Workers’ Liberty

Tories want 2nd class workers

DEFEND BLAGK WORKERS

DEMONSTRATE ON JULY 22nd!

VORKERS FIGHT

Sanuary 140, 1972

4p.

Na114 — Ociber 250 1975 flght

Hok Tt R
ShEutE Ehedis

‘UI,NER ISOLIDARITY ACTION CAN e

iy TURN THE TIDE ON THE TORIES

e A
e o O Tk S s ez vt 85 b ot €21 R,
e Db e [
i, Iy pled povrs. Lk v e S i
B i covains ot ok of T
Tl che o o whe L g
it i bt e . e
e S s e e 4.:”“", eraive
R ool of e iy T~ wich slow
i v o

ke soce 108 e sk - ek e o
Becping ail warkers? wages down.

" Vine pickes of miers s spp-

For them the miners” strike is @ (¥4 NT vwx\‘ m mnm
e 1936 THEY SAID: ‘DON'T HELP,
e Ll workers. s S eosect
leader 1 it in arciret iterest tat the B lenat movement leaes Sty THE JARROW MARCH'
i st e £, bt o 2 o
o v 0 vage increases et by S oy e e tackan i THEY sav .
o e 10ttt 100 sy men the Governeen. Rt - -
{01 0 tho ropagara of th NGB e there are prcblems: the ayr et han 2 Aoy Sl o pai s a savagely brutal measure
o ey Ol b o o e MO et (2 e, oo oo ana 3o v s oueands wih s .
n iners achieved & massive rise  the danger that the miners willre- rade s il more, bt B Sone have already 10BS MARCH
. oty o el s oie Wbt v el
THE N.UM. “’: o

TRADES UNION CONGRESS

i
-3

&I,
g,

FASCISTS
ROUTED

s s et e s mosnns 8 1IN

¢ Duly

Since Noveaber the Unicn bas
v b o i sk
of coul and as cosre that a s

88000 (o of 280,000 miners

al, e uon beanches.
e ormitoes st

Wt i he TUC i
o g s of
ek s o e

BRITISH TROOPS IN ACTION IN NORTHERN IRELAND: THE NEXT ISSUE WILL
GARRY A SPECIAL FEATURE ARGUING THAT GRITISH NORKERS MUST FIGHT
FOR IMMEDIATE WITHDRAWAL OF TROOPS. AND MUST, SO LONG A

by immeciate collect

Hypocrisy

GoES QN ACTIVELY SIDE T THE M REPUSLICAN AR ] I : LIVERPOOL g~ w“'m""" Sed
O ELE o ey i'ﬁ..’.’f \v‘f,‘"ﬁ ot 45 which, we ere told. vould il servi cy to pass ¥ femont
= i @ sy gm0 o s "R wiogis bk peole :ugﬁ;m, i from cne mmm.
s o S
TR 0 e
e oy | SRR T
whmim ot any, | I s i

: e NORTHE N IRELAND
i RACISTS TRIUMPHANT

o all wrkers 1n
nsport

LABOUR HITS A

uran st

- s Gubole poproms. The ar canny s o bk own ilta Imperao il masomers et
e e m e |'|'|-|ERS Sy B T B A e T o mom i e
nm\'»‘v(<\dwrvhhvn'hw for new. . e Repert
by s e ey demd The” ol — 0 e
DOCKS STEWARDS SAYA 301" WEEK = ay i R 2 TE et
o s s e variowst . P S e, S Bl lmRT e
=
ol [ dechers o L P aberies e BANNNG i
e g k- bt et b e ot ] o e B gt e ot A
rd e, e, ¢ S el cpas R i
v o e deest ot TS b s TR T B g : o =i "'"4‘.'.275‘?: = i P il L Ve e 8
i:glm:cm :me(y‘a:;‘srw, o I m " e 1 o N Telalianto wis s wgp o bt o e o o
siseTrEali, o enployer ind the NDLB o L B 1 e alow e miers 0 b 1 e gt o Sk e gt et e |t e (i ot S
e oo e o e | & A g et b S St e B tane  LINGLOVER [Tl e d i TR ST o
Eombioied I 100, b cmploys Socran ppiee)y Sickizg bon 64 nthe Torcs' e mamane B o e e e olclals. L by poohe Sheriem, e e
st il a Y AR IO, R e Vil o I TR e i et i et Dames e o v et ty e T e %
MSEN b A, pe e te ol aote ey 0 it ot gl b A e I oy TEaRIm AT
o

April 2025 ¢ WL Vol.3 no.77 Published with Solidarity 741 @ workersliberty.org £1 when sold separately


http://www.workersliberty.org

By Martin Thomas

11=T"he memory of the working class

is in its party”, wrote Leon Trotsky.
"The reformist party is a party with a
short memory”.

He wrote that in 1925, a time of high
struggle. The truth is weightier in times
like today of fewer strikes and duller
meetings. Short memory, in our times,
pushes us towards accepting work-
ing-class passivity as normal.

Revolutionary socialist politics needs
a memory. Not only such as we can get
from reading about the 1917 Russian
revolution or the 1871 Paris Commune,
but also such as we can get from our
own lived experience over decades.

Solidarity has been running since
2002, and is the continuator of several
publications before that. One of those
was the Workers’ Fight newspaper. Its
firstissues were in January 1972, month
of a great miners’ strike in Britain and
the Bloody Sunday massacre by the
Parachute Regiment in Derry. Its last
were in October 1975, a few months
after the Labour government legislated
a £6 limit on wage rises which trade
union leaders had proposed for fear
that otherwise the army or the far right
might be triggered into a coup against
the government.

We were then a much smaller organ-
isation, and most of us very young and
inexperienced. The whole avowed-
ly-Trotskyist left was possibly smaller
(though more active) then than now.
The "broad left” (Communist Party and
broad Labour left) were bigger.

But it was a time of great class battles
in Britain, dramatic events internation-
ally, and intense and fluid debate within
the left. It was a time which made for
vivid and weighty memories.

The Workers’ Fight newspaper was
concerned with reaffirming the ideas of
long Marxist tradition in less-than-revo-
lutionary times, with the aim of keeping
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the ideas in circulation and creating a
body of people educated in the tradi-
tion and able to give it life in future up-
heavals. It had reprints, retrospectives,
reviews. But in those years especially
we could do much more.

As we wrote in mid-1975, in a survey
of the first 100 issues, we had “not sim-
ply recited correct formulae about pick-
eting and workers’ self-defence.

"Workers’ Fight 22 (15 Feb 1973)
carried the news of the arrest of the
Shrewsbury 24 — being the first paper
on the leftto do so”.

These were building workers (18
in the first swoop, and then more) ar-
rested months after the 1972 national
building workers' strike (the only one of
its sort ever), and charged under “con-
spiracy” laws for activities on picket
lines in North Wales. They came to be
known as the Shrewsbury 24 because
court hearings were in Shrewsbury. 22
were convicted, and two, Ricky Tom-
linson and Des Warren, jailed for long
periods. All eventually had their convic-
tions overturned in 2021.

"We campaigned consistently for the
victimised North Wales pickets. Our
was the initiative that led to the setting
up of the North Wales Defence Com-
mittee. Ours was the suggestion for the
committee’s bulletins, and we helped
produce and distribute all the earlier
bulletins.

"It would be some weeks before an-
yone else on the left took any notice”.
Some of the arrested workers were
members of the Communist Party, but
the CP’s Morning Star initially refused
to publish anything.

"We helped set up local Shrews-
bury Defence Committees. When Des
Warren and Ricky Tomlinson had their
appeals turned down and were sent
back to jail in November 1974, it was
our action, on Pochins Manchester Poly
site, that spearheaded what could have
been a rolling strike movement, if it
were not for the sabotage of the Com-
munist Party”.

We had had long and fractious de-
bates about the use of the general
strike slogan before we started the
Workers’ Fight newspaper, when we

were still a small grouping (the Trot-
skyist Tendency) inside IS (forerunner
of today’s SWP), producing occasional
discussion documents but selling So-
cialist Worker weekly.

In 1972, especially around the jailing
of five dockers in July under the Tories’
Industrial Relations Act, we were able
to give that slogan life. An unofficial
strike surge of some 250,000 workers
led the TUC to call a one-day general
strike, and the government to find a
legal expedient to free the dockers.

The general strike slogan was com-
monplace then in left-wing papers and
in chants on demonstrations. We ar-
gued for an open-ended version of the
slogan — "General Strike to Smash the
Industrial Relations Act” — which nei-
ther posed it as the revolution-or-noth-
ing ultimate, nor foreclosed its political
prospects in advance by posing it as
an electoral gambit (“General Strike
to Kick The Tories Out” a formula fa-
voured at one time or another by all
the other avowedly-Trotskyist group-
ings. Militant, forerunner of the SP, RCP,
and Socialist Alternative, made it "24
hour General Strike”, telling us that the
labour movement was so strong that 24
hours would be enough).

After the July 1972 experience, we
published a pamphlet, The Left and the
July Crisis, dissecting and criticising the
vacillations of the other groups, and
making some criticisms of our own ag-
itation. In the occasional magazine we
published along with the paper, Perma-
nent Revolution, we translated for the
first time articles by Rosa Luxemburg
on the general strike.

Mobilisation

Our tiny newspaper was able to be a
vehicle for independent mobilisation,
too, when the Prevention of Terrorism
Act was rushed through Parliament
without amendment or dissent in No-
vember 1974. We, together with the
London branch of the Irish organisation
People’'s Democracy, organised the first
street demonstration against that Act.

We had previously, on 25 September
1973, been the only left organisation
in Britain to have our office raided by
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armed police in connection with Ire-
land. We were able to fill Conway Hall
in London with a protest meeting after
the raid with speakers from all the other
main left groups.

The Catholic nationalist revolt in
Northern Ireland had turned into guer-
rilla war. The Provisional IRA emerged
in 1970. The mass internment without
trial of Catholic nationalists in August
1971 increased its support, as did the
shooting dead of 14 unarmed civilians
by the Parachute Regiment on a peace-
ful demonstration in Derry on 30 Janu-
ary 1972.

Workers’ Fight sided with the guer-
rilla war against the British army of the
Catholic nationalist minority in North-
ern Ireland, arguing that the only way
out was through the British state ceas-
ing to prop up the unworkable Partition
and through the creation of a federal
united Ireland with autonomy for the
compact Protestant minority area.

As we would write later in The Left in
Disarray, “The British left responded to
the beginning of the IRA war in 1971...
with panic-stricken cries of dissocia-
tion"”. Most of the British far left dug
out the term “individual terrorism”
from the Marxist archives. Marxists,
so they (falsely) claimed, had utterly
denounced the 19th and early 20th
century Russian radicals who set to
assassinating Tsarist officials. We dug
out and reprinted what Marxists had
really written about that “individual
terrorism” in Russia. It was utterly differ-
ent from what is mostly understood as
"terrorism” today, the killing of civilians
supposed to be religiously deviant or
associated with "the West" practised by
groups like Daesh and Al Qaeda; and
different from guerrilla war too.

Over the years the rest of the far left
swung away from denouncing the Pro-
visionals’ military campaign as “terror-
ist, and towards seeing it as a step in a
supposed “process of permanent revo-
lution” through which a national-dem-
ocratic struggle would grow over into
socialism.

We had argued that “permanent
revolution for Ireland” scenario was
nonsense back in 1966. In July 1972,
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when talks with the British government
during a brief ceasefire broke down,
the Provisionals carried out a “Bloody
Friday” bombing of economic targets
in Belfast, which killed nine people,
mostly civilians. Workers’ Fight wrote:
"Support for the IRA against British
imperialism and its militant allies can-
not exclude criticism when they indis-
criminately bomb civilians. The terrible
tragedy of an intercommunal civil war is
very possible”.

Workers” Fight also published crit-
icism of the Provisionals from Irish
socialist groups. Our criticism would
grow over the years. By the time the
next Provisional IRA ceasefire (February
1975 to January 1976) broke down, the
Workers' Fight group had merged (in
December 1975) with the Left Faction
of IS-SWP and the paper had been re-
placed by a new title, Workers” Action.
Our more critical articles would cause
some contention with our new partners.

In later years, we came to think that
we had been too quiet in our criticism
of the politics of the military campaign
in the 1970s. We explained that the
Northern Ireland conflict was not just
“anti-colonial”, as many came to present
it. We still felt a moral obligation to play
down our criticism of the most militant,
with whatever political inadequacies,
in battle against the British army which
was fighting to sustain a sectarian and
historically imperialistically-imposed
structure.

In 1972-5 we were at odds with the
rest of the left and the far left on Eu-
rope.

In 1968-71 our forerunner-group had
been the Trotskyist Tendency inside
IS-SWP, producing pamphlets and dis-
cussion documents on various issues,
notably Ireland, but using Socialist
Worker on the streets and in the labour
movement. (We would occasionally get
a letter printed in Socialist Worker. Less
as time went on).

It was on the issue of Europe that we
were evicted from IS-SWP, prompting
us to start our own paper.

Britain had applied to join the Eu-
ropean Union (then called EEC, and
more loosely-knit than now) in 1961
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and again in 1967. It had been vetoed
by France. The Communist Party, then
maybe 30,000 strong, and influential
in the unions and Labour, opposed
the EEC-EU for Russian foreign-pol-
icy reasons dressed up in nationalist
arguments which depended on the
idea that the labour movement was
much stronger in Britain than in other
West European countries and would
be “levelled down” by EEC-EU entry.
Many right-wing Labour people argued
against it on grounds of trade with the
Commonwealth, the ex-Empire, which
in the early 1960s was much bigger
than with the EEC countries. Some also
saw an alternative in the European Free
Trade Area (from 1960, with Austria,
Denmark, Norway, Portugal, Sweden,
Switzerland: a free trade area, but, un-
like the EEC even then, not a customs
union).

All the avowedly Trotskyist left agreed
that bringing down international eco-
nomic barriers was desirable, but said
we could not advise British capitalism
on EEC vs EFTA vs Commonwealth. All
had some variant of the slogan pro-
posed by IS-SWP until 1971: “In or out,
the fight [i.e. the class struggle] goes

"

on.

Attempt

The Heath Tory government of 1970-4
made another attempt to join, and
would succeed. Opposition from
old-fashioned Tories and almost the
whole labour movement was strong.
Some at the Easter 1971 conference of
IS-SWP wanted to change IS-SWP’s line
to chime in with the labour movement
opposition. The old line was reaffirmed.

Then in June 1971, at the IS-SWP
committee, Tony Cliff and Chris Harman
moved a tweak: IS-SWP would still have
the old line as its first option, but if that
had been defeated in a labour move-
ment meeting, then it would “vote with
the left”, i.e. against EEC entry. Within
weeks, and without further formal de-
cision, the supposed “fallback option”
became the operative policy: No to the
bosses’ Market!

All the other far left groups had al-
ready made a similar shift.

The Trotskyist Tendency campaigned
for a special conference of IS-SWP to
reaffirm the Easter conference policy.
We said we had the constitutionally-re-
quired minimum number of branches
to requisition a conference. The IS-SWP
leaders said we were one short. Then
they short-circuited the issue by calling
a special conference to expel us.

Partly, IS-SWP was now growing fairly
fast, and they saw having to debate
with us as a diversion. And partly, they
had seen us as in poor condition (at
a conference of the Tendency in July
1971, two substantial subgroups had
split away from us), and wanted to nix
us before we could revive on the Eu-
rope issue.

But we did revive. Enough that we
gave them a real fight at the special
conference on 4 December 1971 (we
lost about 40:60), and enough that we
had the confidence to go for a fort-
nightly paper after expulsion. In 1971
working-class struggle was still no-
where near as high as it would be in
1972-5. The Tories were making a first
attempt at what they would do under
Thatcher from 1979, and until the end
of 1971 they looked like succeeding.
We did not yet know about the big
workers' struggles to come in 1972-5;
but we were determined that we would
be an activist lever in the class struggle,
not just a discussion group.

We scraped together funds. Com-
rades took second mortgages on their
houses. We rented an office (though we
could pay no staff) and bought a small
printing press and other equipment.

Producing the paper was many times
more difficult than with the technology
of today, and in its first months the fort-
nightly was, as we ruefully remarked,
“the first Trotskyist three-and-a-half-
weekly in history”. But it came out. It
regularised. It went weekly, with just
four pages, in January 1974, first as an
experiment when the Tory government
mandated a three-day week for indus-
try because of a world oil-supply crisis
and a miners’ overtime ban leading up
to a strike.

We sold the paper, and with some
energy. It was often more difficult then
than now to sell socialist papers on the
streets, but we sold it on the streets, on
picket lines, at strike meetings, round
pubs and Labour Clubs, on demon-
strations, door-to-door, and outside
workplaces. More active people would
sell dozens, or even a hundred, of each
issue.

We sold with all the more energy to
challenge majority opinion on Europe.
The EEC was the big parliamentary
issue of 1972: the legislation to join
passed by only eight votes at its sec-
ond reading in February 1972, though
the Tories had a majority of 28, and be-
came law in October.

In 1974 Labour regained office. La-
bour leader Harold Wilson staged a
“re-negotiation” and took it as a basis
for recommending “yes” in a referen-
dum, 5 June 1975, on remaining in the
EEC-EU. Many other Labour leaders
said "no”, but "yes” won by 67%-33%.
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Almost the entire far left was furiously
for "no”. We recommended not voting.
We still thought a “yes” vote suggested
approval of the specific terms of EEC
entry (which included, for example,
higher food prices, and not free move-
ment, which became part of the EU
only in 1992) and not just of the gen-
eral idea of bringing down borders.

In our discussions around the 2016
Brexit referendum, some of us con-
cluded that was a mistake in 1975: vot-
ing yes would not have contradicted
reforms in the EEC-EU, a few of which
indeed happened, and there was no
way that British withdrawal could have
been a way towards a preferable form
of integration. Even in 1975 we said,
deliberately to shake up left “"no” cam-
paigners, that their stance was really to
the right of the bourgeois-cosmopoli-
tan "yes” campaigners.

We covered the Popular Unity gov-
ernment in Chile and the military coup
which crushed it in September 1973.
We debated with others on the left the
tactics and policy of the left in Chile. We
gave much coverage to the upheavals
in Portugal after the decades-old de-
cayed-fascist regime fell in April 1974,
and tried to transmit what we learned
from Portuguese political exiles in Brit-
ain (the Portuguese Workers' Coordi-
nating Committee) and interviews and
discussions done by comrades visiting
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Portugal.

That too set us at odds with most of
the other far-left groups, which swung
towards enthusiasm for the left-wing
(but militarist-populist) of the Armed
Forces Movement of radicalised of-
ficers.

Vietnam

We supported the Vietnam’'s war
against US imperialism. In hindsight, as
we discuss in an appendix in the new
Workers' Liberty pamphlet The Fall of
European Stalinism, we were far too
softin criticism of Vietnamese Stalinism.
We were still (and would be until the
1980s) “Orthodox Trotskyists”, looking
to the tradition defined by writers such
as James P Cannon. Workers’ Fight still
sometimes had reprints from the SWP-
USA (then Cannon'’s organisation — he
died in 1974 — and no relation to the
IS-SWP-UK). We still, incoherently, saw
the Stalinist states as “degenerated and
deformed workers' states”.

But we gave that formula the strong-
est anti-Stalinist twist, giving the most
minimal definition to “defence of the
USSR against imperialism”. “In any
conflict, or apparent conflict, between
defence against imperialism and the
proletarian struggle against the bu-
reaucracy, we believe in the primacy of
the workers’ struggles”. Workers’ Fight
defended bourgeois-liberal opposi-
tionists in the USSR, and when some
of us countered with mechanical trans-
position from Trotsky’s attitudes in the
early 1930s, we argued it out.

Even on Vietnam we were more crit-
ical than other far-left groups. IS-SWP
defined North Vietnam as “state capi-
talism” but said much less about that
than about the virtues of “revolution” in
general, and in practice, saw it as a very
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"progressive” state capitalism.

An incident in early 1976, soon after
Workers’ Fight was replaced by the
new Workers’ Action, is telling. A mo-
tion from a union right-winger, sup-
porting dissidents in the USSR, came
up in a union branch where four of us
were members. Each individual had
to respond instantly, on the spot. Two
of us from Workers' Fight voted for
the motion; two of the new comrades
from an IS-SWP background, who still
had some “state-capitalist” view of the
USSR, voted against. Nothing wrong
with the motion on paper, they said, but
on such issues one should vote with the
left. Writing for Workers’ Fight, selling it,
discussing it, had trained us in the idea
that, after decades of Stalinist seepage,
we could often establish what was re-
ally “left” only by digging deep.

We had a policy of open debate in
our paper, not yet “codified”, but prac-
tised. There was a debate, for example,
in which some comrades proposed we
support a first version of a “Two States”
policy for Israel-Palestine which came
from the Democratic Front for the Lib-
eration of Palestine. Most of us rejected
thatthen, and held to the “secular dem-
ocratic Palestine” formula which we
had swung to, like most of the far left,
after 1969. The debate would reopen
among us from 1976.

We had coverage of the then-lively
feminist movement. The National Abor-
tion Campaign was started in early
1975: James White's attempt then
to narrow access under the Abortion
Act 1967 would fall only after winning
two parliamentary votes. The Working
Women's Charter, an activist movement
formed on a platform adopted by the

London Trades Council but rejected by
the TUC, started in 1974. There were
several large socialist-feminist confer-
ences in the 1970s, and lots of local
women'’s liberation groups of various
sorts. Workers’ Fight ran a debate on
"wages for housework”. (None of us,
and few in the whole feminist move-
ment outside a vocal group round
Selma James, backed the actual de-
mand; but some saw some merit be-
hind it than others).

Our summary of our first 100 issues
reckoned that we had the merit of “a
painstaking step-by-step development
of ideas, regulated by the class strug-
gle” rather than posing as “world geni-
uses, cooking up whole new ‘theories’
on the spur of the moment”. The 1970s
were all-too-rich in such unappreciated
geniuses, usually telling the rest of us
that they had discovered what Marx re-
ally meant but no-one else had noticed.

Stuck

We also acknowledged “misjudge-
ments, bad articles, political mistakes.
In late 1973, for example, our initial
reaction to Phase 3 [of the Labour
government’s restrictions on wage
rises] was too pessimistic”. We could
also have mentioned that in 1972 we
had got a bit “stuck” in advocacy of a
general strike, tending to pose it as an
all-purpose alternative to the political
processes within the labour movement,
or indeed to lapse into a sort of syndi-
calism. We set about correcting that
in the course of 1973, and stepped
up activity in the Labour Party and its
youth movement. We criticised slogans
like “Labour to power with socialist
policies”, then, in varying formats and
styles, “consensus” on the far left, ad-
vocating specific transitional demands
instead. We criticised the “Mandelite”
IMG for the view it favoured in 1975
that the Labour Party was a two-class
party with the unions representing the
working-class element and the politi-
cians the bourgeois (thus slogans like
“a Labour government based on the
unions”).

In the February 1974 general elec-
tion we had a little article favouring the
nine candidates of the Workers' Revo-
lutionary Party (then still a real left-wing
force, with a daily paper, though very
aberrant) and the three of the “"Mandel-
ite” IMG as valuable protest efforts. By
the next general election in October
1974 we had unanimously come to see
it as foolish to back “propaganda can-
didates” for bad propaganda.

The lead story in Workers’ Fight 106 in
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August 1975 was a response to a front-
page lead in the Sunday Express, later
taken up by the Sun and the News of the
World, denouncing a template motion
for Labour Parties we had circulated to
challenge the Labour government's re-
strictions on wage rises. Militant (fore-
runner of the Socialist Party and RCP)
felt obliged to dissociate publicly from
our thoughts. No-one got expelled, but
in the following months we felt it wise
to take some evasive action.

The conclusion of the Workers’ Fight
100 summary is still true today.

"We do not often end articles... with
calls to 'build the socialist alternative’
or 'join the party’. As answers to the
concrete political questions of class
struggle, these are empty: what will the
‘socialist alternative’ or ‘the party’ do,
and what about the struggles of the
vast masses who have not yet joined
‘the party'?

“But it remains true that our answers
to those concrete political questions, if
correct, cannot be made useful without
the active work of the supporters of
Workers’ Fight. A sword may as well be
used to spread butter if it is not in the
hands of a warrior. And we need more
warriors!” [
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