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STOP THE BORDERS BILL!
By Sacha Ismail

There is mass public support 
for helping Afghan refugees. 

The left and labour movement 
should try to mobilise and build 
on it, to win stronger measures 
to help those fleeing Afghan-
istan — and to challenge the 
whole anti-migrant framework 
which the Johnson government 
is preparing to strengthen.

Supporters of anti-Brexit cam-
paign Another Europe is Possi-
ble organised local actions in 
support of Afghan refugees on 
4 September. We should be on 
the look out for further oppor-
tunities to demonstrate. If ref-
ugee rights organisations call 
bigger protests, socialist, trade 
union and Labour activists 
should try to mobilise a strong 
labour movement presence.

The numbers the UK govern-
ment is proposing to resettle 
from Afghanistan are low: 5,000 
immediately and 15,000 in an 
undefined “long term”. As the 
Refugee Action charity com-
ments “the scheme does not 
go far enough. In fact, it barely 
touches the sides”.

Uganda, whose GDP is 52 
times lower than the UK’s, has 
announced it is offering imme-
diate welcome to 2,000 from 
Afghanistan. Or to give some 
historical context, when Indians 
fled Uganda in 1972, the UK re-
settled 27,000 in a few months.

EU governments are citing 
the UK’s stingy response to 
Afghan refugees as a prece-

dent for them not to open their 
doors much either.

In Solidarity 604 we spelt 
out some measures to actually 
welcome Afghan and other ref-
ugees. As we commented, “of-
ficial resettlement schemes are 
not enough”.

Refugee Action asks (bit.ly/
refugeeaction1), “what of the 
vast majority of Afghans who 
will not be lucky enough to be 
resettled? How will we treat 
the 20,001st Afghan refugee? 
Any Afghan who arrives in the 
UK today to claim asylum will 
be faced with a system riddled 
with injustice that all too often 
fails those it is meant to pro-
tect...”

“Worse still, this Government 
is seeking to double down on 
this injustice with their anti-refu-
gee Bill currently going through 
Parliament [the Borders Bill, 
currently awaiting its commit-
tee stage].

“If passed, the Bill would rep-
resent the biggest attack on 
the refugee protection system 
that we have ever seen and will 
close the door to desperate 
people who arrive in the UK 

to seek safety, including those 
from Afghanistan. Under the 
Bill, an Afghan arriving in the 
UK via means other than official 
routes would likely be detained 
for who knows how long and 
deported to who knows where.”

The labour movement must 
do much more to oppose this 
anti-refugee Bill — the Tories’ 
Nationality and Borders Bill (bit.
ly/antirefugeebill).

We need to change the whole 
terms of the “debate” on mi-
grants’ and refugee rights. As 
Zrinka Bralo writes for Migrants 
Organise (bit.ly/zrinkab)

“It seems strange now that, 
just [over] two decades ago, 
refused asylum seekers like me 
were able to work, and even 
stranger that the government 
spared no costs to ensure Bos-
nian refugees were looked 
after, had interpreters and case-
workers, and the best NHS care 
for the wounded and the trau-
matised...”

The left must fight, including 
in the Labour Party, to stop the 
Borders Bill and for a clear pol-
icy of reversing decades of at-
tacks on migrants’ rights. □
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Expropriate Big Pharma! 
Vaccinate the world! 
Worldwide, “serious and critical 

cases” of Covid in hospitals stand 
at 105,000 and increasing, only just 
below the all-time high of 114,000 on 
29 August.

The counted death rate per day has 
decreased a bit in recent days, and is 
now 50% below its peak in January 
2021, but is still higher than at any time 
before mid-November 2020.

The real figures are worse than the 
counts. More of the deaths and seri-
ous cases recently have been in poorer 
countries which have looser counts and 
where severe cases are less likely to 
reach hospitals. In India, the death rate 
is now falling, but scientists reckon that 
the real toll there may be ten times the 
official figure of 440,000 deaths so far.

We are moving towards winter in 
the Northern hemisphere, with its 87% 
of the world’s population. Because of 
viruses’s seasonal patterns, not yet 
understood, and because of more peo-
ple being indoors in crowded spaces, 
Covid cases are likely to rise.

New variants will emerge. The latest 
is Mu. It may evade existing immunities 
(from infections or vaccines) better than 

others, though we don’t yet know if it 
will out-compete Delta.

We are far from being “post-Covid”. 
That is true even in the richer and 
better-vaccinated countries. But the 
better-vaccinated are vastly better pro-
tected. The first priority is to vaccinate 
the world.

Since May, world vaccination rates 
have been jogging along at about 0.4 
or 0.5 jabs per 100 people per day. 
About 28% of the world’s population 
is vaccinated. At that rate it will be well 
into Northern hemisphere spring 2022 
before we get an average of the 70% 
or 80% vaccination rates achieved or 
aimed at by richer countries.

Poorer countries can vaccinate fast. 
Cambodia has been vaccinating at 
over one jab per 100 people per day 
for the last month, while the fastest the 
UK ever went was 0.6 to 0.8.

But they have to have the vaccines. As 
yet Africa has achieved only eight jabs 
per 100, growing at a rate of only 0.1 
per day, which would mean four years 
to reach full vaccination. India has only 
11% fully vaccinated.

Pfizer gets a 80% profit margin on 
each dose, at $39 a shot. Moderna is 
coining huge profits. Astra-Zeneca is 
cheaper (Oxford scientists forced its 
hand by sending technical info to India 
before doing a deal with the firm), but 
overall supply is being pre-empted by 
rich countries buying it up in advance.

The South Korean government has 
called on the US government to press 
Big Pharma to share technology to new 
vaccine factories in South Korea. No re-
sponse.

Labour movements must fight for 
Big Pharma to be taken under public 
ownership and democratic control, to 
enable emergency vaccine produc-
tion and distribution worldwide. And 
for rich governments to donate more 
vaccines than the token amounts given 
already to the World Health Organiza-
tion’s Covax scheme.

Leaving the virus to rage unchecked 
in vast areas of the world will kill fur-
ther millions and generate new vari-
ants likely to bite back at the relatively 
well-vaccinated countries.

Israel, the USA, and the UK are seeing 
Covid surges, as relatively well-vacci-
nated Chile and Seychelles did before 
us. In Chile and Seychelles, a possible 
factor is lower effectiveness from one 
of the Chinese vaccines used there. In 
Israel, the USA, and the UK, though, 
the evidence from the Covid surges - 

which probably come from scrapping 
even lax restrictions, and wide mixing 
through holiday travel - confirms the 
effectiveness of vaccines.

The vaccines aim to stop severe 
symptoms. They do that well, though, 
like all other vaccines, not 100%. They 
limit post-Covid sufferings. They also 
limit slight-symptom or no-symptom in-
fection, and consequent transmission, 
but less so. With a highly-transmissible 
variant like Delta, vaccines will always 
have difficulty stopping surges rather 
than making them milder.

In the UK, the case fatality rate from 
Covid is only one-tenth what it was in 
February, and now in the same league 
as flu. In Israel, deaths among the ful-
ly-vaccinated have remained rare and 
stable during the current surge of in-
fections. The rise in deaths and severe 
hospitalisations is concentrated in the 
unvaccinated minority.

Fatalities 
The USA has a much higher case fatality 
rate, about one-third of its peak level. 
That comes partly from undercounting 
of cases (the USA does less testing than 
the UK or Israel), and partly from vacci-
nation rates being much lower in some 
areas of the USA (Trump-enthusiast 
areas, mostly) than in others. The cur-
rent Covid death rates in the USA vary 
from 1.56 in Florida, 1.25 in Mississippi, 
1.07 in Lousiana, down to 0.16 or less in 
the north-east.

The Delta surge in Europe over re-
cent months has been milder (bar ex-
ceptions like low-vaccination Bulgaria) 
than we might fear from observation 
of India and the UK. The Netherlands, 
for example, scrapped all Covid restric-
tions in June, saw a Delta surge, reintro-
duced light restrictions (something like 
England between 17 May and 19 July), 
and has seen cases drop and remain 
low since then.

Yet in well-vaccinated France, a study 
released on 6 September estimates a 
peak of hospitalisations over the winter 
(unless restrictions curb the spread) far 
higher than in early 2020 or early 2021, 
even though concentrated in the un-
vaccinated minority.

As in the USA, a factor here is not lack 
of vaccines, but “vaccine hesitancy”. 
The percentage of adults saying that 
they would refuse a vaccine if offered 
has decreased in most countries - in 
France, from 44% in January 2021 to 
24% today, despite high-profile an-
ti-vax protests there - but has increased 

in Britain, from 18% in December 2020 
to 22% today. There aren’t that many 
adults left in Britain eligible for a vac-
cine and willing to take it.

Many governments have responded 
by instituting “vaccine passes” or vac-
cine requirements for particular jobs. 
Some, like France and all 50 states of 
the USA, already (unlike the UK) make 
childhood vaccinations compulsory. As 
yet Britain proposes a vaccine mandate 
only for care workers.

Unions have generally opposed 
these mandates while also urging their 
members to get vaccinated. An excep-
tion is the school teachers’ unions in 
the USA, who back a mandate. 

Vaccination could surely be increased 
in other ways. For a start, by mandating 
paid time off for all workers (including 
zero-hours) to get vaccinated and re-
cover from the side-effects if any.

The government’s scientific advisory 
committee on vaccines, the JCVI, has 
reported that for 12-15 year olds the 
small risks of serious vaccine side-ef-
fects look less than the (also small) risks 
of those unvaccinated getting severe 
Covid, but the health margin is not 
enough to warrant a vaccine roll-out to 
that age group. Possibly, they say, the 
educational benefits of a vaccine roll-
out (fewer infections, so fewer periods 
of self-isolation out of school) swing the 
balance. We can’t judge, but in the im-
mediate it is hard to see how the mar-
ginal benefits for 12-15 year olds can 
outweigh the gains from redirecting 
vaccines to vaccine-deprived countries.

Focus
Activists in the labour movement 
should focus our efforts on the social 
measures which will know will limit the 
Covid toll. Worldwide, the factor most 
correlated with low Covid tolls is lower 
social inequality.

• Full isolation pay for all (including 
for Test Centre workers, many still lack-
ing it despite government promises ex-
tracted by the Safe and Equal campaign 
and Labour MP Emily Thornberry)

• Pay the NHS workers their 15% 
wage demand and tax the rich to re-ex-
pand NHS budgets

• Make social care a public service, 
available free, publicly owned, and with 
workers on NHS-level pay and condi-
tions

• Workers’ control of workplace 
safety. □

Editorial

Social inequality has deepened 
the Covid pandemic; the pan-

demic has deepened inequality. 
This new pamphlet, from Momen-
tum Internationalists, offers ideas 
for the labour movement to regroup 
and fight back on socialist lines. □

momentuminternationalists.org
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Afghanistan’s Hazaras need our solidarity

By Maidi Askari 

Maidi Askari is a Hazara-background 
member of the Afghan diaspora. He is 
finishing his masters dissertation on Af-
ghanistan at SOAS university in London.

The Hazara community in the UK 
is many thousands strong. There 

are over a thousand in Peterborough. 
Other Afghan communities are also 
well represented, and we have good 
links with them; but I’d say in general 
the Hazara community is more organ-
ised politically. In Peterborough we 
have a well-established community 
centre. There is a Hazara Council of 
Great Britain which organises social 
events but is also a political body.

I think the reason for strong organisa-
tion among Hazaras is mainly that our 
community has experienced danger 
and persecution over a very long pe-
riod — dating back to the 19th century, 
under the Emir Abdur Rahman Khan, 
when perhaps 60% of Hazaras were 
massacred. This experience has fos-
tered a strong community solidarity.

The same factors have also made 
many Hazara people very keen on edu-
cation, in order to improve our position 
in society. That has created some inter-
esting dynamics here, because many 
young Hazaras have been exposed 
to liberal ideas, whereas some older 
members of the community are more 
religiously conservative.

I myself am left-wing. However events 
in Afghanistan have tended to push 
me away from the left a bit, because so 

many left-wing groups only oppose the 
Western imperial powers and do not 
look at what is actually going in Afghan 
society.

What is the situation facing the 
Hazara people in Afghanistan now?

Grim. In the last twenty years Hazaras 
have really become the backbone of 
civil society in Afghanistan, again be-
cause of that focus on education. They 
didn’t really gain much political power, 
but this was not their focus. They fought 
instead for a different kind of power, 
the power to shape their own commu-
nities. In the last twenty years that was 
easier to do. In that period Hazara peo-
ple could at least raise their voices with-
out being totally suppressed.

Now in the Hazara areas the Taliban 
are going house to house, beating 
people up, killing them. It is a similar 
experience to living under a Nazi-type 
regime. You can never feel safe and if 
people are taken or killed there is little 
one can do. Now, there won’t be even a 
nominally independent judicial system, 
and no practical right to protest.

In Hazara areas, quite consistently, 
education is more developed and ad-
vanced than most other areas. These 
communities have worked hard and 
sacrificed to build a school system. 
In the universities many students and 
teachers are Hazaras. Now, the bigoted 
and ignorant Taliban regime have dis-
missed all the university teachers, and 
will, in practice, scare students from at-
tending.

Even more than other Afghans, per-
haps, the Hazaras do not believe the 
more measured rhetoric the Taliban 
have adopted in order to perform in 
front of the Western media and ap-

pease Western governments. Their 
ideology permits and propels them to 
attack Hazaras, who they regard as in-
fidels because our religion is Shia, not 
Sunni Islam; and also as a supposedly 
alien, Mongolian people due to our fa-
cial features and so on. They are part of 
a long history of Pashtun-chauvinist vi-
olence which stretches back to the 19th 
century massacres. When they were 
last in power, in the 1990s, they carried 
out massacres themselves. In 1998 they 
killed 10,000 in Mazar-i-Sharif.

Do you think the Taliban will have 
policies as fierce as in 1996-2001 — 
particularly in regard to women — or 
might they ease off under pressure 
from foreign governments and larger 
cities which have more social infra-
structure than in the 90s?

It will certainly be harder for them to 
carry out their repression this time, but I 
think that once the dust has settled and 
the glare of the world is no longer on 
them they will go the same way. It will 
be the same with the Hazaras. In terms 
of women, they have already made 
clear that women will have no place in 
politics or government. Maybe they will 
keep a very few in junior administrative 
positions. In Kabul in particular they 
will find it hard to eliminate them com-
pletely. In the rest of Afghanistan they 
will surely move to exclude women 
from any share in power faster. We can 
see what they intend from the areas of 
the country they have controlled for 
some time.

There is a history of protest in Af-
ghanistan, of people standing up for 
their rights against dominant elites. 
In 2016 we had the Enlightenment 
Movement, a grassroots Hazara protest 
movement against systematic discrimi-
nation, which also included opposition 
to more privileged, conservative, Haz-
ara political elites.

So I think that there will be people in 
civil society who want to resist. But the 
reality of Taliban repression will make 
it very difficult for them to do so. In the 
last fortnight we’ve seen small protests 
of women to defend women’s rights, 
and yet even with these small protests 
the Taliban have attacked them, left 
women with bleeding heads and so on. 
People have been shot in several cities 
for flying the old Afghan flag. All this 
while they are still concerned about for-
eign attention. I can only see it getting 
worse. Yes, there will be discontent at 
food shortages and so on, but for now 
I’m not convinced there will be signifi-
cant protests.

What is your assessment of the US 
withdrawal from Afghanistan?

In the long run I’m always opposed to 
colonial or imperial powers intervening 
in the internal politics of any country. 

The history of interventions in Afghani-
stan is disastrous.

I should add that many Afghan re-
gimes have themselves represented a 
sort of “internal colonialism”, as some 
historians put it, because of Pashtun 
rule over the majority of the people. 
The Taliban regime, in essence, seeks 
to go back to the worst periods of that. 
Then of course there is Pakistan. In the 
Panjshir valley [in Northeast Afghani-
stan] there has been armed resistance 
to the Taliban and there are reports 
and videos of Pakistani fighters and 
Pakistani drones and planes aiding 
the Taliban. This comes as the head of 
ISI, Pakistan’s intelligence agency, was 
seen in Kabul.

So it’s not that I want a US presence 
in Afghanistan, not at all, but equally 
the way the US left was extremely irre-
sponsible. After years of doing nothing 
serious to help people in Afghanistan, 
very little to build social and govern-
ment infrastructure so they could gov-
ern themselves, they exited suddenly, 
without even really telling the Afghan 
government what they were doing.

Now perhaps there will be different 
forms of intervention, from different 
countries. China has recognised the 
Taliban, and they are looking to build 
a highway from Pakistan to Kabul, and 
to get involved in the economy of Af-
ghanistan. In the medium-term they 
can take natural resources like minerals 
and provide the Taliban with funding. 
The Saudis and other Arab states will 
continue and maybe step up support 
to the Taliban too.

How best to build solidarity with 
people in Afghanistan now?

For the left, the first thing is to end 
this viewpoint which only sees things 
in terms of certain imperial powers and 
take more of an interest in the actual 
people of Afghanistan. The left should 
be giving Afghan people, including 
from the diaspora, a voice and a plat-
form.

We can argue for Western societies 
to learn from the mistaken policies of 
their governments, policies which ben-
efited those governments rather than 
the peoples of Afghanistan, and pres-
sure them to adopt policies now that 
can at least improve the situation. We 
can push for pressure on Pakistan to 
stop helping the Taliban. We should 
call for humanitarian aid despite the 
Taliban government, because it will 
stop suffering, save lives and help keep 
Afghanistan’s society functioning. Of 
course we should fight to open up to 
and welcome refugees, and take meas-
ures to help people get here. □

• Abridged. More: bit.ly/maidia2

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

zoom.

Sunday 12 September, 6.30-8pm: Disaster in Afghanistan — historical 
background and lessons 
Sunday 26 September, 6.30-8pm: The Tories, immigration controls and 
modern slavery
Sunday 3 October, 12pm onwards: Socialist Feminist Reading Group: Berlin’s 
Third Sex (online event)
Sunday 3 October, 6.30pm-8pm: Capital Vol. 1 reading group
Sunday 10 October, 12pm onwards: In person Socialist Feminist reading 
Group (See online for details) 
Plus
Thursday 23 September, 6:30-8pm: Online book launch of Confronting 
Antisemitism on the Left: Arguments for Socialists

For our calendars of events, updated details, zoom links, 
more meetings and resources, scan the QR code or see 
workersliberty.org/events □

Interview
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Russia and Afghanistan: rewriting history 

By Jim Denham

The Russian invasion and occupation 
of Afghanistan was as brutal as the 

USA’s, in fact more so, involving indis-
criminate bombing, the napalming of 
villages and the deliberate destruction 
of crops. It cost an estimated million 
lives.

It was more a war of colonial occupa-
tion than the USA’s, in that the Russian 
government wanted to permanently 
conquer Afghanistan, whereas the 
USA’s plan was to punish the Taliban for 
9/11, clear out al-Qaeda, install a stable 
government it could do business with, 
and then get out. (It didn’t work out like 
that, of course).

In one respect, however the Russian 
occupation was more successful that 
the USA’s: the Stalinist PDPA govern-
ment that the USSR invaded to sustain 
proved capable of surviving in Kabul 
for three years after the Russians with-
drew, whereas Ashraf Ghani’s govern-
ment collapsed like a house of cards 

once the US withdrawal began. This dif-
ference is clearly of great importance 
to some people at the Morning Star: 
Nick Wright, (19 August) draws upon 
his own happy memories of being in 
Afghanistan alongside the Soviet army, 
whose main role (according to Wright’s 
description) was to defend education 
centres from Mujahideen attack. And 
even after the USSR withdrew, the Af-
ghan national army “proved it could 
operate effectively even without Soviet 
help and in fact Najibullah’s [PDPA] 
government survived the departure 
of the Red Army and the dismantling 
of socialism in the USSR by three clear 
years.”

Wright concludes his article: “As the 
domestic dynamics of Afghan society 
are reasserted against imperial power, 
the contrast with the collapse of this 
puppet government in a bare fortnight 
could not be greater”. The only politi-
cal conclusion that can be drawn from 
Wright’s account is that the Russian oc-
cupation was fundamentally progres-
sive and should not (and need not) 
have been ended.

Greg Godels, a US Stalinist blogger 
who writes under the name “Zoltan 

Zigedy” was more explicit in a piece 
in the Morning Star on 30 August, 
claiming that even after the Russian 
withdrawal “the secular, progressive 
[PDPA] government retained support 
for its land reforms, secular schools, 
rights of women, etc.” before “the re-
actionary government of Boris Yeltsin 
refusing even basic assistance, disunity 
within the progressive Afghan govern-
ment and the sheer weight of the for-
eign-backed assault forced the fall of 
the government.”

“Zigedy”/Godels claims that the true 
story of the Russian invasion and occu-
pation was “a saga of foreign interven-
tion” — by the USA, or “the west”.

This bizarre re-writing of history, ac-
cording to “Zigedy”/Godels, “seldom 
if ever finds its way into western media 
accounts. The consequent bloody 
war between the Mujahideen factions 
never gets laid at the [western] inter-
ventionists’ doorstep, a war that in one 
way or another continues to this day.”

The PDPA did have a small base in 
the cities, and above all in the Afghan 
armed forces, before, and autono-
mous from, the Russian invasion. And 
of course, the US did fund Mujahideen 

factions, directly or indirectly, in the 
1980s and early 90s. But current events 
in Afghanistan confirm, if confirma-
tion is needed, that US funding is no 
guarantee of an effective, let alone, 
victorious movement. The drivers for 
the Mujahideen victory were the hold 
of traditional authorities in the coun-
tryside (where the vast majority of the 
population lived), the PDPA’s lack of 
support there, and the brutality of the 
Russian occupation.

“Zigedy”/Godels ends his piece with 
the following stricture: “The very idea 
of forcing a country to do something 
deemed by another country to be in 
its better interests is an absurdity, an 
absurdity that insults the basic concept 
of self-determination”. Except, it would 
seem, when “another country” is the 
USSR...

This is all the stranger when you con-
sider that in 1979-80, the British Com-
munist Party condemned the invasion. 
It looks as though today’s Communist 
Party of Britain and Morning Star are 
not only re-writing the history of the 
Russian invasion and occupation of Af-
ghanistan, but also the history of their 
own response to it at the time. □

This may be a matter of se-
mantics but I’m not sure 

how “planned economies” 
can be said to be “organically” 
tied to anything, despite Alan 
Gilbert (Solidarity 604). It is 
questionable therefore that 
Stalinist states could only be 
growth-focused unless you 
define them as such. In Russia 

it was the conscious decision 
making of the bureaucracy 
that dictated such an orienta-
tion. Yes, they wanted to em-
ulate the West and opted for 
increased production capac-
ity, but their totalitarian control 
meant they theoretically still 
had choices, didn’t they?

Alan doesn’t argue that all 
capitalist economies have 
lower growth than Stalinist 
planned ones so the possibil-
ity of the opposite is admitted. 

I suppose you could make 
the case that having set the 
targets then growth in these 
“communist” countries could 
take on a life of its own, be-
come organic. This happens 
in China now through the de-
sire of regional bosses, who 
weren’t and are not subject to 
democratic control, to obtain 
promotions by GDP-boosting 
construction of often superflu-
ous infrastructure. □

Tony Southwell, Nottingham

Extinction Rebellion are 
well meaning but at their 

core is a contradiction that 
makes them impotent. 

They are trying to fight a 
political fight without pol-
itics. The consequence of 
that deficiency is that they 
spend their time making ap-
peals to political actors ask-
ing them to “stop the harm” 
or be better in some abstract 
way, as though those actors 
were neutral and able to be 
drained of the bad and re-
filled with the good if we get 
enough people to ask.

At their demonstration 
outside St Paul’s Cathedral 
speakers spoke about “vibes” 
and sang ukulele songs more 
than they did about any prac-
ticable work to fight climate 
change.

In a fortnight of actions re-
volving around the financial 
sector, XR essentially asked 
big banks very nicely to di-
vest from fossil fuels. 

Meanwhile, the attempts of 
Workers’ Liberty activists to 
inject some politics into the 
proceedings by calling for 

the banks to be expropriated 
and used democratically to 
fund green initiatives were 
sidelined by organisers. 

The ultimate tragedy is that 
in conversations with activ-
ists, especially younger ones, 
many were willing and enthu-
siastic about discussing the 
prospect and wider left-wing 
politics.

Some parts of the left sug-
gest that XR are an oil lobby 
funded operation to disrupt 
climate action. The truth is 
that XR are filling a space 
that the left could and should 
have filled. In that sense, the 
failings of XR are our own 
and an examination of how 
we got here, plus widespread 
intervention in their work with 
internationalist socialist pol-
itics, would likely get us far 
further than pithy online takes 
making fun of them dancing 
in the streets. 

Without that, XR will con-
tinue down the route of 
Greenpeace or Sea Shep-
herd - with big, flashy ac-
tions for media attention and 
worthless lobbying - and a 
generation of genuinely well 
meaning and motivated activ-
ists will be lost. □

Wilson Gibbons,
 Croydon

The climate demonstrations organised by 
Extinction Rebellion and participated in by 

Workers Liberty saw multiple instances of au-
thoritarian and violent policing not previously 
witnessed at mainstream environmental pro-
tests. The opening days of the two week long 
protest introduced the police’s van-mounted 
loud hailer belting out “Section 14” dispersal 
orders in central London, and by the Tuesday 
of the second week videos were circulating of 
police officers mounting an open-top-bus and 
swinging batons at protesters inside. This, in 
the context of the Police Bill, should be con-
cerning to socialists and environmentalists, re-
gardless of your views on XR.

XR’s surprise at state violence against pro-

testers is a reflection of their apolitical stance, 
which has no little or no understanding of the 
role the police play in protecting capital, and 
they still receive lighter treatment than many 
groups who do not explicitly seek out police 
provocation or arrest. However, it is already 
being reported that the experience is prompt-
ing reflection. Shamefully, the absence of the 
organised labour movement from the cam-
paign against the Police Bill (not to mention cli-
mate protests) continues to frustrate attempts 
to orientate the energy of radicalised people 
on the streets to working class politics. Social-
ists must to continue to agitate in movements 
like XR around clearly left wing demands. Only 
this can popularise methods by which work-
ing-class self organisation can effectively break 
capital’s cycle of environmental and social de-
struction. □

Abel Harvie-Clark,
Streatham

XR, the Police, and working class politics

The Stalinist bureaucrats had choicesVibes won’t save us
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Other films on 
Afghanistan

John Cunningham (Solidarity 

604) writes that, to his knowl-
edge, Bondarchuk’s 9th Company 
is the only film about the USSR in-
tervention in Afghanistan. In fact, 
there are many films on the subject. 
The Russians have made a few be-
sides 9th Company. Peshawar Waltz 
is about the revolt of Soviet POWs 
at Badaber, and Afghan Breakdown 
depicts the appalling civilian casu-
alties as the Russians scramble to 
withdraw. Surely the most famous 
filmic treatment of the war, though, 
is Rambo III. I won’t give away the 
plot - would be a shame to include 
spoilers.

Phil Grimm, Lewisham

Protests against Texas law set for 2 October

By Katy Dollar

The strictest anti-abortion law 
in the US went into effect on 

1 September after the US Su-
preme Court let the 31 August 
deadline to block it pass, after an 
emergency appeal. The new law 
in Texas allows any private citizen 
to sue anyone deemed to have 
helped a woman get an abortion 
against the law, although not the 
patient themselves.

Campaigners are worried this 
will empower anti-choice reac-
tionaries to make harassing law-
suits, paralysing the few abortion 
clinics still open, in the state.

The US Justice Department said that 
it will not tolerate violence against an-
yone seeking abortion services in the 
state and that federal officials are ex-
ploring all options to challenge this ef-
fective ban on almost all terminations.

To encourage reporting under the 
new law, Texas Right to Life has estab-
lished a digital tipline. “Any Texan can 
bring a lawsuit against an abortionist 

or someone aiding and abetting an 
abortion after six weeks,” the website 
reads, and those proved to be violat-
ing the law can be fined a minimum of 
$10,000. An online form allows anyone 
to submit an anonymous “report” of 
someone illegally aiding an abortion, 
including a section where images can 
be uploaded for proof.

Pro-choice users on TikTok and Reddit 
have launched a online effort to thwart 
the law, flooding this tip-website with 

false reports, Shrek memes and 
porn. The site, launched a month 
ago, has crashed several times as 
a result. One TikTok user said they 
had submitted 742 fake reports of 
the governor, Greg Abbott, get-
ting illegal abortions. Others have 
been writing programs to allow 
users to mass upload reports.

The Women’s March is planning 
a nationwide day of rallies in all 50 
states in support of reproductive 
rights. Marches are scheduled for 
2 October, two days before the 
Supreme Court reconvenes for 
its new term. The first Women’s 
March took place on 21 January 
2017, the day after the inaugu-
ration of Donald Trump as presi-
dent, with the original intention of 
challenging sexist statements he 
made as a candidate. The cam-

paign has since expanded to concen-
trating on issues including reproductive 
health and sexual violence.

Organisers say that Women’s March 
was the largest single-day protest in US 
history. As many as five million march-
ers participated at rallies across the 
US, including 500,000 in Washington, 
another 500,000 in New York, and as 
many as 750,000 in Los Angeles. □

Neurodivergent Labour is organ-
ising to “refer back” a section of 

the Labour Party’s National Policy 
Forum report at the party’s Brighton 
conference (25-29 September), as 
the report fails to even mention neu-
rodiversity: bit.ly/ND-ref. ND Labour 
submitted a summary of its compre-
hensive and widely-acclaimed Au-
tism and Neurodiversity Manifesto 
to the Policy Forum. It received ex-
tensive support, and was the sec-
ond most popular submission in its 
section - probably because so many 
Labour members are aware of the 
discrimination and disadvantage ex-
perienced by autistic, ADHD, dyscal-
culic and otherwise neurodivergent 
people.

John McDonnell MP is backing 
the move, explaining that, “By pro-
ducing a Neurodiversity Manifesto 
our members placed the Labour 
Party politically on the leading edge 
of this issue. We mustn’t let the party 
slip back and so I urge people to 
support this critically important ref-
erence back motion”.

The Uyghur Solidarity campaign is 
co-sponsoring a protest against Uy-
ghur forced labour with SW London 
Workers’ Liberty at the Foot Locker 
Brixton store, Unit 2, 442 Brixton 
Rd, London SW9 8PA, from noon 19 
Sep. Free Our Unions has an open 
organising meeting on 14 Septem-
ber: bit.ly/fou14s □

• Links and info for these and other 
campaigns, suggestions for labour-
movement motions and petitions: 
workersliberty.org/agenda
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Women’s 
Fightback

Beyond refugees: the Left and Afghanistan

By Eric Lee

Calls on Britain and other wealthy 
countries to take in Afghan refu-

gees are absolutely correct. And those 
refugees should not be limited to peo-
ple who worked alongside British sol-
diers and diplomats. Anyone at risk 
from the Taliban regime should be al-
lowed to come live in our countries.

But is that the only thing that social-
ists can say? I think we need to be a bit 
more ambitious. Here are some ideas:

First of all, socialists have a role to 
play in the public debate. While main-
stream politicians led by Biden and 
Johnson have demanded of the Tal-
iban only that they deny bases to ter-
rorist organisations and that they allow 
Afghans to leave, we on the Left should 
demand much more. 

We should be rejecting the idea that 
there is some kind of “Taliban 2.0” and 
that they deserve a chance to show 
that they’ll be much more respectful of 
human rights, and in particular wom-
en’s rights, than they did the last time 
they were in power. 

We must tell the truth. We must say 
loudly and clearly what every Afghan 
already knows: the Taliban is a clerical 
fascist movement and whatever small 
changes it may make to its rhetoric — 

especially when talking to the West — 
it will never be anything other than a 
murderous criminal gang. I hope that I 
am wrong about this, but I fear that this 
is the case.

While most European countries are 
at least pretending to care about the 
fate of the Afghans left behind, there 
is nothing of the sort going on in Mos-
cow, Beijing and Tehran. The Russian, 
Chinese and Iranian regimes will be 
falling over themselves to win influ-
ence in the “new Afghanistan”. Those 
on the Left who still maintain some 
kind of links with those regimes — such 
as George Galloway and others who 
regularly appear on state-supported 
Russian and Iranian television channels, 
or the pro-Beijing Morning Star news-
paper, should be called out.

And we are not limited to words. 
There is much that we in the labour 
movement can do to fight against the 
Taliban regime and support the Afghan 
people, even after the evacuation from 
Kabul. And I am not talking about re-
turning foreign troops to Afghanistan 
any time soon. However, we can draw 
inspiration from our movement’s his-
tory.

During the darkest days of the Sec-
ond World War, at a time when Nazi 
Germany occupied all of Western Eu-
rope and was allied with the Soviet 
Union, trade unionists played a leading 
role in building resistance among work-
ing people on the European continent. 

As the legendary Edo Fimmen, head 
of the International Transport Workers 
Federation, wrote on the eve of the 
war: “If a war proves inevitable, we shall 
take up arms, not for love of our own 
rulers, but for love of our own class, and 
of our own country, which we desire to 
make a real home for those who work.”

Led by Fimmen and others, exiled 
union leaders now based in London 
made radio broadcasts targeting work-
ers who lived under Nazi rule. They sent 
in union activists to help organise and 
stimulate resistance — including sabo-
tage and intelligence gathering. They 
helped extract working-class leaders 
who faced the danger of arrest, and 
brought them over to Britain. They per-
suaded sailors at sea not to return to 
their home ports, and instead to turn 
their ships to Britain, as many did. Their 
story, which is still not widely known, is 
a remarkable one as pretty much the 
entire trade union movement in the 
world (the Stalinists excepted) rallied 
to the anti-fascist cause. 

It should inspire us to think beyond 
the relatively easy gestures of solidarity 
and to focus on what contributions we 
in the labour movement can make to 
defeating the Taliban’s brand of fascism 
today, just as our comrades did eighty 
years ago. □

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

Eric Lee

Activist Agenda

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-08-31/kino-eye-afghanistan-last-time
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-08-31/kino-eye-afghanistan-last-time
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1r3OhwmPrptJiZjFhOMXoc4j93BDKUuv5_W5e9DLZ5Ac/viewform
https://freeourunions.org/2021/09/01/get-involved-in-free-our-unions-organising-meeting-14-september-630pm/
http://www.workersliberty.org/agenda


6 @workersliberty fb.com/workerslibertyworkersliberty.org @workers_liberty

What to do after the XR rebellion
By Zack Muddle 

The 13 energetic days of XR’s “Im-
possible Rebellion” finished the 

same day as Hurricane Ida: Saturday 
4 September. What’s next in the fight 
against climate crises?

The priorities vary from city to city, 
from workplace to workplace, but I 
note some ideas below.

On Friday 24 September a youth cli-
mate strike has been called, globally. 
Take the day off work if necessary, and 
go down to the local one. If you can 
find people organising for it locally, get 
in touch in advance, help them to build 
and prepare for it. Invite them to trade 
union and Labour Party meetings, and 
even organise a workplace or university 
delegation or feeder march.

Check out your local XR group — 
whatever the limits of their politics, they 
are often quite active and receptive to 
different ideas. Explore making labour 
movement connections.

COP 26
The international climate conference, 
COP 26, will be taking place in Glas-
gow 1-12 November. Governments 
from around the world will come to-
gether, and once again fail to make 
plans which seriously face up to climate 
change. There will be a range of pro-
tests and activities in the run up and 
on 5-9 November to demand better, in 
Glasgow and far beyond. Get in contact 
with the COP 26 Coalition in your area.

Take Workers’ Liberty’s socialist en-

vironmentalism to street stalls, and to 
work, demonstrations, and beyond. 
Stalls are only becoming more essential 
with the start of term at universities. We 
have a petition “Fight climate change 
— expropriate the banks” , aimed at the 
TUC, Labour Party, and Green Party. 
We have a pamphlet on the Vestas 
wind-turbine factory occupation, a 
pamphlet collecting many articles on 
the environment, a climate free-sheet, 
and environmental content in our other 
publications — such as this weekly cli-
mate column in Solidarity (see worker-
sliberty.org/publications). The petition 
and Solidarity are a good place to start.

We are starting a roughly monthly 
socialist environmental reading group 
— watch this space and come along to 
help us develop our answers to the en-
vironmental challenges, and to deepen 
your own understanding!

All the answers?
At Workers’ Liberty summer camp this 
weekend gone, in a session on environ-
mental activism, one participant com-
mented that we don’t have the answers 
to the profound challenges posed by 
environmental crises.

Climate breakdown undoubtedly 
markedly alters the shape, as well as 
the urgency, of the socialist project. It 
changes both the world we are fight-
ing for, and the world we are fighting in. 
But we do have the broad brush-stroke 
answers. Not all the fleshed out details, 
of course but much of the big-picture 
answer.

In capitalism, competing compa-
nies relentlessly pursue ever-greater 
profit. This hard-wired insatiable drive 
respects no boundaries, human or 
ecological. In a world of competing 

nation-states, governments race to the 
bottom, making their economies as at-
tractive as possible to capital, seeking 
endless growth. Ecological destruction 
spans the planet.

To curb catastrophic climate change, 
we must confront, reign in, and ulti-
mately overthrow and replace capital-
ism. Many on the environmental left 
would agree thus far, but stop before 
making the logical next step: we must 
confront profit, and capital, at its roots.

Commodities, goods and services 
which make society run, are made by 
workers in the workplace. These are 
stolen by the ruling class for private 
profit: they give us enough to survive 
and return to work, while the rest is fun-
nelled back in as capital, to make them 
even more profit.

To challenge the rule of capital, work-
ers must organise in the workplace. By 
striking and industrial action, we can 
cause much greater disruption than 
the valiant efforts of XR rebels have 
achieved — a lever to force change. 
And, at the places where society is re-
made daily in the interests of capital, 
workers have the potential power to 
transform society, to remake it in the 
interests of our class, the environment, 
and humanity as a whole.

We aim to fuse the environmental 
and labour movements on a social-
ist environmental basis. Only a trans-
formed labour movement, imbued with 
socialist politics, has the power to end 
capitalism — and force significant envi-
ronmental changes short of that.

As I write, food prices globally have 
risen to close to the highest in a dec-
ade, driven in part by climate change. 
This is particularly acute in Afghanistan, 
where the second drought in three 
years laid waste to 40% of crops, a crisis 
compounded by the Taliban’s seizure 
of power. 

Meanwhile, the environmental move-
ments rebuilding themselves after the 
lockdowns are mostly not orientated 
toward the labour movement, and do 
not recognise its strategic necessity.

From the other side, trade unions and 

the Labour Party remain bureaucratic 
and undemocratic, their leaderships 
putting sectional interests before envi-
ronmental considerations, and limiting 
their aims to conservative and defen-
sive battles. 

Unions
Many, such as Unite, have tolerable cli-
mate policy on paper, yet in concrete 
cases are more often than not on the 
wrong side. Unite supports Heathrow 
airport expansion. This conservative 
stance accepts jobs currently being of-
fered by bosses and the government 
to their membership. This puts mem-
bers’ immediate interests before those 
of our wider class, and fails even them 
in the medium term. Unite should fight 
for the bolder, necessary, longer-term 
answer: vast public investment in green 
socially useful work.

This harder road would threaten cosy 
“partnerships” that the union’s lead-
ers and bureaucrats have with their 
members’ employers. It would require 
mobilising and organising their mem-
bership on an active basis. This would 
threaten those currently comfortable at 
the top, not only because they would 
have to work harder, but because an 
active and radical membership would 
confront them.

The situation is similar across other 
trade unions and the Labour Party. Cor-
byn’s leadership refused to oppose 
Heathrow’s third runway, and the com-
paratively radical policy passed at the 
2019 conference we won against the 
Labour leadership’s scheming. Labour 
under Starmer is, of course, worse still.

To make the labour movement fight 
seriously for environmental transition, 
we must — and can — transform it from 
bottom to top. Organising in the work-
place around environmental issues, 
bringing new activity and members’ 
energy into unions, can help.

What is necessary in the urgent fight 
to limit climate change seems far from 
the movements of today. It is down to 
socialist environmentalists to chart and 
pursue that path. □

Our audio!
Listen, download or subscribe to Workers’ Liberty audio recordings of our 

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

• Solidarity Newspaper
• Environmental pamphlet and meetings
• Public meetings — recordings of introductory speeches
• Fighting racism: pamphlets and more
• Solidarność: The workers’ movement and the rebirth of Poland in 1980-81
• Many other pamphlets

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

By Michael Elms 

On the weekend of 3-5 Septem-
ber 40 members and friends of 

Workers’ Liberty gathered in a camp-
site near Haslemere in Surrey to enjoy 
some late summer sun and take part 
in our summer camp.

Workers’ Liberty has run an annual 
summer camp in Hebden Bridge since 
2011, but the event was cancelled last 
year due to coronavirus. This year, we 
moved to a new location to ensure 
that the camp could be held 100% 
out of doors, for Covid safety reasons.

The camp heard talks from de-
mocracy activists in Hong Kong, an 
account of recent social struggles in 
France, and a history of the workers’ 
movement in Turkey. We discussed 
organising the unorganised with a 
worker who had organised collective 
action in the Wetherspoons chain, and 

considered the history of the socialist 
activism around the Bryant and May 
walkout and the Great Dock Strike of 
the 1880s. We discussed climate activ-
ism and our plans for the forthcoming 
COP26 summit protests, and enjoyed 
a sound system demonstration, with a 
talk on the technical side of building 
a 12-volt sound system, and the po-
litical history of sound system culture 
in the UK.

We enjoyed some excellent food, 
drinks around a campfire in the eve-
nings, a pub quiz conducted in a 
well-ventilated marquee, and trips 
out to do wild swimming, look at local 
ruins, and hikes through the wooded 
hills surrounding our camp.

We look forward to doing a longer, 
bigger camp next year, and hope to 
see everyone who attended in the 
political struggles in the months to 
come. □

Workers’ Liberty summer camp 2021

Environment
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Why the heroines and heroes of Grunwick lost
By Jean Lane

From mid-June 1977, the Grunwick 
strike in North London (by workers 

in a film-processing firm: see part one 
of the story, bit.ly/grunw-2) was all over 
the TV. The media’s lies were extraordi-
nary: getting in good practice for the 
next miners’ strike.

Grunwick owner George Ward was 
celebrated for his struggle against 
intimidation from strikers and union 
“bully boys”. Print workers on more 
than once took industrial action to re-
dress the media balance in favour of 
the strikers.

Shocked by the actions of the Spe-
cial Patrol Group, the Yorkshire miners 
called for a day of action on 11 July. 
Despite the fact that the strikers’ union, 
APEX, recognised that it was the police 
creating the violence, they were not for 
a day of action: “We want to defuse the 
situation, not exacerbate it.” They pre-
ferred to put their faith in the Court of 
Inquiry. The strike committee, however, 
welcomed the call.

11 July
The TUC and APEX decided to defuse 
the 11 July mass picket by calling a 
march the same day. They instructed 
the strike committee to call off the 
picket and support the march. The 
strike committee refused, calling on 
trade unionists to support both.

11 July was a fantastic show of 
strength. 20,000 supporters turned 
up, outnumbering police three-to-one 
and pushing them down the road. The 
scab bus was kept out. There was no 
violence and few arrests. But at 11am 
most pickets went off to join the march 
on the other side of Willesden. The bus 
got in and 24 isolated pickets were ar-
rested.

Two days before Grunwick, with the 
help of the National Association for 
Freedom (NAFF), 250 right-wing volun-
teers and 150 vehicles, had got built-up 
mail out of the plant to a depot out-
side London where it was stamped by 
strike-breaking volunteers and driven 
off around the country. The UPW [postal 
workers’ union, now part of CWU], who 
now had a grievance of their own, still 
refused to make the unofficial blacking 
official. They wrote to UPW branches 
telling them to sort the mail.

The strike committee called over the 
heads of the TUC and APEX for a solid 
turnout every day and another huge 
turnout for 8 August.

They still wanted to persuade other 
Grunwick workers to join the dispute, 
though they knew that they could never 
have a solid, all-out strike.

Their best chance of winning was 
solidarity from other key workforces, 
blacking essential services to Grun-
wick, forcing Ward to give in. Their 
mass pickets were also to bolster and 
give confidence to the unofficial action 

taken by the Cricklewood 
postal workers.

The trade union bureau-
crats wanted to use the law 
rather than direct action. The 
strikers believed that action 
was the key to winning and 
that use of the law could 
only benefit them while the 
action continued.

Black Friday
On 29 July, “Black Friday”, 
APEX leader Roy Grantham 
met the strike committee to 
pressurise them into calling 
8 August off. At the same 
time Norman Stagg, UPW 
Deputy General Secretary, 
met the Cricklewood postal 
workers to get them to call 
off their unofficial blacking. 
He threatened them with 
expulsion from the union, 
which would affect their 
pension rights and leave 
them open to dismissal. It 
was still a close vote.

The Grunwick strike com-
mittee were resisting bravely 
despite being threatened 
with strike pay being cut by 60%. Then 
word came through that the Crick-
lewood workers had voted very nar-
rowly to resume normal working. Strike 
leader Jayaben Desai angrily attacked 
the union leadership. She and the 
younger Asian women, who had had to 
fight their own husbands and parents 
in 1976 to be able to take part in the 
dispute at all, voted en bloc against 
calling off the day of action. When a 
new strike committee was elected soon 
afterwards, it included five of these mil-
itants.

3,000 people turned up to picket on 
8 August. The new strike committee 
began putting pressure on the TUC to 
sanction the blacking of essential ser-
vices to Grunwick. The relevant unions 
had said that without TUC backing their 
members would not have the confi-
dence to stick their necks out.

At Labour Party conference, the strik-
ers got a standing ovation. A resolution 
pledging support, however, only called 
for an amendment to the law forcing 
employers like Ward to co-operate with 
ACAS. This was ministers in the Labour 
government, who were overseeing vio-
lent police tactics and the introduction 
of the SPG into a trades dispute, trying 
to bully the strikers into submission!

The strikers resumed mass picketing. 
They decided to go for one final push 
to put pressure on the labour move-
ment to help bring George Ward to his 
knees. They called a “day of reckoning” 
for 7 November.

8,000 turned up. The police were 
savage, meting out organised vio-
lence. One picket had his face smashed 
through the glass of the police van. 

Strikers who had become cut off from 
the main body of protest had to run 
the gauntlet between two rows of 
truncheon-wielding police. Heavily 
protected policemen ran after pick-
ets dressed in shirt sleeves, jeans and 
trainers, kicked them senseless on the 
ground and walked away laughing. 243 
pickets were treated for injuries. Twelve 
had broken bones, 113 were arrested.

Excuses
Further requests for the blacking of es-
sential services were met with excuses. 
Jayaben Desai and three other strikers, 
in desperation, began a hunger strike 
outside Congress House. APEX’s lead-
ership tried to persuade them to do 
it outside Grunwick instead, offering 
to lay on a doctor! When the strikers 
pointed out that George Ward would 
happily see them starve and went 
ahead with their plan, they were sus-
pended from the union without strike 
pay for four months.

For months the strikers continued on 
their own, taunted by the management 
as they had at the beginning of the 
dispute almost two years earlier. They 
finally announced the end of their fight 
on 14 July 1978. No reinstatements 
were achieved. No union got into Grun-
wick.

Ironically wages inside the plant rose 
quite considerably during the dispute. 
At a time when the Labour government 
was imposing its “Social Contract” to 
restrain pay rises and hold down class 
struggle, George Ward bought his 
scab labour with 25% increases. If any 
other group of workers had demanded 
this at that time of “tightening of belts 
to help the country” they would have 

been slated by the media. 
Ward was upheld as a noble 
character.

The media hypocrisy, the 
savagery of the police, the 
role of NAFF, the gutlessness 
of the workers’ leadership — 
more concerned to bolster a 
rocky minority Labour gov-
ernment than to fight sweat-
shop conditions in their own 
class — all combined to crush 
the Grunwick strike.

The two occasions when 
Ward was nearly beaten 
were when the courageous 
Cricklewood postal workers 
blacked Grunwick’s mail. 
That kind of rank-and-file 
confidence and solidarity 
is the only way workers can 
ensure they have the back-
ing needed to win that Ward 
got from NAFF.

If our leaders won’t de-
liver, the rank and file must 
organise to force them, or 
cast them aside. That same 
lesson was to surface, with 
redoubled force, during 

the miners’ strike of 1984-5. The basic 
lessons of class solidarity and rank-
and-file organisation were the same, 
as were those of the hypocrisy of the 
media and the role of the state.

The Grunwick strikers lost, but the 
labour movement still gained, in two 
important ways.

The strike knocked down very force-
fully prejudices against black and 
women workers. It was, at that time, rare 
for a union to have the kind of anti-racist 
and anti-sexist policies now considered 
the norm. The myths that black work-
ers are hard to unionise and undercut 
white workers’ jobs, that women’s place 
is in the home and women only go out 
to work for pin money, were exploded. 
A dispute led by Asian and women 
workers drew in and influenced many 
thousands of others.

In addition, the few years in the run 
up to Grunwick saw a lull in class strug-
gle in Britain, with low strike figures. 
The general atmosphere was keep 
your head down, don’t rock the boat, 
don’t break the law. That goes with a 
weakly-led movement tied to the gov-
ernment. Grunwick put class struggle 
back on the agenda, leading, one year 
later, to the Winter of Discontent and 
the downfall of that government.

The Tories learned their lessons well 
and, step by step, removed unions’ in-
fluence on government and shackled 
the unions with laws to make effective 
picket lines and solidarity action illegal.

The labour movement must learn its 
lessons too: not to rely on help from 
above, but rely on its own strength and 
solidarity to win. □

• Full article and more: bit.ly/grunw-2
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The Palestinians in the world today
By Dale Street

The global Palestinian population is 
estimated at around thirteen million. 

There are big Palestinian communities 
in some countries of the Americas — 
half a million in Chile, over 250,000 in 
the United States, 250,000 in Honduras, 
and 200,000 in Guatamala — but most 
Palestinians live in countries in the Mid-
dle East.

Nearly two million live in Israel, 
around the same number in the Gaza 
Strip, and nearly three million in the 
West Bank.

Some three million live in Jordan, 
300,000 or more in the Lebanon, over 
50,000 in Egypt and, despite a large-
scale exodus because of the ongoing 
military conflict, around 400,000 to 
450,000 in Syria.

But the latter figures in particular 
should be treated with caution. Differ-
ent sources provide sometimes very 
different estimates of the size of the 
Palestinian populations in the countries 
bordering Israel.

There are also substantial Palestin-
ian communities in Saudi Arabia (over 
250,000), Qatar (100,000) and Kuwait 
(80,000 — down from around 400,000 
prior to the first Iraq War).

Slippery statistics
These figures should also be treated 
with caution. Palestinians in these coun-
tries are predominantly migrant labour 
and may be working invisibly in the 
“black economy”, resulting in underes-
timates of the size of the populations.

Out of the global Palestinian popu-
lation of thirteen million, around nine 
million are classed as displaced.

Most displaced Palestinians (6.7 mil-
lion) are descendants of the 700,000 
or more Palestinians who fled or were 
expelled from Israel in the 1948 war. 
Those 700,000 were nearly two thirds 
of the pre-war Palestinian population of 
what became Israel.

Another 1.25 million displaced Pal-
estinians are Palestinians (and their de-
scendants) displaced as a result of the 
1967 war. Some 350 to 400,000 Pales-
tinians were forcibly displaced at the 
time, and a further 60,000 who were 
outside the area during the conflict 
were prevented from returning.

A further 350,000 Palestinians are in-
ternally displaced in the Gaza Strip and 
the West Bank.

5.7 million Palestinians are registered 
as “Palestine Refugees” with the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA).

A Palestine Refugee is someone, or 

a descendant of someone, but only 
through the male line of descent, 
whose “normal place of residence was 
Palestine during the period 1 June 
1946 to 15 May 1948 and who lost both 
home and means of livelihood as a re-
sult of the 1948 conflict.”

UNRWA now has a database of some 
17 million documents — mainly birth 
certificates, property deeds, family 
ledgers and registration documents, 
often dating back to before 1948 — 
confirming that holders of Palestine 
Refugee status meet this criterion (or 
that their male ancestors did).

When UNRWA commenced opera-
tions in 1950, it had a “client base” of 
875,000, the number of Palestine Refu-
gees registered after a UNRWA census 
carried out in 1950/51.

Today, it is the fourth and fifth genera-
tions of the victims of the 1948 war who 
are being registered as Palestine Refu-
gees. In 2019, for example, 100,000 de-
scendants of first-generation Palestine 
Refugees were registered by UNRWA.

Conversely, in the same year new 
registrations (i.e. someone who had not 
previously registered in their own right, 
nor was a descendant of an already 
registered Palestine Refugee) were in 
single figures. Anyone who presents 
themselves to a UNRWA registration 
office and produces valid documenta-
tion confirming that they — or their male 
ancestors — meet the Palestine Refugee 
definition can still be registered.

Exclusions
Because the status is passed on only 
through the male line of descent, the 
non-Palestine-Refugee husband and 
children of a female Palestine Refugee 
are not entitled to recognition as Pales-
tine Refugees.

Palestine Refugees can, and do, live 
anywhere in the world. All that counts 
is where they or their male ancestors 
lived in 1948, not where they live now 
or under what conditions.

Any Palestine Refugee living in one 
of the five UNRWA areas of operations 
(Gaza, West Bank, Syria, Lebanon and 
Jordan) can access basic education and 
primary health care through UNRWA. 
UNRWA schools, though overcrowded 
and cash-strapped, are often consid-
ered to be better than local public pro-
vision.

But access to financial support, food 
packages and hospitalisation support 
from UNRWA is, so to speak, means-
tested and targeted at those most in 
need.

A further 700,000 Palestinians who 
do not meet the definition of Palestine 

Refugee receive services, such as 
health and education, and material 
support, such as money and food, 
from UNRWA. They comprise:

• Palestinians displaced by the 
1967 war (other than those already 
recognised as Palestine Refugees).

• The husband and children of 
a female Palestine Refugee (al-
though this policy was adopted 
only in 2006).

• Non-Palestine-Refugee fe-
males married to a Palestine Ref-
ugee. But entitlement to services 
continues only as long as the mar-
riage. In the event of divorce, enti-
tlement is withdrawn.

• The Jerusalem Poor and Gaza 
Poor: Persons who normally re-
sided in East Jerusalem or Gaza 
City until 15 May 1948, and who 
lost their work or property and 
suffered hardship as a result of the 
1948 war. Entitlement to services 
is passed on through the male line 
of descent.

• Frontier Villagers: Persons who 
lived in towns or villages along the 
1949 armistice lines in the West 
Bank and who lost farming properties 
or suffered other hardship as a result of 
the 1948 war. Entitlement to services 
is passed on through the male line of 
descent.

UN Refugee Convention
Palestine Refugees are a separate cate-
gory from refugees recognised as such 
under the terms of the United Nations 
Refugee Convention of 1951. In fact, 
Palestine Refugees were explicitly ex-
cluded from the UN Refugee Conven-
tion from the outset.

Article 1(d) of the Convention states: 
“This Convention shall not apply to 
persons who are at present receiving 
from organs or agencies of the United 
Nations other than the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees pro-
tection or assistance.”

The only group of people receiving 
“protection or assistance” from another 
UN agency were Palestine Refugees 
recognised by UNRWA. With the brief 
exception of Korean War refugees in 
the mid-1950s, that has also been the 
case ever since.

Article 1(d) was included in the Con-
vention at the initiative of Arab govern-
ments. They regarded the post-1948 
displacement of Palestinians as a tem-
porary affair — because they regarded 
Israel’s existence as a temporary affair. 
Once Israel had been defeated, the 
Palestinians would be able to return. 
Allowing Palestinians access to the 

protection of the UN Refugee Conven-
tion was at odds with this: If Palestinians 
came within the ambit of the Refugee 
Convention, then, instead of returning, 
they might exercise their right to settle 
permanently in their host state.

This logic was taken a stage further 
at the 1959 conference of the Arab 
League.

Resolution 1547 urged the mem-
ber-states of the Arab League to pro-
tect Palestinian national identity (“to 
avoid dissolution of their identity and 
protect their rights to return to their 
homeland”) by refusing to grant citi-
zenship to Palestinian refugees on their 
territory.

Thus, for example, the Saudi Arabian 
naturalisation law of 2004 grants Saudi 
citizenship to foreigners who have lived 
in the country for ten years, are fluent 
in Arabic, are self-supporting, and have 
no criminal record. But there is one 
group to whom the law does not apply: 
Palestinians.

For some seventy years, therefore, 
the Palestinian victims of the 1948 war 
and their descendants have been de-
nied a just settlement by successive Is-
raeli governments, treated as political 
pawns and civic pariahs by Arab states, 
and largely abandoned by the “interna-
tional community”.

This combination of intransigence, 
cynicism and indifference, along with 
the human cost of competing imperi-
alist and regional sub-imperialist am-
bitions, has proved to be a disaster for 

Shatila refugee
 camp, 2003
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The Palestinians in the world today
the millions of Palestinians scattered 
across the countries of the Middle East.

1.2 million Palestinians residing in the 
UNRWA areas of operations live in ab-
solute poverty, and 700,000 in abject 
poverty. 1.5 million Palestinians live in 
one of UNRWA’s 58 refugee camps.

Conditions
Initially akin to “tent cities”, the camps 
have evolved over subsequent dec-
ades into collections of substandard 
multi-storey buildings, characterised by 
high levels of poverty and overcrowd-
ing. The camps are now amongst the 
most densely populated urban centres 
in the world.

In the Gaza Strip over 75% of the 
population are registered with UNRWA, 
most of them either as Palestine Refu-
gees or as Palestinians displaced by the 
1967 War. But the situation facing all 
Palestinians in the Strip is equally dire.

The unemployment rate is 49%, and 
youth unemployment 60%. More than a 
million of its inhabitants are classed as 
“moderately to severely food-insecure”. 
Between 2000 and today the number 
of Palestine Refugees needing food as-
sistance from UNRWA increased from 
80,000 to a million.

Clean water is unavailable for 95% of 
the population. In recent years electric-
ity has been available for only four to 
five hours a day on average, although 
this has now periodically improved to 
14 hours per day.

Fourteen years of the blockade im-
posed by Israel (and Egypt) on Gaza 
have resulted in what the UN has called 
a “de-development” of the Strip. The 
blockade has led to shortages of basic 
consumer goods such as food and fuel 
and created an economy in a state of 
regression.

Since the blockade was imposed in 
2007 Israel has carried out four military 
assaults on the Gaza Strip — in 2008, 
2012, 2014 and 2021. The attacks have 
resulted in thousands of deaths and the 
destruction of homes and public build-
ings, as well as further undermining all 
efforts at economic reconstruction.

In the West Bank nearly three million 
Palestinians, over a million of whom are 
registered with UNRWA, live alongside 
of some 400,000 Israeli settlers, and a 
further 200,000 settlers in East Jerusa-
lem.

The ongoing military occupation of 
the West Bank by Israel has resulted in 
decades of violence against Palestini-
ans by the Israeli Security Forces (ISF), 
military incursions into UNRWA camps 
by the ISF, home demolitions and 
forced displacement, collective pun-

ishments, impunity for settler attacks 
on Palestinians, prolonged detentions 
without charge or trial, and restrictions 
on freedom of movement and access 
for Palestinians. Israeli settlers, by con-
trast, enjoy the status of Israeli citizens 
and the same rights and liberties as 
other Israelis.

Like the rule of Hamas in the Gaza 
Strip, the (partial) jurisdiction exercised 
by the notoriously corrupt Palestinian 
Authority in the West Bank provides an-
other layer of oppression of the Pales-
tinian population: attacks on the media, 
restrictions on the right to protest, arbi-
trary arrests and detention, and torture 
in custody.

And, as in the Gaza Strip, no elections 
have taken place in the West Bank since 
2006.

Syria
Prior to the outbreak of civil war in 2011 
some 600,000 Palestinians lived in 
Syria, mainly refugees, or descendants 
of refugees, from the 1948 war and the 
1967 war, but also including several 
thousand Palestinians who fled the civil 
war in the Lebanon in the early 1980s.

As in other Arab states, Palestinians 
were denied citizenship (in order to 
“protect their Palestinian identity”). But 
in Syria they had in most other respects 
equality of rights with Syrian citizens, 
including the right to work and access 
to social services.

Although 70% of the Palestinian pop-
ulation lived in UNRWA refugee camps, 
the camps were often integrated into 
the surrounding areas and urban con-
glomerations, including the Syrian cap-
ital Damascus itself.

But since 2011 over 20% of Syria’s 
Palestinian population has fled the 
country. Or been killed: 4,000 had 
been killed by 2018, including 462 tor-
tured to death in the regime’s prisons.

Although 560,000 Palestine Refugees 
are registered with UNRWA in Syria, the 

actual number living in the country is 
estimated at around 438,000. More 
than half of them have been internally 
displaced, and in many cases repeat-
edly internally displaced.

95% are classed as being in “critical 
need” of humanitarian assistance. 75% 
live in absolute poverty. 420,000 de-
pend on UNRWA food handouts, and 
136,000 receive some financial support 
from UNRWA.

But UNRWA’s ability to provide sup-
port has been undermined by the 
conflict. 40% of its schools have been 
destroyed, and 25% of its health cen-
tres are unusable. Nor can it even ac-
cess all its refugee camps.

In 2011 Syria’s largest Palestinian 
community — around 160,000 — lived in 
the Yarmouk refugee camp, a district in 
the suburbs of Damascus. Conditions 
there were not as bad as in other refu-
gee camps.

But by 2018, after successive waves 
of attacks on the camp by the different 
parties to the conflict, Yarmouk was the 
seventh most destroyed neighbour-
hood in the civil war (80% destruction), 
and only 8,000 Palestinians continued 
to live there.

Palestinians who have fled the coun-
try or been internally displaced have 
also been deprived of their properties, 
seized by the regime under legislation 
passed in 2018. This required owners 
to provide proof of ownership by May 
of that year or forfeit ownership.

For the 120,000 Palestinians who had 
fled Syria and the quarter of a million in-
ternally displaced Palestinians, this was 
an impossible criterion to fulfil. Their 
(former) home areas have now begun 
to be repopulated by Assad-loyalists.

Around 30,000 of the Palestinians 
who fled Syria migrated to Lebanon, 
mostly prior to the Lebanese govern-
ment’s clampdown of 2014 on refu-
gees from Syria attempting to cross the 
border.

PRSs (Palestinian refugees from Syria) 
face even worse conditions in the Leb-
anon than the country’s “established” 
Palestinian population.

Nearly 90% of PRSs live below the 
poverty line and 95% are food-inse-
cure. PRS families receive a UNRWA 
cash grant of $100 a month, and a fur-
ther UNRWA grant of $27 per family 
member per month to help with food 
costs.

546,000 Palestinians are registered 
with UNRWA in the Lebanon. But other 
estimates put the number of Palestin-
ians living in the Lebanon as low as 
300,000, or even 200,000 (according to 
UNICEF), with the remainder working 
in other countries of the Middle East as 
migrant labour.

Palestinians in the Lebanon are 
banned from owning property, banned 
from working in 39 (decent-paying) 
professions or trades, banned from 
owning businesses, and banned from 
obtaining Lebanese citizenship (in case 
this should threaten their Palestinian 
identity).

66% of the Lebanon’s Palestinians live 
in poverty. 56% are unemployed. 45% 
live in overcrowded refugee camps, 
sometimes surrounded by segregation 
walls, barbed wire and military surveil-
lance.

Many camps lack basic services such 
as electricity and waste disposal. 78% 
of homes in the camps suffer from 
dampness, and 62% from water leak-
age. □

• Part two of this article will be in 
Solidarity 606, and is at bit.ly/pal-world

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
• The Occupation of the Cammell 

Laird Shipyard, Birkenhead 1984 □
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Yarmouk camp, 2014
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Malaria kills more than Covid in Africa
By Les Hearn

We wrote recently about the first 
effective vaccine against malaria, 

which should be widely available in a 
few years. However, malaria continues 
to take a terrible toll, 409,000 deaths 
in 2019, 94% (384,000) in sub-Saharan 
Africa (1 in 600 infections).

While Covid has killed many more 
worldwide, the age profiles of the 
most vulnerable are reversed. Covid 
kills mainly over-80s while malaria kills 
mostly under-fives. Their deaths, about 
250,000 per year, dwarf counted total 
Covid deaths in sub-Saharan Africa, 
which are under 30,000.

Pregnant women also have a higher 
risk of miscarriage and prematurity. In 
Nigeria, where a third of African ma-
laria deaths occur, almost all Nigerians 
are at risk, with 30% of child and 11% 
of maternal deaths due to the disease.

Incidence of malaria 
worldwide

Once it was prevalent over 53% of the 
Earth’s surface. Since 1900 the area 
subject to malaria has halved, with 
global mortality down by 90%.

This is due to campaigns to eradi-
cate malarial mosquitoes, measures to 
prevent infection, and improved treat-
ments. China is the latest country to be 
declared malaria-free. Europe was de-
clared malaria-free again (!) in 2015: it 
had been malaria-free in 1975 but the 

disease re-emerged for political and 
socioeconomic reasons, population 
movements following the First Gulf 
War, and interruption of prevention 
measures. Even in Africa, where the 
highly virulent Plasmodium falciparum 
parasite prevails, deaths have fallen by 
40% in the last 20 years. However, the 
WHO reports that efforts to curb ma-
laria in Africa have stalled and may be 
reversed as a result of Covid.

Malaria may cause more excess 
death in Africa than Covid itself. A 25% 
reduction in anti-malaria efforts could 
lead to perhaps 46,000 additional ma-

laria deaths per year, mostly children 
(according to the BMJ).

How to eliminate malaria
Only concerted, combined approaches 
can fully eradicate malaria. Ronald Ross 
established the role of mosquitoes in 
malaria by 1897 and this knowledge 
began to inform anti-malaria measures. 
US Army Surgeon-General William Gor-
gas was the first to tackle malaria with 
mixed measures. Charged with elimi-
nating malaria and yellow fever in Ha-
vana and, in 1904, during construction 
of the Panama Canal, he had ponds 
and swamps drained, fumigated build-
ings, introduced screens to keep mos-
quitoes out of buildings, and provided 
mosquito nets.

Thirty years later, Mussolini inaugu-
rated the Bonifica Integrale scheme in 
the Pontine marshes, known for malaria 
since antiquity. First, the marshes were 
drained and replaced with agricultural 
land, killing residual larvae with Paris 
green. Then healthy housing was built 
for 60,000 settlers. Thirdly, malaria in-
fections were treated with quinine, 
while people were educated about the 
causes and prevention of malaria. This 
reduced the death rate from malaria in 
Italy by over 80% by World War 2. Post-
war campaigns eradicated malaria in 
Italy by 1971.

Other multi-pronged approaches in-
clude use of Paris green, mosquitofish 
and oil in breeding areas in Corsica 
in 1929 and, in the plains of Palestine 
(1922-26), drainage of marshes, qui-
nine as treatment and prophylactic, 
cleaning water channels, and spraying 
of oil and Paris green, virtually eliminat-
ing malaria.

Reconquest of malaria in Europe after 
its re-emergence in the 1990s required 
a similar combination of approaches: 

commitment of governments, support 
from WHO experts, adequate funding, 
detection and surveillance of cases, in-
tegrated control measures, community 
involvement, cross-border collabora-
tion, and education of at-risk popula-
tions.

The problem of malaria in 
Africa

Two Nigerian medical sociologists de-
scribe some of the problems with an-
ti-malaria efforts in Africa and argue 
for concerted approaches as in Europe 
and America, incorporating environ-
mental considerations.

Funding is crucial: money from donor 
countries rose from 2000, with malaria 
deaths falling by 40%, until 2016, when 
funding fell to about half that required. 
The worst-affected countries have 
lower GDPs, partly due to malaria’s eco-
nomic impact.

Then there’s politics: colonialism’s 
legacy is a patchwork of states often de-
lineated by rivers, mountains or straight 
lines on a map, with ethnic groups split 
or forced together. Many are dictator-
ships or kleptocracies, often linked to 
dominant ethnic groups, bringing sep-
aratism and civil wars, and militating 
against the organisation (or even the 
will) needed to bring health services to 
all.

The use of insecticide-treated nets 
(ITNs) is a success story: over half of 
children and pregnant women slept 
under these in 2019, compared with 
3% in 2000, substantially reducing mor-
tality. However, ITNs need replacing 
regularly, and some mosquitoes have 
developed resistance (ITNs may also 
be misused, e.g. as fishing nets).

Prevention of infection with prophy-
lactic drugs is important for pregnant 
women but these still reach only a third 
of African women at risk.

Mosquito breeding in stagnant water 
is still a major problem, exacerbated by 
dam construction. Swamps and ponds 
near villages, poor sanitation, and 
cramped wooden housing all exacer-
bate the risk of infection, but dealing 
with these is expensive.

Climate change may worsen the 
malaria threat since low temperatures 
limit mosquito survival. Mosquitoes will 
colonise higher altitude regions with 
warming and increased rainfall.

The best approach, say the sociolo-
gists, is to combine ITNs and prophy-
laxis (and drug treatments for sufferers) 
with measures to restrict breeding by 
improving sanitation, removing waste 
heaps, undergrowth near dwellings, re-
moving ponds and stagnant water from 
villages, and improving housing to limit 
insect entry.

The message is that malaria can be 
eliminated, not with vaccines, but by 
a combination of concerted physical, 
chemical and medical methods. □

Genetic: Malaria exerted extreme 
selection pressure on humans to 

evolve mutations to increase life ex-
pectancy in the young where it was 
most prevalent, resulting in several 
gene variants, most commonly those 
associated with thalassaemia and 
sickle cell anaemia. They alter red 
blood cells, making it more difficult 
for Plasmodium to infect or survive in 
them but, for sickle cell and thalassae-
mia, two mutant genes (one from each 
parent) cause severe illness.

Medical: The effective treatment, 
cinchona bark, was discovered by 
missionaries in South America in the 
1600s. Its active ingredient, quinine, 
kills malarial parasites; alternatives 
such as chloroquine have since been 
developed. These also prevent infec-
tion but the parasite can evolve resist-
ance. The ancient Chinese remedy, 
sweet wormwood, contains artemis-
inin which also kills malarial parasites.

Environmental: Mosquitoes need 
stagnant water, such as ponds, 

swamps, marshlands, and rice pad-
dies for their larval stage. Draining 
these or spraying with oil reduces 
breeding opportunities.

Physical: Screens to prevent mos-
quitoes entering dwellings are rel-
atively expensive and rely on the 
absence of gaps. Nets have long been 
used to exclude biting insects at night. 
Insecticide-treated nets prevent about 
50% of infections, reducing child 
deaths by 18%; their use may have 
prevented about a billion infections 
since 2000.

Chemical: Paris green, which con-
tains copper and arsenic, kills mos-
quito larvae: it was used to eradicate 
malarial mosquitoes in Italy in 1934 
and in north-east Brazil in 1940. The 
most successful insecticide, DDT, was 
used to eradicate malaria in parts of 
Italy by spraying inside houses and 
outbuildings, and then in the USA 
(1947-52). Predictably, resistance to 
insecticides has evolved, limiting their 
effectiveness. □

Responses to malaria

A rural health clinic in Nana Outta deals largely with malaria

Science
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The failings of Corbynism were 
more than the failings of Corbyn

By David Osland

A review of the booklet Corbynism: 
What Went Wrong? See other views, 
and order the booklet, at bit.ly/c-www

The failings of Corbynism were more 
than the failings of Jeremy Bernard 

Corbyn; they were the failings of a gen-
eration of the entire British socialist left, 
in all variants, as well. And the conse-
quences of those failings constitute a 
huge setback, from which it will take us 
years to recover, if we ever do.

It’s not difficult to imagine variant sce-
narios that replicate at the political level 
the damage wrought by the defeat of 
the 1984-85 miners’ strike at the indus-
trial level.

Inside the Labour Party, the current 
round of proscriptions and expulsions 
is relatively limited in actual numbers. 
But it has been calibrated with ad-
vanced engineering precision to re-
move the historic cadre of the hard left 
in the entire post-Bennite period.

Outside the Labour Party, the socialist 
groups that declined to sully their im-
maculate hands by direct intervention 
have singly failed to augment their fee-
ble forces either. One, indeed, suffered 
a major split.

So the debate over “what went 
wrong” is something the left could 
usefully engage in more seriously and 
more often. But no rush, guys; I suspect 
we have at least the rest of the decade 
for quiet contemplation.

It is a credit to Martin Thomas that his 
pamphlet has come up with the best 
first stab at an answer I have read to 
date.

This is not a who-did-what-to-whom 

insider account of the kind found in the 
books by Owen Jones and Pogrund 
and Maguire, and which presumably 
will be exemplified in the forthcoming 
Milne diaries.

It is instead a polemic compacted 
into under 60 pages, for the most part 
tightly written, which doesn’t duck crit-
icism of individuals by way of diplo-
matic nicety.

That last consideration - in addition to 
the sheer unpopularity of the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty in the wider leftist 
milieu - will inevitably limit its reader-
ship. But it shouldn’t.

Thomas implicitly takes issue with 
standard leftist accounts of 2015-19, 
which attribute the vicissitudes of the 
era to what is routinely depicted as a 
‘bogus antisemitism scam’, conjoined 
with premeditated sabotage by the La-
bour bureaucracy.

By condensing coverage of anti-
semitism to just seven pages, he does 
not permit himself adequate room for 
comprehensive dissection. Concision is 
a judgment call in writing such a short 
work, but the space allowed arguably 
wasn’t enough.

Corbynism’s persistent blind spot 
in countering antisemitism - much of 
which flowed from an incorrect political 
understanding of Israel/Palestine rather 
than the classic Christ Killer/Protocols 
of the Elders Zion variant - was very real 
and acutely damaging.

But it also remains the truth that not 
all the allegations were in good faith. 
Both of these things can and did obtain 
simultaneously.

Nor is the Rage from the Labour Ma-
chine argument sufficiently explored, 
and will have to be seriously evaluated 
in future discussions.

Again, I’d argue this was a factor, al-
beit not a decisive one. It could only 
have been overcome had the leading 

lights of Team Corbyn not so deter-
minedly preferred kid gloves to boxing 
gloves.

Thomas sidesteps the project’s more 
general lack of political concision, 
symbolised by the everything-but-the-
kitchen-sink manifesto last time round.

Then there were the weaknesses in 
the media operation and the over-reli-
ance on social media.

You cannot offset the impact of the 
millions of Tory-leaning newspapers 
sold every day by phoning amateur 
hour spindoctor hot tips to uncritically 
adulatory one-person websites, and 
then be forced to spend two million 
quid bailing them out of the shit in the 
libel courts.

Political process
What we do get, as might be expected 
from a political writer of Martin’s long 
experience, is recognition of the ebbs 
and flows of what was an ongoing polit-
ical process rather than an event.

He is acute in assessing the pere-
grinations over Brexit, the moment of 
peak strength in the aftermath of 2017 
general election, and the moment of 
maximum weakness following the 2019 
general election.

Notably he understands how fragile 
things were at many points. He rightly 
stresses that defeat for Len McCluskey 
in the Unite general secretary contest 
four years ago could have dramatically 
shortened Corbynism’s lifespan.

Also singled out is Corbyn’s ideolog-
ical evolution towards Morning Star-
type politics, now perhaps the lowest 
common denominator of Labour left 
politics.

The parallels with the rhetoric of pre-
vious generations of Labour leaders 
are obvious. Thomas uses the words of 
Hugh Dalton, but the quotations could 
have been multiplied indefinitely.

We now have almost one and a half 
centuries of experience of social dem-
ocratic parties, and the limits of how 
far they can move to the left are clearly 
established by both theory and history 
itself.

No Marxist expects social democratic 

parties to secure socialism; so what can 
we and what should we expect from 
them in the twenty-first century?

As Thomas highlights, the context 
here includes both lack of class strug-
gle at the point of production, and the 
absence of extra-parliamentary activity 
mobilised by the Labour Party itself.

But a better-rooted and larger far left 
could have delivered these things and 
pushed the process further. The botch 
job we made in our repeated sorry ef-
forts to build the necessary networks 
- admittedly in entirely unfavourable 
circumstances - is on us.

After all, it wasn’t Jon Lansman’s job 
to come up with the dream left reform-
ist rank and file organisation Trots could 
not create in recent decades and then 
hand it over on a plate. Momentum was 
set up as Jezza’s stage army, and was 
never going to be anything else.

It is otiose to commit to somehow 
“doing better next time”, not least be-
cause Starmer’s direction of travel 
makes it clear that it will be a very, very 
long time before we get the chance, if 
we ever do.

That just leaves us arguing over what 
comes next. But that’s another pam-
phlet altogether. □

• David Osland is a longtime Labour 
Party member and leftwing journalist. 
Follow him on Twitter at @David__
Osland

By Mohan Sen

On 3 July the Korean Confeder-
ation of Trade Unions, South 

Korea’s national union federation, 
organised a rally of 8,000 workers in 
Seoul to demand measures to protect 
lives and save jobs in the Covid-19 
pandemic. (South Korea has had a 
relatively good record on Covid, but 
a relative case surge since the middle 
of June.)

Now KCTU President Yang Kye-
ung-soo has been arrested (2 Sep-
tember) for organising the rally, which 
the authorities are saying was in viola-
tion of Covid-control regulations. The 
KCTU was surrounded early in the 
morning and police in riot suppres-
sion gear smashed their way in.

This despite the fact that the 3 July 
organisers and demonstrators under-
took careful preparations to prevent 
the spread of the virus and that no 
new Covid cases have been linked to 
the rally.

On 20 October the KCTU plans to 
hold a national general strike to de-
mand stronger workers’ rights, ex-
panded public services and social 
protections, and measures to ensure 
a just transition in the aftermath of 
the Covid surge. Union activists are 
plausibly suggesting that Yang Kye-
ung-soo’s arrest is intended to fore-
stall the strike and shift the blame for 
increased Covid cases onto the labour 
movement. □

• More bit.ly/yksresources
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Book review

Lessons for socialist activists and 
the Labour left from the Labour 

Party under Corbyn 2015-20. 60 
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The fight for justice and freedom is global
By Maxine Mallon

At the height of the summer 2019 
protests in Hong Kong against Chi-

na’s attempt to impose an extradition 
bill, two million people — 30% of the 
population — were on the streets.

The bill was a bid for power by Bei-
jing, threatening activists and journal-
ists with extradition to the mainland 
and opening up Hong Kong’s criminal 
justice system to further abuse by the 
CCP. Police responded to protesters 
with brute force and violence — many 
were shot and injured with rubber bul-
lets, batons, pepper spray and tear gas.

Hong Kong was a British colony taken 
by the British Empire after the UK and 
China fought the opium wars of the 
mid 19th century. These wars were in-
stigated by the British in an attempt to 
wrack up Chinese goods like tea, silk 
and porcelain by smuggling in opium 
illegally, creating an addiction crisis 
across China. By 1840 ten million were 
addicted.

The UK school curriculum doesn’t 
honestly or transparently teach these 
histories, leaving most British youth 
uneducated about Britain’s colonial vi-
olence and the legacies of British im-
perialism that continue to curse many 
peoples and communities in the 21st 
century.

In 1984, an agreement was made 
to hand over Hong Kong to China in 
1997. The “one country, two systems” 
policy was agreed, promising protec-
tion of Hong Kong’s democratic rights. 
With the 1989 massacre at Tiananmen 
Square, the Hong Kong people’s trust 
in promises of autonomy continued to 
deteriorate.

In this century, the Hong Kong peo-
ple have repeatedly demonstrated 
their collective strength in the face of 
Beijing’s creeping advance against 
their rights. The violence and brutality 
of the Hong Kong police was a clear vi-
olation of people’s right to protest and 
mobilise, a blunt reminder of encroach-

ing authoritarianism.
Recently I saw images of Colombian 

protesters using the tactics of the 2019 
Hong Kong demos, distracting and 
confusing police with laser pointers. 
This is what global connection is all 
about: uniting communities across bor-
ders to share and learn from our stories 
of struggle.

We can’t allow accounts that elevate 
the actions of governments and bu-
reaucratic institutions to dictate how 
history is written. The history of Hong 
Kong is often told like this, as a clash 
between West and East, between West-
ern liberal democracy and Chinese 
“communism”.

But Hong Kong was never demo-
cratic under British colonial rule and 
China is no socialist state. Neither the 
UK government or the CCP fight for the 
rights of working-class people, British 
or Chinese.

Mass movements against police vi-
olence, control and surveillance are 

not local issues. This fight transcends 
borders, whether that’s opposing the 
Hong Kong police or the ESMAD forces 
in Colombia — both trained by the UK 
police — or opposing the Israeli military 
forces funded by the US. Here we must 
oppose the Police, Crime, Sentencing 
and Courts Bill, defending our right to 
express through collective direct action 
our solidarity with struggles around the 
world.

We must demand accountability from 
the UK government for its complicity, 
whether its ties with oppressive re-
gimes or its silence against oppression. 
Let’s continue to build this movement 
and channel the energy back into com-
munities. Let’s build an environment in 
which working-class people can disrupt 
the status quo of the global capitalist 
class and their apparatus.

Let’s take back the resources and 
power the police are given by the state 
to abuse and dominate us, and redis-
tribute it among our communities. □
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Increase pay, increase training, and open borders
By Richard Driver

The Confederation of British Industry 
is concerned about labour short-

ages, especially in areas that could 
impact on food supply. They want the 
government to make it easier for mi-
grant workers to come to those jobs in 
the UK.

The government’s response is that 
they should hire British workers. But, 
even leaving aside the nationalism 
here, the work talked about most in the 
press is HGV drivers. The other jobs the 

CBI identifies labour shortages in are 
butchers, construction workers, engi-
neers and IT specialists.

None of those jobs can be done 
by someone immediately. Some jobs 
listed as having shortages need three-
year apprenticeships. Training is key, 
and as a long-term strategy, not a quick 
fix. It’s why Labour’s National Education 
Service was such a good idea.

The last time I was unemployed for 
a few months, back in 2011, the only 
training I was “offered” (offered as in: 
go on it or we’ll take away your JSA) 
was a CV writing course.

Farmers are saying they will have 
to start destroying tens of thousands 

of pigs because there aren’t enough 
butchers. They have to pay extra to get 
a pig butchered if it’s above a certain 
weight, so slaughtering is time-sensi-
tive.

Supermarkets say they need to start 
building stock for Christmas from this 
month. There’s some comedy in seeing 
Johnson mess up Christmas two years 
in a row, but food shortages and panic 
buying aren’t fun.

It would be utterly wretched of the 
labour movement went along with na-
tionalism, turning native-born workers 
against migrant workers, especially in 
the midst of the Afghan refugee crisis.

But the Tories have neglected un-

employed workers for over a decade. 
Now they expect them to jump into the 
breach and save the country from the 
twin blows of Brexit and Covid.

The answer? Open the borders with 
provisions for Covid safety, increase 
pay and improve conditions for na-
tive-born and migrant workers, make 
universal credit a liveable amount of 
money, introduce training for the un-
employed that leads to good, union-
ised, paid work. □

By a CWU member

Having safely navigated its way 
through a virtual special conference 

called to discuss equality issues earlier 
this year, and the biennial National Ex-
ecutive Committee (NEC) elections, the 
hierarchy at the Communication Work-
ers Union (CWU) has arranged another 
virtual two-day event starting 7 Novem-
ber.

The agenda is restricted to general 
policy and political issues. This gives 
activists no opportunity to challenge 
the partnership approach adopted on 
the postal side of the union or the re-

cent sell out of the BT dispute.
The bureaucracy extends beyond 

HQ, with a substantial number of re-
gional and branch officers on full time 
release from the respective employers. 
Union accounts published recently re-
veal that the total in branch accounts 
has increased to nearly £7 million, up 
from £5.2 million. Some of that is a re-
sult of the pandemic limiting travel and 
the cancellation of conferences. It does, 
however, highlight the bizarre situation 
of a union cash strapped at national 
level but relatively flush at the grass-
roots.

An organising drive is urgently 

needed, but there is clearly no appetite 
for this amongst the ageing, predomi-
nantly male group who control the ma-
jority of branches.

The closing date for motions to the 
special conference is 15 September. 
The hope is that the small group of left 
wingers in the union will be able to get 
some business on the agenda that ad-
dresses the key issues.

It should include a motion of censure 
in the NEC for its failure to call any in-
dustrial conferences in the past two 
years and a call for a renewed organ-
ising strategy that actually recruits new 
workers into the union.

There also needs to be a debate 
about the long term viability of an or-
ganisation that is selling assets to sur-
vive. If there is to be a merger with one 
of the larger general unions, then it is 
best negotiated before the financial 
position becomes desperate.

Unite has been circling for some 
time, and with a new General Secretary 
in place their efforts to bring organised 
communication workers into their em-
pire could well be stepped up. Without 
pressure from below the leadership 
of the CWU may simply fall into Unite 
when the financial situation becomes 
untenable. □

By Mohan Sen

Socialist Worker says, rightly, about 
the Extinction Rebellion action fo-

cused on finance: “while the banks 
and investment companies keep the 
funds coming, the fossil fuel industries 
will keep digging, drilling and burn-
ing... That’s why breaking the cycle 
has to mean more than reforming 
banks, or choosing the ‘good’ ones. It 
has to strike at the profit system itself.”

How do we strike at and defeat the 
profit system? By a socialist revolu-
tion? Yes! We need to convince many 
more people about socialism and 
what it will take to win it. But do we re-
ally have no demands and proposals 
to strike against the profit system on 
the way, and help move the struggle 
forward?

Nothing more immediate to pro-
pose to climate activists and trade 
unionists who are not yet convinced 
about workers’ revolution, or maybe 
even about comprehensively replac-
ing capitalism, but want to fight cap-
italism at least? 

SW calls for more and more militant 
working-class struggle as well as cli-
mate protests and so on. But effective 
class struggle needs clear and ambi-
tious goals.

The crucial demand, in terms of 
ending the financial sector’s funding 
of fossil fuels and redirecting its re-
sources to tackle climate change, is 
reorganisation of the big banks and 
financial institutions under democratic 
public ownership. But Socialist Worker, 
like the union and Labour and Green 
leaders (though for different reasons), 
doesn’t want to raise that demand.

In 2008 the SWP’s slogan was just 
“Don’t bail out the bankers”: so, 
rather than calling to take meaning-
ful and democratic public control of 
the banks, we should have advocated 
letting the banking system collapse? 
Today what we get from the SWP is a 
combination of revolutionary-sound-
ing rhetoric with an immediate ap-
proach that is social democratic - and 
not even a radical version of social 
democracy. □

Socialist Worker and the banks

Getting issues onto the CWU agenda
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This pamphlet remembers the 
brave workers who occupied 

their shipyard to try and save not 
just their own jobs but the jobs of 
future generations. □
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“We know best” management
By Matt Shaw

These days, the incompetence of 
management really knows no 

bounds. For years, we’ve been asking 
for a safe way to work at height, and up 
until recently a sort of stand-off has de-
veloped.

Our method had been agreed, bit of 
a botch, but everybody knew what they 
were doing and what was required re-
garding equipment and technique.

However, somebody decided to 
make a name for themselves by decid-
ing to to split the course where we learn 

how to climb safely into two courses.
Strange, but it’s not unknown for 

these things to happen. Usually we just 
do both parts and everybody keeps 
working.

So off go a couple of my workmates 
to take this “new” course, fully expect-
ing to pass it and continue doing our 
work.

Oh no. Even if you pass the first part, 
you’re not allowed to climb unless 
you’ve passed both parts of the climb-
ing competency.

Ok. When can they go on the next 
part? Sorry, says our training manage-
ment, we’ve not actually got the second 
part written and it then has to have its 
safety case written.

In the meantime, more and more of 

us have been told we can’t climb as our 
competencies run out of date.

Almost 50% of our equipment is 
classed as “at height”. Too many work-
ers told we can’t climb, and that would 
cripple our maintenance and slow re-
pair of any faults that develop.

After this ridiculous situation was left 
to stew for a few weeks, higher man-
agement have “decreed” that the old 
system will remain in place until the 
second part of the new course has 
been written and safety checked.

No one will even tell us what was 
wrong with the old course. This is all 
part of the “we know best” style of man-
agement which has emerged much 
more severely during lockdown. □

• Matt Shaw is a railway trackworker

Return to Afghanistan

By John Cunningham

Directed by the Iranian Mohsen 
Makhmalbaf, Kandahar (2001) is 

partly based on the real life story of 
Nabfer Pazira, who appears in the film 
as the main character, Nafas.

As a child Nafas escapes Afghan-
istan, eventually settling in Canada 
where she becomes a journalist. Her 
sister remained in Afghanistan, in Kan-
dahar, and has lost both limbs after 
stepping on a landmine.

Nafas leaves Canada and travels to 

the Afghan border after receiving a 
letter from her sister, who is suicidal. 
Clad in a burqa Nafas crosses the 
border into Afghanistan along with a 
group of former refugees who are try-
ing to return to their homeland. She 
sees the damage wrought by the Tali-
ban, and particularly the effect of their 
regime on women.

At one point Nafas falls ill and is ex-
amined by a doctor through a small 
hole in a curtain. Under the Taliban 
rules he cannot touch her or look at 
her properly. The group of return-
ees she has attached herself to are 
robbed and they decide to turn round 
and leave Afghanistan. Nafas is deter-
mined to carry on. The film ends with 
Kandahar in sight. □

Solidarity 
with Paul 
Holmes
Around 100 

people joined 
a solidarity rally 
for Unison Branch 
Secretary and na-
tional President 
Paul Holmes on Monday 6 Septem-
ber as his disciplinary hearing began. 
Holmes was suspended by Kirklees 
Council in November 2019. The 
council is not holding the hearing at 
council offices as would be usual, in-
stead paying for a four-star hotel on 
the outskirts of Huddersfield.

Though supported by his local 
branch, Holmes is not receiving sup-
port from the national union. Along 
with other Kirklees Unison activists, 
Holmes has also been suspended by 
Unison, with no hearings yet. It is un-
clear whether the two sets of charges 
are related. We do not know the con-
tent of either set of charges, but we 
do know there had been a history 
of the Unison bureaucracy working 
with employers to witch-hunt left 
wing activists,

Prior to Paul Holmes’s suspension, 
Kirklees branch had been active, 
with branch meetings held at local 
football stadium to allow more mem-
bers to attend. But the branch has 
not been permitted to hold an AGM 
since 2019.

As branch secretary of Kirklees 
Unison, Paul has led strikes and cam-
paigns against council cuts. Most re-
cently council bin workers in Kirklees 
threatened to strike over claims of 
victimisation, including bullying, rac-
ism and “heavy-handed” manage-
ment. □

On 4 September the Care and Support Workers Organise network (CaSWO) 
held protests in Manchester (pictured), London, Newcastle and Preston. More: 

Facebook and Twitter. Our interview with Ali Treacher of CaSWO at bit.ly/caswo

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

Diary of a 
trackworker
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BEIS strike 22-24 November

RAWA, the Revolutionary Association 
of the Women of Afghanistan, is call-

ing on supporters of women’s rights in 
Afghanistan to join action on the streets 
on 25 September.

They say: “Women of the world and 
our allies stand with the women - and 
all vulnerable groups - of Afghanistan 
against imperialism, militarism, funda-
mentalism and fascism. None of us are 
free until the women of Afghanistan are 
free”.

They call on governments to:
• Refuse to recognize a Taliban gov-

ernment, which has no legitimacy be-
yond the brutal force it commands and 
which terrorises the people of Afghani-
stan, girls and women in particular. 

• Stop all forms of support to the Tal-
iban, including funding, providing of 
arms and technical knowhow.

• End imperialism, militarism, fascism 
and religious fundamentalism. Stop 
and prevent manipulating women’s 
rights for commercial and other inter-
ests.

• Support the women’s resistance to 
the Taliban inside Afghanistan. Respect 
and support Afghan women and peo-
ple’s exercise of their democratic and 
human rights, including their right to 
self-determination.

• Evacuate women and men, human 
rights defenders, journalists, police of-
ficers, public employees, athletes, and 
LGBTI+ who wish to leave the country 

and ensure their safe passage.
• Create an independent body of 

observers, made up with a majority 
of women, who have a track record of 
promoting women’s human rights to 
monitor the situation in Afghanistan. 

• Welcome refugees, with the US and 
their allies assuming the responsibility 
of financing the cost of resettling dis-
placed people from Afghanistan.

• Immediately open humanitarian 
corridors to support the people of Af-
ghanistan.

• Stop arms trade policies and the 
military industrial complex, which prof-
its from the ongoing wars in Afghani-
stan and elsewhere in the world. □

25 September call for Afghanistan

Momentum needs democracy push

Outsourced workers at the Depart-
ment of Business, Energy and 

Industrial Strategy (BEIS) will strike 
again, unless a deal is found, from 
22-24 September, demanding pay in-
creases and the reinstatement of an-
nual leave entitlement.

The last day of that strike coincides 
with a global climate strike; that’s sig-
nificant as BEIS is a key department in 
terms of the UK’s climate policy. We’ll 
make the picket line at BEIS a focus 
for mobilising union members across 
London, and will be promoting the 
union’s climate policies as part of that.

PCS is balloting our driving examiner 
members for industrial action to resist 
the imposition of an increased work-
load. The vote runs from 6-24 Septem-
ber. Management wants to increase 
the maximum number of tests carried 
out per day from seven to eight. We 
need to take action and win the dis-
pute quickly, as days will shorten as we 

move towards autumn, meaning the 
extra tests will be carried out in darker 
conditions, making them less safe for 
both examiners and students.

There’ll also be a new ballot of our 
members in the Driver and Vehicle 
Licensing Agency (DVLA) complex in 
Swansea announced soon.

In Royal Parks, we’ve given the em-
ployer a 9 September deadline to re-
spond to our demands. Members will 
meet in advance of that, on 8 Septem-
ber, to agree next steps depending 
on that responses. From speaking to 
the workers it’s clear to me that there’s 
a strong desire to strike again should 
our demands not be made.

On 14 September, I’m speaking at a 
fringe meeting at TUC Congress on cli-
mate change. PCS has extensive poli-
cies in favour of collective ownership 
of industries such as energy transmis-
sion. We’re also developed plans for 
repurposing the work government de-
partments do to refocus them around 
meeting the challenge of the climate 
crisis and other social goals.

We need to ensure those plans 

aren’t abstract but are live documents 
our reps and activists can use to organ-
ise around in workplace and make de-
mands on employers. Our members in 
aviation are also involved in develop-
ing a plan for transitioning their work 
to a zero-carbon economy.

Workers’ struggle and workers’ con-
trol need to be the key focuses; we 
can’t limit ourselves to appealing to 
the benevolence of governments and 
employers to protect jobs in any tran-
sition process.

Although PCS has no formal policy 
on it as yet, I also support the demand 
for social ownership of banking and fi-
nance. The links between finance and 
fossil fuels are clear, and social own-
ership of the immense wealth con-
centrated in that sector is necessary 
to fund the massive conversion and 
constructions projects needed to tran-
sition to a zero-carbon economy. □

• John Moloney is assistant general 
secretary of the civil service workers’ 
union PCS, writing here in a personal 
capacity
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Join Workers’ 
Liberty!
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long-haul collective effort to 
spread the socialist ideas you read in 
Solidarity, and to link together activ-
ities in diverse campaigns and con-
flicts around that consistent socialist 
thread? Then take some copies of 
Solidarity to sell each week, and 
contact us to discuss joining Work-
ers’ Liberty, the group that produces 
and sustains this paper. Check it out 
and contact us via workersliberty.
org/join-awl

By Martin Thomas

The Labour left grouping 
Momentum, which claimed 

40,000 members in 2018 and 
surely still has some tens of 
thousands, is currently running 
a consultation to democratise 
itself.

The need for that has been 
highlighted by the run-up-to-
conference email Momentum 
sent to members (in fact, sent 
twice, on 1 and 3 September).

The email makes no call to 
push the eleven model policy 
motions for Labour confer-
ence decided by Momentum, 

although the motions deadline 
is 13 September and some 
local Labour Parties are decid-
ing their motions only in the 
last days.

No, it chooses to publicise 
one of the 16 motions from the 
right-wing faction Labour To 
Win - as the main threat from 
the Labour right and a hook on 
which to hang a fund appeal,.

Like the other 15 right-wing 
motion drafts, it’s a poor one. 
Momentum sounds the alarm, 
not about the headline princi-
ple of the motion (two nations, 
two states, which is already 

Labour Party policy), and not 
about the lack in the motion 
of solidarity with movements 
in Israel and the occupied ter-
ritories fighting for that princi-
ple, but about an odd clause 
in it, calling for “Hamas.. to be 
removed from power in Gaza... 
in return for massive invest-
ment”.

That, Momentum exclaims, 
means “catastrophic military 
intervention in Palestine”.

The clause probably tells us 
something about half-formu-
lated impulses in the mind of 
whoever drafted it, but to hold 

up the chief risk of a move to 
the right by Labour as Labour 
sending British troops to con-
quer Gaza is to fire wide of the 
actual risks.

The Labour Right motion 
contains much else that makes 
little sense, and nothing to 
improve Labour policy. The 
Momentum email denounces 
the “legitimacy of Zionism”, 
leaving it unclear (as so often) 
whether the denunciation 
means a historical criticism of 
actions of the pre-state Zion-
ist movement and of Israel, or 
a rejection of the right of the 

now-existing Israeli Jewish 
nation to self-determination 
alongside a real independent 
Palestinian state.

Momentum is trying to get 
in with the Israel-hating wing 
of the Labour left, still strong 
though subdued. Instead of 
debating or even formulating 
an actual policy on Israel-Pal-
estine, it relies on implications, 
nudges, and hints.

The consultation needs to 
equip Momentum to have real 
political debates and discus-
sions, and to get a fix on the 
real risks from the right. □
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By Alice Hazel

The trade union consultations on the NHS pay 
award are coming to an end. The Unison bal-

lot runs until 10 September, the RCN finishes on 
13th, GMB on 17th, and Unite on 24th. The next 
days and weeks are the last chance for members 
to vote and for activists to get out and encourage 
them to reject.

The award doesn’t get anywhere near the 
claims of the unions. All have stated that it is not 
good enough. RCN, GMB and Unite have recom-
mended rejection. It is likely that all the results will 
be to reject the deal. It’s obvious to all NHS work-
ers that a lower than inflation pay award of 3% is 
inadequate, does nothing to address the years of 
pay cuts and will not resolve the 100,000 vacan-
cies across the NHS that leave us overwhelmed 
with the workload.

The question remains whether the turnout will 
be high enough to lead to formal ballots. The 
unions have been poorly organised across many 
workplaces for so long that running campaigns 
takes active and determined leadership. Materi-
als and emails have been sent out centrally, but 
the unions have fallen short in mobilising. Along-
side the members’ ballot, Unison has run a low 
key branch consultation which seems to have 
been designed to counteract any positive result. 
The RCN have decided on a process that would 
mean two more ballots before any action could 
be taken. The national campaigns haven’t done 
anything to give exhausted workers confidence.

Nevertheless, activists need to prepare to build 
from the ballot results, arguing for formal ballots 
on the basis of reject outcomes to the consulta-
tion. In Unison we should argue for a disaggre-
gated formal ballot, if the strength of the turnout 
is mixed across the country. The priority in every 
workplace is to build cross union organisation, 
and seek out new union activists to build for the 
future on pay and other issues. □  

Tax the rich 
for social care, 
pensions, benefits!
By Sacha Ismail

TUC General Secretary Frances O’Grady is 
right to respond to the talk of National In-

surance increases by arguing that “it’s time to 
raise taxes on wealth to fund social care prop-
erly”.

A section of the right is are using phrases like 
“intergenerational fairness” to justify removing 
the triple lock which guarantees substantial 
increases in the basic state pension (by aver-
age earnings, inflation or 2.5%, whichever is 
higher).

Others say that social care should be funded 
by squeezing older people more  rather than 
by increasing National Insurance, i.e. taxes on 
low or average-paid workers.

Such framing ensures that some section of 
the working class broadly defined will lose out, 
and that the capitalist class and the rich can 
evade making any sacrifice, however limited, 
to tackle social problems.

Younger people have suffered dispropor-
tionately under “austerity”, ie the last decade 
and more of ruling-class warfare. But since 
2012 pensioner poverty, as defined by a con-
servative official formula, has increased by 5% 
to almost a fifth.

The solution to the “unfairness” of the state 
pension having a triple lock while other ben-
efits don’t is for the lock to be extended to all 
benefits, and for their levels to be raised. For 
a start: keep the £20 uplift to Universal Credit 
due to be stopped on 6 October.

Tax the rich! Transform social care into a free, 
fully-funded public service! □

By Mohan Sen

As Labour Party conference approaches 
(25-9 September, Brighton), Keir 

Starmer’s assault on Labour democracy 
has accelerated.

In the run-up to and following the Na-
tional Executive Committee’s ban on four 
organisations, dozens or hundreds of 
left-wingers have been expelled or sus-
pended from the party, often on the most 
tenuous charges, and with no or little due 
process. A string of CLPs (local Labour 
Parties) have had elections for conference 
delegates manipulated to ensure pro-
Starmer delegates.

Activists will challenge the conference 
confirmation (usually a formality) for the 
appointed general secretary, David Evans.

The National Executive Committee (NEC) will 
propose anti-democratic rule changes, at the last 
minute as is unfortunately its power and custom. 
On the pretext of responding to the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission (EHRC) report on an-
tisemitism, these are set to include replacing the 
elected National Constitutional Committee with 
an appointed “appeals board”. 

Some good rule changes (accountability to 
conference for the Parliamentary Labour Party, 
an end to the “three-year rule” restricting rule 
changes) will challenge the platform.

We can’t yet see clearly the shape of the policy 
debates. There will be lots of motions for Propor-
tional Representation (PR) and a big variety of 
motions on climate politics (much will depend 
on the compositing meeting).

The organised Labour right (Labour To Win, 
combining Labour First and Progress) has issued 
16 model motions; but it has made relatively little 
drive for them, and in some CLPs those model 
motions (on social care, for example) have been 
amended to become left-wing. Momentum Inter-
nationalists has motions on Build Back Fairer and 
Uyghur rights, and left-wing text on climate jus-
tice. Momentum has 11 model motions, but how 
many will get to conference we don’t know.

Having told the officers of Young Labour it 
would not allow a YL conference this year, the 
party has now thrown down multiple barriers to 
even a YL-themed day at the Brighton confer-
ence. YL’s leaders have rightly protested (bit.ly/

yl-protest), but not organised an unofficial YL as-
sembly to rally and discuss.

The Unite and GMB unions got ballot majorities 
for strikes of Labour Party staff after HQ threat-
ened to cut 90 jobs, with some compulsory re-
dundancies. Evans backed down, reducing the 
figure to 60 and saying compulsory redundancies 
will not be necessary “at this stage”.

We are no defenders of jobs for life for Labour 
Party apparatchiks. Still, 60 or 90 job losses must 
affect many backroom technical staff (call-centre 
workers and the like). Better to redirect funds 
from the Leader’s Office, an institution which did 
not even exist until Neil Kinnock and where the 
top officials are paid over £100,000.

Affiliated unions should use their positions and 
voice in the Labour structure to determine what 
the party does, and break their silence over the 
attacks on Labour’s democracy.

They should fight for their democratically 
agreed positions in the party structure, including 
at conference. If even the half of affiliated unions 
which claim to be on the left made a fight, the 
picture inside Labour would be very different. 
Even so, there will be scope in Brighton for the 
left from local Labour Parties to rally itself, around 
policy and democracy in the conference, and in 
fringe events.

Trade union and Labour activists should de-
mand the unions speak out against Starmer’s 
attacks on democracy and members’ rights, and 
state openly now what policies, positions and rule 
changes they plan to support and oppose on the 
NEC and at conference. □

Rally the unions against 
Labour stitch-ups!

Reject the NHS Reject the NHS 
pay award!pay award!
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STOP THE BORDERS BILL!
By Sacha Ismail

There is mass public support 
for helping Afghan refugees. 

The left and labour movement 
should try to mobilise and build 
on it, to win stronger measures 
to help those fleeing Afghan-
istan — and to challenge the 
whole anti-migrant framework 
which the Johnson government 
is preparing to strengthen.

Supporters of anti-Brexit cam-
paign Another Europe is Possi-
ble organised local actions in 
support of Afghan refugees on 
4 September. We should be on 
the look out for further oppor-
tunities to demonstrate. If ref-
ugee rights organisations call 
bigger protests, socialist, trade 
union and Labour activists 
should try to mobilise a strong 
labour movement presence.

The numbers the UK govern-
ment is proposing to resettle 
from Afghanistan are low: 5,000 
immediately and 15,000 in an 
undefined “long term”. As the 
Refugee Action charity com-
ments “the scheme does not 
go far enough. In fact, it barely 
touches the sides”.

Uganda, whose GDP is 52 
times lower than the UK’s, has 
announced it is offering imme-
diate welcome to 2,000 from 
Afghanistan. Or to give some 
historical context, when Indians 
fled Uganda in 1972, the UK re-
settled 27,000 in a few months.

EU governments are citing 
the UK’s stingy response to 
Afghan refugees as a prece-

dent for them not to open their 
doors much either.

In Solidarity 604 we spelt 
out some measures to actually 
welcome Afghan and other ref-
ugees. As we commented, “of-
ficial resettlement schemes are 
not enough”.

Refugee Action asks (bit.ly/
refugeeaction1), “what of the 
vast majority of Afghans who 
will not be lucky enough to be 
resettled? How will we treat 
the 20,001st Afghan refugee? 
Any Afghan who arrives in the 
UK today to claim asylum will 
be faced with a system riddled 
with injustice that all too often 
fails those it is meant to pro-
tect...”

“Worse still, this Government 
is seeking to double down on 
this injustice with their anti-refu-
gee Bill currently going through 
Parliament [the Borders Bill, 
currently awaiting its commit-
tee stage].

“If passed, the Bill would rep-
resent the biggest attack on 
the refugee protection system 
that we have ever seen and will 
close the door to desperate 
people who arrive in the UK 

to seek safety, including those 
from Afghanistan. Under the 
Bill, an Afghan arriving in the 
UK via means other than official 
routes would likely be detained 
for who knows how long and 
deported to who knows where.”

The labour movement must 
do much more to oppose this 
anti-refugee Bill — the Tories’ 
Nationality and Borders Bill (bit.
ly/antirefugeebill).

We need to change the whole 
terms of the “debate” on mi-
grants’ and refugee rights. As 
Zrinka Bralo writes for Migrants 
Organise (bit.ly/zrinkab)

“It seems strange now that, 
just [over] two decades ago, 
refused asylum seekers like me 
were able to work, and even 
stranger that the government 
spared no costs to ensure Bos-
nian refugees were looked 
after, had interpreters and case-
workers, and the best NHS care 
for the wounded and the trau-
matised...”

The left must fight, including 
in the Labour Party, to stop the 
Borders Bill and for a clear pol-
icy of reversing decades of at-
tacks on migrants’ rights. □

No. 605, 8 September 2021 No. 605, 8 September 2021 

The Palestinians 
in the world
13 million people and 
their sufferings in many 
countries

Pages 8-9

Texas law protests 
set for 4 October
New state law aims 
to abolish virtually all 
abortion rights

Page 6

The Hazaras in 
Afghanistan
Like other groups, they 
need our solidarity 
against the Taliban

Page 3 (and p.15)

The failings of 
Corbynism
Dave Osland reviews 
our new booklet on the 
Corbyn era

Page 11

≫Expropriate Big Pharma
≫Release vaccine know-how
≫Vaccines for the worst-off

VACCINATE 
THE 
WORLD!

See page 2

http://www.workersliberty.org
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-08-31/open-door-afghan-refugees
https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/afghanistan-crisis-refugees-must-be-protected-not-punished
https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/afghanistan-crisis-refugees-must-be-protected-not-punished
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3023/stages
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-07-27/push-back-asylum-rights
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2021-07-27/push-back-asylum-rights
https://www.migrantsorganise.org/?p=30416

