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FUEL, WAGES 
AND BREXIT
The fuel shortages, queues 

at petrol stations and huge 
surrounding traffic jams which 
have choked up many cities 
and towns are an indictment of 
many aspects of our social ar-
rangements:

• Low-wages and terrible 
conditions for HGV drivers.

• The ending of free move-
ment between Britain and the 
European Union with Brexit, 
and the wider drive against mi-
grants.

• The whole framework of 
vital industries, including trans-
port and energy, being run for 
private profit.

The Socialist of 29 September 
carries an interview with a So-
cialist Party member who until 
recently worked as a driver. He 
vividly describes the dire work-
ing conditions in much of the 
industry, the stress and inse-
curity the companies’ ruthless 
profit-making imposes on work-
ers, and the absurd weakness 
of regulations.

He also highlights the weak-
ness of trade unions.

The main union in the in-
dustry is Unite. This is surely a 
test for the leadership of new 

Unite general secretary Sharon 
Graham, with its stated com-
mitment to focus and push on 
workers’ pay, terms and condi-
tions.

Socialist and trade union ac-
tivists should be on the look out 
to find ways to help rank-and-
file drivers organise.

The Socialist Party being 
pro-Brexit, its coverage largely 
avoids discussion of Brexit and 
freedom of movement.

Socialists must support free-
dom of movement — not be-
cause want to provide more 
labour for bosses to exploit, but 
because we support workers’ 
rights to move freely. Anything 
else means further weakening 
the ability to organise, by mak-
ing workers more vulnerable to 
the combined power of their 
employers and the immigration 
system.

Our response to the tempo-
rary suspension of certain re-
strictions is to demand that free 
movement with the EU is re-
stored, and expanded to other 
parts of the world. Workers 
should be able to move freely.

The fuel crisis is a reminder of 
the absurd irrationality of Brexit. 

Yet stuck in a long-running pat-
tern of not criticising Brexit, the 
bulk of the labour movement is 
currently unwilling to point this 
out.

The internationalist left needs 
to start thinking and talking 
about how to begin the job of 
addressing Brexit again. We 
should not accept the Tories’ 
disastrous pseudo-settlement 
as the final resting place of the 
UK’s relationship with the EU.

Last but not least, this crisis 
makes the case for putting pub-
lic welfare above private profit. 
Like the energy industry itself, 
road haulage should be taken 
into public ownership — it was, 
under the post-war Labour gov-
ernment — and reorganised as 
a public service providing well-
paid, secure jobs.

The UK economy’s convul-
sions make the case against 
the whole capitalist system of 
private ownership for profit. 
Yet the Labour Party under Keir 
Starmer will not advocate even 
limited measures to put work-
ers’ rights and public good 
before profit. The labour move-
ment must step up.□
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For Conference policies, against Starmer

Labour policy, a “senior Labour 
source” told the Guardian during La-

bour Party conference, on 27 Septem-
ber, is “what Keir says it is”.

On 26 September the conference 
voted overwhelmingly for a left-wing 
“Socialist Green New Deal” motion on 
climate change, including nationali-
sation of the energy companies. The 
same day Starmer told the BBC he 
would not nationalise energy.

Starmer’s “ten pledges” in last year’s 
Labour leadership election specifically 
called for “common ownership of rail, 
mail, energy and water”.

Tax the rich
Both Starmer’s pre-conference pam-
phlet, and his conference speech, 
stressed a “pro-business” turn, praise 
for the “private sector”, talk of what em-
ployers had told Starmer they wanted 
from workers more than of what work-
ers might tell him we want from bosses.

Yet the Pandora Papers remind us 
of the need to attack the vast accu-
mulated wealth of the rich in order to 
restore working-class living standards 
and pursue working-class interests.

As a motion to the conference from 
Newark and Newcastle East CLPs, ruled 

out of order, put it:
“We need to take back wealth, in-

cluding through a wealth tax, increased 
corporation tax, capital gains tax and 
taxing very high incomes; and taking 
banking and finance into democratic 
public ownership.”

Blairism mark 2?
Starmer is pushing towards a weak 
Blairite-style agenda for Labour — small 
welfare and climate tweaks only as mar-
ket priorities and low taxes for the rich 
allow. This at a time when climate ac-
tion, and unwinding inequality sharp-
ened by the pandemic and the Tories’ 
post-lockdown clawbacks, are urgent.

But the Blair Return Project is as yet 
very far from full victory.

In the heyday of Blairism, until long 
after Blair’s election in 1997, the lead-
ership machine had Labour conference 
sewn up. Most members supported the 
leadership or were willing to fall in be-
hind it to “unite against the Tories”. Blair 
looked sure to win the general election, 
or had won. Starmer still has wretched 
poll figures (and, instructively, no boost 
to them from his conference “show-
case”).

The 2021 conference suggested 
there is still a left-wing majority among 
the Labour membership, though with 
a shift to the right since 2019. Constit-
uency delegates voted repeatedly for 
left-wing policies, in many cases as left-
wing as the policy passed in 2019.

Numerous speeches, and wider dis-
cussions around the conference, made 
the left-wing bent of many delegates 
clear. And unlike during high Blairism, 
the leadership did not feel confident 
to declare to the conference itself that 
motions would be ignored.

The unions
In the 90s most trade unions were dom-
inated by soft-Blairite “new realism”. 
Unions now are on the back foot. But 
they mostly have left policy and left or 
leftish leaderships, and recent union 
elections have reinforced that trend.

Starmer dropped plans to return to 
an electoral college with a special vote 
for MPs to elect the party leader. He got 
through his other anti-democratic rule 
changes. Those are designed to insu-
late the leadership from policies sup-
ported by the membership which are 
or might be passed by conference.

However, the bulk of the rule changes 
only passed because the leadership 
and machine of Unison voted with 
Starmer, in many cases violating their 
own union rules and policies. Anger 
about that may help Unison’s left, which 
recently won a majority on the union’s 
national executive for the first time, to 
win a majority also in the current elec-
tions for its separate Labour Link struc-
ture. If the left wins and consolidates 

control of Unison’s intervention in La-
bour, things could shift rapidly and sig-
nificantly.

The decision of the Bakers’ Union to 
disaffiliate, while understandable given 
the Labour leadership’s provocations, 
is a mistake.

As yet, even “left-wing” unions mostly 
put up little fight in the party. If they 
begin to use their weight in party struc-
tures well, they can reverse Labour’s 
rightward drift.

Labour’s three biggest affiliates are 
three of the four big health workers’ 
unions — Unison, GMB and Unite. Even 
the more leftish Unite did nothing to 
raise its 15% / £3,000 pay claim at the 
conference. The unions should push 
Labour to get on the streets in support 
of the NHS and NHS workers — at least 
as much as Blair Labour was pushed 
onto the streets in 1994 to (successfully, 
then) block Royal Mail privatisation.

Policy is key
In the run up to and at the conference, 
the biggest Labour left group, Momen-
tum, took little interest in the policy de-
bates, focusing on leadership election 
rules. Its “The World Transformed” festi-
val once again had minimal connection 
to what was happening at the confer-
ence.

The left certainly needs plans to re-
verse Starmer’s anti-democratic rule 
changes and democratise the party. 
But, also, to give life to the left policies 
passed at conference by action on the 
streets, by preparation to sharpen them 
at next year’s conference, and by call-
ing MPs to account on them. □

By Martin Thomas

Covid vaccines are working. Large 
parts of the world urgently need 

more of them: labour movements 
must press for requisitioning of Big 
Pharma and vaccine know-how to en-
able a rapid drive to expand manufac-
turing, distribution, and donations of 
vaccines to poorer countries. Africa is 
still on only about 0.1 jabs per 100 per 
day (a quick jab drive is about 1/100/
day). Maybe the fact that much of Af-
rica is in the Southern Hemisphere, 
where the seasonal factors are favour-
able in the coming months, will give 
more leeway (case and death counts 
have been decreasing in Africa); but 
Africa still has only 4.5% of people 
fully vaccinated.

The UK and world death counts, 
and even the death count in the USA, 
where vax-refusal is wider, are edg-
ing down. But experience in Israel, 

and lately Serbia and Russia, shows 
that wide vax does not rule out new 
surges. In the Northern Hemisphere 
winter, ill-understood seasonal virus 
patterns, more indoors crowds, and 
fading of voluntary precautions make 
measures such as full isolation pay 
for all, workers’ control of workplace 
safety, better ventilation, emergency 
boosting of the NHS, mask mandates, 
still high priority.

Australia has become the first of 
the countries with rigidly closed bor-
ders to announce a reopening plan. 
The federal plan is to reopen borders 
from when 80% of over-15s are ful-
ly-jabbed (it’s currently 57%, but 80% 
first-jabbed).

Queensland, where Covid rates are 
lower and vax rates too (49%), has 
said it will “not necessarily” reopen its 
borders with other states and with the 
world when it reaches 80%. It is using 
that stance to press the federal gov-
ernment for more cash for hospitals to 
cope with the inevitable rise (smaller 
or greater) in Covid cases that will fol-
low reopening. □

The word “not” went missing from 
Zack Muddle’s article “Less car-

bon emitted means less pasture 
farming” (Solidarity 607): should 
have read “We should not celebrate 
this change in itself.” And our note 
on skipping a week got all the dates 
wrong: we skipped the week of 29 
September. No.608, this issue, is out 
on 6 October, not 13 Oct. □

Covid: jab speed-up needed worldwide

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

Thursday 7 October, 6.30-8pm: Workers’ Liberty students: Imperialism 
and anti-imperialism
Saturday 9 October, 12-1.30pm: Meat: environmentally bad, good, or a 
non-issue? — Environmental socialist reading group
Saturday 9 October, 2-3.30pm: Rebel footsteps — a radical history walk in New 
Cross
Sunday 10 October, 2pm onwards: Socialist Feminist reading group on Ber-
lin’s Third Sex at 2pm, Hootananny, SW2 1DF.
Tuesday 12 October, 6:30pm: Fighting cuts in Network Rail (organised by Off 
The Rails).
For our calendars of events, updated details, zoom links, more 
meetings and resources — including a comprehensive list of local 
student meetings, see workersliberty.org/events or scan QR 
code□

Covid-19

Corrections

Editorial
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HK: workers will rise again
By Ralph Peters

The final conference of Hong Kong’s 
only independent trade union con-

federation, the HKCTU, was on 3 Octo-
ber.

At a press conference following 
the HKCTU’s decision to disband, a 
prepared statement was read out by 
Vice-Chair Leo Tang, who was himself 
imprisoned a year ago. The statement 
expressed its confidence “that the 
workers’ power of resistance will not 
therefore fade away. Contradictions 
bring opposition. Exploitations lead to 
struggles… One may block the river, 
but without a way to channel the water, 
the only result would be a deadlier 
flood.”

On Thursday 30 September mem-
bers of Hong Kong’s socialist League 
of Social Democrats marched against 
the political imprisonments in both 
Hong Kong and China. On Friday and 
Saturday 1-2 Oct, defiant street pro-
tests were held with HKCTU banners 
still flying.

Repression is increasing, too. On 29 
September seven young activists were 
brought to court under the National Se-

curity Law, one of them 15 years old, 
two others 16. One of the 16-year-olds, 
Yuen Ka-him, was still in the school uni-
form he was wearing when arrested the 
previous day.

Laws were brought in on 30 Septem-
ber that would make “doxxing” — being 
abusive on social media to public fig-
ures — punishable with a sentence of 
up to ten years in jail, and insulting the 
Chinese flag with three years.

The HKCTU was the last of the mass 
organisations that supported the de-
mands of the democracy movement 
for universal suffrage and against the 
increasingly repressive powers brought 
in by the Beijing-controlled Hong Kong 
Authority. Many of the leaders of the 
HKCTU are in prison being investi-
gated or facing trial for subversion, as 
are almost all leaders of that democ-
racy movement who have not made 
it to exile. Pro-government media, the 
unofficial mouthpieces of the Chinese 
Communist Party leaders in Beijing, 
have declared that the HKCTU’s contact 
with international trade union networks 
such as the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) is foreign collu-
sion and subversion. □

Italian GKN workers’ resistance shows the way
By Hugh Edwards

Forty thousand or so workers and oth-
ers marched in Florence on Sat 18 

September behind the banner, reading 
“Insorgiamo” (“we are in revolt”), of the 
400 GKN workers sacked via email two 
months ago.

The hastily-convened decision the 
day after of the local industrial tribu-
nal to uphold their claim of unlawful 
dismissal by the British-based multina-
tional confirmed the effectiveness of 
the workers’ resistance.

This was a crucial first success for 
their struggle, their determination, and 
their ability to galvanise and sweep up 
a growing army of workers and others 
in an inspiring triumph for collective 
solidarity.

It reflected no merit of any kind on 
their union leaders, regionally or na-
tionally, who passively went along with 
the workers’ independent actions with-
out ever committing themselves on 
the terrain of action of any kind. Those 
trade union bureaucrats have been 
complicit with employers and with the 
government of Mario Draghi, which in 
July had given the green light to the 
bosses “right” to cut workforces, sus-
pended during the Covid emergency 
periods.

The GKN workforce are only one of a 
veritable rash of workforces summarily 
locked out or in the pipeline for it.

The success of the GKN workers 
raises sharply the need to unite all of 
those fronts of struggle and resistance, 

posing concretely the demand for a 
united all-out action against the em-
ployers and the government.

Italy currently has a coalition gov-
ernment embracing the full profile of 
bourgeois parties, from centre-left to 
centre-right, minus only the neo-fascist 
Brothers of Italy

The bosses of GKN have acknowl-
edged the tribunal decision against 
them, but have reserved their right to 
contest it, signalling that they have no 
intention to revoke the closure of their 
operation in Florence. The bosses’ fed-
eration Confindustria has warned the 
government not to “validate” what they 
termed the “atmosphere of mounting 
anti-business culture surfacing among 
the workers”.

Draghi hastily sought to reassure 
them that the hastily passed anti-delo-
calisation bill was only a regularisation 
to prevent any further “accidental” de-
cisions such as happened with GKN.

The government’s eventual and cyn-
ical declaration of “solidarity” with the 
GKN workforce is hypocritical and op-
portunist. A ruthless restructuring is 
underway in industry, transport, pub-
lic services etc, underlining a bloody-
minded offensive in the pursuit of a 
capitalist recovery programme. The 
billions already handed to the bosses, 
with more on the way, will boost it.

Against that, the workers’ movement 
urgently needs to forge in struggle and 
resistance the widest and most militant 
unity. The crucial lesson of the GKN 
success the need for more than single, 
isolated, factory-by-factory responses.

The battle now is more critical than 
ever to render the living, burning dis-
putes of the moment into one collec-
tive and general declaration of battle 
against the employers and the gov-
ernment, crowned by the demand: 
“Workers of Italy, Unite! Forward to the 
general strike!” □

By Pete Radcliff 

In Britain protests were held in many 
cities around the anniversary on 1 

October of the foundation of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in 1949. Lon-
don and Nottingham showed very 
different ways of organising solidarity.

In London, a coalition had been 
drawn together to organise the pro-
test, including the left wing Labour 
Movement Solidarity with Hong Kong 
(LMSWHK) campaign.

When the LMSWHK heard that right 
wing Tories, including Tory councillor 
Peter Golds from Tower Hamlets, were 
invited, they objected. Golds recently 
tweeted a picture of himself along-
side a supporter of Anti-Communist 
Action, a US based organisation with 
white supremacist and neo-Nazi in-
volvement.

But the organisers of the London 
march told the LMSWHK that the in-
vitation for Golds to speak remained 
open. LMSWHK had to withdraw from 
building the London march, which 
ended up smaller than previous ones.

Opposition to repression in Hong 
Kong and East Turkestan has long 
been misused by well-funded To-
ry-led operations like Hong Kong 
Watch. They have given anti-commu-
nists like Iain Duncan Smith a high 
profile in their work. They have taken 
leading Hong Kong dissidents to 
stand alongside Priti Patel and give 
her photo opportunities to enhance 
her reputation. They have done little 
or nothing to expose the support of 
Tory-supporting banks and corpora-
tions for the repression in Hong Kong.

And they have been largely silent 
about Johnson’s sidelining of them 
after February 2021, when he point-
edly put the interests of Tory busi-
nesses in China before them.

The anti-communist Tories are par-
asites on the Hong Kong, Uyghur and 
Tibetan diaspora; unable to mobilise 
any real protests or get real solidarity.

The elevation to importance of fig-
ures such as Duncan Smith and Golds 
instead alienates the natural allies of 
Hong Kong workers — those who gen-
uinely support democratic rights and 
are appalled at Priti Patel’s Borders Bill 
and the Tories’ Police Bill.

The Tories’ penetration of the an-
ti-CCP movement in the UK has al-
lowed supporters of the CCP to lyingly 
characterise all those giving solidarity, 
as well as the Hong Kong and Uyghur 
people themselves, as “agents of UK 
or US imperialism”. Many, including 
on the left, are largely uninformed on 
China, so association with right wing 
Tories, the actual agents of US and UK 
imperialism, is immensely damaging.

In London there was little turnout 
from the labour movement or from 
radicals. On the other hand the pro-
test in Nottingham, despite heavy rain, 
pulled in labour movement speakers 
such as Labour MP Nadia Whittome. 
Labour councillors and many trade 
unionists also spoke and attended. 
LMSWHK placards denouncing the 
UK corporate support for the National 
Security Law, opposing police repres-
sion in UK and Hong Kong, demand-
ing full resident rights for all migrants, 
were prominent on the protest. □

Lessons for solidarity from 
1 October

40,000 workers were on the streets
 protesting the GKN layoffs

Pic: Maurizio Coppola
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Helping Len rewrite his history
By Jim Denham

The autobiography of Unite union 
leader Len McCluskey, Always Red, 

sounds pretty good — if you believe the 
Morning Star. The paper calls it “an in-
cisive political memoir with lessons for 
the entire left.”

If so, then Always Red must be a con-
siderable improvement upon Len’s 
previous literary effort, the banal and 
self-regarding Why You Should Be A 
Trade Unionist, published in 2020 but 
written before the 2019 election (Len’s 
explanation for this strange timing 
being that the book “never was in-
tended to be a political rallying cry”). 
Mind you, the Morning Star’s editor Ben 
Chacko reckons Always Red is “written 
in the same engaging style as [the] ear-
lier book”, so we have been warned.

Chacko’s review of the book (in the 
MS of 27 September) turns out to be 
an almost hagiographic paean to Len 
the man (“witty... can be hilarious”), Len 
the thinker (“there is serious strategic 

thinking in these techniques about 
how unions can win”) and Len the far-
sighted sage who, it seems almost 
single-handedly ushered in the Cor-
byn era by backing one member one 
vote in the Labour Party in 2014. In fact, 
such was Len’s visionary foresight then 
that he eclipsed even the Morning Star 
itself: with a note of humble self-criti-
cism, Chacko notes that “many other 
union leaders were baffled by Unite’s 
support for the change — frankly, so was 
the Morning Star — but developments 
were to show how right it was.”

But there is a note of bitterness that 

cannot be avoided: “McCluskey’s ac-
count of the 2017-19 period is dis-
piriting”, caused entirely, it seems by 
Labour’s “reneging on the promise to 
respect the EU referendum”, a view that 
means Len “is in agreement with the 
analysis consistently made by this news-
paper.” A particularly culpable example 
of the “infestation” of “Remainitis” that 
Len points to is Emily Thornberry hav-
ing the effrontery to wear a blue dress 
and a gold star necklace “in an effort 
to look like a walking EU flag.” The one 
criticism of the otherwise saintly Jer-
emy Corbyn is for “failing to give the 
clear lead that might have stopped the 
rot” (i.e. doing what Len specialised in: 
ignoring the wishes of the members).

Strangely, if we turn to Len’s earlier 
page-turner Why You Should Be A 
Trade Unionist, we find him in full sup-
port of Labour’s 2019 position and, 
indeed, claiming that Brexit doesn’t 
really matter very much: “I have always 
supported Labour’s approach to bring-
ing the country together by trying to 
speak to all of it, not just half of it, while 
dismissing the other half, as the other 
main parties have done. But even as I 
write about Leave and Remain, I reject 
these labels. In or out of the EU, it is the 

class questions that matter.”
Still, the Morning Star is hardly going 

to criticise someone for re-writing their 
own history, given the record of the 
political current (Stalinism) the paper 
represents.

 And, of course, Chacko and his paper 
owe a huge debt of gratitude to Len 
and Unite: when Gorbachev cancelled 
the USSR’s bulk order (12,000 copies a 
day) in 1990, the paper was saved by 
the leaders of several British trade un-
ions pumping money in. In recent years 
Unite has effectively replaced the USSR 
in ensuring the paper’s survival via bulk 
via bulk orders, generous payments for 
advertising and subsidised special edi-
tions for union conferences, the TUC, 
Tolpuddle, the Durham Miners’ gala, 
etc.

Whether this cosy relationship con-
tinues under Len’s successor Sharon 
Graham remains to be seen — but the 
Morning Star has already carried a 
number of articles in praise of her, most 
of which avoid mention of the embar-
rassing fact that the paper did not 
support her in the Unite general secre-
tary election. But history is once again 
being re-written, and the sucking-up 
continues. □

“Blockers” and age of consent

The article by Angela Driver 
welcoming the Court of 

Appeal’s overturning of the 
Tavistock vs Bell judgement 
(Solidarity 607) is headed “A 
win for teenagers’ rights” and 
states that the decision “is 
good news for young trans 
people under 18.” In fact, the 
decision applies to children 
under the age of 16 who are 
struggling with their identity 
and considering gender reas-
signment.

I have to say that I have se-
rious doubts about the Court 
of Appeal’s decision and think 
the judges in the Tavistock vs 
Bell case made a good point 
when they said there would 
be enormous difficulties for 
young children weighing up 
the relevant information and 
deciding whether to consent 
to the use of puberty blocking 
medication: “It is highly un-
likely that a child aged 13 or 
under would be competent to 
give consent to the adminis-
tration of puberty blockers [...] 

It is doubtful that a child aged 
14 or 15 could understand and 
weigh the long-term risks and 
consequences of the adminis-
tration of puberty blockers.”

I am aware of the fact that 
the medical consensus is that 
the physical effects of puberty 
blockers are reversible if the 
individual stops taking them. 
However, the Tavistock Clin-
ic’s own Gender Identity De-
velopment Service states on 
its website: “The blocker is a 
physically reversible interven-
tion... However we don’t know 
the full psychological effects of 
the blocker or whether it alters 
the course of adolescent brain 
development.” 

The concluding section of 
Angela’s article (“Even when 
‘protectors’ mean well, such 
‘protection’ can often result in 
oppression”) would, it seems 

to me, logically mean opposi-
tion to the age of consent.

Workers’ Liberty, unlike sev-
eral other tendencies on the 
left, has always supported an 
age of consent, and has stated: 
“Any fixed age of consent is 
necessarily arbitrary, but 16 
(the age of consent in Brit-
ain) does coincide with other 
markers of adulthood and eco-
nomic independence (age of 
marriage, school leaving age, 
full-time employment). We op-
pose the call for the abolition 
of the age of consent.”

Of course, this statement 
was in the context of consent 
to sexual relations and not 
about elective medical inter-
ventions: but I think the same 
principle applies.

Solidarity and Workers’ Lib-
erty are quite correct in sup-
porting the right of adults to 
transition — and, of course, to 
oppose discrimination against 
trans people. But we must 
also protect the interests of 
children who are likely to be 
incapable of making complex 
and potentially life-changing 
decisions. □

Jack McDonough, 
Birmingham

Even Alison McGovern MP, 
former chair of the Labour 

right-wing group Progress, 
is now annoyed with Keir 
Starmer (because of him writ-
ing for the Sun).

Some socialists are talk-
ing about a leadership chal-
lenge. Comments I’ve heard 
include “This must be the 
end for Starmer... Would we, 
for instance, support Rayner 
to challenge Starmer (assum-
ing he doesn’t simply stand 
down)?”

“Starmer is actively carry-
ing out a turbo-New-Labour 
strategy of transforming La-
bour away from any kind of 
accountability... The turfing 
out of Starmer and the Blair-
ite faction is imperative and 
a soft left leadership under 
Rayner would be a limited 
step forward”.

Problem is, to force a lead-
ership contest requires 20% 
of Labour MPs to nominate 
a challenger. Even a majority 
vote of no confidence by MPs 
does not by itself force a con-
test, as we found in 2016.

A “draft Rayner” campaign, 
pressing all left Labour MPs 

to nominate Angela Rayner, 
would be unlikely to “work”; 
but certain to imply giving 
political credit to someone 
who has given no guarantees 
at all of differentiation from 
Starmer.

If Rayner should kick over 
the table and seek nomi-
nations against Starmer — it 
looks unlikely for now, but 
if — then that would create 
different choices. We might 
advocate people giving her 
their second votes in the Al-
ternative Vote system used. 
But even then, surely, our pri-
mary pressure on MPs would 
be to nominate a left candi-
date? □

Alan Gilbert, London

Draft Angela Rayner?

Keira Bell took blockers at
16, later detransitioning
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Is the Fairphone fair for workers? 
By Eric Lee

If you own a smartphone, 
you’re almost certainly con-

tributing to several big prob-
lems in the world. These 
include a negative environ-
mental impact, the produc-
tion of mountains of e-waste 
as perfectly good phones are 
thrown away, and of course 
the exploitation of workers in 
the supply chains, from the 
mines in the Congo to assem-
bly lines in China.

A decade-old Dutch com-
pany, Fairphone, has set out to 
change all this by producing 
an “ethical” smartphone. Last 
week they announced their 
latest — and by far their best — 
model, the Fairphone 4. Thou-
sands of people participated 
in the online launch event.

Fairphone boasts that it 
uses ethically-produced min-
erals, including Fair-trade 
gold, where possible. It fights 
against planned obsoles-
cence by making the phone 
easily repairable by users. 
Each phone shipped includes 
a small screwdriver so you can 
open your phone and remove 
parts, including the battery. 
(Try doing that on an iPhone.) 
Their efforts have gotten Fair-

phone recognised as a “B Cor-
poration” — one of the highest 
standards for ethical behav-
iour in the corporate world.

As for the workers who 
make the phones, Fairphone 
says it’s committed to “de-
velop innovative programs 
to improve job satisfaction 
and representation, and to 
open the lines of communi-
cation between workers and 
management.” They say that 
they “listen to what the work-
ers want to change, involve 
them in the implementation of 
solutions and empower them 
to have an influence on their 
working conditions.”

And now we come to Sher-
lock Holmes’ famous “dog that 
did not bark in the night”. Be-
cause in all the lovely words 
about “involving” workers, 
and “opening lines of com-
munication” and “listening” 
there is absolutely no mention 
of the one thing that we know 
actually works if you want to 
empower workers in the work-
place. 

And that thing is trade un-
ions.

Why does Fairphone have 
nothing to say about unions? 
For the simple reason that their 
phones are manufactured in 
China, a country where the 
only independent trade union 
— the Hong Kong Confeder-
ation of Trade Unions — has 

been forced to shut down, 
and its leaders jailed. China 
is one vast “union-free” zone, 
with workers denied the most 
basic rights enshrined in the 
core conventions of the Inter-
national Labour Organisation.

When I first raised this with 
Fairphone several years ago, 
I was told that of course they 
would love to work with un-
ions, but that there really was 
no place in the world other 
than China to manufacture 
their phones.

Have they not heard of com-
panies like Samsung, LG, Sony 
and Asus? They manufacture 
some of their phones in Japan, 
South Korea and Taiwan — 
countries which have thriv-
ing, independent trade union 
movements. 

In those countries, workers 
don’t need the patronising 
language of “listening” and 
“involving”. Instead they have 
mass organisations, collective 
bargaining and powerful tools 
like the right to strike. Workers 
in China — the workers who 
make the Fairphone — have 
none of these rights.

The bottom line is that Fair-
phone seems very well inten-
tioned and have carved out a 
niche market among people 
who care about the environ-
ment and, to a lesser degree, 
the rights of workers. And to 
be fair, they have managed 

to raise wages and improve 
working conditions for people 
who make their phones.

Maybe a little bit of pressure 
from the labour movement 
might help convince Fair-
phone to re-think where they 
make their phones.

If you want to make a truly 

“ethical” and “fair” phone, at 
the moment you can’t do that 
in China. Fairphone must find 
another place to make their 
product. □

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

“Anti-sleaze” ploy won’t fix police violence

By Katy Dollar

The trial of Wayne Couzens revealed 
he used his police warrant card and 

handcuffs to kidnap Sarah Everard off 
the street before strangling her with 
his police belt and burning her body. 
He claimed to be using the extraordi-
nary Coronavirus police powers, the 
same powers his colleagues later used 
to disperse the Sarah Everard vigil on 
Clapham Common and arrest cam-
paigners present. Couzens is one of fif-
teen police officers convicted of killing 
women since 2009.

The news follows findings that 26 Met 
officers have committed sex crimes in 
the past five years. Two of the officers 
were jailed for their offences in April 
— a month after the kidnap, rape and 
murder of Sarah Everard. The offences 
include rape, possessing indecent 
images of children, and voyeurism, 
dating back to 2016. Last week it also 

emerged that Everard’s killer alleg-
edly exchanged “misogynistic, racist 
and homophobic” text messages with 
five other serving police officers, two 
of whom are now under investigation. 
The judge presiding over Couzens’ 
sentencing highlighted that his Met 
colleagues had spoken for his charac-
ter despite knowing he had pled guilty 
to the rape and murder of Everard. On 
3 October, a serving officer in the Met-
ropolitan Police, David Carrick, of Stev-
enage, Hertfordshire, was charged with 
rape.

The suggestion that women worried 
they may be about to be attacked by 
a Police Officer “wave down a bus” 
seems to have done little to restore the 

Met’s reputation. Met Commissioner 
Dame Cressida Dick is seeking to see 
off calls for her resignation with the ap-
pointment of an “anti-sleaze” advisor. 
Dick said that she hoped to announce 
a “high profile figure” to lead the re-
view. The “anti-sleaze” advisor will be 
chosen by the commissioner and re-
port to her, “weeding out predatory 
officers”. “This person will also work 
alongside me, challenging my senior 
team and our leadership on standards, 
corruption, sexual misconduct and 
how the Met responds when things 
go wrong,” the Commissioner wrote 
in the Evening Standard on Monday 4 
October. Added to this, there will more 
police officers! The unfortunately but 
possibly accurately named “Predatory 
Offender Units”, will include 650 new 
officers in key “hotspot” locations for 
offences of violence and harassment. It 
seems likely the “anti-sleaze” ploy was 
intended to avoid a fuller public en-
quiry into misogyny in the force (which, 
in some form, the government has 
now ordered anyway). The police don’t 
have a great record on marking their 

own homework at the best of times, 
and we don’t suppose that is about to 
change any time soon,” a Reclaim the 
Night spokesperson said. The choice 
of “sleaze” as euphemism for more se-
rious charges of misogyny and violence 
against women betrays the inability of 
the Met to recognise the issue.

With horrendous timing Nick Thom-
as-Symonds, Labour’s shadow home 
secretary, has launched a new group 
called Labour Friends of the Police. 
Several MPs have already joined, the 
party says, and its patron is Lady Hilton 
of Eggardon, a Labour peer and a for-
mer Met police commander. The la-
bour movement should not be seeking 
to save the reputation of the police at a 
low point of public confidence. As Kelly 
Rogers writes in Women’s Fightback: 
“The primary role of the police is to 
protect private property, patrol borders 
and wage campaigns on behalf of the 
state (from the war on drugs to crack-
down on anti-social behaviour) which 
are proxies for a policy of racial and so-
cial exclusion and oppression.” □

Campaigners at the Uy-
ghur Solidarity Society of 

students at SOAS university in 
London (soasuyghursociety@
gmail.com) have launched a 
week of action 11-15 Octo-
ber, and they’re calling for 
students and staff on univer-
sity and college campuses 
everywhere to join them.

On Monday 11th, they will 
be spreading the word with 
public stalls on campuses. On 
Wednesday 13th, they will 
protest at the shops of global 
brands complicit in forced 
Uyghur labour (in London, 
that will be Apple on Regent 
Street at 1pm). And on Friday 
15th, a nationwide online 
meeting to hear from some 
expert speakers and discuss 
next steps collectively.

The Uyghur Solidarity 
Campaign and its allies were 
down in Brighton campaign-
ing for a solidarity motion 
at Labour Party conference, 
25-29 September. Unfortu-
nately, it didn’t get prioritised 

for floor debate. But USC 
activists say: “we spread the 
word about the cause, and 
met lots of new supporters 
— and were pleased to have 
the support of John McDon-
nell MP and the leader of the 
Bakers’ Union”.

USC runs Uyghur-rights 
protests on the 5th of every 
month. Next one 6pm Tues-
day 5 October, Embassy of 
China, 49-51 Portland Place, 
London W1B 1JL.

The Labour Campaign for 
Free Movement is supporting 
the refugee solidarity demo 
on 20 October in London. 
(bit.ly/20-oct)

Neurodivergent Labour is 
celebrating its win at Labour 
Party conference on refer-
ence-back of the relevant 
section of the National Policy 
Forum report, working on fol-
low-up to make sure Labour 
adopts some decent policy, 
and preparing for its AGM 
(probably 5 December). □

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

Women’s 
Fightback

Eric Lee

Activist 
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John Archer: a black pi oneer of labour politics
By Sacha Ismail 

“My election tonight marks a new era. 
You have made history tonight. For the 
first time in the history of the English na-
tion, a man of colour has been elected 
as mayor of an English borough… That 
news will go forth to all the coloured na-
tions of the world and they will look at 
Battersea, and say it is the greatest thing 
you have done” — John Archer, 1913

In January Workers’ Liberty published 
a pamphlet on Shapurji Saklatvala, the 

revolutionary socialist and Indian na-
tionalist who became the first Labour 
MP of colour — in the South London 
borough of Battersea, in 1922. Saklat-
vala entered Parliament in large part 
due to the support of another pioneer 
of ethnic minority representation in the 
British labour movement.

Saklatvala’s selection to stand in 
Battersea North and his two success-
ful election campaigns were driven in 
large part by John Archer, who in 1913-
14 had been Battersea’s mayor (council 
leader, not just ceremonial mayor).

Archer’s election caused a sensation, 
because of the colour of his skin. Of 
half-Barbadian and half-Irish descent, 
he has often been described as Britain’s 
first black mayor. In fact that was Allan 
Glaisyer Minns, a Tory elected mayor 
of the small Norfolk town of Thetford 
in 1904.

Archer’s emergence as the first black 
leader of a London borough, the first 
black leader of a Labour-run council, 
and the most prominent black repre-
sentative in Britain’s pre-war labour 
movement was highly significant. Like 
Saklatvala’s election, it was not a fluke, 
but rooted in the distinctive interna-
tionalist political culture of Battersea’s 
labour movement and left.

John Richard Archer was born in Liv-
erpool in 1863, in a predominantly Irish 
and Jewish working-class area. His fa-

ther was a ship’s steward from Barba-
dos, his mother from Ireland. (He was 
brought up a Catholic and remained 
personally observant — while refusing 
to attend religious ceremonies in his 
official capacity.)

Liverpool, built on the slave trade, 
was a centre of organising to win UK 
support for the Southern slave-owners 
during the American Civil War; but it 
also had working-class protests against 
such support, though on a smaller scale 
than Manchester and elsewhere in the 
North West. As a child, not long after 
the war, Archer saw a black stage-ad-
aptation of the anti-slavery novel Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin; in 1918 he said that “from 
that moment the seeds of resentment 
were planted within me that have re-
sulted in making me the race-man I 
am”. In 1913 he expressed pride at 
being mayor of Battersea during the 
50th anniversary of the US Emancipa-
tion Proclamation.

After travelling the world as a sea-
man, Archer settled in Battersea with 
his wife Margaret, a black Canadian, in 
the early 1890s. Plausibly the borough’s 
very large Irish population was a factor.

One of many remarkable facets of 
Archer’s story is the woman who lived 
with him and Margaret in Battersea for 
a number of years: Jane Roberts, a for-
mer American slave who had later mar-

ried the first president of Liberia.
There are indications that Archer 

studied medicine and was a profes-
sional singer. He eventually set up a 
photography studio: there is a plaque 
on the building where it was on Batter-
sea Park Road.

Around the turn of the century, 
Archer became involved in local left-
wing politics, and wider black activism. 
He attended the Pan-African Con-
ference held at Westminster Hall in 
1900, which called for an end to racial 
discrimination and for Britain to grant 
self-government to black colonies in 
Africa and the West Indies “as soon 
as practicable” (that cautiousness was 
common among colonial rights move-
ments at this point).

He was elected to the executive of 
the short-lived Pan-African Association 
set up at the conference, one of two 
representatives for Great Britain. The 
other was black British composer Sam-
uel Coleridge-Taylor, Archer’s friend as 
well as political associate until his early 
death in 1912.

At the conference Archer also met US 
black leader W E B Du Bois, with whom 
he established an ongoing connection.

Battersea
In 1906 he was elected as a Batter-
sea councillor on the ticket of the la-
bour-movement-Liberal “Progressive” 
alliance which had run the council since 
1894. Another black activist, Trinidad-
ian barrister Henry Sylvester Williams, 
who had taken the initiative to organ-
ise the Pan-African Conference, was 
elected as a Progressive candidate in 
Marylebone. 

Archer and Sylvester Williams were 
encouraged and supported to stand 
by Dadabhai Naoroji, the Indian na-
tionalist leader who was radical Liberal 
MP for Finsbury Central in 1892-5 and 
gravitated towards the socialist left. 
Naoroji actively supported the 1900 
conference. 

So Archer was a link between Naoroji 
and his more radical successor as “MP 
for India”, Saklatvala.

Battersea was an early centre of in-
dependent labour movement politics. 
It was a stronghold of the Marxist So-
cial Democratic Federation. A found-
ing Battersea SDF activist, John Burns 
— who played a key role in the 1889 
London docks strike — was elected Bat-
tersea’s representative on the London 
County Council in 1889 and as its “In-
dependent Labour” MP in 1892.

The Battersea labour movement 
was, however, intertwined with the left 
wing of the Liberal Party. Burns the MP 
quickly went over to the Liberals; he 
was re-elected five times as a “Lib-Lab” 
candidate and in 1905 became the first 
working-class cabinet minister, in the 
Campbell-Bannerman Liberal govern-

ment. 
The Progressive alliance which took 

control of Battersea council in 1894 was 
dominated by the Trades and Labour 
Council, but that body included local 
“radical” Liberal organisations and the 
alliance included Liberal candidates 
too. Battersea’s labour movement did 
not split off permanently until 1915, 
then sweeping the 1919 elections.

Archer’s political journey reflected 
this. He joined the semi-labour, 
semi-Liberal Battersea Labour League 
set up by John Burns to elect workers 
to political office. After the national 
Labour Representation Committee ex-
pelled Battersea Trades and Labour 
council for its Liberal links in 1906, and 
a good chunk of the local labour move-
ment left to establish a Labour Party-af-
filiated body in 1908, Archer remained 
with the League and the Progressive al-
liance. However, he ended up with the 
Labour Party.

By the end of 1906 he was already 
prominent enough to speak for Bat-
tersea Labour League at a large public 
meeting in Battersea Park celebrating 
the council’s work over the previous 
decade. From then his rise was steady.

How did the Battersea labour move-
ment come to elect London’s first BAME 
council leader and the first BAME La-
bour MP? 

Battersea trailblazing was not limited 
to Archer and Saklatvala. In 1912-13, 
Archer’s immediate predecessor as 
mayor was Thomas Brogan, a radical 
Liberal and trade unionist who was 
prominent as an Irish nationalist. In the 
1918 general election, when Labour 
and the Liberals stood against each 
other in Battersea for the first time, the 
Labour candidates were Arthur Lynch 
and Charlotte Despard, both Irish na-
tionalists. Lynch had previously been 
elected as an Irish nationalist MP while 
under sentence of death for fighting 
against the British empire in South Af-
rica!

Despard, a pioneering socialist femi-
nist, was chosen for the first election in 
which women could stand. She was one 
of only 17 women candidates in 1918, 
out of thousands, and one of only four 
Labour women (not counting socialist 
Republican Constance Markievicz in 
Dublin, the only one elected).

A large section of Battersea’s work-
ing class, and labour movement activist 
base, was Irish. Campaigning for Irish 
rights, equal rights here and self-deter-
mination in Ireland, was a central strand 
in the left politics which became domi-
nant in the borough.

Battersea was a centre of opposition 
to the Second Boer War (1899-1902). 
Many local organisations campaigned 
against the war, as did the council. 
Battersea Stop the War Committee in-
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John Archer: a black pi oneer of labour politics
cluded the SDF, the Labour League and 
the Liberal and Radical Association. 
George Lansbury addressed a demon-
stration of five thousand in Battersea 
Park. (John Burns’ opposition to the 
war combined anti-imperialism with 
virulent antisemitism.)

In 1902 Battersea was the only coun-
cil that refused to celebrate Edward 
VII’s coronation, reported by one news-
paper with the headline “Battersea ver-
sus the British Empire”. It refused to fly 
the Union Jack on Empire Day or give 
school children time off to celebrate. 

During the 1905 revolution the coun-
cil passed a resolution protesting the 
massacre of Russian workers. In 1919 it 
passed resolutions calling for an end to 
the blockade of Bolshevik Russia by the 
UK and other states and for the with-
drawal of British troops from Ireland — 
both seconded by Archer.

Racism
In 1913, once Archer’s nomination for 
mayor by the Progressive alliance be-
came known, there was a press frenzy, 
some of it very ill-informed. The Daily 
Telegraph reported that he was born in 
Burma…

Press speculation pushed Archer to 
declare he was “prepared to meet any 
man on a public platform on the ques-
tion of colour prejudice”. The Daily Mail 
quoted a Progressive councillor saying 
“we are united in supporting the elec-
tion of Mr Archer… we do not recog-
nise any colour prejudice in Battersea”.

Despite that and despite Archer’s 
elated speech when he was elected 
(quoted above), it seems Battersea was 
not completely united in its anti-rac-
ism. He complained publicly that as 
mayor he had received abusive letters, 
calling his “mother some of the foul-
est names… because she married a 
coloured man”.

But Archer’s response to racist abuse 
was militant: “It is a great victory such as 
never gained before… I am the proud 
victor. I am a man of colour.”

Archer’s political stance on the First 
World War is hard to make out. The 
council itself maintained unity by nei-

ther explicitly opposing nor supporting 
the war. As mayor in 1914 and then as a 
councillor and member of the Board of 
Guardians providing welfare, Archer fo-
cused on energetically defending local 
working-class living standards. Like 
Minnie Lansbury in East London, he be-
came known as a fighter for the rights 
of ex-servicemen and the unemployed.

African Progress Union
His prestige in London black circles 
were strong enough to be chosen as the 
president of the African Progress Union 
(APU) set up in Autumn 1918. The APU 
was a network of black people from 
various parts of Africa, the Caribbean 
and the US, mostly students or recent 
ex-students. Its aims were to “promote 
the general welfare of Africans and Af-
ro-Peoples”; to spread “knowledge of 
the history and achievements of Afri-
cans and Afro-Peoples past and pres-
ent”; and to create “a public sentiment 
in favour of brotherhood in the broad-
est sense”. In 1919 it set up a residential 
and social club for black activists to stay 
and meet up in London.

Archer was a propagandist for those 
African “achievements”, regularly 
speaking about about the stories of 
prominent black people in the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, and particu-
larly African Americans.

The APU lobbied in 1918 against 
Germany’s African colonies being re-
turned to its control after the war, and 
for an African delegate to the Peace 
Conference. 

In June 1919 Archer led an APU del-
egation to his home town of Liverpool 
to discuss the “race riots” that had con-
vulsed the city that month. This was 
part of a wave of violence against eth-
nic minorities and migrants that swept 
many British seaports in 1919 — in addi-
tion to Liverpool, Glasgow, Hull, South 
Shields, East London and several parts 
of South Wales. A noxious tradition of 
working-class and even trade union ag-
itation against ethnic minority and for-
eign workers interacted with post-war 
unemployment and housing shortages 
to produce a nationwide chain of racist 
explosions.

As well as meeting the Liverpool au-
thorities, the APU partly paid the fees of 
Afro-Guyanese lawyer Edward Nelson, 
who defended black men arrested in 
the Liverpool clashes.

As APU president Archer struck a mil-
itant tone, telling its 1918 conference 
that “it will be ‘demand’ all the time that 
I am your president. I am not asking 
for anything, I am demanding.” How-
ever, although he was clearly moving 
leftwards, the wider message was still 
ambiguous. He sharply attacked the 
British empire but also implied it could 
be supported if it changed its attitude 
to the black peoples within it.

However, he seems to have shifted 
further. As a delegate to the second 
post-war Pan-African Congress organ-
ised by WEB Du Bois in London, in July 
1921, he chaired a session on colonial 
freedom — and introduced Shapurji 
Saklatvala to speak, an intransigent In-
dian revolutionary.

Saklatvala had just been selected 
as the Labour candidate for Battersea 
North, with Archer’s strong support. 
In the jingoism-dominated election 
of 1918, Battersea stayed Liberal, but 
there was a good chance of it going La-
bour this time. Given Archer’s politics, 
it makes sense that he wanted a dark-
skinned member of one of the empire’s 
subject peoples as the candidate. It 
provided a channel to link his wider 
internationalist and anti-racist politics 
with Battersea labour movement work.

“Archer’s election 
was rooted 

in the distinctive 
internationalist politics 
of Battersea’s labour 
movement and left.”
Given Battersea labour’s politics, 

Saklatvala’s selection was in a sense 
unremarkable. It was however a strik-
ing stand in a labour movement some 
of whose rank and file had participated 
in the 1919 riots — and whose national 
leadership were abandoning their criti-
cisms of the British empire as they pre-
pared to administer it (the first Labour 
government came to office in January 
1924).

In conditions of post-war instability, 
there were three elections in two years. 
Saklatvala was elected Labour MP for 
Battersea North in 1922; narrowly 
lost the seat in 1923; and narrowly re-
gained it in 1924 as a Communist Party 
of Great Britain candidate with local La-
bour support.

Archer ran all three campaigns. In 
1924 he helped negotiate Labour sup-
port for Saklatvala, despite the recent 
ban on Communists standing as La-
bour candidates; and chaired the final 
mass rally of Saklatvala’s campaign.

Despite the growing persecution of 
Communists in the Labour Party, the 
Battersea labour movement remained 
fairly unitedly through the May 1926 
General Strike. After the strike’s de-
feat, a drive from the national party to 
split Battersea Labour pushed leaders 
and activists to choose a side. After the 
publication of a letter from Saklatvala 
to the CP leadership, seized by the 
police when it raided the party’s head-
quarters, urging “merciless measures 
to fight the Labour Party” and attempts 
to get direct trade union affiliations to 

the CP, many on the Battersea left felt 
obliged to side with the Labour right.

In 1929 Archer would run the Labour 
campaign which ousted Saklatvala 
from Parliament.

The CP’s new “Third Period” policy 
(not backing Labour even against the 
Tories and where the CP had no can-
didate) surely did not help. Some also 
suggest that a desire to remain in local 
political leadership through the La-
bour-run council was a factor. That are 
different sides to that.

A sort of careerism might have been 
involved. Equally, Battersea’s council 
was not like the wretched Labour coun-
cils of today. It did nothing comparable 
to the Poplar rates rebellion of 1921, 
but it did actively support Poplar. And it 
did over many years help mobilise Bat-
tersea’s working class to demand and 
carry through major improvements in 
their lives.

Later life
In a sort of mirror image of Saklatvala, 
who became less and less interested 
in local issues and more and more fo-
cused on global anti-imperialism, the 
last years of Archer’s life were spent 
heavily focused on Battersea Labour 
and council politics. He held positions 
in the council and in municipal life right 
up to his death in 1932. His distinctively 
black political connections seem to 
have faded from the early 1920s.

John Archer was, at least for a period, 
clearly part of the radical left of Britain’s 
then very powerful labour movement. 
Oddly, however, he does not seem to 
have talked very much at all about so-
cialism. He was not a Marxist or a rev-
olutionary. His story still has plenty of 
positive things to teach today’s left and 
labour movement and inspiration to 
provide. 

Sean Creighton, a South London la-
bour movement historian and expert 
on Archer, summed up neatly: “He 
knew which side of the political ar-
gument he was on: against injustice 
whether on racial or class grounds, and 
the importance of local government 
in the creating of a fairer society that 
could help meet a wide range of needs 
that capitalism was not providing for 
the majority of people”. □

John Archer in his Mayoral robes,
 published originally in The Crisis 

Sean Creight-
on’s pamphlet 
on John Archer, 
on which this 
article is largely 
based, is highly 
recommended. 
It can be pur-
chased at:

bit.ly/sc-ja

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://sites.google.com/site/historysocialaction/battersea-history
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Labour Party conference in Brighton, 
25-29 September, was hailed by 

Labour’s right wing as a triumph on 
the strength of rule changes pushed 
through at short notice and of Keir 
Starmer’s speech.

In between the rule changes (in 
the first days of conference) and Keir 
Starmer’s speech (at the end), confer-
ence was more lively.

The speech got standing ovations, 
but leaders’ speeches pretty much 
always do. Even sceptical delegates 
know that the media is watching. And, 
as usual, many delegates had already 
gone home. Their places in the confer-
ence hall had been filled with prese-
lected Starmer supporters.

Everything depends on progress in 
the unions, on constituency Labour 
activists sticking to it rather than de-
spairing at the right’s cries of triumph, 
and on how well the labour movement 
fights the coming attempts by Tories 
and bosses to cut costs and balance 
budgets post-Brexit, post-lockdowns. 
The fight is still on. □

Socialist Green 
New Deal
This is Edinburgh Central CLP dele-
gate Hannah Taylor’s speech for the 
left-wing Green New Deal motion 
the conference passed.

Capitalism is incapable of solv-
ing the problem it’s created. 

Left to their own devices bosses 
will continue to extract profits, ex-
ploit workers, lobby governments 
to halt change, and argue that our 
demands are radical, unreasonable, 
unworkable. 

Do not believe corporations when 
they say little individual lifestyle 
changes are good enough. Even 
with a global lockdown, emissions in 
2020 were only 7% less than in 2019. 
Only structural, systemic change can 
save workers here, those in global 
South, and climate refugees. We must 
forgive the debt of low-income coun-
tries so they can fund their just transi-
tions. 

A just transition does not mean leav-
ing workers behind, but putting our 
class front and centre, with retraining 
and funding to put skills and experi-
ence to best use in socially useful work. 
Born in Middlesbrough, raised in the 
North East, I saw the long term effects 
of Thatcherite deindustrialisation. We 
must ensure we replace fossil fuels 
on our own terms, redistributing the 
wealth that our class creates, sharing 
the benefits. 

We must invest to create secure, well-

paid, unionised green jobs in every 
industry. We can renationalise the en-
ergy sector ensure a sustainable, net-
zero future. At the same time as ending 
the scandal of “fire and rehire”, we can 
repeal all the anti-trade union laws, not 
just the 2016 Act. We should build on 
the Green New Deal by bringing pub-
lic transport into public ownership and 
democratic public control, along with 
banking and finance. 

We need to be on the right side of 
history. We need to be bold and trans-
formational, just as were in 1945 when 
we created the NHS. That is the kind of 
legacy we can leave for future genera-
tions, by tackling the biggest issue of 
ours. The past we inherit, the future we 
build. 

Conference vote for composite 1 — 
for a Socialist Green New Deal! □

Rounding up after Labour conference 2021
What Labour conference demanded
By Mohan Sen

Despite Starmer’s success, with 
the help of the Unison machine, 

in getting his rule changes through, 
the conference consistently voted for 
left-wing policy. We must mobilise the 
labour movement in support of these 
policies, in the party, in workplaces 
and on the streets.

Policies passed included a “Socialist 
Green New Deal” with:

• full public ownership of energy
• creating millions of well-paid, 

unionised green jobs with public-
ly-owned bodies

• a just transition with a compre-
hensive retraining program and job 
guarantee on union rates for affected 
workers

• expanded and publicly-owned 
transport, with free local bus services

• debt relief and financial and tech-
nological support for climate action in 
poor countries

• repeal of all anti-union laws so 
workers can freely take industrial ac-
tion to drive solutions to climate chaos.

Text for public ownership of the 

banks submitted by the Fire Brigades 
Union and the Bakers’ Union disap-
peared in the compositing meeting. 
The conference also unfortunately 
passed, by a much narrower margin 
(59-41), a motion from the GMB sup-
porting “green gas”.

Policy passed on workers’ rights in-
cluded:

• a £15ph minimum wage
• statutory sick pay at living-wage-

level for all workers
• full rights from day one of a job
• measures to require employers to 

bargain collectively with unions
• repeal of all anti-union laws.
Shadow Secretary of State Andy 

McDonald, who had just published a 
“New Deal for Working People” Green 
Paper as left-wing as anything under 
Corbyn, was told by Starmer to block a 
£15 minimum wage and living-wage-
level sick pay in compositing, and re-
signed in protest.

The conference also voted for:
• Not just stopping, but reversing, 

local government cuts.
• A pro-trans rights stance, including 

measures to deal with the scandal of 
backlog in trans health services.

• A “national food service”, with ac-
cess to food guaranteed by law.

• Condemnation of the Australian 
nuclear-powered submarines pact.

• To “remove profit” from the social 
care system.

• To oppose the current plans to re-
organise the NHS round “integrated 
care systems” and reverse privatisa-
tion to re-establish a universal, com-
prehensive, public health service.

Clear proposals for full public own-
ership of social care were removed in 
compositing, and so was the call for 
a 15% increase for NHS workers got 
taken out. 

All motions passed are in the Con-
ference Arrangements Committee re-
ports at bit.ly/2021-lp. The conference 
also passed many “references-back” 
on parts of the National Policy Forum 
report. This included one on neurodi-
versity policies promoted by Neurodi-
vergent Labour. Momentum absurdly 
refused to support any references 
back! □

Attacks on Labour democracy
Rule changes were pushed through 
with minimal debate which claimed to 
be a necessary response to the EHRC 
report on antisemitism, but were ac-
tually a stitch-up of already undem-
ocratic disciplinary processes (bit.
ly/c-proc). Elaine Bolton of the Cam-
paign for Labour Democracy has sum-
marised the other rule changes which 
the platform pushed through with the 
claim that they would “get the party 
election ready” for campaigning. In 
fact, she explains, the rule changes:

Increased the proportion of MPs that 
a candidate needs to secure in order 

to get on the ballot in a leadership 
election from 10% to 20% of MPs;

Raised the threshold needed for a 
“trigger ballot”, whereby local parties 
can submit incumbent MPs to a full 
selection process ahead of an elec-
tion, to a majority of party and affiliate 
branches (these form an electoral col-
lege, with party branches voting with 
a weight of 50% and affiliate branches 
with a weight of 50%); 

Scrapped the “registered sup-
porter” category; and 

Introduced a six-month freeze 
date, meaning members must have 
six months continuous membership 
prior to the timetable being agreed 

for the election of national officers of 
the party. 

All of these are designed to prevent 
another Left candidate emerging for 
leadership; to give MPs in safe seats 
a job for life, and to prevent people 
from joining the party to vote for a 
leader.

If we look at the actual votes cast [on 
that package], however, these show 
that the Right were not as predomi-
nant as they may have thought among 
CLP conference delegates: CLPs, for: 
23.57%, against: 26.43%. Affiliates, 
for: 30.10%, against: 19.90%. Total, 
for: 53.67%, against: 46.33%...

And here lies my first reason for 
hope: with Unite voting against these 
rule change packages, a different 
vote from just one union, Unison, 
would have caused many of these 
rule changes to fall. This union’s po-
sition may be very different at future 
conferences. Unison’s recent EC elec-
tions showed a significant swing to 
the Left, albeit unfortunately too late 
to influence the make up of its dele-
gation to this conference. Things may 
be very different in just a year’s time.

• Elaine Bolton’s full article is on the 
CLPD website at bit.ly/eb-clpd

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
http://freeourunions.org/2021/09/28/read-andy-mcdonalds-new-deal-for-workers
http://freeourunions.org/2021/09/28/read-andy-mcdonalds-new-deal-for-workers
https://momentuminternationalists.org/2021/09/30/all-momentum-internationalists-bulletins-and-cac-reports-from-labour-2021/
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Rounding up after Labour conference 2021

Workers’ 
Liberty at 
conference
We sold almost £1,000 

worth of our literature, 
including over 120 copies of 
our new booklet Corbynism: 
what went wrong?

• Having drafted and 
pushed for motions, we ar-
gued in compositing meet-
ings and spoke in the debates.

• We helped Momentum 
Internationalists hold regular 
caucuses and produce five is-
sues of a daily socialist confer-
ence bulletin (bit.ly/2021-lp).

• We helped raise soli-
darity with Afghan refugees 
and with the Hazara people 
in Afghanistan, including 
through a demonstration out-
side conference and a fringe 
meeting; helped Free Our 
Unions; joined trans rights, 
Uyghur rights, and TUI (ref-
ugee rights) protests round 
the conference. We helped 
with the Labour Campaign for 
Free Movement and Another 
Europe is Possible fringe on 
the labour movement and mi-
grants’ rights.

• We leafleted for consist-
ently democratic, internation-
alist politics on Israel-Palestine 
and on tackling antisemitism. 
That was the only alternative 
voice on the issue. □

Unison activists protest stitch-up
From the Time for Real Change 
in Unison campaign

We are angry and dis-
mayed that Unison has 

voted for the Labour Party 
rule changes it did... particu-
larly the increase to 20% of 
the threshold of MPs by which 
leadership candidates are 
nominated. The Unison vote 
was key to it passing. 

This vote contradicted for-
mal Unison Labour Link policy 
set in 2018 to reduce the nom-
inating threshold to 10%. The 
Unison Conference delegation 
had no mandate or rulebook 

right to overturn National La-
bour Link Committee policy in 
this area and has chosen to set 
a dangerous precedent.

Unison also opposed the 
original proposal in the Col-
lins Review that the threshold 
would be 20% on the grounds 
that this would not only deny 
members a voice but would 
reduce diversity of candidates, 
decreasing the likelihood of 
women and black members 
being on the ballot.

Unison has a proud record 
of standing for diversity and 
equality... History shows that 
such a threshold will have a 

significant negative impact on 
women and black candidates 
making it onto a leadership 
ballot.

Unison is in a state of flux 
since a new Left leadership 
took control of its NEC in 
June. Events yesterday reflect 
this and the final throes of the 
Right’s remaining power. That 
they were prepared to vote 
against equalities and Unison 
policy shows their despera-
tion.

Unison Labour Party con-
ference delegates are mostly 
elected in Unison’s regions. 
Get involved in Labour Link in 

your region and agree left can-
didates for Labour conference 
2022. Don’t mourn: organise!

If you are Unison member 
please support the following 
candidates in the current La-
bour Link regional elections 
[till October 13]: East Mid-
lands: Anjona Roy; Greater 
London: Ruth Cashman; North-
ern: Helen Smith; North West: 
Joanne Moorcroft; South East: 
Billie Reynolds; South West: 
Aileen McLoughlin; Yorkshire 
& Humberside: Paul Holmes. 
For more info contact: tfrc.uni-
son@gmail.com □

“We need socialism, but democracy helps”
Labour conference rejected Propor-
tional Representation, with CLPs voting 
heavily for and unions voting heavily 
against. We believe PR is more demo-
cratic, but are concerned that much of 
the drive for it is implicitly a drive for an 
“centrist” electoral pact and coalition 
with Lib-Dems as a “temporary” sub-
stitute for winning a socialist majority. 
Billy Hayes, a member of the executive 
of the Labour Campaign for Electoral 
Reform (LCER) and former General Sec-
retary of the Communication Workers’ 
Union (and also a member of Labour’s 
Conference Arrangements Commit-
tee), spoke to us. He gave the interview 
in a personal capacity, and as his view 
alone.

The CLPs voted 80% for PR. What 
we’ve yet to do is convince the 

bulk of the unions. Only four unions 
voted for — the Musicians, the Bakers, 

ASLEF and TSSA. Of course the Bakers 
are gone now. Unite and GMB voted 
against, Unison abstained. Large gen-
eral unions are by their nature compli-
cated and harder to shift on things. But 
only one, GMB, has actually discussed 
PR and taken a stance against.

Unite is discussing at its policy con-
ference and as you know Unison is 
neutral. So I think overall it’s a big step 
forward and the amount of CLP sup-
port was a major political achievement.

If we had won, obviously that wouldn’t 
mean the party would automatically do 
it. You have to fight to make things he-
gemonic. Look at the minimum wage, 
that was originally opposed by most of 
the unions. Now no one would dream 
of opposing it. The fact we got such a 
huge vote from the CLPs means that 
we’re well on the way.

I certainly don’t see PR as a panacea. 
We need a socialist transformation of 

society, or first of all steps in that direc-
tion. Democracy by itself is never an 
answer, but it most certainly helps the 
struggle. It’s not a silver bullet, but it is 
ordnance. There may be a bit of a ten-
dency to see it as a cure-all, but equally 
I think there’s a risk of underestimating 
it’s importance.

Some on the left say this is a distrac-
tion, but it’s no more a distraction than 
votes for women was, or the Chartists’ 
demands. I’m sure Feargus O’Connor 
and Emmeline Pankhurst were con-
stantly told there were more important 
things to worry about too.

What was your take on the confer-
ence more generally?

Well, the left did well on policy, but 
not on the rule changes. Defeating the 
electoral college wasn’t nothing, but 
the other rule changes are a problem. 
However on international issues, on so-

cial issues, on the £15 minimum wage, 
on public ownership, the positions 
were very left-wing. The Green New 
Deal was good, though with the two 
motions there was a bit of classic facing 
both ways. Overall if you look at it the 
centre of gravity in the membership is 
still left-wing social democratic.

Back in the 70s we had to create the 
Campaign for Labour Party Democracy 
because Wilson wouldn’t carry out con-
ference policy on nationalising the big 
monopolies. It’s the same kind of fight 
we need now.

I’d add however that it’s not enough 
to fight for policies in the party. You 
need to get out and popularise them. 
Do the research, the detailed work and 
then get them out to the wider public.

All this is a very big job of work, but 
we need to stick at it. □

• Rest of the interview: bit.ly/bh-iv • 
More on PR: bit.ly/zm-pr

The World Transformed: scratching the surface
By Sara Lee and Abel Harvie-
Clark

The World Transformed, 
the left-wing festival that 

takes place alongside Labour 
conference, was an informal, 
accessible place for people 
— including curious Brightoni-
ans — to at least check out left 
ideas. Many speakers were 
from Momentum, but Mo-
mentum as an organisation 
did not have a strong pres-
ence. There was a small and 
inconspicuous stall for sign-

ups that wasn’t always staffed.
A lot of radical things were 

said at the festival. As one par-
ticipant said, however, many 
speeches only scratched the 
surface. Clear political con-
clusions or concrete demands 
weren’t always drawn out. For 
example, at a panel on “Kill 
The Bill,” speakers said that 
we cannot support police 
reform and that we must in-
stead “abolish the police” — 
all the while talking about the 
negative implications of the 

Police Bill. Occasional jibes 
were made at “white people 
talking about Trotsky or what-
ever, telling us how to do a 
revolution.” A lot of sessions 
were similar: interesting but 
politically confused — on Latin 
America, on climate change, 
on “rank-and-file strategy” 
for trade unionists and many 
other issues…

A real highlight of the festi-
val was the Stop TUI anti-de-
portation demo. TUI is the 
holiday company which holds 

the principal government con-
tract for carrying out deporta-
tion flights. The demo had the 
support of a local anti-racist 
student group and was led by 
Nadia Whittome MP, who had 
just spoken on a panel about 
refugee and migrants rights. 
Around 250 people turned 
out and marched to the local 
TUI branch (well protected by 
a line of cops), part of a wave 
of similar protests across the 
country.

 • More: bit.ly/t21-twt□
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Pedantic, empty, and false on “metabolic rift”
By Paul Hampton

It is unfortunate that Matt Cooper 
chose the eve of international climate 

mobilisations for his belated foray into 
Marxist ecological politics (Solidarity 
607, 22 September 2021). His musing 
is vacuous, error-strewn and offers no 
alternative. Worse, he disparagingly 
misrepresents the ecological Marxism 
that underpins the AWL’s climate poli-
tics. His essay serves only as an exercise 
in stale pedantry.

Marx
During the mid-1840s, as Marx and En-
gels developed their materialist con-
ception of history, they were already 
engaged with ecological questions. 
They conceived of nature as totality, 
with humanity an organic, evolving part 
of it, dependent upon the planetary en-
vironment for existence. They also rec-
ognised that human activity impacts on 
the natural environment, reshaping it in 
both constructive and destructive ways. 
They attempted to conceptualise the 
dynamic interaction of these tenden-
cies, avoiding both the dissolution of 
society into “nature” and the free-float-
ing “social” that ignores nature.

Marx and Engels tried to capture 
these co-evolutionary, co-constitutive, 
interdependent, co-regulatory rela-
tionships, drawing on a range of con-
temporary ideas. In their early writings, 
they explored “alienation”. Although 
elements of human alienation from 

nature exist, it is one-dimensional, neg-
ative conception: they were right to 
discard it.

Instead, Marx and Engels eventually 
settled on the term “metabolism” to 
express these relations. They became 
aware of the word in 1851 from their 
comrade, the doctor Roland Daniels. 
Marx sculpted his own conceptions of 
metabolism over the remainder of his 
life, after studying a range of natural 
scientists. He was heavily influenced 
by Liebig and later Fraas, who used 
metabolism to discuss contemporary 
ecological matters.

Marx took the term metabolism from 
organic chemistry, but transformed it 
to express wider phenomena. In 1881, 
two years before his death, in Notes on 
Adolph Wagner, Marx wrote: “I have 
employed the word [Stoffwechsel] for 
the ‘natural’ process of production as 
the material exchange… between hu-
manity and nature.”

Marx used the term metabolism in his 
mature political economy, notably in 
Capital, to conceptualise at least three 
important insights, which help ground 
ecological questions within Marxism:

First, the labour process is “an ap-
propriation of what exists in nature for 
the requirements of humanity. It is the 
universal condition for the metabolic 
interaction between humanity and na-
ture, the everlasting nature-imposed 
condition of human existence, and it is 
therefore independent of every form of 
that existence, or rather it is common 
to all forms of society in which human 
beings live.”

Insights
This means production is the place to 
locate ecological matters, rather than 
personal consumption. If labour is the 
key to humanity’s relationship to na-
ture, then all the insights from Marxist 
political economy, such as exploitation 
and working class struggle against it, 
are relevant to ecological questions. 
Labour, both as a force combined with 
means of production to produce the 
surplus product — and crucially labour 
as the social agency of emancipation 
— become operative. Working class ac-
tion can be integrated into ecological 
movements, rather than marginalised 
or bolted on from the outside.

Second, class societies (especially 
capitalism) produce “an irreparable 
rift in the interdependent process be-
tween social metabolism and natu-
ral metabolism…” If ecological crises 
(“rifts”) are products of class societies 
and capitalism the root cause of con-
temporary ecological problems, then 
we can use class analysis to understand 
these questions across the range of 

scales, from global to local, and work-
ing-class action to start tackling them. 
Marx and others understood the dam-
age wrought by pre-capitalist modes of 
production. However capitalism accel-
erates and expands these tendencies 
across the globe, notably with climate 
change.

Third, socialist society will “govern 
their metabolic interaction with nature 
rationally, bringing it under their collec-
tive control instead of being dominated 
by it as a blind power; accomplishing 
this metabolism with the smallest ex-
penditure of energy and in conditions 
most worthy and appropriate for their 
human nature”. Marx did not mean the 
“restoration” of pre-capitalist relations 
between humanity and nature — he 
understood the devastation fashioned 
before capitalism. Rather, socialism 
as the rational, free, collective, demo-
cratic self-control of human society is 
the best form of global self-rule that 
can simultaneously tackle the ecolog-
ical nightmares created by class socie-
ties (especially global capitalism) and 
ensure that the future relationship be-
tween humanity and the planet is sus-
tainable.

Misrepresentation
Cooper takes umbrage with the word 
“metabolism”. It offends his termino-
logical taste. He criticises Marx for not 
sticking to the modern, narrowly bio-
logical meaning of metabolism. This 
is anachronistic. Marx wasn’t drawing 
rigid analogies. Cooper gets bogged 
down in pedantic hair-splitting because 
Marx employed metabolism in vari-
ous ways. He gets hung up on Marx’s 
ephemeral examples, rather than the 
substance of Marx’s engagement with 
ecological questions like soil fertility 
and deforestation.

Marx opted for the term metabolism, 
giving it a distinctive, extensive mean-
ing for dynamic nature-human relation-
ships. Marx’s usage does no particular 
harm to the regular meanings of the 
word during his time or since. The issue 
is what insights it yields. Metabolism is 
the starting point for serious Marxist 
engagement with ecological questions. 
Marx’s metabolism is not the end, or the 
whole answer. Marx did not know the 
modern science of climate change, but 
his method can help socialists today 
formulate our political responses.

Cooper completely misrepresents 
subsequent Marxist discussion of me-
tabolism. It is simply untrue that metab-
olism was only discovered in the 1970s 
with the Penguin translation of Capital. 
Bukharin discusses metabolism in His-
torical Materialism, first published in 
English in 1925. Similarly, there were 

debates in the 1920s around metabo-
lism in the journal In Defence of Marx-
ism, including by Marxist geographers 
such as Wittfogel.

Cooper makes the ridiculous claim 
that “the Frankfurt school were uninter-
ested in the concept [of metabolism]”. 
Alfred Schmidt’s The Concept of Na-
ture in Marx (1962) includes an exten-
sive discussion of Marx’s metabolism. 
Schmidt misunderstood the origins 
of Marx’s usage, but did not have ac-
cess to the sources available today. His 
reading of Marx dissolves much of his-
torical materialism into “nature” and is 
pessimistic about working class action 
and socialism. This has been critiqued 
by many Marxists since. But Schmidt’s 
study, including on metabolism, was 
valuable when translated into English 
in 1971.

Marxist geographer Neil Smith’s Un-
even Development (1984) includes a 
discussion of Marx’s metabolism and 
propagates the fertile notion of the 

Debate

Women’s Fightback Issue 26 out 
now. Includes articles on pro-

tecting women beyond the police, 
sex positive feminism, solidarity with 
Afghan women, and more.□ 

workersliberty.org/publications

Lessons for socialist activists and 
the Labour left from the Labour 

Party under Corbyn 2015-20. 60 
pages, £4. □ 
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Pedantic, empty, and false on “metabolic rift”
“production of nature” to describe how 
human activity completely reshapes 
the environment all the way down. 
Smith pointed to climate change as a 
particularly prescient example of this 
tendency.

John Bellamy Foster is subjected to 
Cooper’s scorn. Foster has written much 
in Monthly Review on imperialism, mo-
nopoly capitalism, China, Cuba and 
Venezuela that I have criticised many 
times (including on the environment). 
However his work on Marx’s ecology is 
immensely fruitful, both as a reading of 
the founders’ contributions and as the 
inspiration for Marxist studies of today’s 
ecological problems. Cooper also ig-
nores entirely the contribution of Paul 
Burkett, who has drawn out the value 
of Marx’s political economy for environ-
mental sustainability.

Cooper is quick to rubbish the con-
scientious efforts of Kohei Saito. Yet 
Saito has conducted the most exten-
sive investigation of Marx’s ecological 
writings to date, including much un-
published material and notes unavail-
able previously. Saito’s original work 
deserves better than impressionistic 
dismissal, by someone who clearly 
hasn’t read even the rudimentary texts 
on these questions.

Utilising the term “metabolism” is no 
guarantee of Marxist ecological recti-
tude. But Marx’s metabolic reflections 
suggest that capitalism is the cause 
of current ecological problems, that 
workers’ struggles are key to tackling 
them and that socialist society is the 
only global regime capable of resolv-
ing these questions. These are the key 
conclusions to base our own efforts on.

Town and country
Cooper says that “The one program-
matic proposal to follow from Marx’s 
view on the ‘metabolic rift’ was that the 
distinction between town and country 
should be abolished”. This is plain fal-
sification.

The demand to abolish the dichot-
omy between town and country pre-
dates Marxism. I regard it as a relic, 
a leftover from utopian radicalism — 
though not particularly harmful.

In Principles of Communism (1847), 
Engels listed among the measures of 
communist revolution:

“9. The erection of large palaces on 
national estates as common dwellings 
for communities of citizens engaged 
in industry as well as agriculture, and 
combining the advantages of both 
urban and rural life without the one-sid-
edness and disadvantages of either.”

Marx expressed this in condensed 
form in the Communist Manifesto 
(1848):

“9. Combined oper-
ations in running ag-
riculture and industry, 
making for the grad-
ual elimination of the 
antithesis of town and 
country.”

Marx wrote this text 
three years before his 
earliest known used of 
the term “metabolism” 
and almost two dec-
ades before he had 
worked up his mature 
conceptions. Marx did 
not develop his views 
on metabolism and 
then conclude that 
abolishing the town/
country dichotomy was 
the central demand. 
The demand was op-
erative before Marx’s 
metabolism, not a con-
sequence of it. And 
the demand was not 
central to Marxist-led 
parties.

Marx and Engels pointed to real class 
divisions of their time. The countryside, 
globally mostly consisting of peasants, 
could not be the basis for socialism. The 
isolation of rural life was not (and is not) 
conducive to collective, democratic 
control. Correspondingly, appalling 
conditions in Victorian cities required 
remedy. But today the dichotomy is 
largely superseded: town and country 
are under the command of capital.

Worse, Cooper argues that me-
tabolism leads to advocacy of small 
communes of 3,000 people under 
socialism, as expressed by Engels in 
Anti-Dühring (1878). Such communes 
were advocated by utopian socialists 
such as Fourier and Owen, as Engels 
notes. However Engels does appear 
to endorse the idea in this text and 
elsewhere, like The Housing Question 
(1873). If so, then Engels was wrong.

Metabolism does not logically com-
mit Marxists to small communes. 
Cooper conjures a convenient straw 
argument in his invective against the 
word “metabolism”. Marx’s ecology 
does not inexorably lead towards vil-
lage-living under socialism. It is pure 
invention to suggest that Engels’ mis-
take “follows” from Marx’s metabolism.

I have specifically rejected Engels’ 
formulation on this question. I also 
explicitly advocate the advantages 
of urban life under capitalism and for 
socialism, extending that to the role 
of cities in tackling climate change. 
Cooper underestimates urban squalor 
in many cities across Asia, Africa and 
Latin America, but his fundamental ar-

gument for cities is not disputed.

Marxist ecological politics
Cooper’s assault on metabolism con-
cludes that “Marx did not have the 
worked through ecological perspec-
tive… let alone the greater theory”. He 
cannot even manage an honest render-
ing of Marx’s position. He offers no al-
ternative Marxist framing for ecological 
questions. He has no framework after 
discarding Marx.

His ruminations offer no theoretical 
referents and no guide to action.

In the last two decades, the AWL 
has made a positive contribution to 
current ecological questions, building 
on insights from other Marxist writers. 
AWL conferences in 2008 and 2013 
carried resolutions on climate change, 
both referring to metabolism. These 
resolutions are reprinted in the pam-
phlet, Climate Change, Capitalism and 
Working-class Struggle (2018). Simi-

larly, the AWL’s last full 
conference document, 
Fighting climate crises 
(2020), also mentions 
metabolism. Solidar-
ity has carried many 
articles and reviews. 
Cooper apparently 
was not paying atten-
tion.

Rather than taking 
cheap shots at Marx 
and Engels, and at ef-
forts to develop an 
ecological Marxism, 
Cooper should tackle 
some of the hard ques-
tions about aviation, 
gas, nuclear, HS2 and 
bioengineering, where 
climate activists are 
crying out for Marxist 
answers. Sadly, Cooper 
prefers ruinous, non-
sensical quips about 
the pandemic requir-
ing more rifts with na-
ture.

For decades, Green Parties, social 
democrats and conservationists have 
claimed that Marxism is redundant or 
reactionary on environmental ques-
tions. They denounce Marxism as 
Promethean, productivist, technolog-
ical determinist and the progenitor of 
ecological destruction. Cooper’s de-
structive position leaves socialists with 
nothing to answer critics and activists 
who dismiss Marxism.

The AWL is right to join a range of 
thinkers seeking to develop an ecolog-
ical Marxism. The rediscovery of eco-
logical thinking within Marx’s mature 
political economy is an important step 
forward. This is the real significance of 
metabolism in recent Marxist discus-
sion. Marx’s metabolism is only a start-
ing point; but at least it is a beginning. 
Cooper’s pedantic, empty and false 
pontification is a dangerous retrogres-
sion. □
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NHS pay: move to formal ballots!
By Alice Hazel

As the backpay for the 3% pay award, 
due from April, arrived in the pock-

ets of NHS workers this month, the 
simultaneous rise in cost of living rein-
forced how worthless it was. For many 
health workers the miserly 3% has also 
tipped us into the next pension bracket, 
meaning that our take-home pay each 
month is actually less than it was, and 
we owe our Trusts pension payments 
from April. Many of us are being told 
this will be taken out in one chunk next 
month, just before Christmas. This is 
the latest background to the ongoing 
dispute on NHS pay.

A decade of pay restraint, ever-in-
creasing workloads, 100,000 NHS va-
cancies, 18 months of Covid, a rising 
mental health crisis amongst workers, 
and the whole service reaching break-
ing point could be a trigger for the 
health unions to get their act together 

and focus on a serious strategy to or-
ganise in workplaces. Unfortunately, 
they are remaining firmly sat on their 
hands.

Large majorities in all the main unions 
voted against the government’s pay 
award, although on relatively low turn-
outs. Members are still waiting for the 
next steps. The GMB has announced 
they will be moving to formal ballot 
(after a 93% no vote) but no date has 
been announced. Unison (80% against, 
on a 29% turnout) has announced a 
further indicative ballot. Again, no 
date set. The RCN (91.7% against, on 
a 25.4% turnout) is still considering its 
position. In Scotland the RCN is hold-
ing a second indicative ballot from 12 
October to 8 November. Unite (90% 
against, 25% turnout) talks about a “a 
campaign of targeted industrial action 
and days of protest”, but without detail.

Unison’s local government group, 
which has a left majority, has decided 

to move to formal ballot on a 79% vote 
against their employers’ pay offer, on 
a 20% turnout. Unison now has a left 
National Executive, but its health ser-
vice group executive is still controlled 
by the right. Unison should co-ordinate 
these disputes. Holding formal ballots 
in both sectors would be a good start.

NHS workers need to take motions to 
our union branch meetings this month 
pushing for serious campaigns to mo-
bilise members to vote in the forth-
coming ballots. We need to spell out 
the ABCs of organising — members’ 
meetings, recruiting workplace reps to 
build the campaign, to form future in-
dustrial action committees, workplace 
walk-abouts, phone banking, using 
union data to effectively target work-
places and build turnout and working 
to convince members.

The different positions on the claim of 
the unions should not stand in the way 
of building cross-union campaigns. At 

branch and national level the health un-
ions have to work together to build the 
campaign. If they are not prepared to 
do this cross-union rank and file organ-
isation should ensure this unity is built 
in workplaces. 

The dispute over pay in local govern-
ment also gives us the opportunity to 
work across the public sector. □
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Vote Martin Powell-Davies in NEU!
By a Lewisham school worker

Voting in the election for the first 
ever elected Deputy General Sec-

retary (DGS) of the National Education 
Union (NEU) opens on 4 October, with 
ballot papers being sent to members’ 
homes. Voting closes on 29 October.

Socialists, rank and file activists, and 
members should vote for Martin Pow-
ell-Davies, the Education Solidarity 
Network (ESN) candidate. Martin is 
standing on a 10-point manifesto:

1. Action to protect the health, safety 
and welfare of staff and our communi-
ties from Covid-19

2. End excessive workload, and end 
the high stakes testing that drives so 
much of it.

3. A Union that builds workplace 
strength.

4. A Union that supports NEU reps 
and officers.

5. No to a pay freeze. No to cuts, 
fund schools and colleges to fully meet 
needs.

6. Reverse the privatisation of educa-
tion.

7. A Union leading the battle against 
discrimination and inequality in schools 
and communities.

8. A Union that recruits, organises and 
fully represents all education workers 
working in our schools and colleges. 
Win negotiating rights for support staff 
colleagues.

9. A genuinely democratic union.
10. A campaigning, socialist, Deputy 

General Secretary.
Martin also says he will not take more 

than the average teachers’ salary for 
the role. Workers’ Liberty urge NEU 
members to vote Martin for this posi-
tive programme. We believe if elected 
he will strive to achieve these goals.

We are also advocating a second 

preference vote for Niamh Sweeney, 
who is on the right of the union but gen-
erally seems honest and fair in her deal-
ings with union members who disagree 
with her. We do this because the other 
candidate, and favourite to win, Gawain 
Little, is a member of the Communist 
Party of Britain. He represents the worst 
section of the “NEU Left”. He is viciously 
hostile to our politics and has no con-
cern for democracy. A victory for Little 
will be a significant setback for building 
a rank and file left, and put him in prime 
position to run for General Secretary in 
two years’ time. □

By a CWU member

The agenda for the 7-9 Novem-
ber Special Virtual Conference of 

the Communication Workers’ Union 
(CWU) has been released. Motions 
from branches were only permitted on 
subjects designated by the NEC. That 
said, this will enable activists the first 
opportunity in a long time to debate 
some key issues.

The event will open with a section on 
Anti-Racism, which is unlikely to be con-
troversial, followed by one on Politics, 
which certainly will be. Here the choice 
will be a complete break with Labour or 
a reduction in financial support to the 
party. The latter is the National Execu-
tive Committee (NEC) position and is 
likely to prevail.

The section on a New Deal For Work-
ers sets some laudable objectives, but 
we can only wonder how much en-
thusiasm there will be for arguing for 
improvements in the condition of work-
ers in industries where in recent years 
things have gone in the opposite direc-

tion. The biggest section is on Recruit-
ment and Organising, not surprising 
given this is the most pressing issue for 
an organisation with a rapidly declining 
membership. Unfortunately most of the 
proposals are a restatement of previ-
ous initiatives which have failed.

One of the standouts on this agenda 
is a motion from the left-led Greater 
London Combined branch which calls 
for an extension of Public Ownership to 
the utilities and broadband. It will be in-
teresting to see what attitude the NEC 
takes to this.

There are a number of motions not 
admitted to the agenda, and for some 
it is hard to see why. One from the tech 
workers branch UTAW is in this cate-
gory. It is an excellent internationalist 
motion to “develop and strengthen 
comradely links with unions elsewhere 
in the world — particularly the Global 
South” and it is to be hoped that the 
sponsors will use the facility to make an 
appeal to conference for it to be placed 
on the agenda. □

By a Cambridge UCU 
member

Liverpool UCU has an-
nounced: “The Liverpool 

branch of the UCU (Univer-
sity and College Union) rep-
resenting higher education 
staff at the University of Liv-
erpool (UoL) last week called 
off their months-long indus-
trial action, having saved doz-
ens of jobs from compulsory 
redundancy.

“In January, university man-
agement announced that 
47 staff would be made re-
dundant as part of reorgan-
isation plans in the health 
and life sciences faculty 
(through the so-called ‘Pro-
ject SHAPE’). However, the 
local UCU branch’s sustained 
action stopped all compul-

sory redundancies and won 
major increases in severance 
packages for those who have 
opted for voluntary redun-
dancy.

“By combining marking 
and assessment boycotts, 
sustained strike action, and 
an external ‘global boycott’, 
although it did not succeed 
in stopping all job losses, it 
outright saved the jobs of 
26 staff, and won much-en-
hanced voluntary severance 
packages for 21 others. This 
was the longest strike in the 
history of the branch, and 
shows how higher educa-
tion workers can fight back 
against management attacks 
on jobs; there is much that 
can be learned from the Liv-
erpool dispute across the 
sector.” □

By Katy Dollar

Unison members in local govern-
ment have voted by 79% to reject 

a 1.75% pay offer. On 1 October the 
union’s Local Government Committee 
voted to ballot members on industrial 
action. Members will start to receive 
ballot papers in November or early 
December.

The National Joint Council (NJC) for 
Local Government Services (England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland) covers 
the largest group of employees for 
collective bargaining purposes in the 
UK economy. Over 1.4 million workers 
have their pay and conditions deter-
mined within the national framework 
negotiated in the NJC. The claim sub-
mitted by the unions incudes a 10% 
pay rise for local government workers.

There is a lot to do on the ground to 
win a strike ballot under the anti-un-
ion laws, especially with many workers 
being atomised by working at home. 

Strikes would require the largest turn-
out in a single ballot since the 2016 
anti-union law came in. Local govern-
ment activists should be organising 
local joint union campaigns to raise 
the profile of the pay campaign. 

The pay offer falls far below what 
council and school workers need and 
deserve. It would provide only:

• A 1.75% pay increase (2.75% to 
those on the lowest pay point)

• Completion of work on term-time-
only arrangements

• Discussions on homeworking and 
mental health joint guidance

• Commitment to incorporate statu-
tory provisions on neo-natal leave and 
pay. □

By Chris Reynolds

David Miller was sacked on 
1 October from his aca-

demic job at Bristol Univer-
sity.

The tight-lipped university 
statement explicitly refused 
to give details, but said that in 
light of the University’s “duty 
of care to all students”, “Pro-
fessor Miller did not meet the 
standards of behaviour we 
expect from our staff”.

Miller is appealing, but 
has given no details either, 
claiming only that “Israel’s 
assets in the UK have been 
emboldened by the univer-
sity collaborating with them 
to shut down teaching about 
Islamophobia. The University 
of Bristol is no longer safe for 

Muslim, Arab or Palestinian 
students”.

Almost all the objections 
to Miller being sacked have 
been from people endorsing 
his reactionary view of the 
world being run by “Israeli 
lobbies” through “Israel’s 
assets” (Jewish people who 
have empathy with Israel, 
however critical).

Other objections are pos-
sible. Up to 1933 Germany 
was and had long been the 
world’s foremost centre of 
mathematics. After Hitler’s 
victory, almost all the lead-
ing mathematicians fled. One 
exception: Helmut Hasse. 
Hasse was a good mathema-
tician, but also a nationalist. 
He tried to join the Nazi party. 
He was refused because of 

distant Jewish connections, 
but remained pro-Nazi. After 
1945 he was sacked from his 
university job by the British 
occupation authorities in the 
name of denazification. He 
found academic jobs in East 
Berlin, where the Russian oc-
cupiers were less fussy, until 
1950, when he could move 
to Hamburg. Better if the Brit-
ish had allowed him to stay in 
post. Academic freedom, the 
right for qualified researchers 
to keep their jobs even if they 
have despicable politics, is 
important.

The university insists that it 
respects academic freedom, 
and suggests it has moved 
against Miller only because 
of his personal behaviour to-
wards Jewish students. □
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The language they understood

By Emma Rickman

While people at the Energy Recov-
ery Facility (ERF) trace the origins 

of some illegally-tipped carbon fibre, 
I go to Nottingham to look at the pro-
cessing of Incinerator Bottom Ash (IBA). 
S, an operator who used to work in 
waste processing, kindly offers to come 
along to back me up. The yard is sur-
prisingly small, walled on all sides by 
piles of ash. W, the head of operations, 
shows us the belt which loads IBA into 
their plant. He shows us a raised tunnel 
where unburned waste is dropped into 
a skip by picking workers.

Me “Can we see inside please?”
W “I’m afraid that’s confidential.”
Me “But that’s the area where you’re 

having problems?”
W “Since the matting came through 

everyone in there’s in hazmat suits 
— gloves, boots, face-shields, hoods 
— you think it’s hot out here, imagine 
what it’s like in there. Our staff haven’t 
trusted IBA from Sheffield since the 
matting because they’re not confident 
it won’t be full of black fibre.”

I note that W and the drivers are wear-
ing t-shirts, hi-viz, boots and gloves. If 
the workers on the belt were wearing 

something similar before they com-
plained, their arms would have been 
exposed.

He shows us the fibre — huge piles 
of IBA are riddled with it. Some is bun-
dled into dense rolls, the rest is tan-
gled around bits of cable and shards 
of metal, making it impossible to sep-
arate. We put on thick gloves and take 
a few samples.

I look at the closed sorting cham-
ber, and we watch as unburned waste 
is dropped through a hole in the floor 
into a large skip. After sorting the IBA 
is fed through a fierce gas flame, then 
shaken and rolled through trommels 
into different grades of coarse or fine 
gravel.

S asks “Do you have a lot of demand 
for your product?” 

W: “It’s actually a good time in the 
market right now. A lot of people are 
doing work on their houses and gar-
dens, so we sell a lot of product as a 
foundation material, or aggregate for 
back-filling underground works like 
pipe-laying.”

We sit in a miserable office and I 
ask for further clarification on the pro-
cesses. A passing driver asks if we’re 
here to get rid of the black matting — S 
assures him we are.

Me “What do you do with the un-
burned waste picked off the line?”

W “It goes to our recycling contrac-

tor; they process what they can and 
send the rest to landfill.”

Me “Would they be able to process 
the pile of contaminated IBA with the 
matting? If so, could send me a quote 
so we can get that moving?”

In the end, the company agree to ac-
cept our IBA, and quarantine any loads 
they deem have too much “unburned” 
in them, which relieves pressure on 
the plant. We send photos and take 
samples of every batch, reporting on 
the quality and condition. They won’t 
process it. Then one day my manager 
comes back from a call with the direc-
tor, and says:

“They will process all our IBA, includ-
ing the stuff in quarantine. We will pay 
to dispose of the black matting, and 
then send the bill to the transfer station 
that sent us the illegal waste.”

Me and the operators are shocked, 
we’ve been arguing with them for 
weeks.

N: “How did you manage that?”
G: “I told him the contract would 

be invalid if they didn’t fulfil their ob-
ligation to us. I just spoke to him in a 
language he understood.” G rubs his 
fingers together in a gesture meaning 
“money”.

S laughs “They’re fucking crooks.” □

• Emma Rickman is an engineer at a 
Combined Heat and Power plant.

By John Cunningham

I’m not sure how much relevance Greek 
director Theo Angelopoulos’ film Tril-

ogy: The Weeping Meadow (2004) has 
to the notion of the “right of return” 
which has been discussed in the pages 
of Solidarity recently, but there are 
some parallels. The film demonstrates 
the precarious nature of the migrant 
experience even in a country consid-
ered to be their “motherland”.

It is 1919. The long-established Greek 
community in Odessa is displaced by 
the Russian Revolution and they even-

tually land on the shores of Greece, 
near Thessaloniki. However, there is no 
welcome for them and they are forced 
to build their own village on boggy, 
desolate land. Here, they eke out a pre-
carious living surrounded by hostility or 
indifference.

Their reception and fate is not dis-
similar to that experienced by Greek 
refugees from Turkey following the 
Greco-Turkish war and the destruction 
of Izmir (Smyrna in Greek).

The film focuses on the harsh life of 
the orphan Eleni (Alexandra Aidini), her 
adolescence and eventual marriage to 
the musician Alexis. She gives birth to 
twin boys but they are taken away from 
her. World War Two and the Greek Civil 
War that follows only add to her diffi-
culties. □

Join Workers’ 
Liberty!
Want to be part of an organised 

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
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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 an 
engineer

Second hand books!

Workers’ Liberty is selling hun-
dreds of second hand-books — 

politics, but also fiction, history and 
much more. Visit bit.ly/2h-books for 
the current stock and prices, and to 
order. □
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Rail: fight for public ownership
From Tubeworker

Yet again a private rail franchise, this 
time Southeastern, has been shown 

to have its hands in the till, as “errors” 
meant that £25 million of public money 
was not returned to the government... 

seven years after it was due.
As a result of this “serious breach” of 

the franchise agreement, the govern-
ment has handed the franchise back 
to the state-owned “operator of last re-
sort”. This is the first time a franchise has 
been stripped for unashamedly trying 
to rip off us off.

The rail network, the NHS, utilities 
and the post, are all socially necessary 
and useful public services. A green and 
publicly run transport system is essen-
tial to efforts to halt the climate crisis. 
While it is run by privateers more in-
terested in profits then running an ef-
ficient and accessible service, we all 
suffer. And nationalisation of the entire 
network is an increasingly popular de-
mand, with polls showing around 75% 
of the public support it.

The Labour Party is, on paper, com-
mitted to public ownership of the rail-
way, but Labour leaders make clear 
they only support taking franchises 
back into public ownership on a fran-
chise-by-franchise basis when their 
contracts expire, not renationalising the 
whole lot all at once. And there is little 
word from them about the outsourc-
ing (i.e., privatisation) of maintenance, 
cleaning, and other services.

Although the government has taken 
over Southeastern, parent company 
Go-Ahead is still allowed to operate the 
Thameslink services, and remains the 
largest bus operator in London. Years 
of railway privatisation has seen bil-
lions roll in for shareholders and fat cat 

bosses while services, safety, jobs, and 
conditions are under constant attack.

London Underground remains a pub-
licly-owned railway, but there is plenty 
of privatisation under the TfL aegis. 
London Overground, DLR, the buses, 
and services like cleaning, catering, se-
curity, and track protection are all run 
by private companies. And the Tories’ 
current demands for cuts on TfL could 
well be a mirror of its policies for the 
NHS... running down the service to sof-
ten it up for privatisation.

All the rail unions are united in favour 
of a nationalised rail network, but that 
must mean more than a press release 
each time a major failing gets media 
attention. It has to mean an ongoing, 
active campaign. Unions occasionally 
organise leafleting and petitioning ac-
tivities outside train stations; we must 
step such activity up. And, whilst Brit-
ain’s restrictive anti-union laws prohibit 
explicitly political strikes, we must dis-
cuss ways of challenging the logic of 
privatisation via industrial action.

A wholly publicly-owned system 
could deliver a cheaper, greener, and 
integrated transport system. A system 
that puts service, and the conditions 
and safety of its workers and passen-
gers, at the forefront, rather than profit. 
A system where workers and passen-
gers help to run the railway together. 
Unlike the government we don’t want 
this idea to be the “operator of last re-
sort”. But to get there, we will need to 
fight. □
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Outsourced cleaners and attend-
ants in London’s Royal Parks are 

striking throughout October. We 
began the strike with a successful rally 
on 1 October. We have more workers 
participating in the strike this time, 
which is a good sign, especially as a 
month-long strike is a significant esca-
lation.

We’ve had good support from 
across the labour movement. Jeremy 
Corbyn and Andy McDonald sent soli-
darity greetings, and John McDonnell 
addressed the strike rally. Fundraising 
is particularly important, as we want 
to ensure strike pay at a level as close 
as possible to workers’ full wages. We 
don’t want to see our members being 
starved back to work.

We have a meeting with the com-
pany on 7 October. We hopeful for a 
settlement but are planning that no 
deal will be struck. With participation 
in the strike growing, we hope the old 

adage “the longer the picket line, the 
shorter the strike” will apply. If we can 
win without having to strike for the 
whole month, that’ll be excellent. But 
our members are prepared to see the 
strike through if our demands aren’t 
met.

Driving examiners have now voted 
overwhelmingly to strike against im-
posed increases to workload, with over 
90% voting yes on a turnout of over 
80%. Strikes are planned for 18-19 Oc-
tober, and we are planning for more 
action in late October and November. 
A renewed ballot will also take place 
over four weeks shortly in the Driver 
and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DLVA) 
complex in Swansea, where our dis-
pute about Covid safety continues.

The Tories have begun blaming 
the DVLA dispute for the HGV driver 
shortage, but this is desperate non-
sense. Management at DVLA Swansea 
continue to insist on increasing the 
number of staff working in the office, 
despite rising Covid cases amongst 
the workforce. The dispute also in-
cludes other issues, such as how man-
agement treat workers with “Long 

Covid”, and underlying it all is a set of 
principles about how the workplace is 
run. In immediate terms it is a dispute 
about workplace safety, but it is also 
by proxy dispute about control and 
power in the workplace.

We are also hopeful of progress in 
our campaign to get the employer to 
recognise building-wide workplace 
safety committees in sites where 
multiple government departments 
occupy a single building. The union 
has met with the Government Prop-
erty Agency, the body which oversees 
the running of much of the civil ser-
vice estate and they have agreed to 
run a pilot of the joint committee in a 
large building in London. If successful 
this should model should be run out 
across the rest of the estate. In any 
case, we are encouraging our reps to 
convene them as rank-and-file bodies 
for the purposes of workplace organ-
ising over safety issues. □

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

Get Solidarity 
every week!
Trial sub (6 issues) £7; Six months 

(22 issues) £22 waged, £11 un-
waged, €30 European rate.

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

Royal Parks on strike
Barnoldswick 
workers reject 
deal
By Ollie Moore

Workers at the Rolls Royce plant 
in Barnoldswick have voted 

overwhelmingly to reject an offer 
from management aimed at settling 
the latest phase of a dispute over job 
losses.

The offer does not include a key 
union demand, for a five-year guar-
antee of no compulsory redundan-
cies, and workers feel it does not 
go far enough in terms of concrete 
guarantees to implement previous 
commitments around minimum 
staffing levels.

The deal was rejected unanimously 
by the works section, and by 98.5% 
by other staff. Unite will now organ-
ise meetings of its members to dis-
cuss next steps, which could include 
a resumption of industrial action.

A previous round of strikes at Barn-
oldswick ended in apparent victory, 
with management committing to 
maintain jobs at the site, identify ad-
ditional work streams, and create an 
on-site academy to guarantee future 
jobs. The dispute resumed when it 
became clear these commitments 
were being reneged on. □

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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By Workers’ Liberty students

On 4-5 October workers at the Royal College 
of Art struck in support of their long running 

campaign against casualised working conditions. 
90% of staff are employed on “zero hours” and 
other forms of insecure contracts — the highest 
percentage of such employment in UK Higher 
Education. Strikes are scheduled for the next 
three weeks (linktr.ee/rcaucu).

RCA strikers will take heart from the important 
recent win at Open University, where 4,000 Asso-
ciate Lecturers won significant improvements in 
their (fixed-term) contracts, including a pay rise 
and payments for all work.

At Goldsmiths in south London, staff are pre-
paring for industrial action to fight the threat of 
job cuts, with more expected next year as man-
agement forces through its inaptly-named “re-
covery plan”.

Staff in professional services have been told 
they have to compete for a diminished number 
of roles in a new, centralised structure of admin 
(similar structures have proved to be very dys-
functional in other Unis). The unions (University 
and College Union, UCU, and Unison) have been 
told 32 professional service jobs are under threat. 
These are important jobs without which univer-

sities cannot adequately support their students.
In addition 20 academic jobs in History and 

English and Creative Writing are under threat 
— here Goldsmiths management is slavishly fol-
lowing the government’s downgrading of Hu-
manities.

The cuts arise from years of poor financial de-
cision-making followed now by an unnecessary 
drive to get rid of a deficit in just one year, kow-
towing to a restrictive bank deal.

Goldsmiths UCU is now preparing for industrial 
action: @GoldsmithsUCU.

Over late September and early October, as the 
university year starts, Workers’ Liberty people 
have leafleted Fresher Fairs and started regular 
sales at a number of universities. At Goldsmiths 
we sold 117 copies of Solidarity (a record for a 
single sale) and many pamphlets. Sales were also 
high at Sheffield Uni and SOAS.

This term we will be holding monthly online 
meetings about current political debates (on the 
meaning of imperialism, on left antisemitism and 
on free speech) as well as local informal face-
to-face political discussions for students at the 
Bloomsbury campuses — SOAS, Birkbeck, UCL — 
in and around Goldsmiths, in Leeds and in Shef-
field. □

• Inside, p.13: UCU victory in Liverpool.

By Martin Thomas

Keir Starmer’s Blair tribute act is promoted as 
the way to win elections. It is not.

“Mainstream” social democracy has done badly 
for decades in elections, as well as in bringing so-
cial progress.

In the 1970s and early 1980s, the French Social-
ist Party was the strongest party in France, with 
37.5% of the first-round vote for the National As-
sembly in 1981, and 49.3% in the second round.

Even in 1997, it had 23.5%. In 2017, it was down 
to 7.4%.

The Labour Party in the Netherlands was in gov-
ernment most of the time from 1946 to 2002. Its 
vote share has gone down from 29.0% in 1998 to 
5.7% in 2021.

The Social Democratic Party in Germany had a 
small revival in 2021’s election, when it got 25.7%. 
It is an uptick in a trend which has taken it down 
from 40.9% in 1998.

Social-democratic parties are in government in 
Spain and Portugal. But the trend is downwards 
there too, from 37.6% in Spain in 1996 to 28.0% 
in 2019, and from 43.8% in 1995 to 36.3% in 2019 
in Portugal.

For decades Scandinavia was social democra-
cy’s heartland. In Sweden its vote has gone down 
from 45.3% in 1994 to 28.3% in 2018; in Norway, 
from 36.9% in 1993 to 26.3% in 2021; in Finland, 
from 28.3% in 1995 to 17.7% in 2019.

Long-standing mainstream conservative parties 
have lost vote share too. There have been ups as 
well as downs within the trend. Blair’s 43.2% in 
1997 was an up. Why?

The Tories were demoralised after their de-
feat on the poll tax and their ouster of Thatcher 
in 1990. House prices slumped drastically from 
1989 to 1995. The Tories were way behind in 
opinion polls before Blair became leader, and for 
all the time from the economic “Black Wednes-
day” of 16 September 1992 through to 1997.

Blair did not win by confronting the Labour 
Party base. That came later. In 1997 he was still 
popular with the unions and with wide sections 
of the Labour Party membership (which had in-
creased fast), often on the illusion that Blair would 
cunningly win the election with soft-soap policies 
and then deliver a “real” Labour government.

Blair had benefited from a twist in the road, not 
found a way to reverse the trend. At the end of 
the Blair-Brown era, in 2010, Labour’s vote share, 
29.1%, was lower than the 32.2% of December 
2019 or the 34.4% of 1992.

The base of the trends has been the social-dem-
ocratic parties’ adaptation to the new world-mar-
ket regime since the 1980s (neo-liberalism), rapid 
industrial restructurings and changes in eco-
nomic geography, and successive class-struggle 
defeats which have left the stock of working-class 
assertiveness and confidence as yet insufficient to 
generate new Marxist parties of size and energy.

In this context, electorally the remarkable thing 
about the Corbyn era was the 40.0% vote share in 
2017. Corbyn-Labour then showed energy, and 
will at least to push the envelope of neoliberal-
ism.

Between 2017 and 2019 the Corbyn leader-
ship failed to campaign for its positive policies of 
2017. Instead it discredited itself by floundering 
on Brexit and on antisemitism. The left policies 
in the 2019 manifesto were popular, but spoiled 
by being dropped on the electorate a few weeks 
before polling day with only a few social-media 
posts to push them.

Even so, the 32.2% of 2019 was better than the 
30.5% of 2015.

The way to win elections is to propose bold 
policies and act so that voters, working-class and 
younger voters especially, will believe the party 
really means to push them through. □

Starmerism won’t 
win elections

Uni workers fight for Uni workers fight for 
jobs and conditionsjobs and conditions
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FUEL, WAGES 
AND BREXIT
The fuel shortages, queues 

at petrol stations and huge 
surrounding traffic jams which 
have choked up many cities 
and towns are an indictment of 
many aspects of our social ar-
rangements:

• Low-wages and terrible 
conditions for HGV drivers.

• The ending of free move-
ment between Britain and the 
European Union with Brexit, 
and the wider drive against mi-
grants.

• The whole framework of 
vital industries, including trans-
port and energy, being run for 
private profit.

The Socialist of 29 September 
carries an interview with a So-
cialist Party member who until 
recently worked as a driver. He 
vividly describes the dire work-
ing conditions in much of the 
industry, the stress and inse-
curity the companies’ ruthless 
profit-making imposes on work-
ers, and the absurd weakness 
of regulations.

He also highlights the weak-
ness of trade unions.

The main union in the in-
dustry is Unite. This is surely a 
test for the leadership of new 

Unite general secretary Sharon 
Graham, with its stated com-
mitment to focus and push on 
workers’ pay, terms and condi-
tions.

Socialist and trade union ac-
tivists should be on the look out 
to find ways to help rank-and-
file drivers organise.

The Socialist Party being 
pro-Brexit, its coverage largely 
avoids discussion of Brexit and 
freedom of movement.

Socialists must support free-
dom of movement — not be-
cause want to provide more 
labour for bosses to exploit, but 
because we support workers’ 
rights to move freely. Anything 
else means further weakening 
the ability to organise, by mak-
ing workers more vulnerable to 
the combined power of their 
employers and the immigration 
system.

Our response to the tempo-
rary suspension of certain re-
strictions is to demand that free 
movement with the EU is re-
stored, and expanded to other 
parts of the world. Workers 
should be able to move freely.

The fuel crisis is a reminder of 
the absurd irrationality of Brexit. 

Yet stuck in a long-running pat-
tern of not criticising Brexit, the 
bulk of the labour movement is 
currently unwilling to point this 
out.

The internationalist left needs 
to start thinking and talking 
about how to begin the job of 
addressing Brexit again. We 
should not accept the Tories’ 
disastrous pseudo-settlement 
as the final resting place of the 
UK’s relationship with the EU.

Last but not least, this crisis 
makes the case for putting pub-
lic welfare above private profit. 
Like the energy industry itself, 
road haulage should be taken 
into public ownership — it was, 
under the post-war Labour gov-
ernment — and reorganised as 
a public service providing well-
paid, secure jobs.

The UK economy’s convul-
sions make the case against 
the whole capitalist system of 
private ownership for profit. 
Yet the Labour Party under Keir 
Starmer will not advocate even 
limited measures to put work-
ers’ rights and public good 
before profit. The labour move-
ment must step up.□
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