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ALLIANCE FOR WORKERS’ L IBERTY

DISCUSSION BULLETIN 246
April 2004. Very last amendments; NC nominations; more discussion stuff.

Please be sure to bring this bulletin and DB245 to conference with you. They contain all the
material for voting.

Conference is on Saturday-Sunday 8-9 May, at Crouch Hill Community Centre, off Hillrise Road,
London N19. It starts at 11.45am on the Saturday. Please be prompt and allow at least 45 minutes
for the bus journey from Euston to the conference.

NATIONAL COMMITTEE NOMINATIONS
The following nominations
were received by the extended
deadline, 23/04/04.

Alison B
- from Nick H

Bruce R
- Mark O

Cathy N
- Janine

Clive B
- Nick H

Daniel R
- Nick H

Duncan M
- Clive; Alan C

Ed W
- Janine

Helen R
- Alan Clarke

Janine B
- Nick H; Clive

Jean L
- Nick H

Jill M
- Sacha

Jim D
- Janine

John B
- Jill

Kate A
- Nick H

Maria
- John B, Martin T

Mark O
Jill

Mark S
- Jill

Martin T
- Sacha

Matt C
- Clive

Mick D
- Mark O; Heenal

Patrick M
- John B

Patrick Y
- Martin T

Paul H
- Clive

Pete R
- Nick H

Sacha I
- Jill

Sean M
- Jill

Stan C
- Nick H

Tom C
- Maria

Tom R
- Maria

Vicki M
- Nick H

AMENDMENTS

IRAQ AND US WORLD POLICY

Amendment from Daniel R to Clive B's additional motion: add a
new final sentence so that the whole text reads:

1. We condemn the US military action at Fallujah and
elsewhere, which has resulted in many deaths - in Fallujah 600-
700, many of them non-combatants.

2. But we reject the idea that what we are seeing is an
'upring of the Iraqi people'. It is an 'uprising' by specfic,
reactionary political movements.

3. We oppose both the guerrilla resistance in Fallujah and
the Jaish al-Mahdi of Muqtada as-Sadr. These are reactionary,
fascistic forces.
4. We are for building solidarity with all democratic,
working class movements against both the occupation and
the fascistic resistance. We support workers' organisations
taking step to defend themselves, including the formation of
defence councils or workers' militias.

COUNTER-MOTION ON LP/TUS

Amendments from Maria (accepted by movers, as I understand
it) to Tom R's and Tom C's motion. Whole motion as amended
will read:

1. Marxism is the theory and practice of working class self-
liberation. Marx was not a god or a saint he was a scientist, a
revolutionary, a product of the enlightenment who sought to
extend the magisterium of reason to cover the realm of human
social and economic organisation. It is our commitment to a
rationally organised and consciously controlled society that
distinguishes us from other reformers and revolutionaries. As an
organisation we exist primarily to educate the working class, to
teach it to measure and analyse the world and to eventually
control it. 

2. But we are not passive preachers. A revolutionary
transformation of society can only happen when the working
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class, that is all those people who drive trucks and trains, make
cars and condoms, serve in shops, clean streets, and pass papers
over desks the real life working class not some mystical force
from the "Book of Revelation", are educated and organised
enough to make it and then defend it and extend it. We seek to
build an organisation to make a revolution.  We do not have
perfect knowledge of the workings of history. We do have some
basic methods of analysis, which we seek to apply to a world of
which we have imperfect knowledge. We must tell the class the
truth, but more than this; we must teach the class to discover the
truth for itself.

3. Because of our basic politics it is never permissible for us to
use or encourage faulty logic, the substitution of emotion for
reason, or any of the other advertising tricks which are the stock
in trade of bourgeois politicians and some of the self defined
left. Hoping to make short-term gains or pull off cunning stunts
at the expense of serious work in the class is a betrayal of our
cause.

4. The tactics of the Marxist organisation in the trade union and
labour movement have to start from the reality of the class as it
is, rather than, as we would like it to be.

5. The Labour affiliated trade unions encompass the
overwhelming majority of the organised working class in
industry, and the bulk of organized low paid workers in the
public sector. A decisive majority of class-conscious workers
continue to vote for and support the Labour Party. It has won
two landslide election victories and looks likely to win the next.
In England and Wales socialist candidates get an average of less
than 2% of the vote. No more votes than any left wing challenge
over the last 30 years. In Scotland that figure is 7% in a PR
election. A figure boosted in comparison to England and Wales
more by the SSP’s appeal to Scottish nationalism, rather than
any intrinsic socialist bias on the part of the Scottish working
class.

6. There is only one coherent orientation to mass trade union
politics today, that is to trying to mobilize the unions as unions
to put their collective weight on the political scales: to fight for
the trade unions to assert control over the Labour Party, to fight
to transform it into an organisation that represents the working
class and in the process rally and organise the forces of a new
proto party within the womb of the old.

7. This policy involves trying to radically destabilize and
undermine the existing Trade Union/Labour Party link, through
the unions breaking from the existing relationship which is one
of subordination to the government, to it’s opposite: a fight for
workers’ democracy in the labour movement as part and parcel
of the fight for a workers’ government.

8.  We reject the alternative of declaring that Labour is dead and
immediately pressing for the unions to walk away and organise
a new workers’ party as a sectarian /opportunist dead-end. We
also reject the shamefaced versions of the same orientation,
which in radical rhetoric says we should not shy away from
winning trade union support for socialist candidates out of fear
of seeing unions disaffiliated. These policies have only become
popular amongst certain layers because of the impact of defeats
on the minds of some union activists. The prominence of the
demand is a symptom of demoralisation and dis-orientation,
rather than of any real willingness to engage in a political fight
by the trade union as a trade union against Blairism. It is a
demagogic cop-out not a militant stance. As typified by Bob
Crow of the RMT it heralds a collapse into a-political trade
unionism, with a bit of radical posturing for good measure,

rather than a fight to rebuild the political labour movement.  It is
no part of the job of a Marxist organisation to pretend otherwise.

9. Our key task remains the same as stated at our last AGM, to
organise within the affiliated trade unions to assert working
class interests against the bourgeois ideology of the Labour
Party leadership, which is currently Blairism. This should be the
priority for our political work in trade unions.

10. Labour remains a bourgeois workers’ party. If any
qualifications need to be made to this formula they would be
that it has become a neo-liberal, business unionist, bourgeois
workers’ party.

11. Marxists should not be surprised or express horror to find
that in a bourgeois society the dominant ideas are bourgeois, or
that the default political understanding of the world in the
working class is bourgeois, or that the ruling ideas are those of
the ruling class. Whatever else would comrades expect it to be?
Nor should we be shocked to note that the politics of the Labour
leadership and the TU leadership are the same, and what is
more, the bulk of the working class agrees with them on most
things.

12. Blair has indeed made a great show of announcing that he
governs in the interests of the nation, rather than the working
class. He is not unique in this. All labour leaders from the
founders onwards have been at pains to stress the idea that
labour would not form a class government. The 1945 Labour
government kept a wartime ban on strikes on the statute book
and was prepared to use it. The fact that there has not been a
greater trade union revolt against the anti-union laws is what
needs to be explained, not Blair’s commitment to them.

13. The organisation cannot adopt an attitude to the working
class movement which assumes that we have some sort of
mystical right to lead the class and that it is only the betrayal of
Blair or the bureaucrats that prevents us from adopting our
rightful place at the head of the class and leading it to the
seizure of state power. To do so is not much better than claiming
the Gods are angry and have turned their faces from us. But we
detect a strong undercurrent of this in the idea that Blair has
“hijacked” the Labour Party or carried out a “coup”. He did not.
The workers – and not the most backward, but some of the most
advanced –voted him into the leadership of the Labour Party.
We need to earn the right to lead the class, rather than assume
that if we unfurl the banner the class will flock to us. The
fundamental lesson of the failure of Socialist Alliance to do any
better in elections than the lunatic WRP managed in the 1980’s
is that the conditions are not right for the tactic. The support is
not there in the class. The grotesque opportunist/ reactionary
spectacle that is RESPECT is the result of the SWP trying to
build a short cut round this reality.

14. Labour has never been a workers’ party in any meaningful
political sense, it has always been a bourgeois political machine
sitting on top of the trade union movement.

15. To talk of the Blairite coup representing the end of Labour
as any kind of workers’ party and the end of any kind of
working class representation in parliament is wrong headed in
the extreme. The Blairite ideology has remained the opinion of a
small minority of the PLP and a much smaller number of
activists and members. There has been no noticable
committment to 'blairism' beyond the small number of people
who initiated the 'Project', despite its dominance of Party
organisation and of Government policy. To exaggerate the
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differences between Old and New Labour as the organisation
has done since Blair took over the leadership is to allow
ourselves to become the victims and unwitting prisoners of the
ideology of the Blair faction.

16. Our task is to recognise where we are, to understand that
Blair did not steal the Labour Party, there was no coup. The
leadership of the Labour Party was handed to Blair by the
members, including the trade union members. It is not even true
that Blair has done the most damage to the Labour Party.
Kinnock was the leader who smashed the organised left in the
party. He could only do this because the CLP based left, for all
its debating society skills and conference tricks, had not won
even a significant minority in the unions. Smith followed this up
with the proposals to reduce the role of the unions at conference
and cut them out of the selection of MPs.

17.  The union/labour link has always functioned in the last
analysis as a mechanism tying the bedrock organisations of the
class to the capitalist state. The fact that through this mechanism
of ruling class domination the trade unions have also secured
piecemeal reforms and concessions, is no more remarkable than
the idea that the union leaderships can sometimes achieve
concessions through agreements regulating the terms of the
labour contract.
a. The structural changes that Blair has introduced to the Labour
Party have been far more limited than claimed by the Blairite
propagandists who seek to paint New Labour as a party of a
fundamentally different type from Old Labour.
b. The increase in the number of cabinet ministers on the NEC
has not been so decisive as to prevent right wing trade unionists
on the NEC saving the day for Blair by voting against
representatives of the CLPs and the other unions. Foir instance
over the original vote to re-admit Livingstone. Though the
precise proportion of trade union officials on the NEC has
changed their basic function of supporting the parliamentary
leadership has not. The way the NEC has actually worked since
these changes were introduced is not evidence of decisive
change between “Old” and “New” but of continuity in the
relationship between the trade union bureaucracy and the
parliamentary elite.

i. There has been no qualitative change in the real role of
conference and the NEC. The fact is that conference and the
NEC never “controlled” the actions of the Labour Party in
government - not even in theory. What conference used to
possess- and still does possess- is something entirely different:
the ability to determine a paper policy that the Labour
government can choose to ignore. Blair has already made it
clear that he will ignore party policy as determined by annual
conference on a number of issues. This does not make him
unique. Rather it marks him out as a typical Labour leader. Party
conference can still vote against the government .The decisive
factor that would allow the party in the country to counterpose
itself as an alternative power to the Labour government is not
the letter of the party rule book, but the existence of a
substantial revolutionary party rooted in the unions, workplaces
and communities, and therefore within the Labour Party itself.

ii. The political life of the CLP’s still expresses itself in ward
meetings, CLP GCs and at regional and national conference. It
might not be the same “political life” as in the Bennite period
but it still finds expression.

iii. In comparison to the early eighties it is harder to get an MP
de-selected, but not in comparison to the situation that existed in
the Labour Party for 90% of its history. In reality, de-selections
are still easier now then they were from foundation till the mid

70’s.De-selections have happened post Blair .

iv. "Selections in seats where MPs are retiring have not resulted
in the selection of left wingers, despite there being little pressure
or interference from the Party. This indicates a low level of
political involvement by the organised left rather than formal
blocking by the apparatus. For example, CLPD/Briefing activist
Christine Shawcroft is on the parliamentary candidates panel
and has lost selection contests in Reading and Hackney South.
She has not been excluded from the panel.

v.   "At annual conference the unions have defeated Blair whilst
he has been PM on all the policy issues there has been a union
consensus to challenge. Unfortunately these can be counted on
one hand ; Brown’s 5p pension increase; PFI and the two tier
workforce; foundation hospitals. On the first issue Brown made
concessions following the Conference, on the second issue a bad
agreement was reached in with the union leaders bargained
away their member’s position on the eve of the following Spring
(Local Government) Conference and the third issue was the
subject of a significant revolt by the PLP. Opposition to Tube
privatisation was defeated at the 1998 Conference despite a
motion being submitted by all the rail unions because the
majority of other unions voted it down. Likewise the motion
which called for no military action in Iraq at 2002 Conference
was lost because the unions were divided on the issue, roughly
in the same proportion as CLPs 40% for the anti war motion but
60% against.
vi. The so-called Blairite revolution is already starting to lose
momentum and unwind. The 2003 conference voted against the
leadership to greatly increase the scope for motions from the
party rank and file. Blair has been forced to champion the re-
admission of Ken Livingstone back into the party in what
amounts to a morale-sapping and humiliating political climb-
down for his faction.

18. The Blair government - despite its open right wing rhetoric
and its neo-liberal ideology - has not attacked and reduced
working class living standards as the Wilson, Callaghan and
MacDonald governments did. There has been no New Labour
equivalent of the MacDonald government’s dole cuts or the
Wilson and Callaghan government’s real wage cuts.

19. Working class support for the Labour Party remains strong,
and the working class component of the declining party
membership is still high and getting higher. Only 28% of the
Party membership has joined since Blair became leader. Only
one in four could be described as middle class (Guardian/ICM
poll February 2004) with 60% of members in social groups C2
or DE and only 25% in social groups AB.  Talk of an erosion of
core working class support for Labour lacks any real factual
grip.

20. Though there is widespread opposition to Blair on issues
like the NHS, privatisation and tuition fees, there is also strong
support – particularly amongst low paid workers - for reforms
such as working families tax credit. Even where all the
government has done is phase in European legislation – such as
on paid holidays – it has nonetheless received the credit. The
government is also cushioned from discontent by the very low
levels of unemployment.

21. What is decisive and all-shaping in the Labour Party today is
the refusal of the union leaders to fight Blair on issues like union
rights or PFI and their bureaucratic grip on the unions
preventing the rank and file doing so. The changes to the Labour
Party rulebook introduced with Partnership in Power provide
small scale secondary obstacles limiting what small
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organisations with poor roots in the union and constituency rank
and file can do, but they amount to no serious obstacle to the
trade unions if they were led by people serious about
confronting Blair. Nor would they be anymore of a serious
obstacle to getting an internal struggle going to a revolutionary
organisation of a few thousand people rooted in the workplaces,
unions and constituencies.

22. To argue that Blair’s rule changes represent a qualitative
change in the nature of the Labour Party is mistaken. It is to
lapse into constitutional fetishism and a morbid variant of CLPD
style “resolutionary socialism” which deludes itself about the
realities of party democracy in Classic Labourism. After all, the
normal practice of Labour Governments over the last 80 years is
to ignore Party Conference! Nor is Blair the first leader to say
that he will govern in the interests of the “nation” not the
working class. That fashion started with MacDonald. All that
the post 1994 changes have done is to provide a convenient alibi
for soft left and official trade union inactivity and a more serious
obstacle to the AWL in our attempts to organise as we used to
do in the old days of the ultra open conference around highly
critical motions. To argue otherwise is to show that you have
been mesmerised by Blairite propaganda.

23. The tactic of standing socialist candidates against Labour
has failed spectacularly to provide a focus for widespread
disaffection with Blair’s Labour government. Even in Scotland
the small scale electoral advance that has been achieved (7%)
has happened on the basis of making impermissible concessions
to Scottish nationalism in the form of the SSP’s nationalist
programme “for an Independent Socialist Scotland”.

24. These facts indicate that a struggle to reclaim the Labour
Party is the necessary strategic next step of the fight to
revolutionise the working class and its’ movement. The
alternative policy of attempting to win official union affiliation
to socialist electoral challenges to Labour has no grip. As does a
policy of calling for the trade unions to form a new party to fight
the Labour Party in elections.

25. When addressing the unions we should raise the question of
working class political independence in terms of what the union
is, or is not doing, to fight for trade union control of the Labour
Party and of the Labour government. We should demand
accountability of union representatives in Labour Party position.
We should call for the accountability of Constituency supported
MPs. We should demand accountability of political fund
expenditure and propose initiatives for the use of that money. In
many unions the majority of the political levy will be direct
expenditure by the appropriate union structure, ie a minority of
the political fund will go direct to the Labour Party in affiliation
payments. There are millions of pounds available in union
political funds for expenditure on political campaigning. We
should prioritise unions spending their political money on
intiatives such as LRC, United Camapign for the Repeal of the
Anti Union Laws and campaigning against privatisation. Not
only are these isues worthy of support in themselves but also
perform the function of getting unions to campaign together on
political issues

26. There are now limited, but very encouraging signs that with
the election of a new leaders the support that Blair could take for
granted – despite token protests – from the retiring generation of
union leaders is no longer guaranteed. Workers are slowly
becoming more assertive and want to know what the union is
getting from the Labour Party.

27. We propose that as an immediate central priority of the work

of all AWL fractions in the affiliated unions, and of the Marxist
socialists active in the Labour Party, that we seek to direct and
mould the emerging Labour Representation Committee into a
campaign involving union organisations, existing campaigns
and CLPs around the theme of “Reclaim the Labour Party”. This
movement should be trade union based and would focus on
specific demands to restore and extend Labour democracy and
promote the idea of de-selections and the selection of trade
union and working class socialist candidates. To further this
work all comrades who are not members should join the Labour
Party and expelled comrades should seek re-admission.

28. The AWL should not take the initiative in proposing
fragmenting the trade union political funds. Nor should we
support proposals that would do so.

29. When proposing a political policy for the unions as unions,
we should do nothing that undermines the fundamental
collective purpose and class solidarity of the trade unions and
renders them incoherent and ineffectual. If there is to be a
meaningful political aspect to the unions, it has to be collective
and unitary, anything else is out of kilter with the essential
nature of trade unions as the embodiment of the principle of
class solidarity.

30. The problem with proposals to parcel up the trade union
political fund with different branches backing different parties
or multi-party affiliation in which there would be no precise link
between any union organ and any candidate, is that they would
politically splinter the union and render accountability and
control impossible. For the union to be unable to speak with a
unified political voice is to put the union in a subordinate
relation to the parliamentarian - or would be parliamentarian.
Only if the union has a unitary bond with the parliamentary
representatives and their party is any form of accountability
possible. Without the possibility of accountability, of replacing
those who act against you, of subordinating them to the basic
class organs, then what is proposed is not the Marxist tactic of
the trade unions supporting, creating and controlling a new
workers’ party, but merely a proposal to give trade union
financial support for various incoherent, social democratic- cum
-populist initiatives. This would mean reproducing all the worst
characteristics of the Labour Party in miniature while losing
sight of the revolutionary democratic working class principle of
a party controlled by the workers.

31. As a result of a serious fight by the trade unions to regain
some control over the Labour Party, it is highly likely that the
issue of supporting working class candidates against imposed
Blairites will arise. This would be the actual counter-position of
a significant part of the worker’s movement –at a local level – to
the Blair machine. Once such a fight develops it is impossible to
predict how it will evolve, except to say that it will be uneven
and will of necessity defy the ability of any budding master
strategists to make it run along neat and tidy lines. That is the
beauty of the class struggle it is explosive, unpredictable, in a
word revolutionary. The Marxist , however, also needs to be
able to distinguish the first weeks of pregnancy from the last,
and to be able to spot the difference between a genuine
movement of the workers and a populist bandwagon. We have
to be clear what the starting point is. What is under discussion
right now in the real life labour movement is the option of
unions affiliating to RESPECT or the SSP rather than Labour.

32.  From the late ‘90’S the AWL looked to the emergence of
“solid locally based labour movement candidates” against the
Blairites. So far there has only been a handful of examples of
anything even remotely close to this, Livingstone is the most
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prominent example. Right now, and for the foreseeable future,
we are a long way away from “solidly based local labour
movement challenges” to the Blairites. The actual opportunities
open to the AWL on the independent electoral front are instead
very limited indeed.

33. The overwhelming majority of candidatures are those of
existing would be “revolutionary” organisations such as
SWP/SSP/SP and should be judged on the basis of their politics.
RESPECT is a populist organisation embodying all that is
degenerate about the pseudo left and is not supportable full stop.
We are for a Labour vote against RESPECT.

34. The SSP is only supportable critically, and on condition of
our tendency waging a struggle within it against its’ nationalist
form as a separate Scottish organisation and for a re-orientation
back to Labour Party work.

35. Scotland is not an oppressed nation. Scotland has been an
equal partner with England in British Imperialism. Unlike the
national demands of oppressed nations Scottish nationalism has
no intrinsic democratic merit. To organise on a Scottish
exclusivist basis as the SSP does is reactionary and disruptive of
working class unity. Even if Scotland was an oppressed nation
socialists would be for the full and unconditional unity –
including organisational unity – of the workers’ movement in
the oppressed and oppressor nations.

36. One of the central arguments in the recent past for
participating in independent anti-Labour electoral work was that
Socialist Alliance campaigns provided an important opportunity
for us in that they created an organisational framework for left
unity that had not existed previously. This condition no longer
applies. What the group is left with is a strategic calculation
about the gains to be made from an independent electoral
intervention that would be both anti-Labour and anti-RESPECT
in comparison to refocusing on non-electoral independent
propaganda activity and taking advantage of being the only
Marxist group active in the political labour movement.

37. Given our political characterizations of these organisations
we will not support moves to win official trade union backing
for RESPECT or the SSP candidates or trade union affiliation to
these organisations.

38. The outcome of the RMT leaderships stunt
expulsion/disaffiliation from the Labour Party is simultaneously
a victory for the Blairites and the left Scottish nationalists of the
SSP and a defeat for the principle of class solidarity and UK -
wide workers unity. It is in principle wrong for the RMT to
decide its UK wide political orientation on the basis of allowing
a handful of branches to affiliate to a party that doesn’t even
aspire to organise on as broad an internationalist basis as the
union itself. In practice the stance adopted by the union is
typical of the manipulative bureaucratic posturing of the RMT
leadership.

39. Only those keenest on self delusion can see the fact that the
RMT is now outside the Labour Party as a step towards a new
worker’s party. What it is a victory for is Crow’s political
model, which sees union support going to the highest bidder,
rather than the union as the base for a distinctly working class
politics.

40. The RMT experience should focus minds on the real
substance of the policy of advocating branch/ regional autonomy
in the deployment of the union political funds. In reality it is
nothing more than a dishonest and cynical gambit by supporters

of Respect/ SSP to confuse questions of overall UK wide
political policy with the rights of branches and regions.

41. The RMT experience should also lead the AWL to abandon
the pretence that - apart from exceptional one off cases  like
Livingstone - the policy of a union simultaneously backing
Labour and anti-Labour candidates and being serious about
staying in the Labour Party is in any way tenable. It can only
function in reality as a blustering demagogic cover for
manipulative disaffiliation. In the exceptional case of the FBU
executive’s conversion to the policy it is a convenient way of
holding back pressure for outright disaffiliation, while reserving
the final say on the issue to the executive.

42. The idea of Marxists seeking official financial and political
support from Labour affiliated unions for electoral challenges to
the party is a very new one. It never played any part in any of
the electoral activity of the CPGB when it was a revolutionary
force, nor was it raised by the RCP or any other part of the
British /Irish Trotskyist tradition during any electoral turn. The
idea comes from the SP/SSP who floated it in the FBU in 2000
and it was then taken up by the Socialist Alliance. The bald
political fact is that the people who were making the running
and filling out the content of the demand were people who were
for the disaffiliation of the trade unions from the Labour Party.
Though it might have been possible for comrades to conceal the
political logic from themselves for a certain period what has
happened with the RMT should now make that impossible.

43. The SWP SSP and others are proposing motions to union
conferences calling for the political funds to support non Labour
candidates as long as they make a vague commitment to
“support the policies and principles” of the union. We believe
these proposals should be voted down. They are a manipulative
back door way of proposing trade union funding for the
RESPECT Coalition and George Galloway MP, and in reality
inseparable from that. They are pitched in such a way as to
appeal to people who want to open the door for support for Plaid
Cymru, the SNP, Greens and Lib Democrats. They say nothing
about the need for a fight to control what the unions
representatives do in the Labour Party and are usually motivated
by people who would rather such a fight didn’t happen. If the
people proposing the motions were serious, they would take put
forward an actual rule change, which workers could support or
not on its merits, rather than a vague gesture. They ignore the
central guiding idea for Marxists of workers’ control and
democratic accountability. We want candidates, councillors and
MPs who are answerable to the trade unions and accountable to
them.

44. The principle here is of working class or labour
representation. The working class must liberate itself, not look
to saviours from above, no matter how benevolent or well
meaning. We propose to the working class organisations that
they put workers from their own ranks up for selection through
the Labour Party as candidates to become MPs and councillors
and if they win, that the union holds them to account and binds
them with its collective discipline.

45. We believe that one cautious pro-Labour proposal that seeks
to impose a measure of control and accountability on union
representatives in the Labour Party structures or Parliament, or
which seeks to get more workers in to parliament to promote
union policy, embodies more of our programme than the
RESPECT/SSP’s ill-disguised gambit to get their hands on
union money. Marxism is the theory and practice of working
class self-liberation: we should play no part in fostering a model
of trade union politics in which the union looks for enlightened
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saviours from above. Between cautious pro-Labour proposals
that introduce a measure of accountability and radical postures
that propose the trade union writing blank cheques to the likes
of Galloway there is a class gulf. We should vote accordingly.

46. Marxists normally support limited and partial proposals
because they embody an aspect of our programme. The
RESPECT/SSP motions do no such thing. They contain a de-
politicised organisational formula in lieu of a political proposal.
They fail to embody anything of our central concern here, which
is, working class representation through trade union control and
accountability of candidates, representatives and parties. In trade
union conference debates we should sharply distance ourselves
from the sectarians. To pretend that this can be done through
amendments that talk about supporting only unnamed “working
class candidates” is an unprincipled lame-brained illusion.

47. The experience of the RMT clearly demonstrates that the
“do both “strategy is not an option. The people who devised the
RMT stance always saw it as a politically useful way of
disaffiliating and supporting anti-Labour candidates and never at
any stage believed that “doing both” was possible or feasible.
You couldn’t have a more graphic or clear demonstration that
the “do both” policy is a pipedream than what has happened in
the RMT. The reality is that either we are for the unions
supporting organisations that stand against Labour and
accepting disaffiliation as the necessary price, or we are for the
trade unions asserting themselves within the Labour Party.

48. The starting point of the militant revolutionary outlook is the
defence of every gain that the working class has made and an
unwillingness to surrender any ground without a fight. Unlike
middle class radicals who can run after the next project or stunt,
the working class stays put and lives with the consequences of
defeat every day. This is as true of the political arena as it is of
the workplace. If it were not true, then the workers would have
abandoned support for the Labour Party years ago. To say that
the Marxists are not yet ready to push for a new trade union
party and disaffiliations, implies that we are not yet ready to
surrender the Labour Party to the Blairites and pronounce that
all the unions can do is give up and start again from scratch. To
walk away from a political fight is the not the way of Marxists.
We stay with the class.

DISCUSSION

AGAINST ABSTAINING IN JUNE

(Martin T)

In June we should say something like: keep out the BNP and
the Tories. Vote socialist or Labour. Fight Blair - build the LRC.

1. If we had concluded, as the Socialist Party has, that the
Labour Party is finally, totally, completely and irreversibly dead
in working-class politics, then of course we would abstain where
we could not stand independent working-class candidates. We
would also call on the unions to disaffiliate, and dismiss the
current moves for an LRC as a pointless dead end. We do not.

2. Thus in principle we can say: we're voting Labour
because Labour still, despite everything, represents something
closer to the labour movement that the BNP and the Tories. If
we can stand, or support, something better than Labour, we do;
if not, we vote Labour.

3. Abstention is not ruled out in principle. But abstention is
rarely a good tactic. All the evidence is that it would be a bad
tactic in June.

4. First, consider Cathy's point at the 27/03/04 National
Committee. What do we say in the unions? We can argue that
the unions stay affiliated to Labour and support the LRC while
also arguing that they should support or promote independent
working-class candidates, for example that they should back the
SSP. How can it make sense to anyone that we call on the
unions to abstain between Labour and the Tories or BNP, yet
simultaneously support those same unions continuing to finance
the Labour Party and urging them to join the LRC's attempts to
reassert the union voice within the Labour Party?

5. Then, Patrick's point at the NC. What about the BNP? The
BNP is a serious threat in the June elections, especially in the
PR elections where Respect is standing (Euro and GLA), those
very elections for which Bruce is worried about the tactical
downsides of us voting Labour against Respect. "Unite Against
Fascism" has launched a big campaign to persuade people first
to register to vote and then to vote "anything but BNP". In the
past we've said the call should be to vote socialist or Labour
against the BNP, not just "anything but the BNP". But now we
are to say: don't vote at all? Let the BNP in because you can't
bring yourself to vote Labour? When UAF goes round
leafletting, we should follow up with counter-leaflets saying:
No! Don't go out and vote against the BNP! Stay at home!

6. But Lutte Ouvrière rightly abstained in the Chirac-Le Pen
run-off in the French presidential election? They did not just
abstain. They called for blank votes (and the extra blank votes
could be quantified, about 3%). They made clear that if the run-
off were Jospin-Le Pen rather than Chirac-Le Pen, they would
vote Jospin, though the French Socialist Party's working-class
links are no stronger than New Labour's. And anyway the
question of abstaining only arose because electoral law excluded
LO from the run-off vote. Bruce would have us abstaining, not
because we have been excluded from the election, and not
because we have any objection of principle to voting Labour (as
we would have to voting Chirac), but just because voting
Labour might bring us difficulties with Respect supporters. So
we wash our hands of it and let the BNP in? I would advocate a
"fallback" Labour vote, where there is no supportable socialist
or independent-labour alternative, even if the BNP were not a
factor. But the BNP threat makes the "abstain" line even more
unviable.

7. How do we explain voting for New Labour against
Respect? Much more easily than we'd explain abstaining. We
vote Labour because we are with the mainstream labour
movement, even as it is, against the BNP and the Tories. It's not
support for Blair, and no-one who knows about the Labour MPs'
rebellions against Blair - the biggest backbench rebellions since
the 19th century - will think it is. We vote for minority
candidates like Respect, when we do, on a different basis - to
make a statement, or send a message. The message that voting
Respect sends is "we like George Galloway". We don't.

8. The Labour Euro-candidates are handpicked, under a
selection procedure even more controlled than Labour council or
Westminster candidates? Yes, but it is a matter of degree. To
stand outside polling stations with leaflets asking voters to
abstain in the Euro elections but vote in the council elections (on
the same day) for Labour candidates who have the same politics
as the Euro candidates would baffle, not enlighten. Voting
Labour is about an orientation to the labour movement, not an
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evaluation of individual candidates. By the way, it may be
wrong to think that the Labour Euro-candidates are completely
immune from labour movement influence. The 2001 intake of
Labour MPs were notoriously handpicked, yet a recent
academic study has found that - surprisingly - they are not
markedly less rebellious in Parliament than longer-standing
Labour MPs.

9. To sum up: abstaining would give us a policy at odd with
our ongoing activity both on our union and LRC work, and in
anti-fascist work, and all for the sake of a private satisfaction at
having our hands free of all association with bad politicians. It
would be sectarian.

The two contributions below on the hijab have appeared in the
paper but were omitted by mistake from the collection in
DB242. There are three further contributions in Solidarity 3/49
and 3/50, which, since they're current, we don't propose to
reprint in discussion bulletins. But please read them!

HIJAB CONTRADICTIONS

(Gerry B)

A press conference on 17 January to oppose the introduction
of Shari'a law in Iraq, called by the Organisation of Women's
Freedom of Iraq (OWFI) followed directly on from a counter-
demonstration to the Muslim Association of Britain's protest
against the French headscarf ban. The discussion was somewhat
dominated by that issue.

It might seem contradictory that the OWFI should oppose
the freedom of women to choose to wear the hijab. As some
Stop the War Coalition placards rather disingenuously declared,
it is a "Woman's Right to Choose", echoing the slogan of the
pro-choice abortion movement (which many on the MAB
contingent would not support).

If you oppose the forcible veiling of women shouldn't you
oppose their forcible unveiling? If it is wrong for women to be
denied education unless they wear the veil, how can you defend
girls being sent home from school for wearing it?

The OWFI comrades put forward two main arguments,
which in my view contradict each other: that it is a question of
children's rights to be protected from abuse, and that it is not a
question of religious freedom but of fighting the resurgence of
political Islam.

The hijab is a form of child abuse. It is forced on children by
their parents. It is a way of impressing on Muslim girls from an
early age their subordination. The state has a responsibility to
intervene to protect children. Socialists support even the
bourgeois state in its defence of children.

The problem with this argument is it is contradicted by the
facts. In the actual case of the two girls sent home, the Lévy
sisters, they were not compelled to wear the hijab, they went to
great lengths to insist on their choice. Indeed, their father, whom
they live with, is a secular Jew.

And socialists should be extremely wary of branding a
whole community as child-abusers. Islamophobia is an
accusation thrown casually at those who politically oppose
reactionary anti-imperialism, but in this case I think there is a
real danger. The logic of the position is, if the hijab in itself
constitutes a form of child abuse, then the state should intervene

not just in school but the home also. Nobody is suggesting that,
but that is what you should favour, to be consistent.

Do we really believe all those hijab-wearing extremely vocal
young women on the anti-war demos are cowed victims of
parental authority? And does it strengthen their autonomy to tell
them the state should dictate how they dress? Would you
seriously argue that any young person from any other
background should accept the authorities telling them how to
dress?

The second argument, which rather contradicts the first, is
that the hijab is not primarily a religious requirement but a
symbol of militant political Islam. Political Islam is scary. The
separate (separatist) demo on 17 January by Hizb-ut Tahrir, all-
male, militantly anti-secular as opposed to the MAB's co-option
of the language of choice, gave me the creeps, much as a BNP
rally would.

But if we see the hijab as a political rather than a religious
symbol (rather like the fascists' adoption of the Cross of St.
George) this makes the ban even more problematic. Do we
really want Chirac banning political symbols? The same Chirac,
whom we argued against voting for even in opposition to Le
Pen? Socialists have no faith in bourgeois politicians
safeguarding democracy. We don't concede an inch to their
democratic credentials. Indeed we know that any political ban
will inevitably rebound on the left and the labour movement,
Chirac's natural enemies.

If you argue that these are only children, thus incapable of
independent political choice, it takes you somewhere you'd
really rather not be. Do we really want to stand on the side of
the bourgeois state, indeed a particularly rightwing and corrupt
president, against young people's right to political expression?

Insofar as the hijab is a symbol of women's subordination
(and that's clearly why Hizb-ut Tahrir support it) rather than a
religious requirement, socialists should oppose it by argument
and persuasion. It seems entirely paternalistic to want to liberate
women against their will. You can't force liberation on unwilling
people, you can only make it the most desirable option. And
standing for choice, against any repression, religious or
otherwise, is the way for socialists to win these young women.

I think the comrades of the OWFI, for entirely commendable
reasons, have ended up supporting a move that is anti-
democratic and will not further the cause of women's freedom. It
is true that the SWP and its hangers-on are hypocritical in their
support for the freedom to wear the hijab and their silence on
compulsory veiling, but the OWFI are mirroring that
inconsistency in supporting the ban.

A NEW WORLD AT SCHOOL

(Daniella V)

I fundamentally disagree with the AWL majority position on
“the French ban”, as it essentially argues that the religious views
of Muslim parents should be respected and upheld in school
irrespective of the oppression that they may be subjecting their
daughters to. As a result, it also effectively supports the right of
religious parents to intervene in the education of their daughters.

Last year I worked as a Learning Support Assistant in a
school with a large percentage of Muslim children. Many of the
girls were forced to wear headscarfs by parents who wanted



8

their girls to be seen and treated differently from all other
children, including Muslim boys. Not only were girls forced to
wear headscarfs, but in accordance with their religious beliefs
their parents insisted that they be pulled out of many areas of the
curriculum.

For example, many Muslim fathers objected to their girls
participating in PE, and so on the school sports day when all the
children were outside taking part (including Muslim boys), the
girls had to sit on their own in a stuffy classroom. I also saw
letters from fathers who wished to have their daughters removed
from sex education lessons, and so while all the other children
learned how to take care of their bodies and about sexual
reproduction, again, including Muslim boys, the girls had to sit
out.

I saw many examples of parents insisting, as is their legal
right in this country, that their daughters be excluded from areas
of the curriculum. I would often talk to the girls about how they
felt about this, and they were extremely distraught that their
families would not allow them to participate fully in school life.
As a result of this, the girls ended up as social outcasts and
many children didn’t want to talk to them or understand why
they didn’t do lessons like everyone else. I believe this is what
treating Muslim girls differently amounts to. It shows support
for the oppression of girls by religious parents and it makes it
very difficult for girls to develop the skills and the confidence to
break away from their parents’ values should they want to.

I am currently training to be a teacher, and in a series of
science lessons I was told that when teaching sex education you
must always respect the religious and cultural views of the
children’s parents. Indeed, I was told that I must not contradict
any information that the parents have told the children, even if
this is incorrect. In this country a teacher has to legally ask for
the parents’ permission before they can teach sex education. My
teacher informed us that many Muslim parents in particular
withdraw their daughters from these lessons. I find the idea
utterly repulsive that many Muslim girls are denied information
about their own bodies. Indeed, I may well find myself in a
situation where I am teaching the whole class about safe sex,
hygiene and consent, with the exception of Muslim girls. This is
what respecting religion in schools amount to — denying young
women knowledge about science and about their bodies.

In contrast to these examples, I had a friend at secondary
school, called Fatima who was of Moroccan descent. Fatima
was from a very strict Muslim family and was forced to wear the
headscarf and prevented from having much contact with other
young people. Further, her father made it clear to her that in her
mid-teens he would be arranging her marriage.

One day, in a swimming lesson Fatima told the teacher that
her father did not want her to participate in PE and that she
would not be able to do swimming due to her religious belief.
The teacher angrily replied to Fatima that she was not prepared
to accept that as a reason to be excluded from swimming. She
made it very clear to Fatima that she would not treat her
differently from any other child and that, if she wanted to
continue coming to the school, Fatima had to participate fully in
the curriculum. Fatima made the decision to participate without
telling her father, and the event marked a turning point in her
life. She had never before experienced anyone challenging her
father or her parent’s religious ideas. She had also never been
treated as an equal to other British children.

The event had a major impact on Fatima’s life and after this
she realised that it was possible to challenge her parent’s ideas.

Indeed, that there was another world than that of Islam and her
parents. After this point, she started to break away from them.
She went to sex education classes and parties and had
boyfriends.

In short, she did all the things that all the other young people
at school were doing.

A couple of years later, when her father wanted to marry her
off, Fatima had become much more independent and assertive,
and she contacted social services asking them to put her into
care so that she did not have to go through a forced marriage.

The point about Fatima is that she was able to find another
world at school, a world away from her parents in which she
could grow and develop and realise that she did not have to
follow her parents’ religious ideas. Ultimately, she was able to
do this because the school refused to support her parent’s
religious beliefs and she was treated just the same as any other
pupil in school.

Children must be allowed the space to break away from their
parents if they need to. School provides the perfect opportunity
to do this as children learn about the world, mix with lots of
other people and come to realise that the world is a larger place
than the four walls of the family home. This is particularly
important for many Muslim girls who suffer severe oppression
in family life. Accommodating religion in any form at school
destroys such a space.

Many people have contributed to this debate talking about
whether the veil should be banned, but the issue is not about
whether you ban the veil but whether you support the right of
Muslim girls to participate fully in school life away from the
religious prejudices of their families. I believe that if you do,
you can in no way support the AWL’s majority position.

OTHER STUFF

The NC has commissioned a trade-union report for
conference (not for voting). This is in preparation.

On broad historical perspectives for the labour movement
and for socialism, comrades may find it useful to look at:

http://www.workersliberty.org/fractal
which carries material from the  Brisbane Workers' Liberty

study course on this question last year.

Comrades are asked to submit any further discussion
contributions by the weekend of 1-2 May, so that they can be
produced and circulated in time for members to be able to read
them before conference.

HIJAB ADDITION (DANIELLA V)
A procedural note - Martin T

I would suggest that Daniella's addition is taken in parts, 1 to
6, as below.

***

1. The AWL should campaign for equal comprehensive and
mixed secular education for all. This will include;

Opposition to all religious and private schools and an end to
all state funding and charity status for schools that are not
secular state schools.

http://www.workersliberty.org/fractal
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This state education system would be compulsory as would
be the full curriculum ending the right of parents to withdraw
children from any parts of the syllabus including sex education,
sport science.

2. Against exclusion from education but for the prosecution
of parents for withdrawing their children from school.

3. For a rule in school against the burkha and the veil.

4. We should approach our Iranian and Iraqi comrades and
build a joint campaign against the religious oppression of
women in education.

5. The AWL must campaign against the growth of cultural
relativism counterposing it with anti-racism and support for
liberation. The AWL should not wait for groups in the ‘Muslim
community’, ‘Hindu community’,’ Catholic community’ or any
other religious community to take the lead. The AWL should
actively aim to build support in every section of the working
class.

6. We should defend minorities against racism, standing
shoulder to shoulder with ‘communities’ against racists but
politically we aim to split ‘communities’ along class lines
breaking  workers and youth away from religious authority and
reactionary tradition.

***

Parts 1 and 6 are uncontroversial, with me anyway and I
would guess with everyone. They could be accepted as additions
to the NC motion.

Parts 2, 3, 4, and 5 all raise separate issues. Issues separable,
in fact, from the main debate about the hijab and the French law.
I think there's a strong case for remitting them for further
debate..

Part 2: If we are for compulsory education, then clearly that
implies the possibility (if only as a last resort) of parents being
prosecuted for withdrawing their children from school. Whether
we want to support the innovation recently made in Britain, of
parents being jailed because their children fail to attend school,
is another matter. And whether it would be effective - or
counterproductive - to try to deal with the hijab by banning it in
state schools, banning private schools, and then prosecuting (and
soon, presumably, since many would refuse fines, jailing)
however many thousand Muslim parents may refuse to send
their daughters bareheaded to school, or be unable to persuade
their daughters to go to school bareheaded, is another matter
again. All these issues are hidden under a few words here. Better
to tease them out.

Part 3 might seem to repeat the basic argument of Mark S's
motion, in favour of a law against the hijab in schools, but
doesn't quite. The implications of a rule in schools against the
hijab - even if it is a rule present in every school - are seriously
different from those of a law. Children cannot be excluded from
school just for breaking the rules (and rightly so). Certainly
parents cannot be prosecuted because their children break school
rules. The implications of a uniform anti-hijab rule in schools is
that the diehard hijab-wearers would spend their school days in
school, but in some sort of sin-bin or detention room.

Whether it would be effective or counter-productive to try to
deal with the hijab that way is another debate, whose
implications should be teased out.

For sure no ordinary parliamentary government, concerned
with the usual parliamentary politics of winning the centre
ground and co-opting as many constituencies as possible, is
going to introduce such a no-loopholes ban. The French
government would never even have considered its current law
unless it knew that it had the "safety valve" of diehard hijab-
wearers being able to move to Catholic or Muslim schools.
Obviously a uniform hijab-banninng rule is not an "immediate"
demand in Britain, where we have to start by resisting and
reversing the rapid promotion of overt "faith schools".

An "enlightened despotism" like the Shahs' Iran might
introduce such a no-loopholes ban; so, for different reasons,
might a military or fascist dictatorship. But I'm sure Daniella
does not intend us to be designing policies for such despotisms
or dictatorships.

A revolutionary workers' government, in the fervour of
revolution, might conceivably introduce such a no-loopholes
ban. Should it? In my view, it would be more likely needlessly
to feed counter-revolution than to advance secularism.

Maybe I'm wrong. But to commit us now, in advance, to a
uniform school rule against hijabs as a dogmatic principle for a
future revolutionary workers' government, as its only possible
policy on the question, surely requires more debate.

On 4: I guess by "our Iranian and Iraqi comrades" Daniella
means the WCPI/I. Three problems here. First, we have much
longer-standing and closer relations with a different Iranian
group - within Workers' Left Unity - which has large political
differences with the WCPIran. Two, we have considerable
differences with the WCPIran/Iraq on other questions, for
example trade unions, which suggest more debate before we
endorse them as "our Iranian and Iraqi comrades". Three: we
have sought, and will continue to seek, to work with the WCPI/I
on many issues, especially Iraq - the obstacles to collaboration
have been chiefly from their side - but on all evidence they will
not be very interested in a campaign round the British education
system.. (For example, they do not work in the British trade
unions).

In 5, the scare-quotes round the terms "Muslim community",
"Hindu community", etc. suggests that someone is posing the
issues in terms of religiously-defined "communities" and
Daniella is objecting to this. But no-one in AWL is. What
Daniella seems to be objecting to is the wording in the NC
motion about our duty to help secularists, democrats etc. "in the
mainly-Muslim communities" (i.e., in Britain, chiefly Pakistani
and Bangladeshi). The wording in the NC motion does not
imply "waiting" for anyone. However, the thought is certainly
there that if we have won little or no support within those
communities, we should be very cautious and sensitive about
trying to impose liberation from outside and above by means of
the British state. Shouldn't we? Isn't there a lot of historical
evidence for the counterproductiveness of attempts at liberation
executed entirely or mainly from outside and above? For the
sake of fairness in debate, it should be said that no-one in
France, or anyway no-one on the left (very broadly defined),
defends the new hijab law there on grounds of the duty of the
state to impose liberation from outside and above. They argue in
terms of support for the large number of French Muslim youth
who reject the hijab. Again, Daniella's amendment introduces
new matter with far-reaching implications.


