986 Public Order Act under which 
a senior officer may impose conditions on public 
processions and assemblies, bringing them into 
parity. Previously conditions could only be im-
posed on a) the place at which a static assembly 
could be held, b) its maximum duration or c) the 
maximum number of persons who constitute it.

The changes erode distinctions between static 
and moving protests, allowing a senior officer to 
impose conditions “as appear to him necessary”. 
Thus a static protest could be banned altogether.

Clauses 54-55 and 60 subsection 2 introduce 
“noise generated by persons taking part” as a 
reason to warrant conditions if it “may result in 
serious disruption to the activities of an organisa-
tion which are carried out in the vicinity”; and, for 
static assemblies, if that noise “may have a rele-
vant impact on persons in the vicinity… and that 
impact is significant.”

The Bill establishes an offence of breaching a 
police-imposed condition if the person “ought to 
have known” it existed.

It increases the maximum sanctions for an or-
ganiser who strays from police-imposed condi-
tions from three to eleven months imprisonment.

Clause 57 amends Part 3 of the Police Reform 
and Social Responsibility Act 2011 to significantly 
expand the area around Parliament where par-
ticular activities are banned, and the list of activ-
ities.

Clause 59 restates the common law offence of 
public nuisance in statute. This includes “any con-
duct which endangers the life, health, property 
or comfort of a section of the public” or “that ob-

structs them in the exercise of rights belonging 
to the public.”

Clause 46 amends the 1980 Magistrates’ Courts 
Act so courts are no longer restricted to a sen-
tence of three months’ imprisonment and/or a 
fine up to £2,500, based on the value of a “me-
morial” (e.g. statue) damaged. Instead, the limit is 
the 1971 Criminal Damage Act’s maximum of ten 
years in prison.

Part 4 introduces a criminal offence for trespass 
and powers to arrest offenders in situ and seize 
vehicles and other property immediately. This 
would affect protest camps.

There, it builds on the Criminal Justice and 
Public Order Act 1994, where Part V covered col-
lective trespass and nuisance on land; included 
sections against raves; and against disruptive 
trespass, squatters and unauthorised campers. It 
criminalised what were previously civil offences in 
many forms of protest, including hunt sabotage 
and anti-road protests.

There were big demonstrations, and left Labour 
MPs opposed that law vigorously.

Elsewhere, the new Police Bill builds on the Pub-
lic Order Act 1986. Section 11 required at least 
six days’ written notice before most processions, 
including details of the intended time and route, 
and the name and address of a person organis-
ing it. It created offences if organisers do not give 
sufficient notice, or the procession diverges from 
the notified time or route.

Section 12 gave the power to impose condi-
tions on processions “to prevent serious public 
disorder, serious criminal damage or serious dis-
ruption to the life of the community”.

Section 13 gave a chief police officer the power 
to ban processions up to three months by apply-
ing to a local authority, with subsequent confir-
mation from the Home Secretary.

The 1986 Act abolished common-law offences 
of riot, rout, unlawful assembly and affray, and 
offences under the 1661 Tumultuous Petitioning 
Act and the 1817 Seditious Meetings Act. But its 
restrictions on protests should be abolished.

The whole Parliamentary Labour Party voted 
against that 1986 law, including Tony Blair.

• More at bit.ly/plc-bill
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Women’s Fightback is a socialist feminist 
publication by Workers’ Liberty. Order 

issue 25, Spring 2021, for £1 — or cheaper in 
bulk! □
workersliberty.org/publications
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