and control

\HE Cruicible is based on the
true story of the witch trials,
Bl which took place in Salem,
New England among a highly reli-
gions rural comnzunity in the 1690s,

When the town priest finds
local girls <lancing around a fire in
the woods they accuse 4 maid of
drawing them into witchcraft. The
girls are led by the priest’s nicce,
Abigail. Scared and anxious to prove
their innocence they tell tales of
visits from the devil. Accusations
of witchcraft are made against other
townsfolk. Those who deny wall-
ing with devil are condemned 10
death. Those who confess, in an
attempi to save themselves, ke fur-
ther accused. Hysteria builds.

The priest is weak, conceited
and unpopular in the community.
He uses the atmosphere of hysteria
as an opportunity to bolster his
position. When the devil walks in
the town, loyalty to the church is
essential.

The priest calls in High Court
officials to authorise the witch hunt.
Believing the hysterical cries of the
frightened, over those who ques-
tion autherity, the court sanctions
mass hangings.

The Crucible is a story of the
state using popular hysteria to main-
tain control,

Arthur Miller wrote the play,
on: which the film is based, during
the period of the anti-Communist
Cold War witch hunts in the 1950s.
The hysterical finger-pointing, the
coercive pressure put on people to
confess, repent and accusc others,
are direct references to the
McCarthy trials conducted by the
state in the USA at that time.

The witch hunts which
affected many labour movement
activists, radicals in the film indus-
ury and intellectuals such as Miller
himself, were intended to bolster
the allAmerican-god-fearing-red-hat-
ing state.

The play and film address a
more general theme of guilt and
innocence. The innocent, yet all-
knowing, children, of the town
wrongly accuse townfolk of witch-

ery. Abigail, guiity of an affair with
a local man, Joln Procror, is held up
as a person of unquestionable
virtue. She is selfpossessed and cal-
culating yet at the same time she is
a frightened child out of her depth.
In the end, all are used by the
Church leaders in their attempts to
hold on to the support of the town.

Witch hunts, common
throughout America and England
in the 17th century, were used par-
ticularly to punish women who did
not conform, The film docsa’t draw
out this history. The women char-
acters are in the main shown as old
hags, evil scoundrels or saintly fig-
UECS.

In usual Hollywood style
Daniel Day Lewis, who plays John
Proctor, is isolated as the agonised
male star. His search for virtue is
made the central plot and his rela-
tionship with Abigail is
cmphasiscd. Abigail’s vengeance
against John Proctor’'s wife is
shown as the over-riding motiva-
ticn for her role in the witch
hunts.

Alison Browt

Books:
e first mass

workers’
movement

OHN Charlton has written
a very useful short sum-
mary of the Chartist
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movement of the 1830s and
*40s, the world’s first national
working-class political mass
movement. He suceededs in
demonstrating that Chartism
was largely aworking-class led
movement where working-
class demands were at the
forefront. He contends that,
with some exceptions, other
general accounts of the
Chartists have concentrated on
the more “bourgeois” inspired
elements — the Charter — and
teaders — William Lovett, Fear-
gus O’Connor.

The background against
which the movement took
shape is analysed: the periodic
economic crises which shaped
fledgling working-class strug-
gles during these early years
of capitalist development;
working-class disappointment
with the 1832 parliamentary
reform legislation; the wide-
spread hatred of the 1834 Poor
Law,

The basis for regional dif.
ferentiation in the movement is
described. In Lancashire where
large-scale factory organisation
existed the demands of the
movement were strongly class-
based. And in Bradford, where
rapid urbanisation and the
destruction of old means of
production had led to working-
class subsistence being very
precarious, the movement took
on an insurrectionary charac-
ter,

The 1842 mass strike is at
the heart of Charlton’s account.
The idea of a “national holi-

day” and “sacred month” was
first proposed by the Chartist
leader William Benbow, a Lan-
cashire worker and veteran of
the Peterloo massacre, Ben-
bow’s notion of a national
strike was influenced by the
French Revolution: it was to be
a political demonstration of the
“people” against oppressive
powers. In 1842 the strike was
built on the basis of locally-
determined economic
demands and it never gener-
ated a coherent political
character. Nonetheless it was
a powerful demonstration of
working-class power.

The epicentre of the strike
was industrialised Lancashire.
Charlton introduces us to the
local working-class leaders.
They were not inexperienced
people. Onc of the leaders,
powerloom weaver Richard
Pilling, had been present at
Peterloo, active on Reform Bill
agitation, involved in the Ten
Hours Movement and the cam-
paign to free the Glasgow
Cotton Spinners. He was a sea-
soned militant, Pilling's
description of capitalist soci-
ety is quoted by Charlton:

“...competition and the
beating down of wages; unem-
ployment and poverty in the
midst of plenty... the reifica-
tion of human beings under
commodity production...”

All of this is apt, but does
not amount to, as Charlton
points out, “a ‘working’ alter-
native system of ideas beyond
active trade unionism.”

A socialist group, the Fra-
ternal Democrats, were
centrally involved in the
Chartist movement — Bron-
terre ’Brien, Julian Harney,
and Ernest Jones, They worked
with Marx and Engels towards
the end of the 1840s and during
1850s. Charlton gives some
attention to their influence, He
also briefly discusses in an
appendix how Marx and
Engels’ revolutionary socialism
were inspired by the move-
ment and the society which
sired it, This part of the story is,
again, dealt with all too briefty
and the influence of the social-
ists in underestimated,

After much detailed care-
ful analysis Charkton fluffs his
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conclusions a bit: they secem
perfunctory and lack focus. He
doesn’t adequately assess the
contribution of Chartism to
later periods of working-class
politics; he deals with the ques-
tion of working-class
revolution too briefly. Charl-
ton’s overall framework is fine,
however: Chartism did have a
militant, highly class-con-
scious, working-class
leadership with a mass work-
ing-class base; it was a raw,
spontaneous, response to cap-
italist society taking shape,
marvellously creative and,
although largely built on the
radical tradition of the French
revolution, was very politically
advanced.

A very useful, enjoyable,
perceptive book, and an
excellent introduction to this
subject.

Helen Rate

The Chartists, the first
national workers’ movement
by Jobn Chariton, Pluto Press

Is it class
or nation
in

Scotland?

N the aftermath of the 1987

general election the Socialist

Workers Party (SWP) raised the
slogan “Yes to & Scottish Assembly,
no to the Poll Tax”. In more recent
times, however, the SWP's ardour
for a Scottish Assembly has cooled
considerably.

But if anyone cxpects to find
an explanation for this about-turn
in the SWF’s new pamphlet, Scoi-
land — the socialist answer, they
are in for a disappointment.

Bearing all the hallmarks of a
pamphlet scribbled down in a
hurry, and lacking anything in the
manner of rational political argu-
ment, the pamphlet is one of the
most incoherent political tracts
ever to see the light of day.

The cssence of the SWP’s
argument js perfectly correct:
Scotland has a right to self-deter-
mination. But the current demand
for a Scottish Assembly (or Scot-
tish independence) is rooted in a
series of iflusions. And, more often
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than not, it is counterposed to the
idea of a fightback in the here and
1NOW.,

What distingnishes the pam-
philet, however, is that its author
(Chris Bambery) puts forward a
series of incoherent, irrelevant and
scctarian arguments in order to
‘justify” the basic case which he is
advocating.

“The people of Scotiand have
a democratic right to decide on
how they wish to be governed,
and whether or not they wish
$cotland to be independent”,
writes Bambery. But, he contin-
ues, “Scotland is not united.” The
real division is “by class, not
nation.”

But the fact that class divi-
sions exist within Scotland as
much as within any other country
in the world does not necessarily
mean that the people of Scotland
should refrain from exercising
their right to self-determination,
nor that their right to sclf-deter-
mination is in some way weaker
because of thosc class divisions.

Even at the height of late
early twentieth century imperial-
ism, for example, oppressed
nations were divided by class con-
tradictions. As Lenin himself noted
at one of the early congresses of
the Third International:

“A certain understanding has
emerged between the bourgeoisie
of the exploiting countries and
that of the colonies, so that very
often, even perhaps in most cases,
the bourgeoisie of the oppressed
countries... fight against all revo-
lutionary movements and
revolutionary classes with a cer-
tain degree of agreement with the
imperialist bourgeoisic.”

But no socizlist, not even
Rosa Luxemburg (whose real
vicws on the national question
were, in any case, quite different
from thosc popularly attributed to
her), argued that the existence of
class divisions within an
oppressed nation undermined the
right of that nation to self-deter-
mination.

Scotland is certainly not an
oppressed nation. But that is not
the question here. Bambery's basic
position boils down to the argu-
ment that class divisions render
the question of self-determination
irrelevant. Funnily enough, the
SWP does not apply such an
approach in its Green-nationalist
writings on Ireland.

Bambery argues that “a
devolved Scottish parlinment will
have no reat powers over the key
decisions which affect our lives...
Power docs not lic in parliament.
Real power lies with the unelected

officials who control the Bank of
England, the civil service, the
police, the army, the secret scre
vice, and so on... If Westminster
is toothless, the Scottish parlia-
ment on Calton Hill will be a pale
imitation.”

This is crude anti-parliamen-
tarism masqguerading as a critique
of calls for a Scottish Assembly.
Instead of attempting to rejare to
the arguments about a Scottish
Assembly, Bambery offers only
empty and not very accurate
abstractions,

Yes, real power does not lic
in patliament. But it does not fol-
low from this that socialists can
simply ignore parliament, The Bol-
sheviks did not believe in a
parliamentary road to socialism.
But that did not prevent them
from standing in rigged elections
to the Tsarist Buma (i pale imita-
tion of a bourgeois parliament if
ever there wis one).

The Bolsheviks' advice to
those socialists who claimed that
revolutionaries could not exploit
parliament was straightforward:
“Yry it first; have a few scandais;
get yourselves arrested; have a
political trial in the grand style...
If you have a really Communist
Party, then you need not be afraid
of sending one of your people into
the bourgeois parliament, for he
will act as a revolutionary must
act.”

But instead of discussing how
socialists should relate to, and scek
to intervene in, an eventual Scot-
tish Assembly, Bambery offers only
anti-parliamentarian prejudices.

The same anti-parlizmentari-
anism is exhibited again when
Bambery criticises the statement
by Scottish Militant Labour’s
Tommy Sheridan, “I hope a Scot-
tish parliament will fegislate
immediately for a minimum wage
of £6 an hour, and a working week
of 35 hours without loss of pay.”
Bambery snceringly replies: “Nei-
ther would the bosses of
multinationals based in Scotland
be rushing to increase wages.”

Bosses would not rush to
increase wages because of legisla-
tion by a Scottish parliament. But
the adoption of such legislation
would certainly be a major boost
to campaigning for the achieve-
ment of a £6 an hour minimum
wage and a shorter working week.

If the ‘logic’ of Bambery's
argumeni were consistently
applied, then socialists would
completely ignore alt legislation
passcd by & bourgeois parfiament,
including, presumably, the ban-
ning of child labour and slavery:
“Neither will chimney-sweeps and

staveowners be rushing to free
children and slaves, . ”(Bumbery's
argument is also at odds with the
SWP’s criticisms of the Labour
Party’s proposals for a national
minimum wage. The SWP (quite
rightly) criticises the Labour lead-
ership for failing to sct a figure.
But it dees not condemn in prin-
ciple the idea of a national
minimum wage legislated for by
Westminster.,

A further argument advanced
by Bambery for dismissing a Scot-
tish Assembly as a tiresome
irrelevance from the “real issucs”
(as defined by the SWP) is that “a
Scottish parliament would be dom-
inated by the equivalents of
Gordon Brown, Donald Dewar and
George Robertson — names
which are hardly linked to a
promise of radical change!”

If a Scottish Assembly were to
be dominated by the likes of
Brown, Dewar and Robertson —
which is, in any case, far from
guarantecd: the Assembly is likely
to be clected on the basis of pro-
portional represcatation — it
would be because a majority of
the clectorate voted for them.

To argue against an Assem-
bly on the grounds that you do
not like who would win the clec-
tions to it is sheer stupidity. By
that *logic’, revolutionaries would
opposc the creation of soviets!
Wherever soviets have been sct
up, revolutionaries have always
initially been in a minority in them.

Bambery’s pamphlet fails to
relate even semi-intelligently to
the current groundswell of sup-
port for Scottish self-government.
Instead, in true sectarian fashion,
he counterposes the slogan of
“Build the SWP”:

“All roads scem to lead us
back to Blair, Mandelson, Brown
and crew. The creation of a Scot-
tish parliament would not
[emphasis added] avoid a con-
frontation with Blair. The real
question is whether we can create
a fighting socialist alternative to
Blair’s New Labour.”

Tucked away in Bambery's
incoherent ramblings is an essen-
tially valid argument against the
pervasive fetishisation of a Scot-
tish Assembly both within and
outwith the labour movement in
Scotland.

But Bambery’s arguments are
so fifth-rate (when they are not
entirely irrelevant) that any unde-
cided reader of the pamphlet will
draw the conclusion: if this is the
*socialist answer” toa the demand
for a Scottish Asscmbly, then hand
me the SNP membership form!

Stan Crooke

WORKERS’ LIBERTY APRIL 1997




