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Sanders, Corbyn, and antisemitism
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By Eric Lee

Bernie Sanders has a proud
record both of supporting Israel

and of being critical of its govern-
ment. He summed up his views in
a recent article for the magazine
Jewish Currents, in which he wrote;

“I think it is very important for
everyone, but particularly for pro-
gressives, to acknowledge the enor-
mous achievement of establishing
a democratic homeland for the Jew-
ish people after centuries of dis-
placement and persecution.”

The choice of the phrase “in par-
ticular for progressives” is deliber-
ate. Because people on the Left, in
recent years, have not acknowl-
edged that the creation of Israel
was, as Sanders put it, an “enor-
mous achievement.” To the con-
trary, many view it as a tragedy –
or worse, a crime.

And in a sentence that could
have been directed at Jeremy Cor-
byn, he added: “It is true that some
criticism of Israel can cross the line
into antisemitism, especially when

it denies the right of self-determi-
nation to Jews, or when it plays into
conspiracy theories about outsized
Jewish power.” 

Sanders has been outspoken
about not only Israel’s theoretical
right to exist, but also its actual
right to defend itself when under
attack, most recently by missiles
from Gaza. He has voted in
Congress for American military aid
to Israel. He has been outspoken in
his opposition to the campaign for
boycotts, divestments and sanc-
tions (BDS) targetting the Jewish
state.

His personal story would seem
to ensure that he, unlike other
politicians, could never be accused
of being anti-Israel. He famously
spent several months living on a
kibbutz in Israel, and pointed to his
experience there as one of the
things that turned him into a social-
ist. He has visited the country, and
has family there. He self-identifies
as a Jew, and has spoken about
family members who were mur-
dered by the Nazis during the
Holocaust.

And yet there are some right-
wingers who are keen to pin the
label of “anti-Israel” (or worse) on
the Vermont Senator.

Here are some of the arguments
they are making:

• Though Sanders has always
supported US aid to Israel, he has
more recently indicated that he’d
be prepared to leverage that aid as
a way of pressuring the Israeli gov-
ernment to negotiate a peace deal
with the Palestinians.

• Despite his well-known oppo-
sition to BDS, Sanders has been re-
luctant to support proposed
legislation to criminalise advocacy
of anti-Israel boycotts. He does this
in part because of his strong com-
mitment to free speech.

• And finally, even though
Sanders himself rarely says things
that are insensitive toward Israel
and the Jewish community, some of
his supporters have made remarks
that clearly cross the line.

Comparisons between Bernie
Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn on
these issues reveal just how far
apart the two men’s views are. 

The Labour Party under Corbyn,
for example, called for an arms em-
bargo targetting the Jewish state;
Sanders supports continued arms
sales to Israel. Sanders opposes
BDS, while the Palestine Solidarity
Campaign – which Jeremy Corbyn
fully supports – advocates for it.

And while a handful of promi-
nent Sanders supporters have ex-
pressed views about Israel that the
Senator clearly doesn’t share, the
ranks of Corbyn supporters in-
cluded a large number of people
whose opposition to Israel went far
beyond a criticism of the Ne-
tanyahu government’s policies. 

Corbyn’s hostility toward Israel
led some antisemites, including for-
mer KKK leader David Duke and
ex-BNP leader Nick Griffin, to
praise him. The same David Duke,
on the other hand, cannot stand
Sanders. As he once tweeted,
“Bernie Sanders isn’t White, he’s
Jewish.”

It should be clear that the argu-
ments made against Jeremy Cor-
byn – that he was at the very least
insensitive to Jewish issues, and at
worst, was an actual antisemite –
cannot be made against Bernie
Sanders. And yet – they will be. 

The slanders have already begun.
The right-wing Washington Exam-
iner just wrote that “Bernie Sanders
may be ethnically Jewish, but his
campaign is rapidly turning out to
be the most antisemitic in decades.”
Another right-wing columnist
asked, “Why is Bernie Sanders, an
alleged social justice warrior, so

comfortable with openly anti-
semitic activists … on his team?”

Sanders needs to face down these
statements by deeds, not words.
He’s made some good decisions in
recent days, including the quick
withdrawal of his endorsement for
Cenk Uygur (of “Young Turks”
fame), who is running for
Congress. Among other things, in-
cluding charges of sexism and ho-
mophobia, Uygur once invited
David Duke onto his show to talk
about Jews. The speed with which
Sanders withdrew his support from
Uygur is a good sign.

It would also help if the candi-
date would swiftly respond when
his spokespeople, including Linda
Sarsour and Ilhan Omar, make
statements about Israel with which
he does not agree. Sanders has not
done so, and this provides an open-
ing to his critics.

Bernie Sanders today has a very
good chance to be elected as Amer-
ica’s first Jewish president.

But to succeed in doing so, ironi-
cally, he has to be far more forceful
in fighting against antisemitism
than any of the other candidates. □

Sanders
campaign

Iran: regime on the back foot
By Martin Thomas

On 6 December 2019, Esmail
Bakhshi, a leader of the Haft

Tappeh sugar cane complex work-
ers, returned to work.

He was released from jail, despite
a long sentence after the 2018 Haft
Tappeh dispute.

His reinstatement was one of the
conditions on which the Haft
Tappeh workers agreed to suspend
their latest strike on 3 December,
after 72 days.

The Haft Tappeh workers also re-
port that Sepideh Gholian (jailed
alongside Esmail Bakhshi after the
2018 strike, released, then jailed
again) was released from prison
again on 3 December, on bail of
200,000 tomans (around £36,000).

The Haft Tappeh Sugar Cane
Workers’ Union calls for the uncon-
ditional release of all detainees.

The workers also mentioned
many promises by their boss:

• Reinstatement of sacked work-
mates in less than five days

• Closing the litigation cases of
all workmates at the Shush Prose-
cutor’s Office

• Depriving the employer of the
authority to dismiss workers out-
side of the Disciplinary Committee
proceedings

• Twice-yearly distribution of
work clothes and shoes

• Timely payment of back pay
• Payment of retirees’ pensions

within three months

• The immediate and uncondi-
tional renewal of insurance books
and payment of insurance lists

• Various benefits and bonuses,
including spouse benefit, hard
labour, transport, rewards and pro-
ductivity bonuses and so on.

However, on 4 December, Branch
28 of the Iranian regime’s Revolu-
tionary Court sentenced Neda Naji
to five years in prison on conspir-
acy charges and a further six
months for “insulting state offi-
cials”.

MAY DAY
Naji, a student and workers’ rights
activist, is one of the dozens of
protesters arrested on May Day
2019 outside the Iranian regime’s
parliament, and has been in jail
since then.

The Tehran bus workers’ union
(Syndicate of Workers of Tehran
and Suburbs Bus Company) has re-
ported:

“On 15 November 2019, follow-
ing a sudden 300% gasoline price
hike, protests erupted across Iran,
mostly by working-class and un-
derprivileged people. Dissatisfac-
tion among Iranians are at such
high levels that in just 48 hours
mass protests spread out to more
than 100 cities...

“These protests by the oppressed
people were crushed and bloodied
in the most cruel and ruthless
way… Hundreds, as young as 13
and 14 years old, were shot dead.

At least another 1,000 were injured
and more than 8,000 detained. State
officials... blocked the Internet in
the whole country and even dis-
rupted cell-phone services in many
areas.

“Military and security forces
along with plain-clothes officers
were unleashed to silence the
protesters by lethal force and shoot-
ing directly at protesters...

“The protests result from more
than three decades of continuous
and sustained attacks against the
working class and oppressed peo-
ple by the capitalist system in Iran
and its governments. The existing
profound class division in Iran is
the result of the government’s ne-
oliberal austerity policies, pro-cap-
italist labour law reforms... massive
layoffs, cutting off subsidies and
raising prices, embezzlement, cor-
ruption, looting of public re-
sources…

“There is a growing class of cor-
rupt capitalists and government
connected super wealthy who are
living extremely luxurious and
aristocratic lives. There is an unde-
niable new phenomenon called ‘the
Rich Kids of Iran’.

“In contrast… sleeping in card-
board boxes, living in shanty
towns, homelessness, ‘Kolbars’ or
porters who carry goods on the
back across the border, street ped-
dling, prostitution, sifting through
garbage for food, widespread ad-
diction, and millions of unem-

ployed youths without any govern-
ment support are among other
rampant phenomena in Iran”.

Iranian socialist Morad Shirin
has told Solidarity: “The protesters
have also chanted slogans like
‘Down with the dictator’ (i.e.,
Khamenei).

“The petrol price rise was just the
spark for an outpouring of anti-
regime sentiment. This can also be
seen in what people burned as well
as the obvious petrol stations:
banks, government or state offices,
and some security vehicles.

“In some sections there’s solidar-

ity with protests in Iraq. But the
general mood is one of being
against the regime meddling (and
spending money) in Iraq, Lebanon,
Palestine etc.

“There are some differences
within the regime, but I’m not sure
it could be called a split. The main
differences seem to be on how to
cool things down after they’ve
killed hundred (perhaps thou-
sands) of people. 

“Do they call all the protesters
saboteurs? do they give all the bod-
ies back to their relatives? and so
on”. □

Students protest in
Tehran on 7 December
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By Misha Zubrowski

Astudy published this Novem-
ber by “End Coal” (bit.ly/coal-

c) demonstrates the extent to which
China is driving the continued
growth of the world’s coal fleet.

2018, they note, marked the first
time in decades that the coal fleet
outside of China shrank; a decrease
in capacity of 8.1 gigawatts (GW)
over an 18 month period. This is
due to an ongoing decline in com-
missioning of new coal power
plants, coupled with steady retire-
ments.

However, over the same period,
China increased its coal fleet by
42.9 GW, five times the magnitude
of the net decrease beyond China.

Much of this growth is a brief but
massive spree of project permitting
between September 2014 to March
2016, during which the central gov-
ernment delegated this to provin-
cial authorities who had strong
incentives to approve and build
them to meet economic targets.

This spree put 245 GW of new pro-
jects into the pipeline, more than
Europe or India’s current total.
There has been a slow-down on
new proposals since that boom.

The UN’s Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
has found keeping warming well
below 2°C – not even 1.5°C, the
more ambitious but more generally
advocated target — requires a 58-
70% reduction in global coal power
generation by 2030 below current
levels, and 85-90% by 2035. 

China needs to have phased out
most of its coal power by 2035 to
meet the IPCC scenario. This will
be difficult even without further ex-
pansion – China has by far the
largest usage of any country in the
world — and is incompatible with
proposed expansions. If China con-
tinues to increase until 2035, its coal
power generation alone will be
more than three times as large as
the global limit on coal power use
determined by the IPCC to keep
warming well below 2°C.

Coal power plants are generally
designed to last 30-50 years, but
many or most are kept open be-
yond the age they are designed to
last. This is partly because they re-

quire a significant up-front capital
investment. Constructing new coal
power stations now thus adds po-
litical and economic inertia to the
fossil economy for decades to
come.

So far, I’ve mostly talked about
coal power capacity, the amount of
energy that could be produced if
they were all fully running simul-
taneously. China’s coal power fleet
is overbuilt, with the average run-
ning hours for China’s coal plants
hovering around 50% since 2015,
running significantly under capac-
ity. 

In 2019, globally, there has been
an unprecedented fall in coal fired
electricity production – that is, ca-
pacity in use – and it is on track to
drop by 3% (see bit.ly/coal-g). In
China, energy demand continues to
grow, but has fallen to around 3%
per year from almost 7% per year
for the previous too. In 2017-18
coal-fired power generation grew
by 6.6% per year in China. 

When energy use expands at a
faster rate, coal in particular is used
to fill that gap. Energy production
by coal power stations is much
more variable at will than from
most low-carbon sources.

As Andreas Malm argues in Fos-
sil Capital, to a large extent the
growth in coal capacity in China is
driven by international and glob-
ally mobile capital.

In pursuit of the most profitable
conditions to perform production
in, capital relocates around the
world. To produce commodities it
needs minimum levels of infras-
tructure, and often education. On
the other hand, class struggle by
workers can push up wages, push-
ing down the rate of profit. These
features are variable around the
world, so some places are less at-
tractive hosts for capitalist produc-
tion.

There is thus a tendency to move
production to countries with lower
labour costs for exportable com-
modities. Countries — such as
China — set up adequate energy
and transportation infrastructure to
tempt international capital. These
rely on fossil fuel, exuding carbon
dioxide. Only significantly devel-
oped fossil economies attract such
globally mobile capital. This pro-
cess drives the development and
expansion of fossil economies.

Furthermore, lower-wage
economies have lower quality, less

efficient, and more polluting tech-
nology and infrastructure. Produc-
tion and capital accumulation are
thus more carbon intensive by relo-
cating to these.

Worse still, this relocation is
premised on export of most of the
goods, increasing the transport in-
frastructure and usage as they are
shipped around the world from the
low-wage exporting economy to
the higher-wage consumer mar-
kets.

China is an export-dominated
economy. Its power stations are
more polluting than the equivalent
in Europe or the USA, where most
of the goods are exported to.

The rapid process of land dis-
placement, pumping high numbers
of individuals into a reserve-army
of labour, has already or will
shortly slow in China, allowing
wages to be pushed up more than
they have to date. If capitalism con-
tinues as now we can expect fur-
ther processes of relocation.

This emphasises the need for sol-
idarity with workers’, social, and
environmental movements in
China and Hong Kong against
China’s autocratic regime and rul-
ing class. □

China steps up coal
Climate

By Misha Zubrowski

This year’s climate conference
in Madrid, COP25, was a fail-

ure even by the standards of its
aims. 27,000 delegates partici-
pated in the conference from 2-15
of December, and despite it over-
running by two days, agreements
were not made in many key areas.

The agreed ambitions were
lower than hoped — aiming to go
further than “less than 2°C”
(above pre-industrial tempera-
tures), but not “less than 1.5°C”.
The concrete policies fail to live up
to even these ambitions. 

Article 6, around carbon trad-
ing, was not agreed upon. This is
arguably the best outcome given
the potential harm of carbon trad-
ing. However carbon trading has
a fairly central place within the
logic of the Paris agreements.

Climate finance, compensation
for loss and damage, “just transi-
tion” discussions, and more, also
gained no agreement.

There was, yet again, no
progress in long-running negotia-
tions over how non-CO2 green-
house gas emissions — such as
methane and nitrous oxide — con-
verted into CO2-equivalent; “com-

mon metrics”. In agriculture, de-
veloping nations called for more
money to support farming adap-
tion, but as with other issues con-
cerning finance, developed
countries pushed back.

Decisions in many areas were
postponed to COP26, in Glasgow
next year.

On 12-13 December, EU heads
of state did agree to make the bloc
“climate neutral” by 2050, cur-
rently exempting Poland, and the
European Commission revealed a
“European Green Deal”, 
bit.ly/eu-gd.

If it becomes law it will commit
at least 25% of the EU’s long-term
budget to climate action, tens of
billions of euros per year. The Eu-
ropean Investment Bank an-
nounced intentions to lend an
average of €200bn/year for cli-
mate action and sustainability. It
aims to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions to 50% of 1990 levels or
even lower by 2030, and to reduce
waste through recycling.

It seems likely that the EU will
use this to put pressure on China
to do likewise in upcoming trade
negotiations.

This European Green Deal de-
scribes many positive aspirations
for environmental transitions in
different industries, but it does not
present concrete policy which
would make that a reality. □

COP25 fails: fight “from
below” needed

Climate

ETU honours Bob Carnegie
By Bob Carnegie

On Friday 6 December 2019, I
was awarded honorary life

membership of the Queensland
and Northern Territory Electrical
Trades Union (ETU) for a working
life which has at several critical mo-
ments intersected with supporting
the ETU, its members, and their
families.

It is the first time in the branch’s
104 year history it has awarded
honorary membership to anyone
other than an ETU member.

In 1985 I was arrested nine times
for supporting the ETU after 1007
members working in the state
owned electrical distribution net-
work were sacked by a reactionary
state government and replaced by
scabs.

I spent 22 days in maximum se-
curity prison as I refused to sign
bail conditions that stated I could
not go within 200 metres of a
SEQEB [South East Queensland
Electricity Board] workplace.

I was charged and convicted of
four counts of assaulting police on

picket lines. That included a bodily
harm conviction after a cop broke
his hand punching me in the head!

I think also in 1985 I was the last
trade unionist in Australia who had
bailiffs storm into his home de-
manding confiscation of personal
goods, a TV, lounge, bed, etc., to
pay fines relating to an industrial
dispute.

It happened at 6am on a Friday
morning, I’ll never forget their ea-
gerness to take a few possessions
from a young worker. F...king
scum! □

Andy Shallice 1952-2019
By Alison Brown

Andy Shallice, a comrade from
Sheffield Heeley Labour Party,

died suddenly last Saturday, 14 De-
cember.

Andy returned to the Labour
Party with the Corbyn victory in
2015 and led local campaigning in
the constituency. He was warm,
funny, optimistic and politically
switched-on. He fought for ac-
countability and revelled in asking
difficult questions of the local
labour bureaucracy.

Previously as a Unison activist.
he had been key to the local rank
and file, Unison Unleashed.

He had been active on the left in
the North West and Sheffield since

the 70s, including with Workers’
Fight (a forerunner of Workers’ Lib-
erty) for a time.

As we embark on rebuilding our
movement he will be sadly missed.
□

Arabs Jews, and
Socialism

Third reprint, with an additional
intro by Sean Matgamna.
£5 cover price, £6.20 inc. postage.
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When the Morning Star justified racism

By Sean Matgamna

On 15 January, 1981, the Morning Star, the
daily paper of the Communist Party of

Great Britain, once called the Daily Worker,
had a fine front page article denouncing a
proposed Tory anti-immigration law.

Straight to target: the “Nationality Bill”, it
told its readers, is a racist Bill. That is why im-
migrant groups are vigorously opposing it,
and why the broad labour movement must
fight it too.

But now turn to page 2 of the same issue of
the Star. There, you will find a report on the
policy of the French Communist Party (CP)
on immigration to France, and an attempt to
explain away a recent shameful incident at
Vitry, a suburb of Paris. What happened at
Vitry?

There, just before Christmas, the CP mayor
of Vitry, Paul Mercieca, led a gang of 60 men,
reportedly CP members and supporters, in a
“direct action” to stop 300 immigrants from
Mali being rehoused in Vitry.

The gang turned off water, gas and electric-
ity, and used a bulldozer to smash up the hos-
tel.

Then on the weekend of 10-11 January, a
big anti-immigration (which, in the real
world of tensions and scapegoating, means
anti-immigrant) demonstration was organ-
ised in Vitry to support the mayor’s action
and the Party’s immigration policy. Over
10,000 people attended.

One of them was Georges Marchais, the
General Secretary of the Communist Party of
France (CPF), and the Party’s candidate for
President of France in the upcoming April
election. Marchais made it clear that Mer-
cieca’s gang acted in line with Party policy.

According to the Guardian, the Vitry policy
is being generalised. The “Communist” town
council at Rennes in Brittany has cancelled a
building permit for an Islamic centre. “Other

Communist councils have said that they will
resist attempts to settle more immigrants”
(Guardian, 16 January 1981).

What does the Morning Star (and the
CPGB) have to say about the scandalous an-
tics of its French comrades? It excuses them,
covers for them, and thereby supports them!

The article, by one Harry Samson, “report-
ing from Paris”, denounces the comments in
the press as a “smear” on the French CP. His
version of what happened more or less ad-
mits the facts — but presents the actions of
the mayor of Vitry and his gang as acceptable
and reasonable.

“A DUMPING OPERATION”
He describes attempts to move immigrant
workers into ‘Communist’-controlled munic-
ipalities as “a dumping operation”. He im-
plies that the Vitry mayor’s vigilante
operation was a valid means of defending the
interests of the workers in Vitry, a proper
communist response to an action by the mid-
dle-class, conservative-controlled St. Naur
municipality, which was trying to “get rid of
the immigrants and at the same time whip up
feeling against a Communist (sic) municipal-
ity”.

Vitry, you see, “already has two 600-bed
immigrant hostels, a 17 per cent immigrant
population (twice the national average), and
a 3,500 long waiting list. The town council
wants decent conditions for all the town’s in-
habitants — French and immigrant...”. That,
it seems, justified direct action against the im-
migrants.

But Henry Samson doesn’t want you to run
away with the idea that the “Communist”
mayor of Vitry has the reflexes of a fascist
thug, or that the first thing he did was to send
for the bulldozer and the other thugs. Not at
all. First he talked to the Mali workers. He cut
up rough only when he couldn’t persuade
these bewildered newcomers in a strange and
obviously hostile country to leave the hostel
peacefully and go back to St. Naur: that is, to
abandon the accommodation they had been
allotted and put themselves on the streets.

They wouldn’t listen to reason; they were
too unsophisticated to understand that the
mayor was a “Communist” and not an ordi-
nary racist gangster.

It was only then, says Samson, that “some
local inhabitants took it upon themselves to
destroy symbolically the gates leading to the
premises and to turn off the water, gas and
electricity”. So it was only “symbolic”. Or
perhaps the writer — or his subconscious —
is trying to say that they should be grateful
that the 60 thugs didn’t Klu-Klux it properly
and kill a few of the black intruders?

Samson’s account implies that contrary to
the reports in the serious bourgeois press the
mayor and the CP had nothing to do with it.
It was only “some local inhabitants”.

So what was the mayor doing while it was
happening? What is the CPF doing calling an
anti immigrant demonstration in Vitry (or

anywhere)? Samson shows that he is a calcu-
lating liar when he explains why “some local
inhabitants” made the hostel uninhabitable.
They did it he says to “prevent [the premises]
from being occupied, so as not to play into
the hands of the St. Naur council”.

Better to “play into the hands of” the
racists, fascists and chauvinists. Better to
abandon the only policy that undercuts at-
tempts to divide the working class by blam-
ing immigrants for the social problems
capitalism creates — united working class ac-
tion and opposition to all scapegoating. Bet-
ter to trample the ideas of communism,
socialism and even decent liberalism in the
mud churned up by the bulldozer and in the
noxious waste matter of people like Henry
Samson who now takes on the job of rational-
ising what the CPF is doing.

This display of rancid chauvinism lines up
the CPF with the French racists. It must en-
courage them and make their poison more
palatable to sections of the French working
class who would be ashamed to find them-
selves consciously adopting racist attitudes.

In 1968, the British Labour Government’s
racist decision to stop British passport-hold-
ing Kenyan Asians entering Britain was fol-
lowed first by Enoch Powell’s speech
predicting and threatening “rivers of blood”
unless immigration was stopped, and then
by an enormous shift of “mainstream” British
politics towards that open racism which has
unashamedly been expressed in all immigra-
tion legislation and immigration-control
practice since. Racist definitions, concerns
and obsessions were moved from the crank
right-wing fringe of politics to centre stage.

Nothing less than this can be the result of
what the CPF is doing now.

How many of the 10,000 demonstrators
who turned out to march behind Georges
Marchais in support of the Communist
heroes of Vitry can be assumed to be free
from the taint of racism?

ERUPTION OF ANTISEMITISM
And finally, all this must be seen in the con-
text of the eruption of antisemitism in France,
which has taken the form of terrorist attacks
on Jews. In Paris right now a heavily armed
CRS man carrying a sub-machine gun stands
guard outside each synagogue.

The CPF calls for a halt to all immigration.
The Morning Star justifies this too. Samson
explains that many of the four million south
European and north African immigrants live
in “overpopulated badly-adapted unhy-
gienic hostels and are subjected to racism, po-
lice harassment and insecurity”. Many of
them had known unemployment in their
own countries and are experiencing it again
in France.

The CPF opposes racial discrimination,
says Samson, and in a recent document “con-
demns all threats to the dignity of these men

and women living far from home and reaf-
firms its solidarity with them as it has always
done in the past”. And so?

He goes on: “It is for this reason that in the
present economic crisis and to avoid adding
to the two million French and immigrant
workers already unemployed that the CPF is
calling for a halt to immigration in the mu-
tual interests of all workers in France irre-
spective of their origin”!

Apart from the reference to the working
class, you could travel far rightwards across
the ranks of the Tory Party — as far as the
repatriationists in fact — and get more or less
exactly the same sort of reasoning to justify
this policy in Britain. It is the declared policy
of the Tory Party!

And that is the ground on to which their
justification of the CPF now takes the Morn-
ing Star and the CPGB. The Morning Star and
the CP of course have long refused to oppose
all immigration controls. Refusing to accept
that all immigration controls are intrinsically
racist, they only oppose the 1971 Act and its
later refinements. But this is a new departure.

For if the Tory policy is correct for France
when pursued by the CPF, then in principle
it must be correct for Britain too. How can the
front page of the Morning Star carry convic-
tion when page 2 champions stringent and
inevitably racist immigration laws for France
and justifies and excuses racist violence and
gangsterism?

On this basis, the weaselling of the right
wing and soft-left Labour politicians is good
working class policy to defend the workers
black and white already here. At any rate,
those who smear themselves publicly with
the racist filth of Marchais’ party won’t carry
much conviction with themselves or anyone
else when they try to fight these policies. □

• This is a guest column by Sean Matgamna,
taken from Socialist Organiser (a forerunner of
Solidarity) in 1981. Jim Denham will be back
in January.

Sheffield, to Manchester,
to socialism
Another £616 in contributions to Han-

nah Thompson’s and Dan Rawnsley’s
sponsored bike ride from Sheffield to
Manchester, set for 15 February, brings the
total for that effort up to £756 and our over-
all total to £16,366.93.

Thanks this week to Alison Brown, £20;
Duncan Morrison, £25; Alex Stuart, £10;
Zack Murrell-Dowson, £11; and others who
wish to remain anonymous, a total of £550.

Add your sponsorship at
bit.ly/cycle4socialism!

Our target is £25,000 by 19 January, so we
have another £8,633.07 to go. □
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Antidoto
Acaption went missing which said that

the Bernie Sanders speech we printed
(abridged) in Solidarity 527 was at George
Washington University, in Washington DC,
in June 2019. Also, we missed the Antidoto
logo on Jim Denham’s column in that issue.
□

CorrectionsAudio of Solidarity
Many thanks to the volunteers who

have enabled us to produce an audio
version of the paper.

Links to the audio version are at worker-
sliberty.org/audio, and can be found
through many podcast providers: search
“Workers’ Liberty” or “Solidarity & More”.
Email awl@workersliberty.org for e-reader
versions of Solidarity. □

Workers’ Liberty
conference 18-19 January
Because of the general election on 12 De-

cember, we have postponed our annual
Workers’ Liberty conference from 7-8 De-
cember to 18-19 January.

Our planned 2-5 January week school on
Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution
has been postponed to 22-27 July, because
we’ll have to use the weekend 4-5 January
for pre-conference discussion meetings. □

Marxist environmentalism 
Workers’ Liberty will be hosting a day

of workshops and discussions on
class struggle environmentalism, Marxism,
ecology.

Save the date — more details to follow!
Saturday, 14 March 2020, North London. □



Workers’ Liberty activists worked hard,
with our local Labour Parties and with

Labour for a Socialist Europe, to win the 12
December election for Labour.

Like hundreds of thousands of other
labour-movement people, we are dismayed
by the victory for the Tories, especially for a
Tory party which has been sharply ratcheted
to the right twice in recent years, once when
May took over and then again, more so, after
Boris Johnson became leader.

We argue that the labour movement must:
• Fight the Tories every inch of the way
• Renovate our movement. Argue openly

for socialism. Turn the Labour Party out-
wards. Rebuild the base of the labour and
trade-union movement.

• Campaign for migrant rights and free
movement. Build Europe-wide solidarity.
Fight for European unity, for Britain to rejoin
the EU, for labour movements and the left
across Europe to transform the EU.

Boris Johnson’s Tories have no specially
good formula to “get Brexit done”. Their
scheme is, even from a halfway rational pro-
Brexit bourgeois viewpoint, worse than
Theresa May’s, and leaves the new Tory gov-
ernment with huge problems to negotiate in
the next year or so.

But they were able to use Brexit well to get
the Tories won.

The advance of right-wing demagogic na-
tionalist politics since the crash of 2008 is not
new in Britain. Or internationally — Trump,
Modi, Erdogan, Orban, Bolsonaro, Salvini.
New in Britain is the Johnson Tories’ success
in capturing and channelling it to the benefit
of a solid, major, well-established party.

Ukip — which won more votes than any
other party in the 2014 Euro-election — has
almost disappeared. The Brexit party, which
triumphed in the 2019 Euro-election, is down
to a tiny vote.

The Tories got only 300,000 more votes on
12 December 2019 than in 2017. But Johnson
vacuumed up the pro-Brexit vote from Ukip,
Brexit party, and resentful Labour leavers.
The pro-Brexit vote was a minority, but con-
centrated on the Tories.

What little the Tories’ manifesto contained
other than “get Brexit done”, they scarcely
mentioned in the campaign.

As with the rise of right-wing demagogic
nationalist politics in other countries, the
catchment conquered by the Tories is
weighted towards smaller towns, generally
in economic decline and with a weak trade-
union presence, often with ageing popula-
tions short on the formal educational
credentials so much stipulated now for access
to jobs.

Evidence, both statistical from surveys and
anecdotal from conversations, is that not
many people believe that Brexit will bring big
economic or other gains. The “get Brexit
done” slogan, the appeal to voters to blast a
way for Brexit through the alleged treacher-
ous obstruction of “the elites”, gained trac-
tion, not because of a wide belief in

consequent gains, but because it provided a
“big idea”, a narrative.

Labour would have tended to lose votes on
the Brexit issue, one way or another, what-
ever we said. A walking-backwards, shuf-
fling, ambiguous, evasive line probably
maximised the losses. Labour lost pro-Brexit
votes to the Tories, and anti-Brexit votes to
the Lib-Dems, SNP, and Greens, all of which
increased their share.

A clear, principled pro-Remain policy
would not have stopped a contingent of pro-
Brexit voters — a lot of them, probably, peo-
ple who have gone with Ukip or the Brexit
party at points in the past — from veering to
the Tories. But it would have the merit of
treating those voters as thinking people,
rather than visibly trying to manipulate
them. And so it would have the possibility of
winning back a chunk of them.

Some Labour people are now blaming us
“Remainiacs”. It makes no sense. Do they
mean Labour should have supported May’s
deal? Or did they have a sparkling “left
Brexit” option up their sleeves? If so, why
didn’t they propose it? In Parliament? Or at
the Labour Party conference in September?
Actually the Labour pro-Brexiters hardly
ever proposed anything more than evasion.

A decisive Labour Leave position could not
have won over Remainers. It would have
seemed shifty after Labour’s Remain stance
in 2016. Even apart from being unprincipled,
it would have lost even more votes for
Labour than the evasive line.

As it was, Labour appeared “indecisive”. A
manifesto packed with good left-wing poli-
cies — and Labour comes across as “indeci-
sive”, weak, dithering!

Many voters agreed with Labour’s policies
for reversing cuts and extending public own-
ership and tackling climate change. The sad
fact is that considerably fewer believed that
Labour could and would carry them through.

NARROWED
For most of the time since 2017, Labour had
narrowed down its message to little more
than reversing cuts to the police. A new broad
agenda could not be established and win
trust just through a string of “announce-
ments” dropped onto the electorate in the
few weeks and days before polling day. Es-
pecially not after a long period of trade-union
retreat has left many people deeply unconfi-
dent about winning progress “from below”.

Many of the policies could have won con-
fidence and support if the central party ma-
chine had campaigned for them, and rallied
our membership to campaign for them, over
the years instead of the days before the elec-
tion. But it didn’t.

Johnson’s Brexit deal — a bad deal even in
bourgeois Brexit terms — does not become
good just because he could rally a much big-
ger contingent of the pro-Brexit minority of
voters than Labour could of the anti-Brexit
majority.

Many in the Labour Party will want to stop
talking about Brexit now. Labour can’t do
that even if it wants to. The coming months
will see a string of legislation trying to imple-
ment the details of Johnson’s Brexit. Labour
should fight every inch of that way, and with
a clear alternative: continued support for Eu-
ropean integration, for free movement, and
for democratic and social transformation
across Europe.

The Tories have also promised yet another
law against strikes, one making it legally
compulsory to keep running a basic service
in transport strikes. Labour must fight that
every inch of the way, too.

Labour came to be seen as dithering and
demagogic for other reasons than Brexit. One
was the dithering on antisemitism. The other
was Labour’s failure to establish an alterna-
tive “big idea”, an alternative overall narra-
tive.

In the 2017 general election, faced with a
wooden Tory leadership muttering “strong
and stable, strong and stable”, Labour could
gain votes even with the bland old Blairite
formula “for the many, not the few”.

Voters then mostly took it as almost certain
that Brexit would go through, and although
Labour appeared Remain-ish (despite our
small print), that wasn’t a big vote-swaying
issue. Labour could surf on the work that
anti-cuts campaigns and demonstrations had
done since 2010 to project a clear story: vote
Labour, stop and reverse the cuts.

This time Labour (rightly) had a more com-
plex message, and confronted a more nimble
Tory party.

NOT SOCIALISM
Even Tony Blair said he was for “social-ism”,
being careful to add the hyphen. Even the
right-wing Labour Party of the 1950s rou-
tinely promised socialism, though picturing
it as a matter of gradually infusing society
with socialist “values”.

This time, despite the left-wing manifesto,
Labour made no general argument for social-
ism, not even blurred and diluted. John Mc-
Donnell said that the aim was not
overthrowing capitalism but “transforming
it into a new form”. Jeremy Corbyn, asked if
socialism was better than capitalism, said
only that socialism could bring improve-
ments for “the very poorest” if done “in a cer-
tain way”. He cited Scandinavia as an
example, when everyone knows that Scandi-
navia has steadily become less “socialist”
(even in the weakest sense) in recent decades.

There are no short-cuts around convincing
a majority of an alternative big picture in pol-
itics. That is the work of years, not of days.
And it is a matter of building a movement,
not just of more adroit “messaging” to be is-
sued from wonk-offices.

Labour has boasted incessantly about our
500,000 membership. Labour’s activist base
has increased since the great slump of the
Blair years. But the labour movement, as a
movement, is still weak.

Back in September 2018, we sounded the
alarm after research findings by academics at
Queen Mary University of London.

“Even after the Corbyn surge, which has
swelled Labour membership to a size not
seen for decades, the average age of Labour
members is 53, only a bit below the Tories’
average of 57.

“More Labour members (29%) are over 65
than are under 44 (28%). Only 4% of Labour
members are under 24 — a lower figure even
than the Tories’ 5%...

“Of those who are members on paper, 41%
said they had had no face-to-face (rather than
electronic) contact with other Labour Party
members — although the survey was done
straight after the [2017] general election,
which must have mobilised some previously
inactive people — and only 28% said they
had ‘frequent’ face-to-face communication.

“Asked how they’d come to join, only 4%
said they had joined because approached by
someone from their local Labour Party”.

Meanwhile, there was no “Corbyn surge”
of any sort in the unions. The unions have
continued sagging since 2015.

The Corbyn Labour Party, oddly, has done
less street-demonstrating than the Michael
Foot Labour Party of the early 1980s, or the

right-wing Gaitskell Labour Party of the sec-
ond half of the 1950s.

The chances created by Corbyn’s 2015
breakthrough to re-knit the labour move-
ment, and the connecting tissues between the
movement and workplaces and communi-
ties, so damaged by the defeats of the 1980s
and the stresses of industrial restructuring,
have largely been missed. Most of the
Democracy Review was shelved. Labour still
lacks a functioning youth movement and stu-
dent wing as much as it did in the Blair-
Brown years.

WHERE NOW?
Labour needs clear and convinced politics,
and it needs to rebuild the whole fabric of the
labour movement, including a youth and
workplace base, to have the means to win
people over to politics adequate to the cli-
mate emergency and the inequality crisis.

We need to break from the top-down, ma-
nipulative modes of politics which the Stal-
inist-staffed Leader’s Office has carried over,
despite all the differences, from the old
Blairite days, and which have poisoned the
potential of the Corbyn surge.

We will resist attempts to wind back on
Labour’s anti-cuts and public-ownership
policies, or to swing Labour to being an out-
right pro-Brexit party. We will resist appeals
to exonerate the Leader’s Office and rally
round it unquestioningly. We will fight for
the limited reopening since 2015 of Labour’s
democratic channels closed by Blair to be
maintained and extended.

It can be still be done. Many will be de-
spondent after Boris Johnson’s victory. But he
does not have a workable policy. The eco-
nomic outlook is poor. Many of his voters
radically distrust him except maybe on
Brexit. The majority of the ruling class, even
though they gritted their teeth and voted for
him, think he is an unreliable charlatan. They
are pressing him now to “betray” the Tory
hard-right as he has already “betrayed” the
DUP.

Johnson is still far from gaining the grip of
a British Orban. There will be conflicts in the
enemy camp, and resistance which give us
openings — if we hold firm and remobilise
ourselves.

The guards on South Western Railway, the
university lecturers preparing their second
round of strikes, the postal workers prepar-
ing to reballot, already give us a lot to rally
round and build on. So do the tasks of sup-
porting and linking up with the mass strikes
in France. The answer to global capitalism is,
now as before, not retreat behind national
borders, but to build a cross-border socialist
movement based in the working class.

Fight the Tories every inch of the way! □
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Why Labour slumped in Scotland
By Anne Field

Scottish Labour went into the 2019 general
election with seven MPs and came out

with just one. It lost over 200,000 votes. Its
share of the popular vote fell from 27% in
2017 to 18.5%.

Scottish Labour’s performance was proba-
bly worse than the headline figure. In a num-
ber of Labour-target SNP-marginals there
was clearly an element of anti-SNP tactical
voting by Tory voters, even though it was not
enough to determine the results.

On 12 December the SNP won more seats,
more votes, and a higher share of the vote on
a higher turnout than it did in 2017.

The number of SNP MPs increased from 35
to 48. It picked up a million and a quarter
votes (as against a million in 2017), represent-
ing 45% of the popular vote (37% in 2017).
And whereas voter turnout in the rest of the
country fell, in Scotland it increased by 1.5%.

With only one exception, seats held by the
SNP in 2017 with majorities of just a couple
of hundred saw SNP MPs returned in 2019
with majorities of between 5,000 and 6,000.

Seats won by the SNP included that of (for-
mer) Lib-Dem leader Jo Swinson, and Kirk-
caldy and Cowdenbeath. The SNP candidate
in that constituency had been disowned by
the party for posting antisemitic material on
social media. (Strictly speaking, it was a win
for an independent rather than the SNP.)

Compared with 2017 the Tories lost seven
of their 13 MPs, 65,000 votes and 3.5% of the
popular vote (down from 28.5% to 25%).

The Lib-Dems increased their share of the
vote by nearly 3% but ended up with the
same number of seats (four). Jo Swinson lost.
But the Lib-Dems won North East Fife – won
by the SNP in 2017 by just two votes – due to
tactical voting by Tory and Labour voters.

BREXIT
Apart from a few vocal Leavers who wanted
to “get Brexit done”, Brexit was not an issue
on the doorstep. In some constituencies Tory
election material did not even mention Brexit:
In the 2016 referendum there had been a 62%
vote in Scotland in favour of Remain. 

Unlike national Labour policy, Scottish
Labour policy on Brexit is straightforward
support for a second referendum and Re-
main. But this policy was promoted to differ-
ent degrees by different candidates during
the campaign. In the event, it made no differ-
ence to the outcome.

Corbyn was an issue on the doorstep, but
arguably not to the extent claimed by the
Scottish Labour right wing.

Voters vocally hostile to Corbyn often
turned out never to have voted for Labour
anyway. They used “Corbyn” as a one-word
explanation to cover a variety of conflicting
reasons why they were not Labour voters.

And more often than not the “Corbyn” crit-
icised on the doorstep was often not the real
one but the caricature of Corbyn to be found
in the pages of the Daily Mail and the Sun. 

Right-wing Labour canvassers, of course,
did nothing to challenge such mispercep-
tions. In fact, their record in recent years had
been one of helping to promote them.

One section of the electorate was generally
positive towards Corbyn: SNP voters. If they
were in England, ran their argument, they
would vote Labour as Corbyn stood for what
Labour used to stand for. But as they were in
Scotland, they would be voting SNP.

While Brexit was not an issue, Scottish in-
dependence certainly was. In fact, as the elec-

tion campaign progressed, it became an in-
creasingly dominant issue on the doorstep
and the election itself began to take on the
characteristics of a quasi-referendum.

This was a boost for the SNP. Despite the
cautious approach of SNP leader Nicola Stur-
geon to a second referendum, the linkage be-
tween a vote for the SNP and a second
referendum reinvigorated a layer of the Yes
voters lost by the SNP in 2017.

For the Tories the tactic of highlighting the
prospect of a second referendum in the event
of an SNP victory in Scotland brought no
gains at all. 

Scottish Labour policy – no support for a
second referendum unless the SNP won a
mandate for it in the 2021 Holyrood elections
– made sense. But it failed to attract SNP vot-
ers (it was coupled with opposition to inde-
pendence itself) and, except in
SNP-marginals, Tory voters (as it accepted
the possibility of a second referendum).

The Scottish Labour right wing has been
quick to pin the blame for Scottish Labour’s
defeat on Corbyn and the pro-Corbyn lead-
ership of the Labour Party. The calibre – and
hypocrisy – of such attacks is best summed
by up former Scottish Labour leader Jim
Murphy:

“The UK party is led by a group of out-of-
touch London public schoolboys that has
such a peculiar, eccentric and romanticised
view of working-class voters. The Labour
Party took them for granted and we pre-
sented them with a programme that they
were unwilling to vote for.”

“If all the Labour Party does is elect a new
leader, then it’s not having the reckoning that
it should have after its previous three spec-
tacular defeats.”

Murphy was an eternal student, an NUS
apparatchik, and a Scottish Labour Students
apparatchik. He “graduated” into being a ca-
reer politician with no experience of real-life
work. 

After having been the public face of the
Labour-Tory collaborationist Better Together
campaign during the 2014 Scottish indepen-
dence referendum, Murphy was the leader of
Scottish Labour in the following year’s gen-
eral election, when Labour lost 40 of its 41
MPs.

JOHN MCTERNAN
During his brief tenure as Scottish Labour
leader Murphy’s Chief of Staff was John Mc-
Ternan, who believed that Thatcher’s greatest
achievement was to defeat the miners and
advocated that a Labour government should
do the same to railworkers.

Murphy’s idea of policies which would ap-
peal to working-class voters was exemplified
by his unilateral declaration that Labour
would end the ban on the sale of alcohol at
football matches – despite the universal
recognition that this would lead to an in-
crease in domestic violence.

And Murphy cannot count. 
In recent years Scottish Labour has suf-

fered six major election defeats (three general
elections, plus Holyrood, European and local
authority elections). The first of those, which
paved the way for the following ones, was
the 2015 general election, when Murphy was
Scottish Labour leader.

Scottish Labour has not moved on from the
collapse of 2015. It had one MP in 2015, and
now has just one MP again. By contrast, the
SNP has built a solid electoral bloc and –
apart from a blip in 2017 – has consolidated
its support in all elections held since then.

Not that long ago Scottish Labour was the
dominant political force in Scotland, with 50
or more Westminster MPs, control of most of
the major local authorities, and control of the
Holyrood parliament in coalition with the
Lib-Dems.

But that political domination was more ap-
parent than real, propped up in large part by
a first-past-the-post voting system. And the
apparent domination masked a hollowing
out of Scottish Labour at grassroots level.

Active, functioning, campaigning Con-
stituency Labour Parties (CLPs) which might
demand accountability of Labour MPs and
MSPs were a threat to careerists. The latter
therefore ensured that CLPs remained as
moribund as possible.

Hence the ease with which the SNP swept
aside Scottish Labour in 2015, riding the
wave of populist fervour unleashed by the
preceding year’s referendum. The edifice of
Scottish Labour collapsed almost overnight
because its foundations had already rotted
away.

Corbyn’s election as party leader brought
few new members into Scottish Labour. And
the mainstream organised left – the Cam-
paign for Socialism (CfS), which has the Scot-
tish “franchise” for Momentum – failed to
organise them into a force capable of chal-
lenging the Labour right.

In fact, the CfS transformed itself into a
largely ineffective party-internal electoral
machine which shut down the political de-
bate and education needed to build an effec-
tive socialist current within Scottish Labour. 

The poisonous influence of Morning Star
pro-Brexit and don’t-criticise-the-union-bu-
reaucracy “socialism” made the CfS even less
fit-for-purpose (except insofar as its purpose
was to provide a stepping stone into paid em-
ployment in the Labour and trade union bu-
reaucracy).

The Stalinist current in the Scottish Labour
left will create a narrative which blames
Labour’s defeat on its failure to support
Brexit. Given that Scotland voted two-to-one
to remain in the EU in 2016, this narrative is
even less credible in Scotland than elsewhere.

Another current in the Scottish Labour left
will embrace – or simply return to – a
pseudo-left Scottish populism. 

These people were pro-independence in
2014 when that was the radical chic. They be-
came pro-Corbyn in 2015 when that was the
new fashion. Now they have decided Scottish
self-determination is the new must-have. 

The SNP’s victory in the general election
can justifiably be taken as a mandate for a
second referendum on Scottish independence
(and/or transferring the power to call a ref-
erendum from Westminster to Holyrood).
Scottish Labour should recognise that.

But that is far removed from the politics of
the Scottish Labour for Radical Democracy
Open Letter now in circulation, which effec-
tively calls on the ruling class in Scotland to
implement the 2019 Labour Party Manifesto:

“The policies put forward in Labour’s 2019
manifesto offer a valuable starting point. …
We demand that the Scottish political estab-
lishment begins to think and act ‘as if’ it has
the requisite independence to radically ad-
dress the overlapping crises facing working-
class communities in Scotland.”

The only consistency of these people over
the years, apart from their pseudo-intellec-
tual arrogance, has been a complete failure to
understand class politics and what the labour
movement is all about.

Stalinism and Scottish populism are both
dead-ends for the Scottish workers’ move-
ment. There is no short cut to rebuilding Scot-
tish Labour – and the broader trade union
movement – in Scotland. □

• More detailed discussion about how the
Scottish left should respond to Labour’s de-
feat in future issues of Solidarity. Contribu-
tions from readers, especially in Scotland, are
welcome. 

Results of 2017 and 2019 elections in
Scotland. Black border where seat has
changed hands. Source: BBC.

Percentage share of vote
by party, over time.
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By Sacha Ismail

Did Paul Mason write his own headline
for his latest New Statesman article? “Cor-

bynism is over – Labour’s next leader must
unite the centre and the left”.

The article is better than the headline, but
the headline does indicate the problem with
Mason’s arguments. As often, he combines
useful left-wing insights with ambiguity and
right-wing elements.

Mason’s starting point is that Labour’s
shift to a more anti-Brexit position was too lit-
tle too late. “Because we had to waste half a
year, and a fractious conference, winning
over Liberal Democrat and Green voters,
could not simultaneously do the preparatory
work in small-town, northern Leave con-
stituencies to sell an internationalist policy on
Brexit.

“Whether the second referendum position
could ever have been sold is debatable — but
Corbyn’s team, having been forced to accept
the policy, decided not to try.”

Mason identifies the “fatal moment” as the
early months of 2019, when Labour lost sup-
port to pro-Remain parties (first Change UK
and then the Lib Dems). The severity of the
crisis, revealed in the disastrous May Euro
election results, was partly obscured by the
Tories also losing support to the Brexit Party.

After activists pushed the leadership into
more solid backing for a new referendum at
September’s party conference, Labour began
to put the squeeze on the Lib Dems, but only
after a protracted period of damaging ambi-
guity. 

The “febrile summer of ‘four-party poli-
tics’” demanded “strategic action by both
Labour and the Conservatives to regain the
initiative. The Tories took decisive action.
Labour did not.” 

Even after the conference, Labour’s Brexit
policy remained ambiguous – particularly as
interpreted by the leadership, but also more

fundamentally. 
Mason’s analysis seems to be in broadly

the right place.
He makes the important point that in early

autumn the Stop the Coup protests “seized
the mantle of insurgency from the Leave
movement”; but that the leadership and Cor-
byn’s office stood aside, lest he be “tainted by
association with Remain”.

It soon became clear that Johnson, unlike
May, had “the team, the money and the in-
tent to out-populist Corbyn”. As Mason goes
on to say, after justified praise for Corbyn, the
Labour leader “never understood what a left
populist has to be.

CULTURE
“He never was able to express the gut hatred
of political institutions and the rich that
might have inspired workers in small English
towns.” This was exacerbated by the way his
officials built a closed culture around him.

What now? In the face of “an alliance of
conservatism and authoritarian nationalism”,
Mason argues the “only response is an al-
liance of the centre and the left”. What does
he mean?

Practical cooperation with liberals, even
quite right-wing liberals, in concrete actions
to defend democratic rights can make sense.
(Mason criticises alleged block-headed re-
fusal to “align” with the Lib Dems over anti-
Brexit parliamentary tactics. It’s hard to judge
this without knowing what he’s referring to.)

For working-class and socialist politics,
electoral alliances with and tactical voting for
straightforward capitalist parties is another
matter.

It also makes sense to recognise that in
today’s Labour Party the political environ-
ment is topsy-turvy and in flux. Some former
moderate or self-styled soft-left people may
be to the left of self-proclaimed left-wingers,
on Brexit or antisemitism and even on basic

class-struggle issues. In that sense Mason is
right that “the non-Stalinist left needs to
build stronger working relationships with the
soft left and the Labour centre”.

But a huge amount rides on what is meant
by “the centre”. Despite their retreat and
weakening, various forms of the Labour right
remain a strong force, and some are clearly
moving after the election to try to smash the
left. As Mason knows, these peoples call
themselves “moderates”, “centrists”, some-
times “soft left” and so on.

Mason’s prescription is: “keep the eco-
nomic radicalism, ditch the politics that
drove voters’ fears over national security, and
transform the Labour Party into something
that thinks and acts more like a social move-
ment.”

But “economic radicalism” – relatively left-
wing policies for reversing cuts and public
ownership – and the weak, fragile shoots of
Labour becoming a democratic activist
movement are precisely what the “centrists”
wants to put an end to.

CENTRE
As for national security, what politics does
Mason mean? Socialist internationalism is
just as likely to alarm voters influenced by
the right as Corbyn’s brand of “anti-imperi-
alism”. Perhaps even more so if we prosecute
the abandoned fight against Trident and
NATO – questions where we cannot agree
with Mason.

“Corbynism is over”? “Corbynism” is not
a useful concept. It blurs over crucial differ-
ences on the left, and acts as a block to devel-
oping more radical class-struggle and
democratic alternatives; and in that sense it
should be “over”. 

But to talk about ending Corbynism while
advocating an alliance with the “centre” im-
plies support for a shift to the right. We hope
that is not what Paul Mason wants. □

Paul Mason and the Labour left
Debate

For an update on the UCU dispute, see page 23.

When workers beat the fascists: How the
left fought the antisemites at Cable Street.

A new Workers’ Liberty pamphlet, £1
cover price. Additional for postage.

• Buy or read online at
workersliberty.org/cable-street



Mélenchon’s conspiracy theory
By Ben Tausz

Jean-Luc Mélenchon [a prominent left
politician in France] has taken to social

media to blame Labour’s defeat on “les
divers réseaux d’influence du Likoud” (“the
various networks of influence of Likud”) and
Corbyn’s decision to apologise for anti-
semitism, which he called “weakness”.

Netanyahu is doubtless hostile to Corbyn
— and we as socialists are hostile to Ne-
tanyahu. But to allege that shady networks of
nefarious Israeli Zionists are so all-powerful
that they can account for a political event of
this magnitude? That’s utterly disconnected
from reality — an antisemitic conspiracy the-
ory worthy of Ken Livingstone or George
Galloway.

But it should not surprise us to see him
come out with this. His brand of nationalist
populism is deeply susceptible to lapsing
into this sort of thing. I’ve written at greater

length about his politics elsewhere: see
bit.ly/bt-jlm.

He has abandoned the kind of internation-
alist socialist politics that would highlight the
fundamental division within each nation be-
tween workers and capitalists. Instead he
wraps himself in the tricolour flag, shouts
from the rooftops about his love for the
French nation, and claims to stand for the na-
tional interest.

Socialists should point to the capitalist
class within each nation as the primary culprit
responsible for workers’ problems. But Mé-
lenchon’s nationalism means that he locates
the enemy as something that stands outside
the nation. For him, the nation is an other-
wise virtuous body that is suffering from ei-
ther external attack or internal corruption by
forces that are in some way alien to the nation
they exist within.

Thus his angry, Holocaust-revisionist insis-
tence that the French nation can bear no re-
sponsibility for the World War 2 genocide of

Jews and other minorities, with which the
Vichy government and substantial parts of
French society enthusiastically collaborated.
Thus his 2013 comment that a centre-left Jew-
ish politician “thinks in international fi-
nances, not in French”. When he has
criticised apologists for the Israeli govern-
ment’s actions (to be sure, we too criticise
those apologists) he has done so by employ-
ing “dual-loyalty” tropes about Jews serving
the flag of a foreign country.

This is a politics that, at best, exists con-
stantly on the brink of descending into con-
spiracy theory and the demonisation and
othering of “alien” or “disloyal” forces
within the nation. Familiar themes to anyone
concerned about the rise of antisemitic con-
spiracy theories.

The antidote has got to be a rejection of all
nationalism and an embrace of class-struggle
socialist politics. □
• First published on the Socialists Against
Antisemitism Facebook page.

More online at www.workersliberty.org8

EHRC to report early 2020
By Anne Field

The Equality and Human Rights Commis-
sion (EHRC) investigation into allega-

tions of antisemitism in the Labour Party is
expected to publish its report early in 2020.

The remit of the EHRC investigation cov-
ers: whether unlawful acts have been com-
mitted by the Labour Party; whether it has
implemented recommendations about tack-
ling antisemitism and taken overall effective
action; and whether its processes are fit-for-
purpose.

Organisations which have submitted state-
ments to the investigation include the Jewish
Labour Movement (JLM) and Jewish Voice
for Labour (JVL). Both statements are avail-
able on-line, in redacted form.

The JLM argues that antisemitism is a
major problem in the Labour Party. The JVL
argues that the Party provides a welcome
home for Jews.

The JLM submission opens with the claim:
“The Labour Party is no longer a safe space

for Jewish people. … Since Jeremy Corbyn
became leader, he has made the Party a wel-
coming refuge for antisemites. … The Party
has made the political calculation that anti-
semitism is a price worth paying to maintain
its internal unity.”

It invites the EHRC to find that “the Party
now suffers from – and is legally responsible
for – endemic, institutional antisemitism, to
make findings to this effect, and to issue an
unlawful act notice.”

By contrast, the JVL submission begins
with the claim:

“This controversy has been fuelled by par-
tisan and politically motivated interventions.
… Far from there being discrimination
against Jews in the Party, there has been a de-

termined attempt by the Party to deal with
incidents of antisemitism.”

“Our submission outlines the political con-
text, which cannot be ignored. … We do not
believe that the controversy can be properly
analysed without taking into account the ap-
propriate political context.”

The JVL submission “welcomes an investi-
gation” but then proceeds to immediately
criticise the actual EHRC investigation by
questioning the validity of its Terms of Ref-
erence:

“The EHRC must take care to limit its in-
vestigation to acts which are not only anti-
semitic but are acts in breach of the Equality
Act. … Many comments on social media may
be abusive and insulting to Jews or some
Jews but are not unlawful…”

“The EHRC must consider carefully
whether the complaints of unlawful discrim-
ination by the Party, against its members, fall
within the scope of the Equality Act at all.”

The JVL does not expand on the implied

concept of “lawful antisemitism”.
According to the JLM:
“These submissions do not focus on the

troubling pattern of debates concerning Israel
straying into antisemitism. The Commission
is encouraged to focus on the now acute
problem of abuse directed at Jewish members
simply because they are Jewish.”

“It is clear from the evidence that these
words (‘Dirty Zionist’, ‘Zio’) are now within
the Party lexicon of insults for a Jewish per-
son, regardless of that person’s views on Is-
rael.”

In fact a lot of the specific evidence in the
JLM submission arguably does highlight
how talk about Israel being an uniquely evil
and powerful state (and Zionism being an
uniquely malevolent and potent ideology)
serves as a vector for the expression of anti-
semitic tropes (something more than “stray-
ing into antisemitism”). □
• JLM submission: bit.ly/jlm-ehrc
• JVL submission: bit.ly/jvl-ehrc

Johnson is likely to be the enemy of a
democratic settlement in Israel-Palestine,

shifting the UK further towards the Trump
government’s anti-Palestinian position.

Although Johnson himself displayed little
interest in the conflict as foreign secretary,
his ideological lieutenant Priti Patel was
forced to resign her international develop-
ment post in 2017 after breaking diplomatic
protocol in efforts to channel aid money to-
wards the Israeli military. She defended her-
self by insisting that Johnson had been told
about her activities.

The Tories’ proposals, apparently another

bit of inspiration from Trump, to ban public
bodies from engaging in boycott and disin-
vestment campaigns against foreign coun-
tries should also be opposed – as an attack
on local democracy, free speech and the
right to organise.

Democrats, internationalists and socialists
who oppose the “BDS” campaign against Is-
rael must defend the right to engage in BDS.
□
• From Sacha Ismail’s article on the election
result, antisemitism and Israel-Palestine in
Fathom. See bit.ly/34w7XlP

Tories plan new curbs on local councils

The left and
self-defence
By Becky Crocker

On 3 December, walking through Trafal-
gar Square on my way home from the

anti-Trump demonstration, I noticed an
SWP stall that had been turned upside
down.

Skinheads, police, and SWP members
were nearby. The SWP were asking the po-
lice. “Aren’t you going to do anything, he
just knocked over our stall?” The police
looked unsure of what to do.

Three people were jeering and doing
Nazi salutes at the SWP. One got close
enough to an SWP member and appeared
to hit him and kick him to the ground. The
police still looked unsure whether to inter-
vene.

Although maybe 50+ years old and a lit-
tle inebriated, the skinheads looked quite
strong. It didn’t look like the police would
have found it easy to arrest them.

I felt a sense of solidarity with the SWP
members involved. Any left wing activist
could be on the receiving end next time. I
tried to talk with the SWPers about how se-
rious it is that the right wing are bold
enough to attack us in full view of the po-
lice.

The SWPers said: “Well, the police aren’t
there to protect us anyway”.

That’s true. The police are an arm of the
capitalist state. But that’s not a reason to
shrug off the problem. If we know that we
can’t rely on the police to protect us from a
newly emboldened right wing, we need to
ask who can we rely on.

Currently, the left and workers’ move-
ment is not organised to defend its activity
from fascists. We urgently need to develop
a strategy for self-defence. □

Neurodivergent Labour
By Andy Forse

On 30 November Neurodivergent Labour
held its founding Annual General Meet-

ing, after about three years of preliminary
work of developing the organisation and
writing the manifesto.

The conference was well attended consid-
ering that we were in the middle of an elec-
tion, with about 45 people present. The
political make up seemed generally left wing,
and the motions passed on work and educa-
tion were left wing.

John McDonnell had been billed to attend,
but sent a message pledging to “take the
[neurodivergency] manifesto into govern-
ment”.

The organisation could probably do with a
few more young people, but it was by no
means an old crowd at the conference.

This is an exciting opportunity to be part
of a groundbreaking project. As far as we are
aware, no other political organisation repre-
senting neurodivergent interests exists any-
where, certainly not a left-wing one.

You can join the organisation if you iden-
tify or are diagnosed as autistic, dyslexic,
dyspraxic, or otherwise neurodivergent.It
would be great if comrades could introduce
the manifesto to their CLP or unions and pass
motions in support. □
• The manifesto and other info is all on the
website: ndlabour.co.uk. Facebook: ND-
VLABOUR. Twitter @NeuroLabour.



Labour leadership: neither “LOTO
continuity” nor “back to Blair”!
By Sacha Ismail

Labour Party general secretary Jennie
Formby has written to the National Exec-

utive Committee proposing the process of
electing a new leader and deputy leader
should begin on 7 January and conclude by
the end of March.

Under new rules agreed since the last lead-
ership election, to get on the ballot paper can-
didates need nominations from 10% of MPs
(21) plus either 5% of constituency parties
(33) or 5% of affiliated organisations by con-
ference voting strength, two of which must
be trade unions.

Since the Parliamentary Labour Party is
still much more right-wing than the Party
membership, that may make it difficult for
left candidates.

Shadow minister for sustainable economics
Clive Lewis (MP for Norwich South) was one
of the founders of the Love Socialism Hate
Brexit group of left-leaning anti-Brexit MPs.
On most of the issues dividing the candidates
so far rumoured, he is the best from the
standpoint of the class-struggle, internation-
alist, socialist left.

One serious concern is his previously-
stated support for “progressive alliances”, in-
cluding even with the Lib Dems. We hope he
will stand but ditch this position.

As we go to press, shadow business secre-
tary Rebecca Long-Bailey and shadow edu-
cation secretary Angela Rayner have said
they will run as a leader-deputy team. Other
combinations mentioned include Keir
Starmer and Emily Thornberry, and yet oth-
ers mentioned for the leadership, deputy

leadership, or both, include Dawn Butler,
Lisa Nandy, Jess Phillips, and Richard Bur-
gon.

We should not back candidates just be-
cause they are promoted as “left” by the
Leader’s Office (referred to as LOTO), the top
officials of Unite, and the Morning Star. That
kind of Stalinist-tinged “left” has discredited
both itself and the Labour Party more widely
on the issues of Brexit and antisemitism. It
has been radically deficient on opening up
democracy in the Labour Party, and evasive
on crucial issues like free movement, repeal-
ing the anti-union laws and even questions
like reversing academisation (semi-privatisa-
tion) of schools.

POLITICS IS KEY
We should judge by politics.

Key issues include Brexit (fighting the To-
ries every inch of the way); free movement
and migrants’ rights; at least defence of the
left-wing elements of the manifesto on re-
versing cuts and on public ownership; main-
taining openings towards party democracy
and enlarging them; tackling antisemitism;
and support for working-class struggles. 

Rebecca Long-Bailey has been hailed for
some time as a “Corbynite continuity” candi-
date. She is clearly on the Labour left, but has
no record prior to 2015 identifying her as
more than “soft” left. Most recently, her role
in the debates around the Green New Deal
motions at Labour Party conference was
pretty conservative.

She described herself in one of the tele-
vised national election debates as a “good
Catholic”, and has been absent from most
votes on abortion rights since her election in
2017. She did, however, vote in favour of ex-
tension of same-sex marriage and abortion
rights to Northern Ireland in July 2019. On
her own description she was “completely
against” a second referendum on Brexit until
October 2019: she has certainly not spoken
out against Brexit like Lewis and some other
candidates.

She looks like the candidate who would
best allow LOTO, round Seamus Milne, and
the top officials of the Unite union, to keep
their grip.

Angela Rayner is billed to run as deputy
for Long-Bailey. She describes herself as “soft
left”, voted the wrong way on the Welfare Re-
form Bill and for Andy Burnham to be leader
in 2015, but did not join the coup against Cor-
byn in 2016. She is also widely described as
pro-Brexit.

Shadow Brexit secretary Keir Starmer nom-
inated Burnham in 2015 and backed the coup
in 2016, but since then has allied with Corbyn
and McDonnell, other than being more anti-
Brexit, a stance which has won him top place
in LabourList’s surveys of leading Labour
figures’ popularity among members. He has
wavered on free movement.

Shadow foreign secretary Emily Thorn-
berry has been an MP since 2005, longer than
most of the others. She nominated Corbyn in
both leadership elections. Her politics have
been soft left, including opposition to Trident.
She went the wrong way in the notorious
Welfare Reform Bill vote in 2015.

A Remainer, though she has also wavered
on free movement. She is outspoken against
antisemitism; and unusual among Labour

MPs in having supported and spoken at
demonstrations for Palestinian rights, and
then used her speech to denounce Hamas
and support Israel’s right to exist as well as
Palestinian self-determination.

LABOUR RIGHT
Lisa Nandy (Wigan) was once a rising star of
the soft left, but she co-chaired Owen Smith’s
right-wing campaign to oust Corbyn in 2016.
Nandy’s pitch has been that a pro-Brexit po-
sition is necessary to rebuild support among
blue-collar voters in smaller towns and dein-
dustrialised areas of the North and Midlands.
She is the chair of Labour Friends of Palestine
and the Middle East, and has spoken out
against antisemitism in Labour.

Jess Phillips (Birmingham Yardley) is an
extravagantly self-promoting right-winger
whose viciousness towards Corbyn, his sup-
porters and the whole left contrasts with a
warm friendship with Jacob Rees-Mogg. She
has also stood against Brexit, against anti-
semitism, and in defence of LGBT-positive
education in Birmingham schools.

Shadow Minister for Women and Equali-
ties Dawn Butler (Brent Central) is standing
for deputy leader. Like Emily Thornberry,
Butler first became an MP in 2005. Much
more than Thornberry, she was an obedient
supporter of the Blair-Brown leadership.
Since 2015 she has reinvented herself, nomi-
nating Corbyn in both leadership elections.
She has made anti-Brexit and pro-free move-
ment gestures, saying that in the event of an-
other referendum she would campaign to
Remain.

Before the Long-Bailey/Rayner partner-

ship was announced, shadow justice secre-
tary Richard Burgon said he wanted to be
Long-Bailey’s deputy candidate. He is a fre-
quent contributor to the Morning Star.

A majority of the new Parliamentary
Labour Party (104/203) is female, but the
party has never had a female leader, so there
will be strong pressure for a woman as
leader.

Some pro-Brexit people claim that no Lon-
don – or worse, North London! – MP should
be considered as leader. Given that large
numbers of ex-Labour voters have just voted
for a Tory party led by an Eton- and Oxford-
educated London MP who is most definitely
part of the “metropolitan elite”, it’s hard to
follow this point too far.

Lisa Nandy pitches herself as a voice for
the Northern working class but, political
problems aside, is from a fairly well-off back-
ground (her grandfather was the Liberal
Party’s leader in the House of Lords for two
decades). All the others are from working-
class or not-well-off backgrounds, even
Starmer and Thornberry, though Rayner,
Long-Bailey and Lewis more so.

Angela Rayner was a workplace Unison
activist, then a branch secretary on full-time
release, then a union official, before becoming
an MP. None of the other potential candi-
dates were workplace trade-union activists at
any time close to their election, if at all.

If Nandy, Butler or Lewis is elected they
will be the party’s first black or minority-eth-
nic leader or deputy. □
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Five arguments about why Labour lost
By Sacha Ismail
“LABOUR HAS LOST THE WORKING

CLASS”
Over the years, older people have swung

to the right and younger people to the
left.

In 1983 18-24 year olds backed Thatcher
over Labour by 9 points, while over-65s
backed Labour by 6. This time 18-24s backed
Labour 57-19, while over-65s backed the To-
ries 62-18! Among women voters aged 18-24,
only 15% went Tory.

Older people are more and more over-rep-
resented in areas where Labour lost the bulk
of its seats, and young people more and more
under-represented. And older people are
much more likely to turn out and vote.

What appears as “Labour losing the work-
ing class” is at least in part a refraction of that
shift. The big long-term change in the so-
called “heartland” seats is the decline of old
industries there, the decline in trade-union
presence, and the ageing of their populations
as young people move away to the cities.

Neither the “working class” nor Labour’s
problems are reducible to the social groups,
mainly older (and white) blue-collar workers
and retired people in smaller towns and dein-
dustrialised areas, on which so much atten-
tion has focused.

The labour movement’s organic connec-
tions in the working class have become
severely degraded almost everywhere. Cor-
byn’s victory in 2015, and the big influx then
of new members into the Labour Party,
opened chances for rebuilding, but they have
largely not been taken.

The working class in which the labour
movement must rebuild connections is big-
city as well as small-town, BME as well as
white, Scottish as well as English, young as
well as middle-aged and old.

“LABOUR’S MANIFESTO WAS TOO
RADICAL”

All or virtually all Labour’s left-wing policies
polled as popular. Unlike in 2017, those pop-
ular policies do not seem to have helped
Labour.

The anecdotal evidence is of a widespread
feeling, in various forms, that Labour’s poli-
cies were not realistic or would not happen
even if Labour won the election.

This was not a matter of radical socialists
preparing for struggle to push through the
policies against capitalist resistance, but more
of conservative or despairing ideas, en-

trenched by defeats in recent decades, that lit-
tle can change for the better.

Announcing lots of new left-wing policies
suddenly as the election started, or in the
manifesto itself, seems to have made the
problem worse. Why didn’t Labour argue
and campaign for left policies over months
and years, using campaigning to build its
support and activist base as well as changing
the political atmosphere in society? 

And why did it fail to develop a clear left-
wing narrative to counterpose to the Tories’
empty, cynical, but carefully honed and vig-
orously promoted one? Answering those
question will surely tell us something about
the limitations of the left that has grown since
2015.

The lack of such campaigning and narra-
tive intertwined with failings over Brexit and
antisemitism to make Labour extra-vulnera-
ble to the right-wing onslaught it faced in the
election.

“LABOUR SHOULD NOT HAVE
BACKED A SECOND REFERENDUM”

Look at Scotland. About the same percentage
of SNP voters backed Brexit in 2016 as
Labour voters in the whole UK, but the fact
of many of their voters being pro-Brexit has
not prevented SNP electoral success.

The main relevant difference seems to be
that the SNP took a stand, argued hard, and
pushed a wider message which could per-
suade people to back it despite clear differ-
ences on Brexit — instead of trying to dodge
the issue. 

A more pro-Brexit stance would certainly
have prevented Labour from partially revers-
ing the massive loss of support to pro-Re-
main parties which tanked it in the Euro
elections. In the general election, the Lib
Dems, Greens and SNP gained more in the
election than the pro-Brexit parties.

Labour’s Brexit position came across to
many on all sides as ambiguous and shifty.
The ambiguity was unprincipled, and any-
way could not “work” when society had po-
larised on the issue of Brexit. A repeat of the
dodge pulled off in 2017 was not possible.

It is implausible that arguing for a Labour
version of Brexit could have retained many
more Leave voters. The bulk of Brexit senti-
ment is rightish and nationalistic. With the
election focused on Brexit, because the issue
loomed so large and because that is where
the Tories wanted it, significant numbers of
previously Labour Leavers were always
likely to defect.

Evasion could not prevent that, but only

add to the sense that Labour was shifty and
manipulative. 

Adopting a clear stance, and arguing and
persuading, forcefully and consistently. over
a longer period, might well have worked bet-
ter.

“WE COULDN’T WIN WITH CORBYN”
Jeremy Corbyn was more popular in 2015,
when he was speaking out more boldy with
left-wing ideas.

Now many people turning away from
Labour (or who never voted Labour anyway)
cited “that Corbyn” as their reason, or ex-
cuse.

That was partly the result of a vicious and
sustained barrage of attacks, including nu-
merous out-and-out lies, from both the Tory
party campaign and the mass media. 

The results were strange but striking. IRA
violence has not been an issue in British pol-
itics for decades, but in this election it was
picked up and popularised by a combined
Tory-media-far-right campaign.

Clearly the forces behind the attacks on
Corbyn were not concerned about him as
such. The ruling class and its political repre-
sentatives are willing to support or at least
tolerate all kind of people in power (Trump!)
if they feel their interests will be served. What
alarmed them was the – actually very mod-
erate – threat Labour’s policies posed to their

interests, in favour of workers’ interests.
An equally left-wing Labour Party with

any different leader would also be subject to
a big campaign of lies and slander.

What does seem true is that, since 2017, the
Corbyn leadership’s evasiveness on Brexit
and paralysis on antisemitism, as well as
their failure to develop a strong left-wing
narrative or campaign actively for Labour’s
policies, has made them appear weak and
shifty, and so made them easier targets for
slander campaigns.

“ANTISEMITISM WAS A BIG ISSUE”
The media whitewashed virulent bigotry in
and from the Tory party, antisemitism as well
as anti-Muslim racism, while helping the To-
ries “weaponise” this issue to defeat Labour.

However, that gets us only so far. A left-
wing movement must be prepared to con-
front and defeat the propaganda of the right.
And a major factor preventing Labour from
doing so was that its leadership and many of
its activists could not seem to understand an-
tisemitism or how to respond to it. They
could not argue effectively in good faith.

Corbyn’s responses when challenged on
antisemitism on TV during the campaign
were astonishing in their hesitation, weak-
ness and apparent desire to evade.

In the hyper-charged atmosphere of this
election, that could not but cause damage. □
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AEIP declares for re-entry to EU
By Gerry Bates

Another Europe Is Possible held its confer-
ence on 14 December, with about 100

present at any one time.
AEIP was set up as a left pro-Remain

group in the run-up to the 2016 referendum,
and Workers’ Liberty supported it then.

It organised “Left Blocs”, for example, on
the big October 2018 and March, July, and
October 2019 anti-Brexit marches.

Previously operating as a sort of NGO,
AEIP became a membership organisation
and held a founding conference in December
2018.

AEIP is officially “cross-party”, but the
Green Party presence at this second confer-
ence seemed smaller than in 2018.

AEIP decided to campaign step-by-step
against the new Tory government “to main-
tain and expand the rights, protections and
standards previously guaranteed by EU
law”, and also to advocate Britain rejoining
the EU.

There was wide agreement on those points,
though since the conference some leading
AEIP people have suggested a shift to push-
ing for a “fair Brexit”.

The conference voting for places on the
AEIP committee chose the following: in the
women’s count, Julie Ward, Mary Kaldor,
Kelly Rogers, Seema Syeda; in the open
count, Luke Cooper, Alex Fernandes, Shaista
Aziz, Ben Towse. Another eight places will be
elected online in January. The committee also
has places for affiliates. □

“Labour Transformed” meets
By Katy Dollar

The “Labour Transformed” conference on
14 December attracted over 100 people.

The event was called by a group of people
around some organisers of The World Trans-
formed, and has been given soft support by
John McDonnell and part of the Momentum
leadership.

The room was much younger than your
average Labour meeting, largely I think ac-
tivists from London who had been attracted
to Labour by Corbyn.

The first session saw a comradely discus-
sion between Remainers and Lexiters on the
reasons for the 12 December defeat and what
we do next.

The day was oddly broken up by a speech

from Archie Woodrow which proposed es-
tablishing a democratic centralist organisa-
tion.

The proposal was not debated any further.
Instead we broke in to working groups to dis-
cuss areas of activity. The day made no deci-
sion other than to organise a further meeting
in 2020.

The comrades trying to establish Labour
Transformed are right that we need a new
forum for the left to debate and organise.

They should join a wider left regroupment.
They do not have the level of political clarity
or programme to establish a new “left
group”.

But the day suggested that many of the at-
tendees could bring some of the energy we
need for the period ahead. □



By Ellie Clarke

Iwant to start with a bit of a disclaimer. I
first became deeply interested in the topic

of crime and policing in response to a wave
of gang violence that was plaguing the area
of North West London I call home.

I say this to illustrate that there are in-
stances where gangs are the culprit. It isn’t
my intention to delegitimise or trivialise
those situations. However, in the words of an
unnamed senior Met officer talking to
Amnesty International: “Gangs are, for the
most part, a complete red herring… fixation
with the term is unhelpful at every level.”

That hasn’t stopped all major police forces
and media outlets in the UK from fixating on
gangs. Gang activity is often cited as the driv-
ing force behind the current explosion in se-
rious youth violence and as a justification for
ever more draconian, discriminatory forms of
policing. 

The gang discourse has been present for
years in the way the state talks about black
men in relation to crime. When I was grow-
ing up the emphasis was on Yardies (Ja-
maican gangsters). That paled in comparison
to the intensity with which we fixate on
gangs today.

If we take Amnesty international re-
searchers, academics like Patrick Williams
and Becky Clarke, and even senior police of-
ficers at their word then the evidence to back
up this gang narrative simply doesn’t exist.

The rise of “gang” discourse can be quite
straight forwardly traced back to the riots of
2011. In their aftermath, then Home Secretary
Theresa May, desperately looking for anyone
but herself to blame, incorrectly named gang
activity as the main driver behind the vio-
lence.

That claim has been pretty thoroughly de-
bunked today. But it set in motion the Home
Office’s pledge to allocate extra funding to
police forces who could show “gang prob-

lems”, and the implementation of the Gang
Matrix. 

The Gang Matrix is a database of around
4,000 individuals (figure from 2017) deemed
to be either in a gang, at risk of engaging in
gang activity, or somehow linked to gangs.
This description already seems broad to the
point of uselessness. It gets much worse
when you take into account the fact the Met
has no clear definition of what a gang actu-
ally is.

The Matrix takes a number of variables like
prior offences, age at first contact with the po-
lice, patrol logs, social media activity, friend-
ship groups, and even taste in music. Then
applies a mathematical formula to that infor-
mation, one that most of us (including the po-
lice who use it) don’t understand.

That is used to determine an individual’s
so-called gang “risk score”.

Police forces are using more big data and
sometimes even AI as tools for “predictive”
policing. In theory it is supposed to help the
police better allocate resources. In reality has
proven to be deeply racist, class-discrimina-
tory, and inaccurate. 

78% of people on the Matrix are black,
while black people are only responsible for
only 27% of serious youth crime. According
to an assessment seen by the Guardian, more
than 40% of young people on the matrix from
Haringey north London, were deemed to
pose “zero” risk of causing harm. Some are
assessed as being much more likely to be vic-
tims than offenders.

The Matrix doesn’t differentiate between
victim and offender, or violent and non-vio-
lent. You’re just a name, a score, and the word
gang. Once you are on the Matrix, it’s next to
impossible to find out why you are on it or
how to get off it.

The data in the Matrix doesn’t just stay
there. It is shared with third parties such as
the courts, the DWP, local authorities, educa-
tional intuitions, and even potential employ-
ers.

This sort of blanket data sharing is a crim-
inal data breach, and has been called as much
by Britain’s watchdog for data use the ICO.
It has a chilling effect on peoples lives. Ac-
cording to a 2019 Wired article:

“One family received a letter warning they
would be evicted from their home if their son
didn’t stop his involvement with gangs – but
he had been dead for more than a year. A dis-
abled mother’s council-provided car was
seized after her son – who acted as her carer
and was registered to drive the car – was ar-
rested without charge or further action.”

A boy who found himself on the Gang Ma-
trix because a friend of his was arrested
ended up being forced out of his mother’s
house and put into a residential care home.
He was later banned from attending the
South London Learning Centre because he
was on the Matrix. 

This sort of collective punishment ap-
proach is made possible by the Anti-social
Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act of 2014.

And it is just the tip of the iceberg. The
sharpest end of collective punishment can be
found in our Joint Enterprise laws.

“Joint enterprise” is the collective name for
a number of laws that can see an individual
convicted of a murder they didn’t commit
and more alarmingly may not even have
been present at. The idea is that if you had
prior knowledge of and contributed in any
way towards a murder, you are as culpable
as the murderer themselves.

Joint enterprise laws have been a feature of
our common law for hundreds of years. Their
misuse in “gang-related” convictions has
been making headlines since Boris Johnson
as Mayor of London announced Operation
Shield. 

JOINT ENTERPRISE
This was an initiative that would see all
“gang members” punished if one carried out
a violent crime. Remember, the parameters
by which we identify gang activity are fun-
damentally flawed. And those flaws are just
as prevalent in joint enterprise cases as they
are in the Gang Matrix.

When Abdul Wahab Hafidah was mur-
dered in Moss Side in 2016, for example,
eleven young black boys were convicted of
murder though only one stabbed the victim.
Most of the defendants weren’t even present
when the stabbing took place, but, because
they were all, to a greater or lesser extent, in-
volved in the chase and fight that proceeded
the stabbing, they were all found guilty
under joint enterprise laws.

The gang narrative featured heavily during
court case but no one who actually knows the
boys believes they were members of a gang.
According to an article from the Guardian
“The evidence of gang membership that
prosecutors bring to bear in joint enterprise
trials is often of questionable merit”.

In the Moss Side case, the prosecution al-
leged that some defendants were linked to
the gang activity because of photographs
from their social media accounts in which
they made what the prosecution claimed
were “gang hand signs”. DCI Terry Cromp-
ton, who led the murder investigation, said
this evidence represented “self-admission” of
gang membership”.

According to the sister of one of the boys,
they were just emulating their favourite rap-
pers.

The Guardian article continued: “The 13 de-
fendants were not a particularly close group,
but it was easy to find links between them.
Moss Side has been the heart of Manchester’s
African-Caribbean and African communities
since the 1950s, and it was easy for police to
identify social or family connections between
the defendants, which were then charac-
terised as gang associations.”

There are huge racial disparities in both the
use of joint enterprise convictions and the
justification of those convictions under the
guise of gang activity. According to Clarke
and Williams, almost two-thirds of people
convicted under joint enterprise laws re-
ported alleged gang activity being cited by
the prosecution during their trial. 78.9% of
ethnic-minority joint enterprise prisoners are
described as gang members by prosecutors,
compared to only 38.5% of whites.

RACISM
In fact, young black men are responsible for
only a small-ish minority of serious youth vi-
olence cases in the UK. And less than 5% of
serious youth violence was linked to gang ac-
tivity in 2015-2016.

This sort of thing is serious institutional
racism, and leads to disproportionate num-
bers of young black men being locked away.

There are no simple solutions here. How-
ever, we need to abolish the Gang Matrix. We
need to seriously limit and regulate the use
of joint enterprise convictions. We need to be
hyper-critical of the “gangs” discourse. We
need to follow through on the recommenda-
tions of the Lammy review: bit.ly/lammyr.

We need to abolish collective punishment
and also seriously regulate the police’s use of
data and predictive policing.

Akemia Minott, a youth worker who has
known most of the boys convicted of the
Moss side murder for years says: “I don’t un-
derstand how the police and the courts can
justify themselves. It’s not a game. This shit’s
not a game, this is real people’s lives.

“These lives aren’t less valuable than
yours, these lives aren’t inferior to yours, or
insignificant in comparison to yours.

“So why is the criminal justice system of a
supposedly civilised and advanced country
able to use certain people as just pawns in
their game of chess?” □
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The racism in “gang” panics

The other 1919

By Stephen Wood

In 1919, inspired by the Bolshevik revolu-
tion in Russia, British workers took more

strike action than ever before. Janine Booth’s
1919: strikes, struggles and soviets provides a
good introduction to a tumultuous year in
class and anti colonial struggle, in Britain and
across the world.

This coincided with Soviet republics being
declared in Bavaria and Hungary, and the
short-lived but impressive Limerick Soviet.
All those were defeated, but their existence is
an important part of labour movement his-
tory. It is also a useful corrective to the official
history of remembrance. While the jingoistic
pageantry of official remembrance lumps ev-
eryone together and forgets the mass slaugh-
ter of the trenches, this pamphlet will tell you
why Luton Town Hall was burned down by
returning squaddies. 

The pamphlet is short and pithy, taking
you from Red Clydeside through to the un-

tapped power of the Triple Alliance, the rail
workers, miners and transport workers who
struck and took the government to the brink
before pulling back at the point they might
have really shaken the government.

Where the pamphlet is at its strongest is
tying together the principle reasons that these
strikes and protests remained just that. “The
short answer is that the leaders of the ruling
class fought their side of the class war more
effectively than the leaders of the working
class did.”

Labour MPs were largely absent from
much of the struggle. Some outright opposed
it. The Communist Party of Great Britain was
not formed until 1920, and even then was
small. In 1919 there was no unified revolu-
tionary party. 100 years on we are in the same
boat. But we can and will learn from the
lessons of 1919. □

• 1919 strikes, struggles and soviets is avail-
able for £4.50 from bit.ly/Buy1919. Watch a
video introducxing the book at
bit.ly/watch1919

• Throughout the year, Workers’ Liberty
have been running a twitter account
@OTD1919 (On this day 1919) which has
tweeted almost every single day with the
facts and events as they were happening 100
years ago. □

Book review



Central and Eastern Eu    
By John Cunningham

The Berlin Wall came down on 9 Novem-
ber 1989. For those of us old enough to

vaguely remember when it was erected (1961
– I was 11) it was an amazing to see “Ossis”
(Easterners) and “Wessis” (Westerners) clam-
bering over the Wall, knocking chunks out of
it and dancing in the street.

This hideous structure, this monument to
everything that was vile about Stalinism and
its subjugation of the people of Central and
Eastern Europe, disintegrated on our TV
screens, although it was well into 1990 before
the whole monstrosity was finally demol-
ished (Today very little of it remains).

Earlier in 1989, on 2 May, another key event
in the unravelling of Eastern Europe, al-
though less spectacular than the collapse of
the Berlin Wall, took place on the border be-
tween Austria and Hungary. Hungarian bor-
der guards began dismantling the barbed
wire fence between the two countries. 

Thousands of gleeful East Germans used
this opportunity to flee to Austria, dumping
their, now useless, Trabant cars on the road-
side. The phrase “I’m taking a holiday in
Hungary” acquired a new meaning.

This was followed by a ceremonial wire
cutting on 27 June as Gyula Horn (Hungarian
Minister of Foreign Affairs) and his Austrian
equivalent Alois Mock posed for the world’s
press and rather clumsily hacked away at the
wire to put the seal of official approval on ev-
erything.

Since those heady days, when indeed “it
was bliss to be alive”, everything has
changed. To paraphrase Winston Churchill,
who did as much as anyone to ensure the
onset of the Cold War, “From Stettin in the
Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, neoliberal
capitalism has descended across Europe”.

In 1989 and the following year, the Soviet
Union withdrew its forces from Central and
Eastern Europe, the Warsaw Pact was dis-
banded and 45 years of Stalinist misrule came
to an end. Everyone expected change for the
better. A new dawn was just around the cor-
ner.

The newly independent states of Central

and Eastern Europe were ready and eager to
embrace democracy, free and open media,
human rights and the joys that unfettered
free market capitalism would surely bring.

Today, the Hungarians have demagogue-
in-chief Viktor Orbán. The Poles have an-
other demagogue Jarosław Kaczyński. Latvia
has lost something like 25% of its population.

In many countries the media is not free.
Unemployment is widespread (although
often concentrated in pockets). A minority
has prospered, but the majority have not.
Corruption and bribery is rife at all levels of
government and industry, and gangsterism
is unchecked. Demagogues continue to fan
the flames of xenophobia against Jews, Roma
and refugees from the Middle East and else-
where. 

How did this happen? The easy answer,
and one I have always given to my Hungar-
ian friends (I lived in Hungary from 1991 to
2000), is that they swapped one lousy, ex-
ploitative system for another – they simply
exploit in different ways.

That is true at a very basic level, but it
doesn’t answer the question I have posed.
The Poles, Hungarians, Czechs, Romanians,
Bulgarians and Slovaks are not exactly the
first people on the planet to have been duped
by capitalism’s illusory promises. We need to
go deeper.

I’ll discuss two recent attempts to address
these issues. The first is a ridiculously opti-
mistic piece in the Guardian of 26 October
2019 (This is the Golden Age: Eastern Europe’s
Extraordinary Revival) by Shaun Walker. The
other is a more nuanced and in-depth analy-
sis offered by Ivan Krestev and Stephen
Holmes in their book, just published, The
Light that Failed, which, nevertheless, also
fails in its aim.

Neither the Guardian article nor the
Krestev/Holmes book deals with the crucial
issue facing the people of Central and Eastern
Europe: their failure to develop a democratic-
socialist alternative to the economic and po-
litical neoliberalism that was foisted on them
by the USA and the EU post-1989, and many
enthusiastically embraced.

After a brief “honeymoon” period which
became ever more fraught, there has been a

serious right-wing lurch to populist xeno-
phobia, cronyism, dogmatism and a serious
erosion of civil liberties. 

Although these retrograde developments
can be seen, in some degree, in all countries
of Central and Eastern Europe, they are most
pronounced in Hungary, where Viktor
Orbán’s Fidesz-Hungarian Civic Union has
been in power continuously since 2010, and
in Poland where Jarosław Kaczyński’s
equally right wing Law and Justice Party
(PiS) was re-elected on 13 October 2019, win-
ning 235 seats out of 460 in the Polish Parlia-
ment (Sejm).

COLLAPSE
Now let us go back to 1989. Within a short pe-
riod of time Russian troops had departed
Eastern and Central Europe. The Communist
Parties everywhere collapsed and either dis-
appeared or changed their names.

In Hungary the first parliamentary elec-
tions in 1990 gave a majority to the newly
formed Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF)
as the main party in a tri-partite coalition.
The prime minister was Jozsef Antall, a lack-
lustre plodder of limited abilities. Within a
short period of time it was clear that all was
not going to plan.

It was in TV (MTV) and radio (MR) that
this was primarily manifested. A major row
– the “Media War” – exploded over control
and censorship of broadcasting.

The government initially appointed two
sociologists to run the TV and radio: Elemer
Hankiss (MTV) and Csaba Gombar (MR). A
seemingly odd choice: neither man had any
experience in the media. But it appears they
were acceptable to all the main parties.

The instability of the MDF coalition was
soon demonstrated when the MDF right-
winger and antisemite István Csurka called
for Hankiss and Gomba to be replaced. To the
fevered imagination of Csurka both men
were closet Stalinists (they certainly weren’t)
and had to go.

Here we can already see a number of
themes that were to become common cur-
rency in post-’regime change” Hungary. Any-
one of a liberal inclination was a Stalinist and
had to be driven from office. There was a

sudden conversion of ex-Stalinists to the
cause of neoliberalism. Lip service paid to the
West whose advice was often ignored, for ex-
ample when western political representa-
tives, media appointees and advisers roundly
condemned the attacks on Hankis and
Gomba.

That suggests that the role of “imitation”
— Krastev and Holmes argue that after 1989
Central and East European countries at-
tempted to imitate the west (but failed) —
was not as central as sometimes thought. Fre-
quently the governments of the region sim-
ply ignored Western overtures and advice.

The hopeless dithering and opportunism
of the main body of politicians in Hungary,
seen in that crisis, would become an endur-
ing feature of the Hungarian political land-
scape. 

Although the MDF coalition had ap-
pointed Hankiss and Gomba, that same coali-
tion in February 1992 that demanded their
expulsion for supposed “mismanagement”
and “editorial anomalies which evoke bad
memories for the population” (whatever the
hell that was supposed to mean!)

After further attacks and slurs, both Han-
kiss and Gomba were suspended. They re-
signed in January 1993. Hankiss told the
English-language Budapest Week of a “…slow
decline towards less neutrality, less indepen-
dence and more prejudice” while he feared
that the government “…could intimidate the
whole staff to become more cautiously pro-
government”.

Exactly that happened. It has since been
developed by Orbán into full-fledged control
of the media despite the fact that, initially,
Orbán and Fidesz criticised the Antall gov-
ernment over their handling of the Media
War. It never seems to have occurred to An-
tall, or later to Orbán, that they were replicat-
ing, in a somewhat muted form, the former
media policies of the Hungarian Communist
Party. The reasoning behind their action, as
far as it is possible to make out any coherent
policy, is classically “statist” – having won a
majority in the 1990 election, the MDF coali-
tion thought it could do as it liked. 

The media was, basically a “tool” to be
used in the reconstruction of their vision of
Hungary and issues such as government in-
terference and control, democratic account-
ability, the right to reply etc. were seen as
irrelevant and anyone who disagreed was an
obstacle to be removed or, as in the case of the
west, ignored. Again, Orbán later pursued
this same statist vision, only pushing it to a
higher level.

Although the Media War is now long gone,
it serves to illustrate some key points in the
development of Hungary after the regime-
change. Similar things applied, in varying de-
gree, to other countries in the region.

In 1994 I presented a talk on the Media War
to a British Film Institute conference. Looking
back, I find some of the analysis crude, but I
suggested then that there were four main
planks to political developments in post-1989
Hungary. These were:

• The underdeveloped and essentially
crude nature of Hungarian conservatism
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Iarrived in Hungary in August 1991 and
settled in the small, beautiful lakeside

town of Keszthely. My wife and I had a flat
arranged for us by the language school for
whom we worked.

We started to learn Hungarian (no easy
task I might add!) and began teaching. After
about three months there was a knock on the
door and a man stood there holding a mag-
azine of some description. His English was
almost non-existent, and after only a short
time in the country my Hungarian was only
a little bit better. We struggled and eventu-
ally we understood each other.

There was an advertisement in the maga-

zine inviting people to set up a small busi-
ness selling necklaces made of beads. You
paid a lump sum for the raw materials,
made the necklaces and then sent the fin-
ished product back to the people in the ad-
vertisement (there was a US address), who
would then sell them and pass on a percent-
age of the proceeds.

I explained to the man that this was not to
be trusted. It was, almost certainly a scam
and what would happen was that the raw
materials would be bought, the necklaces
made and sent off and that was the last he
would ever hear from them. “But it’s Amer-
ican” he protested, “I want to become a busi-

ness man”.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t dissuade him

from his course of action. He departed ap-
parently determined to go through with this
stupid scheme. I never heard from him
again.

A small incident, in itself utterly unimpor-
tant, but not untypical of a certain attitude
to the “west” and “business” prevalent in
Hungary in those very early days. The free
market was to be their “saviour”. I’ll spare
you the story of the man who also called on
me to discuss a patent for his newly in-
vented cleaning mop. □

A knock on the door



• The weakness and confusion of the forces
of liberalism and the centre

• The rise of Hungarian nationalism
• The ill-defined alignment of class and so-

cial forces and the routinisation of political
opposition

Although the forces of the right were
strong, feeding off many years of repulsion
and disenchantment with the Hungarian
Communist Party, their political outlook
often consisted of nothing more than support
and advocacy of the free-market and anti-
communist bashing.

The MDF had close ties with the British
Conservative Party, but it really had no polit-
ical programme worthy of the name. The
Tory model (if it was ever adopted with any
seriousness) provided little more than some
ideological billboards for a party a bit thin on
ideas and lacking a decisive, distinctive and
workable political and economic strategy.

Into that vacuum stepped Hungarian na-
tionalism. With no worked-out ideology of
their own the parties of the right fell back on
the politics of the inter-war period, when
Hungary was governed by a series of increas-
ingly right-wing parties, all of them funda-
mentally Christian-nationalist,
anti-democratic, anti-working class and anti-
socialist and, as the thirties progressed, more
and more antisemitic.

All the right-wing parties drew their sup-
port mainly from the countryside where
these values found most resonance and a
strong legacy.

Unable or unwilling to articulate any other
ideology (such as the Hungarian equivalent
of “one-nation Conservatism”), the right
began to increasingly sound and act like their
Christian-nationalist brethren from the 1920s
and 30s, even going so far as to call for the re-
vision of the Trianon Treaty of 1920 in which
Hungary had lost two thirds of its territory
after World War 2.

The same”vision” was ultimately em-
braced by Orbán and Fidesz.

The forces of what might have become a
liberal alternative had little to offer except
“let’s be like the west” and a resort to what

might be called “constitutionalism” and par-
liamentary oppositional tactics. Neither was
effective in any way. No matter how much
Hungarian youngsters listened to western
music (during my time in Hungary, Queen
were very popular) and wore western fash-
ions, the west was never really trusted except
in the very early years of Hungary’s transi-
tion. Westerners soon came to be viewed as
rather arrogant, foisting their values on Hun-
garian society and treating the country and
the population with patronising disdain.

The “shock tactics” of social and industrial
change, encouraged by western “advisers”
who could be seen everywhere and were eas-
ily spotted in their “Ivy League” or “Tory-
boy” suits and adopted by the newly aspiring
Hungarian elite, left many workers unem-
ployed. Retirees saw their pensions slashed,
inflation was rampant, bribery and corrup-
tion were on the increase, and gangsterism
started to make its first appearance.

It was often former members of the Com-
munist Party who benefited from these brutal
changes, turning from arch-Stalinist one day
to arch neoliberal capitalist the next – and
making a mint in the process.

PROFITEERS
Not only ex-Stalinists were “on the make”. I
remember talking to a lecturer at a university
where I worked. He was proud of his record
in the 1956 Hungarian Revolution when he
fought the Stalinists. As we spoke, he pointed
to the upstairs window of a nearby shop
from which he had fired at Russian troops.
He was captured and imprisoned.

Yet he was the biggest crook I ever met in
Hungary. His specialism was purchasing ex-
pensive medical texts for the Department of
Medicine (which didn’t exist) and then flog-
ging them, at grossly inflated prices, to uni-
versities and hospitals in Bosnia and
elsewhere. He once asked me to write his
son’s graduation thesis, which I refused to
do.

Sometimes it seemed as if the entire coun-
try had lost its moral compass. There were
many good people in Hungary, but they
often appeared cowed and beaten down.
They needed a voice, somewhere to focus
their grievances, discontent, and anger, but
there was nothing.

Trade unions were fragmented and ineffec-
tive. I tried to join the Hungarian teaching
union, but nobody could decide what to do
with me – I was left in limbo and eventually
gave this up. I mention this only because it
demonstrates what a mess they were in – as
if having a foreigner as a member of a trade
union is such a big deal!

Opposition parties were weak. The Social-
ist Party (which included former members of
the Communist Party), which actually won
the 1994 election, was just as Thatcherite as
any other party, and within a few years be-
came embroiled in the most scandalous cor-
ruption and bribery allegations in the whole
of Hungarian post-1989 history.

Utter disgust at the Socialist Party and par-
ticularly its leading figure, Ferenc Gyurcsány
(an admirer of Tony Blair) was to contribute

to the propulsion of Orbán to government.
The Socialist party was elected in 2004 with

Gyurcsány as PM. What happened next con-
vulsed Hungary. At a Party meeting in
September 2006 the Prime Minister was se-
cretly recorded saying the Socialist Party had
been lying continuously, admitting “…we
have fucked up” and adding that, “I’ve al-
most killed myself the last one and a half
years having to pretend that we were govern-
ing. Instead we’ve been lying morning, noon
and night”.

To Orbán this was a gift. He was quick to
capitalise. At the next election in 2010 Fidesz
romped home, and it has been in power ever
since.

The success of Orbán it is at least due in
part to the crass opportunism, deceit and cor-
ruption of the opposition. The “Socialists”
(their party is “socialist” in name only) de-
stroyed whatever support it might have had
in the working class with a programme of
swingeing cuts to welfare, and pensions. 

The left in Hungary, such as it was, had
only limited traction and appeal. There was
a left wing in the Socialist Party (the Left Plat-
form) which attempted to push through cer-
tain changes to the Party’s programme. But
they were isolated and met with only limited
success.

Some of that left grouping were also active
in the Baloldali Alternativa (Left Alternative),
which held a number of international confer-
ences and, to their enormous credit, tried
hard to keep the flame of socialism alive in
difficult circumstances. Their impact was
very limited.

To even try to talk about the basic ideas of
socialism was often a forlorn task. Very few
people were listening. Anything to do with
the left was tainted by the experience be-
tween 1945 and 1989. There was a general air
of despondency.

Talking to a group of miners at the Balinka
pit in Northern Hungary in 1992, I was par-
ticularly struck by their resignation at the
news that the mine was to close. It was the
“gazdag piac” (market economy) and you
could do nothing about it.

Amongst workers and other sectors of the
population, betrayed by the past regime and

its fake “unions” and now feeling equally be-
trayed by the west, disillusion and alienation
was rife. If the working class in Central and
Eastern Europe ever turned cartwheels in the
street at the coming of neoliberal capitalism,
that feeling didn’t last very long.

Fidesz was ready to exploit the situation.
Quickly dropping their “young liberal”
image, they moved rapidly to the right.

In other parts of Eastern and Central Eu-
rope the story was, like Hungary, one of con-
tinuing instability with governments of the
centre and right coming and going as the
electoral mood swung this way and that.

NATIONALISM
Nationalism increased in many countries,
first manifested in the 1993 low-key split in
Czechoslovakia as the Slovaks insisted on
going their own way. In Slovakia, the govern-
ment of Vladimir Meciar, first elected in 1992
as a regional government, was unable to deal
with the economic problems facing the coun-
try.

Slovakia’s economic mainstay was heavy
industry particularly arms manufacture. But
it almost exclusively supplied the Soviet
Union. With that customer dead and gone,
the economy bombed.

Meciar’s government, unlike others in the
region, tended to resist outside investment
from the west. The economy was handled so
badly and bribery and corruption was so rife
that the country quickly became something
of a basket case, not helped by Meciar’s thug-
gish approach to questions of electoral law,
basic human rights and particularly the
rights of the Hungarian minority.

Despite Meciar’s stance on limiting outside
investment and privatisation, by the time he
was booted out of office in 1998, 82% of the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Slovakia
came from the private sector. Unemployment
hovered around 12-14% till the late 90s. Infla-
tion was 25% in 1993 and only slowly de-
clined towards the end of the 90s. Slovakia
joined the EU in 2004, but in 2010 the unem-
ployment rate still stood at 15%. 

continued page 14
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Gyula Horn (Hungarian Minister of
Foreign Affairs) and his Austrian
equivalent Alois Mock pose for a
ceremonial wire cutting at the
border between Hungary and Austria

Orbán has tried to make Hungary a
haven for investors by keeping wages

down and workers’ rights to a minimum.
However, this did not stop workers at the
“showcase” Audi factory in the north west
town of Györ going on strike when they
heard that Audi workers in next door Slo-
vakia were being paid 28% more than they
were.

Only five constituencies in Poland didn’t
give Kaczyńsky’s PiS a majority in the re-
cent election: Szczecin, Poznan, Gdánsk,
Warsaw 1 and Łodz. All of them centres of
working class resistance rallying to the
cause of Solidarnosc and its struggle
against Stalinism in the 1980s

Fidesz have lost the recent election of the
mayor of Budapest.□

Glimmers of hope

   rope 30 years on
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In the region, only the three Baltic states
(Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) had higher
rates.

The unemployment rate is now down to
5%, the first time it has been in single figures
for years.

The smaller countries of the region were es-
pecially vulnerable to political and financial
pressures from outside their borders, Latvia,
to take one example, suffered particularly
badly.

The Latvian economy was almost totally
controlled by the so-called “Georgetown
gang”, a group of graduates from George-
town University in Washington DC dedi-
cated to a hardline neoliberal approach to
economic matters and headed by a Latvian-
American, Juris Viksnins. Many of this cabal
of grabbers and carpet-baggers occupied po-
sitions of influence in the Latvian financial
and government sector (e.g. the Head of the
Central Bank, various positions in the Min-
istry of Finance).

The measures taken by the Latvian govern-
ment in the wake of the 2008 financial crash
were so drastic – wage cuts, slashing of pen-
sions and welfare provision, raising taxes etc.
– that approximately 25% of the population,
the vast majority of them young, qualified
and active, decamped to the west to find
work.

Shaun Walker in his Guardian article claims
that this phenomenon is short term. The 25%
will return. It is really all down to EU acces-
sion and cheap Ryanair flights.

But the flight of the 25% is clearly a result
of the economic plight of the country,
brought about by the disastrous policies
adopted by a government totally in thrall to
an ideology which is designed to destroy the
livelihoods of the many for the privilege of
the few. In surveys throughout the region the
vast majority, when asked why they would
consider migrating, cite “economic reasons”
as the main cause.

25% of a country’s population don’t just
wake up one morning and, while having
breakfast, suddenly think “I’ll jump on a
cheap Ryanair flight and go to
London/Paris/Berlin and become a taxi

driver or a bricklayer – that’ll be a nice
change”.

Latvia now has one of the highest suicide
rates in the EU and 60% of all deaths of Lat-
vians in the UK are suicides.

Almost all the countries in the region have
suffered population losses by internal EU mi-
gration, although not on quite the same scale
as Latvia. Since Romania joined the EU in
2007, 3.4m have left, 17% of the population,
prompting a crisis in the number of nurses
and other medics within the country.

This drain of people is not sustainable, par-
ticularly for societies that are already under
enormous social and economic strain. You
hardly need to be a specialist in demograph-
ics to see how damaging this can be for the
well-being of the people left behind (declin-
ing medical services, an ageing population, a
lack of particular skills in the job market etc.).

Two key events since 1989 have had a
major effect on the countries of Eastern and
Central Europe. Those were the accession to
the EU (most of the region joined in 2004) and
the economic crash of 2008.

EUROPEAN UNION
Membership of the EU meant accepting the
neoliberal rules laid down by Brussels as part
and parcel of joining. Both the Single Market
and monetary union were central dimensions
of the European neoliberal project. The Single
Market aimed to increase Europe’s global
competitiveness and entailed the so-called
“liberalisation” of utilities and services, in
other words flogging off services, water, gas,
electricity, railways etc. to private interests.

Monetary union eased the conditions for
cross-border transactions but was also part
and parcel of a program for forcing punitive
financial measures on member states. The
former Greek Finance Minister Yanis Varo-
ufakis’s book And the Weak Suffer what they
Must is a good analysis of what can happen:
destitution for whole sectors of the popula-
tion, depleted hospitals, severely diminished
welfare provision, and rampant unemploy-
ment.

The process has created a “core-periphery”
situation in which the countries of the Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe have joined Greece,
Portugal, Spain and Ireland as victims of the

big players, notably France and Germany,
which push loans on those countries and
then charge impossibly high interest rates on
the debt repayments.

Supposedly to help attract foreign invest-
ment and in any case to bow to pressure from
the fiscal overlords in Brussels and Washing-
ton, the peripheral and Eastern and Central
European countries have adopted increas-
ingly lax labour regulations, with attacks on
workers’ rights and benefits, anti-trade union
legislation, and taxation policies which are
extremely favourable to outside capital.

For German capital this has meant the cre-
ation of a “tax haven” on its own doorstep.

The thought of joining the EU raised,
again, a certain feeling of euphoria, but over-
all there has been a repeat of the post-1989 let
down. Some Hungarians were distinctly
sceptical about the whole process, including
the well-known film director István Szabó
whose “EU” film Meeting Venus (1991) por-
trayed a Paris opera production as a rather
tangled metaphor for a Europe riddled with
contradictions and conflicts, into which steps
a rather innocent Hungarian music conduc-
tor. (It’s not that great a film, but worth
watching). 

In Hungary, contrary to first appearances
Orbán’s Fidesz has not romped home in
every election. Orbán has lost four elections,
three of them to the Socialist Party (in 1994,
2002 and 2006). Fidesz won their first election
in 1998, but had to form a coalition with the
Independent Smallholders Party and the
MDF. They lost the next election, in 2002.

However, in 2010 Fidesz defeated
Gyurcsány’s Socialist Party and has been in
office ever since.

Orbán was once a student activist who fa-
mously called for the withdrawal of Russian
troops at the June 1989 re-burial of Imre
Nagy, executed leader of the 1956 Provisional
Government? His Fidesz party was often re-
ferred to in the western media as the “Young
Liberals”.

If that was ever true, it was an image they
soon shed. Whatever posturing Orbán may
have adopted in his younger days (jeans and
a beard and some vaguely liberal slogans), he
was, in fact an opportunist. People who knew
him when he was a student say that he

showed little ap-
petite for politics
and was only inter-
ested in football.

In the very first
election (1990)
Fidesz collected
only 8.95% of the
national vote. Per-
haps that rang
alarm bells with
Orbán – better to
ditch the jeans for a
suit and have a
shave.

From that time on
the political trajec-
tory of Fidesz has
been marked by a
steady shift to the
right, a certain
adroitness at form-

ing coalitions, increasing attacks on the liber-
als, and a verbal dexterity which has em-
ployed and resurrected the tropes and clichés
of Hungarian Christian-Nationalism be-
tween the wars. Since 2004 the EU and the
west, in general, have come under attack.

The EU, in particular has become Orbán’s
bête noir, even though Hungary (and Orbán
personally) have benefited from certain EU
policies, and Hungary shows no sign of leav-
ing the EU.

There were probably four main factors
leading to Orbán’s victory in 2010:

• the utter bankruptcy of the Socialist
Party, and its failure even to transform itself
into something remotely resembling a social
democratic party

• the stagnation of the liberals, who were
simply unable to do anything

• the failure of the Socialists to adequately
deal with the financial crisis of 2008

• the desertion of disappointed and angry
voters from the poorer sections of society and
those in the countryside.

They voted for Orbán in their thousands.
And many voted for the far right as repre-
sented by the fascist Jobbik Party, which won
47 seats.

Following the 2010 electoral victory Orbán
resolutely pursued the policy he now calls
“illiberal democracy”, managing to keep Job-
bik at arms length and, in effect, letting them
do the “dirty stuff” for him.

The 2018 elections witnessed a further ra-
cheting-up of the right-wing rhetoric. Orbán
attacked the investor George Soros for med-
dling in Hungarian affairs, using thinly
veiled antisemitic language, and launched a
veritable propaganda war against migrants,
particularly if they were Muslims.

Central to his thinking is a kind of nation-
alist resentment against the European Union
(which he sees as anti-nation), and against
Hungarian liberalism and its compromises.
Liberals are identified as the people who
have encouraged (or turned a blind eye to)
migrants, and pandered to Brussels and other
westerners.

REFUGEES
The refugee crisis resulting from the civil war
in Syria brought much of that to a head. The
refugees approaching Hungary’s borders
were seen as little more than an invading
horde of savages. Angela Merkel’s gesture to
allow them into Germany was depicted as a
betrayal of Christian values but even more so
of Hungary. 

Orbán now seems to believe that Hungary
is once again playing the role of antemurale
(“defender of the gate”) – the last bastion
against the invasion of Europe by Asiatic
hordes, as in the 15th and 16th century at the
battles of Nándorfehérvar and Mohacs when
the Hungarian army confronted the Ottoman
empire (victory at the former, crushing defeat
at the latter).

He thus transforms Hungary into the Eu-
ropean country defending the continent for
Christianity, while all the rest (Merkel, the
EU), liberal-degenerates that they are, sell out
to the Muslim infidels. In a speech of 20
March 2016 Orbán linked this murky pot of
prejudice to the Trianon agreement of 1920

More online at www.workersliberty.org14

Jobbik members on the
march. The red and while
horizontal striped flag
was the same symbol
adopted by Hungarian
fascists in the 1930s and
originated in the Middle
Ages. The name Jobbik is
a play on words which is
difficult to turn into
English. The Hungarian
word Jobb means “right”
(as in the direction) but
also can mean “better”.
Thus it is transfers into
English as something like
the “right choice”. In
recent months Jobbik
have toned down their
rhetoric, but it remains to
be seen if this anything
more than cosmetic.



when Hungary lost two thirds of its territory
as part of the Versailles settlement after
World War I:

“The situation, dear friends is that there are
now those who want to take our country
from us. Not with the stroke of a pen, as hap-
pened one hundred years ago at Trianon;
now they want us to voluntarily hand our
country over to others, over a period of a few
decades.

“They want us to hand it over to foreigners
coming from other continents, who do not
speak our language, and who do not respect
our culture, our laws or our way of life; peo-
ple who want to replace what is ours with
what is theirs”.

2020 is the 100th anniversary of the Trianon
Treaty and it seems likely that Orbán will use
the anniversary to further stoke the fires of
Hungarian nationalism. He may possibly
even to call for a revision of the Treaty. That
would spark enormous tensions in the region
with Hungary’s neighbours, particularly Ro-
mania.

Similar trends can be seen in other Central
and Eastern European countries but, always,
with key differences. In Poland, nationalism
and enmity towards the west is fuelled not so

much by the failures of the free market but
by the way the right has latched on to issues
such as gay marriage and abortion (hot issues
in Catholic Poland and zealously pursued by
the Church). 

To accept the liberal values of the EU on
these issues is seen as an act of betrayal, and
the “threat” of migrants arriving in Poland is
often portrayed as some plot hatched in Brus-
sels. The “threat” is entirely imaginary – as in
Hungary – refugees have not “targeted”
Poland as a destination and their actual num-
ber is very small. Kaczsińsky and the Presi-
dent Andrzej Duda have compared the
European Union to an occupying force, evok-
ing parallels between Brussels and Poland’s
historical occupiers: Prussia, Russia and Aus-
tria. (Until the end of the First World Poland
was divided up between those three powers).

In that ludicrous perspective, national
sovereignty and Poland’s Catholic heritage
are linked together and equally threatened by
the godless foreigners in Brussels and the
non-existent hordes of migrants gathering at
the Polish borders.

What is to be done? Throughout this article
I have stressed the devastating effects of ne-
oliberal politics and economics on the region
and the weakness of the liberal response to
the growing nationalism and authoritarian-
ism in Central and Eastern Europe. I have
also mentioned the lack of a democratic-so-
cialist alternative. At best there are only a few
small groups here and there.

It is easy to throw slogans at this situation
or spout clichés about “when the masses
move…”. It will do nothing to alter the un-
pleasant truth that the forces fighting for
democratic socialism are miniscule, in
Poland, Hungary or elsewhere.

But first of all we – socialists in the west –
need to do all we can to help our friends and
comrades in Central and Eastern Europe by
inviting them to meet with us here in the UK
(and helping them financially in doing this),
and going over there to do what we can to
help. 

This will also entail us arguing, once again,
for internationalism within the British labour
movement and the left – something which is
a bit thin on the ground at the moment. 

Small groups can grow — through discus-
sions, through interventions, however lim-
ited, in trade union and democratic struggles.
Principled alliances with Greens and pro-
democracy groupings can play a part, how-
ever temporary they may be, and that can
only be assessed on the ground by an analy-
sis of the conditions prevailing at the time.

Translations of key texts into the appropri-
ate languages is necessary.

The western European left needs to under-
stand the history of the region and remember
that in Central and Eastern Europe things are
different. Terminology can be different for ex-
ample, “left” doesn’t always mean “left” in
the way that we know it, and so on.

A regular publication, a newspaper or a
bulletin, however small, is absolutely essen-
tial with a stress on the democratic aspect of
the democratic socialism we all stand for.
This has so often been ignored and there
needs to be a sustained fight against this par-
ticularly disastrous legacy of Stalinism within
Central and Eastern Europe.

30 years after the Wall came down the road
ahead is still long and difficult but the heart
of Europe needs to be won over to demo-
cratic socialism. □

Note to reader:
I have mentioned the Guardian article “This is

the golden age: Eastern Europe’s extraordinary re-
vival” (26 October 2019) by Shaun Walker. Ivan
Krestov and Stephen Holmes’s book The Light that
Failed (London: Allen Lane, 2019) is also referred
to. A worthy book I consulted is Paul Lendvai’s
Hungary: Between Democracy and Authoritarianism
(London: Hurst, 2012). Also worth a read is Tamás
Krausz’s article “The New Far Right and the Au-
thoritarian Turn” in Transform no. 6. Much of the
information on Slovakia comes from Stanislav
Kirschbaum’s A History of Slovakia (London: Pal-
grave-Macmillan, 2005). The collection edited by
Gareth Dale, First the Transition then the Crash (Lon-
don: Pluto Press, 2011), is very good and the best
compliment I can pay to the authors is that it needs
updating. Readers will be devastated to know that
my paper to the British Film Institute on the Hun-
garian Media War is not available in print; but I can
supply a xerox copy. The István Szabo film Meeting
Venus is discussed in my book, The Cinema of István
Szabo: Visions of Europe (London: Wallflower
Press, 2014)
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Scientific testing should decide
The outright major falsehoods in Richard

Shield’s response [on homeopathy, Soli-
darity 527] include (but are not limited to):

(1) Richard claims that I “apparently did
not provide evidence” (implying there is no
such evidence) regarding what totally worth-
less fraud homeopathy is. Fact is, there is
more evidence from good clinical study that
homeopathy is pure 100% bunk and worth-
less garbage than there is evidence that the
earth is round, not flat.

I mentioned a good place to start to see the
case presented and documentation provided:
the book Trick or Treatment by Singh and
Ernst.

(2) Richard asserts that “homeopathic stud-
ies are not amenable to large-scale, positivis-
tic (whatever ‘positivistic’ means!) statistical
surveys”. Instead, he asserts that the proper
way to study homeopathy is via “case stud-
ies, outcome records, and action learning
(sic)” (whatever that last bit — “action learn-
ing” — of pure double-talk means).

Honest physicians and scientists know
(from the centuries of experience of science
and medicine since the Enlightenment) that
the methods Richard wants applied are the
most prone to giving worthless results, char-
acterised by the beliefs and biases of the in-
vestigators, and/or prone to suggesting
falsehoods due to their vulnerability to being
confounded by random and un-anticipated
factors.

No, Richard... all medical therapy is best
determined to be effective or ineffective by
double blind study, where such is possible.
And homeopathy is unusually amenable to
double blind studies. To better understand
this, I recommend the acclaimed book Voodoo
Science: The Road from Foolishness to Fraud, by
Robert Parks.

Richard suggests real (science and evi-
dence-based) medicine is “intended to sup-
press a particular symptom in any and every
patient”. This is pure bunk. I know, for I was
trained in it. Medicine consists of scientific
means of addressing the root causes of dis-
ease, wherever possible and in so far as it is
known what causes given diseases. Home-
opathy consists of pushing pure water or

sugar water as a “treatment”. 
Richard implies real medicine is not “gen-

tle”. This is poppycock. Real medicine is as
gentle as it’s possible to be while still being
effective. Of course, when you are promoting
an entirely fraudulent therapy, consisting of
pushing pure water or sugar water and never
in any single case producing any effective
benefit to those who need it, it’s easy to be
“gentle”. When you are trying to address
heart attacks, stroke, cancer, etc. sometimes a
bit more forcefulness is required.

Real medicine constantly tries to be more
and more gentle. In the late 1940s and early
1950s it was felt that there would have to be
massive numbers of new hospitals and sur-
gical teams to cut out big pieces of peoples’
lungs to attempt to treat tuberculosis. Then
science and medical research provided us
with isoniazid, and suddenly tuberculosis
could be cured merely by taking a pill.

In the early days of X-rays, the dose of ra-
diation applied was large, and both patients
and medical works experienced some
(though even then relatively few) ill effects.
Today, with modern image sensors and com-
puter imaging, the radiation dose from sim-
ple x-rays is so low you could have 500 of
them taken in a year with zero risk either
acutely or over the remaining decades of
your life of any increase in radiation-related
disease.

The incidence of radiation related disease
among medical workers who daily work
with such equipment is also either the same
as or lower than that in a matched population
that does not work daily with radiation.

Richard employs the (mostly pseudo-intel-
lectual double-talk, mostly pejorative and in-
sulting) term “scientism” to my comments,
to falsely suggest I believe scientific method
is the only means of appreciating reality. To
the extent “scientism” has any objective
meaning, it means the inappropriate exclusive
application of scientific method to aspects of
reality where scientific method is either inap-
propriate, or provides only part of the picture
of reality. 

Scientific method has little place in decid-
ing whether you like Matisse more than you
like Picasso... or whether you prefer Jackson
Pollack to Matisse. Or whether you like
Mozart, Coltrane, or The Grateful Dead.

But in deciding how to treat your cancer,
diabetes, or high blood pressure ... or

whether a given medical therapy works or
not... scientific method is the only means of
getting a functional handle on reality.

(d) Richard implied that real medicine does
not look at the circumstances of the individ-
ual, and/or was focused myopically on a sin-
gle isolated disease process (often limited to
a single organ). It is to distinguish themselves
from this deceitful and false (“straw man”)
representation of real medicine that many
apologists for quackery call what they pro-
mote “holistic medicine”. They use it as a
synonym for the other common adjectives
that real medical workers know mean quack
medicine (alternative, integrative, and com-
plimentary).

The words “holistic” and “scientism” have
a lot in common. Both have semi-objective
meanings. “Holistic” means “applying
overview”... to (in the case of medicine) look
at the big picture of a patient’s other medical
problems, social and economic situation, and
even at the way the existing social reality
may be involved with the medical problem
one is being called on to address.

Those who are self deceived and the con
artist practitioners of and apologists for
quackery often will assert they look at the big
picture where [real] MD physicians are
trained to only focus myopically on a very
narrow definition of disease.

As an MD I went through many years of
medical training, and can assure Richard and
other readers of this response that we were
enjoined frequently... sometimes many times
in a single day... to look at the big picture, and

not get lost in myopic focus on one organ or
one disease process. Real medicine is “holis-
tic” to its core.

Like all things in general, and most things
perverted by the demands of a profit-ori-
ented social system, real, evidence-based
medicine as practised under capitalism suf-
fers frequent failings, that include failure to
address the whole patient.

Often because while a physician may wish
to, he or she feels powerless to make the kind
of broad changes required to address the ills
of society that impact on the disease one is
called upon to treat. This even thought one is
painfully aware that disease is highly con-
nected to the exploitation and injustice in so-
ciety in general.

The “for profit” model of American
medicine, in particular, puts overwhelming
pressures on health care workers to skimp on
the “holistic” to minimise costs (in time and
resources) for the sake of profit. 

But scientific method... the means by which
one as much as possible eliminates the bias
and expectations of the investigator when ex-
amining some aspect of reality... is one of the
greatest achievements of human thought.

The Enlightenment is also the parent of so-
cialism and Marxism. □

Martin H. Goodman MD, San Pablo, USA:
Director, Riazanov Library digital archive
projects; Life-long scientist (from earliest

childhood, and above all); Socialist for all of
my adult life

• Abridged here, full text at bit.ly/martyg-r

More online at www.workersliberty.org16

Letters

Reading Richard Shield’s letter (Solidarity
527, bit.ly/rs-hom), I have no doubt that

taking his homeopathic remedy really is
helping him.

Taking such remedies can lead to a measur-
able, and clinically significant change in
someone’s symptoms — symptoms like vom-
iting, symptoms like intractable pain that has
not responded to morphine. And unlike mor-
phine these remedies have no side effects at
all.

Everything that we experience in our
brains is connected to our bodies. Our brains
thin at the base of the skull and are continu-
ous with the thick spinal cord that runs down
our spine and spreads its tendrils into every

part of our bodies. As well as nerve impulses,
the brain has important glands that pump
out chemical messages through our blood
stream. It affects and regulates every part of
our bodies.

The brain is the organ, even more than the
heart that we cannot survive without. Brain
dead is really dead. There’s no ghost in the
machine. It’s all the same thing. 

How our brains can affect our bodies is
beautifully demonstrated by the effect of
homeopathy. It is an established fact that
homeopathy is a placebo. Randomised con-
trol trials differentiate between active medi-
cations and the placebo effect. They are the
way to decide whether or not the medicine it-
self has an effect once the effect of the placebo
is controlled for.

In a double-blind trial, neither the admin-
istrator nor the participants know who is tak-
ing the medicine, and who is taking the

placebo. The effect of the medicine must have
a significantly bigger effect than the placebo
to be deemed effective. 

Yet researchers have found that the effect
of the placebo itself is significant. Some stud-
ies even tell participants that they are getting
placebos, and still the results are a significant
improvement in their symptoms.

How well the placebo works is bound up
with how it is given – the rapport between
doctor and patient.

For some symptoms where conventional
medicines have very little impact such as
chronic pain, this is a significant develop-
ment. One study included participants who
had been wheelchair bound due to pain prior
to the successful administration of the
placebo. They had real pain, and real relief.

But placebos cannot treat everything, and
in some situations the decision to take place-
bos can lead to death. Many of my patients

have refused conventional medicine for po-
tentially curable cancer in favour of treat-
ments that do not work.

Unlike homeopathy where the remedies
are inert, some “treatments” can also do
harm — such as a low fat low sugar diet for
cancer patients, which leads to higher rates
of weight loss. Many of these patients feel
better initially, because of the placebo effect.
By the time they can see the increasing size
of tumours on their CT scans it is too late. 

There’s growing scientific evidence that
using placebos may be beneficial for some ill-
nesses. But the use of placebos must still be
based on rational science if patients are to
maximise their health. □

Angela Driver, Lewisham

• More on homeopathy and the placebo ef-
fect. bit.ly/plac-1; bit.ly/plac-2; bit.ly/plac-
3; bit.ly/plac-4

The placebo effect
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The hijab and the Saudi factor
By Sadia Hameed

We need to question the idea of multicul-
turalism. Diversity of culture is a great

thing, but harmful ideas and practices need
to be challenged and criticised. Multicultur-
alism should be about taking the wonderful
parts of all cultures and discarding outdated,
harmful or oppressive practices.

We are in a place where some communities
are demanding that religious law override
the laws of the land, including practices such
as child marriage and honour-based violence.

Where I grew up in Oxford, it was a really
diverse area, with people from all ethnic
backgrounds, as well as South Asians from
various religious backgrounds. Today, that
same area is largely Pakistani Muslim. There
is no longer even religious diversity.

Multiculturalism has failed, communities
are more segregated now than they have
been in my lifetime. Multicultural policies
need to be replaced with robust integration
policies.

The first thing we need to do is to scrap
faith schools entirely. Why on earth are we al-
lowing children to be segregated on the basis
of their religion? Children are great at learn-
ing from each other.

I attended a normal state school, thankfully
not a religious one, but because of growing
insularity within my community, I still had
quite a sheltered experience. For children
today, it can be far worse, if they are going
from the same community at home to the
same community at school.

Next, we need the abolition of all parallel
legal systems. Pragna Patel of Southall Black
Sisters talks about the impact of austerity on
an already struggling legal system. She ex-
plains that austerity allows the state to redi-
rect already vulnerable people into the
exploitative hands of parallel legal systems
that offer then no justice at all.

When my grandparents came to the UK in
the 60s it was a country that was still racist,
so one could understand why ethnic minori-
ties may have wanted separate services. Yet
at that time, my family interacted more with
the wider community than they do now. We
are now living in more tolerant times, but
thanks to religious identity politics, they are
more segregated than they have ever been
before.

Q. There’s a debate in our organisation
about girls in primary school wearing the
hijab. What’s your view?

In the context of this discussion, I see hijab
and bikinis on the same spectrum: they both
sexualise children. Would you want a girl to
wear a bikini to school?

Adults have a right to wear whatever they
wish. Even if I disagree with it, it’s none of
my business once they are legally adults.
However, let children be children. Let them
be free from the restrictions of hijab and mod-
esty.

I have worn the hijab and niqab in three
countries, the UK, Pakistan and Saudi Ara-
bia. In Pakistan and Saudi, it served its pur-
pose in a way. Even in those countries, a veil
does not protect women and girls from harm
or harassment. However, in the UK, rather
than detracting attention, I attracted more at-
tention.

I view hijab as a form of victim-blaming.
Would you ask a child survivor of sexual vi-
olence, where was your hijab? Or why were
you with a non-mahram? [A mahram is an
unmarryable kin with whom marriage or
sexual intercourse would be considered im-
permissible in Islam.] These would be my
first questions to those advocating child veil-
ing.

For advocates of child veiling, the obvious
query is, do you have concerns about child
sexual abuse within your community; if so,
do you really think veiling your daughters is
the answer? Is this any different to the myth
that women get raped because of miniskirts?

The idea behind hijab is that men are un-
able to control themselves. This is highly of-
fensive to the many good and decent men out
there. If one believes this, surely it is more ap-
propriate to educate the men within the com-
munity, rather than policing the attire and
movements of women and girls.

I view hijabs as similar to chastity belts.
They are both designed to control women
and place no responsibility on the perpetra-
tors of sexual violence. But of course in coun-
tries where it is mandatory to wear hijab
from as young as eleven, women and girls
still experience sexual violence, harassment
and rapes.

Many women talk of the silent pressure to
put the hijab on. I too experienced this.
Putting on the hijab increased my status
within the community that I grew up in; re-
moving it reduced it again.

MODESTY
This hype around hijab and modesty has in-
creased in my lifetime. As a child growing up
in Oxford, I seldom saw a woman wearing
the tight hijab or niqab we are accustomed to
seeing today. Often, I would see women with
a colourful dupatta – a scarf placed loosely
on the head that would sometimes fall off. It
was even rarer to see small girls wearing
hijab or niqab.

There is an imperialist element to this.
Saudi imperialism is impacting the whole
world. In Muslim-majority countries, funds
are being pumped in to Islamise the country
,and in other countries they are directly en-
gaging with and funding Islamic institutions,
schools and centres. This has resulted in in-
creased segregation and conservatism.

Other examples of increased Islamisation
can be seen on the Pakistani high street. We
saw the gradual transformation from the
usual sale of salwar kameez (Pakistani attire)
to more Islamised attire.

Prior to the war in Bosnia, much of the
Muslim population were secular, non-prac-
tising Muslims. After the war, many turned
back to religion as a way of coping. Saudi
monopolised on this and offered to help re-
build the country on the condition that they
accept their form of Wahabi Salafi Islam.

The left is quick to talk about western im-
perialism and colonialism. It fails to talk
about any past or present Islamic imperialists
and colonialists. What we are seeing today is
Islamic imperialism, and this battle is being
fought on the bodies of women and girls.

Q. On the hijab, women argue they have
different motivations.

I am pleased for the woman who doesn’t
feel oppressed or pressured to wear the veil.
This conversation is not about those women.
There are countries where women and girls
are imprisoned and tortured for removing
their veils. Similarly, there are countries that

do not have mandatory veiling laws, but
where unveiled women are viewed as pros-
titutes.

This conversation is about every woman or
girl made to veil. Can a child really consent
to veiling? Do they really understand what
that piece of fabric represents?

Those women that advocate for hijab, why
don’t they advocate just as aggressively
against forced veiling? Or child veiling?

In the UK, not every woman that wears the
hijab is oppressed, but many are. I work with
many non-believing women who are unable
to remove their veils, as this would put them
in danger.

There are two categories of Muslim femi-
nists: Muslim feminists who outright lie and
say that women are empowered in Islam and
that it is a religion that promote gender
equality. I dislike this dishonesty. And then
Muslim feminists that wish to identify as
both Muslim and feminist and admit that
there are problems in Islam, but wish to re-
main a part of the faith. I may disagree with
them on their beliefs and ideas; however, I re-
spect their honesty.

I will always fight for the right for individ-
uals to live how they please. However, I
would not support them in their fight to force
their beliefs on others, particularly children.

Q. If the hijab is banned in schools, won’t
more parents withdraw their kids from
more integrated schools?

Parents can be prosecuted for preventing
their children from going to school, if they
wish to take that gamble, let them.

We have already stopped parents from
being able to take their kids out of school
during term times. This policy also needs to
be aimed at parents.

The simple fact is that hijab has no place in
school. Those parents wanting their daugh-
ters to wear hijab can make them do so at
home.

Q. What about other religious symbols or
dress?

Yes, I am in favour of banning all religious
symbols at school. Schools should be a secu-
lar space, a place for education, not proselyti-
sation. Pupils should be able to learn about
all religions and philosophies in schools,
without favouring one over the other, so they
can make their own minds up.

Q. What about political badges?
Shouldn’t we celebrate young people en-

gaging with politics, for instance the cli-
mate strikers?

It depends on the kinds of politics you
mean. If children come to school talking
about maxims, they are probably speaking to
their parents about it.

If we are talking about the environment,
young people are very engaged with this
issue at the moment, and I think the environ-
ment is above party politics at the moment.

Q. But in this context such measures will
play into the hands of the anti-Muslim right
and far right?

Why is every conversation about Muslims
considered to encourage the far right?

I used to work with survivors of sexual vi-
olence and they’d tell me they couldn’t tell
the significant male in their life about what
had happened, because of what they might
do to the perpetrator. I now see this playing
out in a bigger way.

In the three areas that I work on, harmful
traditional practices, child sexual exploitation
and apostates from Islam, whenever victims
or survivors of abuse speak out, they are ex-
pected to take on the responsibility of pre-
venting harm against actual or potential
perpetrators. Why is there the automatic as-
sumption they are claiming that the entirety
of one group is committing these offences,
when they never say such a thing?

Sadly, the reality is that there are some in-
dividuals that have a vested interest in pro-
tecting the perpetrators, so they start
conversations about the far right to deflect
from the experience of the victims and sur-
vivors. In reality, what has galvanised thug-
gish groups has been inability to speak
truthfully about victim and survivor experi-
ences, about how to ensure justice is served
and how to do better by them.

Journalists have played a role in this too.
Many have given a voice to the perpetrators,
to people defending them and the far right,
but not to the women who have suffered at
their hands. Meanwhile nothing significant
changed for the victims.

Why does nobody ever ask the perpetra-
tors and those minimising what they have
done, “Do you not think your behaviour has
given ammunition to the far right”? It is
highly inappropriate and insensitive to ask
victims and survivors whether them sharing
their stories risks emboldening the far right.
□
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Debate Sadia Hameed is a spokesperson for
the Council of Ex-Muslims in Britain
(ex-muslim.org.uk). She is also a
director of Gloucestershire Sisters,
a women’s organisation working in
minority communities, particularly
around tackling harmful traditional
practices. She was interviewed by
Sacha Ismail for Solidarity



“Phase out almost all an    
More online at www.workersliberty.org18

By Paul Vernadsky

The article ‘A workers’ answer to climate
change’ (Solidarity 522, 23 October

bit.ly/mz-cc-19) contains a flawed formula-
tion, which would disorientate socialist cli-
mate politics if it were accepted. The sentence
reads:
“Crucially, phasing out almost all animal prod-

ucts (with the added benefit of reducing the need-
less extreme suffering of billions of sentient
beings)”.

The demand to “phase out almost all ani-
mal products” is incoherent:

• “Almost all animal products” goes be-
yond veganism and is utopian

• It is not based on climate science. It con-
flates what should be differentiated

• It has huge implications for international
working-class living standards and agricul-
tural producers, which are not spelt out

• It unwittingly bolsters “vegan capital”, a
range of capitalist firms promoting profitable
meat substitutes.

• It takes the focus away from tackling fos-
sil fuel capital, by far the most significant
source of climate change

• It puts the emphasis on personal, indi-
vidual behaviour, not on system change

• If it is a demand on existing bourgeois
states, then it is potentially reactionary.

• These matters deserve serious discus-
sion. They should not be conflated with ani-
mal rights. Conclusions and slogans should
follow from rational climate assessments, not
trite moralism.

“ALMOST ALL ANIMAL PRODUCTS”
Phasing out “almost all animal products” is
a slippery formulation. Marxists treat words
on the page seriously. Trotsky: “call things by
their right names; speak the truth to the
masses”. Animal food products include meat,
poultry, fish, eggs, dairy, honey and much
more. Phasing out almost all animal food
products is an oblique way of advocating ve-
ganism.

The animal rights organisation PETA lists
animal-derived ingredients in commodities it
wants people to boycott. This includes glyc-
erine/glycerol from animal fat, used in cos-
metics, toothpastes, soaps, ointments,
medicines, lubricants, transmission and
brake fluid and plastics. Similarly, gelatin is
used in candies, marshmallows, cakes, ice
cream, yogurts and wine. PETA also shuns
products such as wool and leather. Prohibit-
ing “almost all animal products” has impli-
cations far wider than food.

Proponents should be honest about what
“almost all animal products” applies to. Is it
a programme for the whole world or only
certain people? How will this “phasing out”
be implemented and by whom? These are
questions of class power. The nature of capi-
talist agriculture makes this is more complex
than other aspects of low carbon transition.

CLIMATE SCIENCE
There is a large literature on food and climate
change. Over the last year, a number of sig-
nificant (and overlapping) reports have been
published: an Intergovernmental Panel on

Climate Change (IPCC) report on climate and
land (ipcc.ch/srccl), a Lancet Commission
and Oxford University studies by Spring-
mann (bit.ly/nutr-sust), Godfray
(bit.ly/god18), Poore (bit.ly/poore18) and
others. The UN’s Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO) has published analyses of
livestock and climate change. None of these
reports advocate the phasing out of almost all
animal products.

Agriculture occupies about 40% of the
Earth’s surface and uses 70% of all freshwater
resources — p. e452, bit.ly/nutr-sust. The
IPCC estimates total net greenhouse gas
emissions from agriculture, forestry, and
other land use emissions represent just under
12.0 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent
(GtCO2-eq) per year. This represents around
a quarter (24%) of emissions.

The FAO estimates that total greenhouse
gas emissions from livestock are more than 7
GtCO2-eq per year or 15% percent of all
human-induced emissions. The most signifi-
cant greenhouse gases from livestock are
methane and nitrous oxide. These estimates
include emissions from the agricultural pro-
duction of animal feed — pp. 15-16,
bit.ly/fao18. The IPCC breakdown by species
was:

Table 1: Global estimates of emissions by
species

Cattle dominates these top-down figures.
Cattle accounts for almost two-thirds of ani-
mal greenhouse gas emissions or 10% of total
emissions. Most animal emissions come from
red meat. Poultry accounts for less than 10%
of animal emissions and less than 2% of total
emissions. Lumping all animal products to-
gether misses important detail.

DIETS AND EMISSIONS
Many reports on food and climate change ex-
plore a variety of diets and estimate their car-
bon footprint. The Lancet’s universal healthy
reference diet consists of vegetables, fruits,
whole grains, legumes, nuts, unsaturated
oils, some seafood and poultry, and little red
meat, processed meat, added sugar, refined
grains and starchy vegetables (pp. 485, 470,
bit.ly/food-anthro). Other diets include:

• Vegan: all animal-based protein sources
replaced by a mix of plant-based proteins and
fruits and vegetables (no eggs and dairy con-
sumed)

• Vegetarian: meat-based protein sources
replaced by a mix of plant-based proteins and
fruits and vegetables (eggs and dairy con-
sumed)

• Pescatarian: meat-based protein sources
replaced by a mix of seafood and fruits and
vegetables (eggs and dairy consumed).

The recent IPCC report also lists other vari-
ations:

• Flexitarian: 75% of meat and dairy re-
placed by cereals and pulses

• Fair and frugal: 2,800 daily calories with
relatively low level of animal products

• Climate carnivore: 75% of meat and dairy

replaced by other meat
• Mediterranean: vegetables, fruits, grains,

sugars, oils, eggs, dairy, seafood, moderate
amounts of poultry, pork, lamb and beef (ch.
5, pp. 5-77, ipcc.ch/srccl).

The IPCC estimates the annual emissions
reductions possible if these diets became uni-
versal. A global vegan diet would (by defini-
tion) eliminate livestock emissions. However
other diets also have significant potential to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, without re-
moving all animal products. The healthy diet
has a range between 3 and 6.5 GtCO2-eq,
while the “fair and frugal” is between 1 and
7 GtCO2-eq.

Table 2: Mitigation potential of changing
diets by 2050

CARBON FOOTPRINTS FOR FOODS
The IPCC climate and land report refers to a
number of systematic reviews of the carbon
footprint of particular foods, based on life
cycle analyses. One of those — pp.9-12,
bit.ly/clune17 — provides extensive values
for 168 foods. The authors warn that varia-
tion in methodology choices, functional
units, as well as temporal and regional differ-
ences make comparisons difficult. Allowing
for these caveats, a food hierarchy based on
emissions is clear:

Table 3: Summary of global warming poten-
tial values by food category

The differences between animal and veg-
etable emissions are likely to continue in fu-
ture unless major technological changes
affect animal products. This is because of
emissions from animal feed production; de-
forestation from agriculture to produce feed;
animals creating additional emissions from
enteric fermentation, manure and aquacul-
ture ponds; emissions from processing; and
higher wastage (pp. 990-91, bit.ly/poore18).

While fruit and vegetables in general have

lower emissions than meat, boiling down to
individual foods with some differentiation on
the manner of their production reveals some
important overlap. Of course, a kilo of
chicken is a different portion to a kilo of let-
tuce. But it shows that the equation: meat =
bad, vegetables = good, is too simplistic.

Table 4: Summary of global warming poten-
tial values by food

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT
Any socialist programme to radically alter
global food production and consumption has
to assess the impact on living standards of
workers and peasants who either do the
work or rely on it for their basic necessities.
There are more than 500 million farms across
the globe, producing in almost all the world’s
climates and soils. Average farm sizes vary
from 0.5 hectares in Bangladesh to 3,000
hectares in Australia (p. 987, bit.ly/poore18).

The current food system, its production,
transport, processing, packaging, storage, re-
tail, consumption, loss and waste, supports
the livelihoods of around 200 million people
(ch. 5, pp. 5-5, ipcc.ch/srccl). For some peo-
ple, there may be no alternative to diets high
in meat and other animal-sourced food. No-
madic pastoralists in desert environments
and Inuit communities in the Arctic can only
farm or hunt animals because they have lim-
ited opportunities to grow or purchase other
types of food (p. 2, bit.ly/god18).

Globally more than 820 million people re-
main undernourished and more than 2 bil-
lion people are micronutrient deficient.
Seafood provides 3·1 billion people with
about 20% of their daily intake of animal pro-
tein (pp. 449, 476, bit.ly/food-anthro). Even
the IPCC recognises food poverty affects the
UK. About four million adults are moder-
ately to severely food insecure, while the
Trussell Trust distributes more than one mil-
lion three-day emergency food parcels a year.
Older research found that 40% of adults and
15% of children admitted to hospitals were
malnourished (ch. 5, pp. 5-15-16,
ipcc.ch/srccl).

Anyone advocating the phasing out of al-
most all animal products has to spell out how
these issues would be addressed.

“VEGAN CAPITAL”
A central problem with the position of phas-
ing out almost all animal products is that it
leaves “vegan capital” uncriticised and in-
tact. A good example is Cowspiracy: The Sus-
tainability Secret (2014), the Netflix film that
argued that animal agriculture is responsible
for 51% of global emissions, rainforest de-
struction and other environmental problems.
The 51% figure came from a Worldwatch In-

Species MtCO2-eq %
Beef cattle 2495 35.3
Dairy cattle 2128 30.1
Pigs 668 9.5
Buffalo 618 8.7
Chickens 612 8.7
Sheep and goats 474 6.7
Turkey, duck, geese 72 1

Diet Gt CO2-eq 
Vegan 8
Vegetarian 6
Flexitarian 5
Healthy diet 4.5
Fair and Frugal 4
Pescatarian 4
Climate carnivore 3.5
Mediterranean 3

Food category
Median kg
CO2-eq/kg 

Vegetables (all field grown
vegetable) 0.37
Fruits (all field grown fruit) 0.42
Cereals 0.5
Legumes and Pulses 0.51
Passive greenhouse fruit and
vegetable 1.1
Tree nuts combined 1.2
Milk world average 1.29
Heated greenhouse fruit and
vegetable 2.13
Rice 2.55
Eggs 3.46
Fish: all species combined 3.49
Chicken 3.65
Pork: world average 5.77
Cheese 8.55
Butter 9.25
Lamb: world average 25.58
Beef: world average 26.61

Food Median kg CO2-eq/kg 
Lentils 1.03
Pilchards  1.1
Almonds 1.54
Pollock  1.6
Strawberries: heated
greenhouse 1.64
Tuna  2.15
Tomatoes: heated
greenhouse 2.2
Rice 2.55
Chicken  3.65
Lettuce: heated green-
house 3.7

Climate



stitute report littered with errors.
Philip Lymbery’s book Farmageddon (2014)

is a sharp criticism of the meat industry, but
indicts other aspects of capitalist agriculture.
It points to the intensive farming in Califor-
nia, where 60 million almond trees provide
80% of the world’s almonds. This industry is
profitable due to a cocktail of chemicals,
plundered rivers and importing billions of
bees to pollinate the almond trees.

On 12 October, The Economist magazine
published an article, Fake Moos, arguing that
plant-based meat could create a radically dif-
ferent food chain. Economists estimate that
global sales of meat substitutes could grow
from 1% of the total market for meat to 10%
over the next decade.

Pioneers include US firms Beyond Meat
and Impossible Foods, as well as the Dutch
firm, the Vegetarian Butcher. They hope to re-
peat the profits made by plant-based milk,
which now accounts for about 15% of retail
milk sales in America and 8% in Britain.
However these companies are not paragons
of virtue: Unilever bought the Vegetarian
Butcher last year; Tyson Foods, a large meat
processor was an early investor in Beyond
Meat; and Cargill, a big food conglomerate,
is working with Puris, a firm that produces
the protein.

Advocates for meat substitutes claim their
burgers account for a third of the emissions
of chicken, a quarter of those of pork and a
tiny fraction of beef. But contradictions are
not far from the surface. The Impossible
Burger is served in the British Airways first-
class lounge in New York and the Beyond
Burger in business class on some Virgin At-
lantic flights. Honest Burgers, a small chain
of restaurants in Britain, has its patties flown
in from the US. No doubt rich passengers
console themselves that eating plant burgers
on a flight will offset the carbon emissions of
a transatlantic journey (of course, they don’t).

THE MAIN ENEMY = FOSSIL FUEL
CAPITAL

A central problem with the demand to phase
out almost all animal products is that shifts
the focus away from fossil fuel burning, the
central cause of climate change. Yet data on
the damage wrought by fossil fuels is over-
whelming and should guide strategy and tac-
tics within the climate movement.

The IPCC’s fifth assessment report con-
cluded that CO2 emissions from fossil fuel
combustion and industrial processes con-
tributed about 78% of the total greenhouse
emission increase from 1970 to 2010, with
similar percentage contribution for the pe-
riod 2000-2010. Cumulative fossil CO2 emis-
sions (since 1750) more than tripled between
1970 and 2010 (p. 354, bit.ly/blanco14).

Richard Heede from the Climate Account-
ability Institute has produced very strong ev-
idence for the root of the climate problem and
what needs to change (bit.ly/heede13).
Heede demonstrated that 90 top emitting
firms produced almost two-thirds (63%) of
the cumulative global emissions of carbon
dioxide and methane between 1751 to 2010.
All but seven of the 90 were energy compa-
nies producing oil, gas and coal. The remain-
ing seven were cement manufacturers.

The list of 90 companies included 50 pri-
vately-owned firms: Chevron, Exxon, BP, and
Royal Dutch Shell and coal producers such as
British Coal Corp, Peabody Energy and BHP
Billiton among others. Others were state-
owned companies such as Saudi Aramco,
Russia’s Gazprom and Norway’s Statoil. Just
100 companies produced 71% of the world’s
greenhouse gas emissions since 1988
(bit.ly/griffin17).

Heede recently published further work
(bit.ly/heede19), showing that the top 20
companies have contributed to 35% of all en-
ergy-related carbon dioxide and methane
worldwide since 1965. These same firms plan
to continue burning fossil fuels over the next
decade in a further profitable splurge. In
doing so, they will destroy any possibility of
preventing temperatures reaching the 1.5°C
threshold and increasing the probability of at
least 4°C warming this century.

SYSTEM CHANGE, NOT PERSONAL
BEHAVIOUR

IPCC publications and most academic papers
assume nothing dramatic will change with
respect to land ownership or the social rela-
tions of capitalist production. Although their
proposals may challenge the profits of some
individual firms or at most some sections of
capital, as a whole they leave capitalism in-
tact.

Hence the focus on diet like much else
within bourgeois politics, shifts the blame for

climate change onto working class people
and other direct producers. The polite fiction
of capitalist political economy is that con-
sumers are sovereign and that demand cre-
ates its own supply. Putting the emphasis on
dietary options atomises the cause of climate
change to matters of personal choice. It puts
the focus on individual decisions, while leav-
ing the food system and the capitalist com-
bines that control it mostly untouched.

One of the great insights Marxism brings
to the climate movement is the explanation
for climate change at the system level: capi-
talism, as a system of private profiteering
from the exploitation of labour determines
what is produced, how, where and when.
Fighting for structural reforms is a necessary
part of mobilising millions of working class
people to meet their needs now and begin to
question the system as a whole. The solution
to climate change is not individual dietary
changes, but a radical transformation of the
entire capitalist food system.

POLITICAL AGENCY
While academic and government research re-
ports suggest the need to shift toward more
plant-based diets to enable food production
to stay within the climate change boundary,
they are remarkably reticent about the polit-
ical conclusions needed to make such a tran-
sition.

The most shrill tend to pose the issues from
a top-down perspective of meeting targets.
Earlier Oxford studies argued that levelling
up global dietary guidelines is not enough to
“to achieve a climate stabilisation pathway”:
to make its “prorated contribution, reduc-
tions in animal-based foods of the degree
found only in the vegan scenario would be
required” (p. 4150 bit.ly/diet-cc). Poore and
Nemecek’s revised assessment is that the “no
animal products” scenario “delivers a 28% re-
duction in global greenhouse gas emissions”,
while “a 50% reduction in animal products
targeting the highest-impact producers deliv-
ers a 20% reduction in global greenhouse gas
emissions”. The most recent IPCC and Ox-
ford studies target diets in high-income coun-
tries (p. e451, bit.ly/nutr-sust; pp. 5-66, ch.5,
ipcc.ch/srccl).

Academic reports promote the use of pri-
vate sector approaches (market-based instru-
ments) as well as regulation. They talk of

demand and supply side interventions, with
multiple incentives including fiscal changes
(p. e460, bit.ly/nutr-sust; pp. 481-82,
bit.ly/food-anthro). This means taxation, de-
signed to increase the price of certain foods.
Such indirect taxes are regressive, dispropor-
tionately hitting working class people. They
also allow the rich to carry on polluting, be-
cause they can avoid to pay. Most academics
agree that changing dietary behaviour is a
slow process (bit.ly/god18).

CONCLUSION
The demand to phase out almost all animal
products appears to have purchase as a no-
nonsense response to the imperative of re-
ducing greenhouse gas emissions. However
it is possible to drastically reduce emissions
by concentrating on red meat production and
consumption. Specific demands on red meat
are more consistent with the climate science.
Providing land use change is rationally
planned, farms previously used for cattle
could become carbon sinks. But this requires
a programme of measures to ensure capitalist
landowners not the direct producers pay for
the transition.

Our demands and slogans are meant to
rouse up the working class to take its future
(including the future of the planet) into its
own hands. The demand to phase out almost
all animal products doesn’t do that. To de-
mand phasing out fossil fuels when the sub-
stitute energy is nuclear or renewable makes
no difference to the workers’ consumption,
providing the costs are equal. The situation
is different for food consumption. Imposing
veganism on workers through bourgeois
states smacks of totalitarianism, whereas so-
cialism is about increasing freedom and
widening choice.

Phasing out almost all animal products is
not central to the climate movement – for ex-
ample it formed no part of the recent Green
New Deal campaign.

No doubt comrades will meet some cli-
mate campaigners who foreground their per-
sonal stoicism. But our task is to rouse
millions of workers to make climate change
part of the fight for socialism. That means
clarity in formulating our programme, not
abstract ethical appeals. □
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Inuit hunter feeds his child with still
warm meat from just hunted ring
seal, Pond Inlet, Canada
Photo: CC BY 2.0 bit.ly/peter-p

An advertising picture by Impossible
Foods of their plant-based burger

    imal products” is wrong



Reforestation: A scien  
By Misha Zubrowski

The insights from Paul Vernadsky’s discus-
sion piece (pages 18-19, this paper) point

towards an expansion of what we say on
transitioning away from animal-based food
production, not a deletion.

The piece also, I think, makes some spuri-
ous assertions or arguments.

A general argument and detailed backup
from scientific literature demonstrate — con-
trary to Paul’s unsubstantiated assertion to
the contrary — that an aim of “phasing out
of almost all animal products” is based on se-
rious climate science.

The relevant passage from my initial piece
(Solidarity 522, 23 October bit.ly/mz-cc-19) is,
although this should be taken in context:

“Many changes to the food industry would
reduce its negative environmental impact,
while enabling nutritionally good, diverse
and enjoyable diets. We support the applica-
tion of science and technology to food pro-
duction, and increased output per unit land
and per unit human labour is, all else being
equal, a good thing. […]

“Crucially, too, we advocate the phasing
out of almost all animal products (with the
added benefit of reducing the needless ex-
treme suffering of billions of sentient beings).
Animal based food production is more en-
ergy- and land-intensive and so has a higher
environmental impact than directly plant-
based food production, which would also
free up substantial land for carbon sequestra-
tion through tree-planting.

“We advocate seriously funded research
and development into substitute foods to fa-
cilitate a society-wide transition. Genetic en-
gineering is in itself not problematic, and
genetic engineering of low-emissions substi-
tute foods is positive.”

This argument is entirely separate from ar-
guments based on animal welfare and suffer-
ing. And it does not at all indicate phasing
out animal products from medical testing.

INEFFICIENCY
To first approximation, in broad brush
strokes, the argument depends on how food
chains work.

Plants take in carbon dioxide and water,
and through photosynthesis convert it into
sugar and oxygen. They use energy from
sunlight for photosynthesis, and the sugar
stores the energy within them — some is
stored as fat or protein — with oxygen re-
leased.

Animals eat plants and breathe in oxygen,
and through aerobic respiration they break
down the sugars (and other stored energies)
to release energy for their own use; creating
carbon dioxide and water. This energy is
used for movement and staying alive, heat-
ing the body in mammals, and for growth
and repair of tissues.

Other animals can eat those animals — or
their eggs or milk — and extract energy from
their tissues through respiration. The process
goes so on; naturally you have a balanced
carbon cycle.

Ultimately all of this energy derives from
the sun, but the further up the food chain, the

less efficiently the energy has been transmit-
ted. Animals, including humans, can only di-
gest and extract energy from a proportion of
the food they eat. The rest is lost with their
excretion. Additionally, of the energy they
take in, only that stored in tissues can be
passed on, and most is used on heating, mov-
ing, thinking, and other processes.

As a result, the amount of energy that gets
passed up each “trophic level” of the food
chain is in the order of 10%. Put another way,
suppose the food grown on one field is
enough to feed ten humans — relying on that
field alone — for a year. It is instead fed to an-
imals, to rear them to make food. The meat
(or milk or eggs) produced would be roughly
enough over one year to feed one human re-
lying on that alone. (See bit.ly/energy-o and
bit.ly/e-levels.)

In itself, there’s nothing wrong with this in-
efficiency.

The first problem comes when the scale
and methods of food production has serious
harmful effects. Forests are cleared and soil is
degraded, destroying natural carbon sinks
and damaging biodiversity. Chemical fertilis-
ers and pesticides are very energy-intensive
to create, and damaging to surrounding
ecosystems. There are further environmental
repercussions.

Some places will more easily grow grass,
for grazing by herbivores, than crops for di-
rect human consumption. However, meat
and milk production just in those places
would produce a tiny proportion of the cur-
rent quantities of animal products. Often,
today, animals grazed in such places are
given additional food as well the grass be-
neath their feet; land elsewhere being used to
grow this.

To tackle environmental crises and create
natural carbon sequestration, we should aim
to dedicate an extremely large proportion of
the world’s land surface to ecological restora-
tion, rewilding, and mass tree-planting.

Exactly how large? We don’t know. We
know, however, that as of now carbon emis-
sions continue to increase, and the climate ef-
fects of the emissions have so far been at the
upper rather than the lower end of previous
estimates. We know that the land areas used
for grazing are still increasing in large parts
of the world, and in world total have de-
creased only very modestly since 2000. The
climate emergency is such that we should
aim for all the feasible emission-reduction
policies. There isn’t time to try out just a few,
then go on to adopt others if the first tranche
isn’t enough.

That suggests aiming for over one trillion
— that is, one million million — native
saplings to be planted, covering over one
tenth the world’s land area. Those trees could
remove hundreds of billions of tonnes of CO2
from the atmosphere (see for example
bit.ly/t-trees). The trees will need land cur-
rently used for grazing herbivores for food
production.

Cows, and to a lesser extent other animals,
also produce very large quantities of
methane through farting (though the quanti-
ties can be reduced by better diets). Methane
is over seventy times more potent a green-
house gas than carbon dioxide over a twenty
year period.

Fish farms involve many of the same prob-
lems as discussed above, while overfishing
and industrial fishing techniques have many
damaging effects on the environment.

DETAILED FINDINGS
“Transitioning toward more plant-based
diets that are in line with standard dietary
guidelines could reduce... food-related green-
house gas emissions by 29–70% compared
with a reference scenario in 2050”, according
to one 2015 scientific research paper,
bit.ly/diet-cc. The food system, the same
study claims, is responsible for over one
quarter of all greenhouse gasses.

A 2018 Oxford University meta-study —
bit.ly/food-env — into “[r]educing food’s en-
vironmental impacts”, the most comprehen-
sive to date, found that “impacts of the
lowest-impact animal products typically ex-
ceed those of vegetable substitutes, providing
new evidence for the importance of dietary
change.” They found “that meat, aquacul-
ture, eggs, and dairy use about 83% of the
world’s farmland and contribute 56-58% of
food’s different emissions, despite providing
only 37% of our protein and 18% of our calo-
ries.” It advocates “[m]oving from current
diets to a diet that excludes animal prod-
ucts”.

As well as agreeing with the first cited
study that food contributes over one quarter
of GHG emissions, it noted that “food pro-
duction creates about 32% of global terrestrial
acidification and about 78% of eutrophication
[excess nutrients].” Additionally: “Today’s
agricultural system is also incredibly re-
source intensive, covering about 43% of the
world’s ice- and desert-free land.”

“Causes of Deforestation of the Brazilian
Amazon” a 2004 extensive study by the
World Bank — bit.ly/wb-deforest — found
that 91% of areas of Amazonian rainforest
cleared since 1971 had “been converted to
cattle ranching.” They additionally state that
“available data strongly suggest that, in
terms of the growth and spread of deforesta-
tion, cattle ranching is definitely the main
economic activity associated with deforesta-

tion and that agriculture per se appears to
have very little impact on deforestation.”

A 2019 Harvard University study —
bit.ly/h-reforest — argues that “The most
readily deployable CDR [carbon dioxide re-
moval] option at scale in the UK is the
restoration of its native forests. Reforestation
could provide the CDR needed to help meet
the UK’s current climate change commit-
ments, and beyond that, to staying within the
1.5°C budget. Animal agriculture is the
biggest land user in the UK. Due to its rela-
tively low food output to land use ratio, ani-
mal agriculture currently occupies 48% of all
UK land.”

“Assessing the Environmental Impacts of
Consumption and Production”, a 2010
United Nations report, bit.ly/unep-10, stated
that “Impacts from agriculture are expected
to increase substantially due to population
growth, increasing consumption of animal
products. Unlike fossil fuels, it is difficult to
look for alternatives: people have to eat. A
substantial reduction of impacts would only
be possible with a substantial worldwide diet
change, away from animal products.”

A 2010 scientific meta-study —
bit.ly/meta-cycle — “yielded a consistent
ranging of results for use of land and energy,
and for climate change… [p]roduction of 1 kg
of beef used most land and energy, and had
highest global warming potential (GWP), fol-
lowed by production of 1 kg of pork, chicken,
eggs, and milk.”

“The impact of production of 1 kg of meat
(pork, chicken, beef) was high compared
with production of 1kg of milk and eggs be-
cause of the relatively high water content of
milk and eggs.

“According to the Food and Agriculture
Organization, for example, the world’s live-
stock sector is responsible for 18% of the
global emission of greenhouse gases. This
contribution of 18% was explained by emis-
sion of carbon dioxide from fossil fuel com-
bustion and deforestation, emission of
methane from manure and enteric fermenta-
tion by ruminants, and emission of nitrous
oxide from application of fertilizer during
cultivation (Steinfeld et al., 2006).

“In addition to changes in production prac-
tices, eating less or no livestock products,
such as meat, is seen often as a possible solu-
tion to reduce the environmental impact of
the livestock sector (Carlsson-Kanyama,
1998; Pimentel and Pimentel, 2003; Reijnders
and Soret, 2003; Baroni et al., 2007). Indeed, a
balanced plant-based diet can provide us
with all the nutrients required for a healthy
life (Appleby et al., 1999).

“Eating meat, however, is not only a reflec-
tion of nutritional needs, but it is also deter-
mined by taste, odour, and texture, as well as
by geographical area, culture, ethics and
wealth (Richardson et al., 1993). 

“In member countries of the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), more than one-quarter of the energy
content of an average diet still consists of an-
imal products (FAOSTAT, 2009). A massive
number of people in developing countries...
are turning to this kind of diet (FAO, 2002).”

A “lifestyle change” towards meat-eating
is underway. It can be stalled and reversed,
not by preaching individual dietary choices,
but by social measures: buying or expropri-
ating land for reforestation, and thus increas-
ing relative prices for meat and other animal
products compared to plant products; re-
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Climate
The food chain.
About 10% is
passed on each
level, so that only
about 1% of the
energy in the plant
reaches the fox



search into and subsidies for plant-based
foods; public measures to require availability
of plant-based foods in nurseries, schools,
canteens, shops, etc.

Meat grown in a lab could facilitate a tran-
sition. One 2011 study — bit.ly/lab-impact —
into the environmental impact of such “cul-
tured meat” found that “[i]n comparison to
conventionally produced European meat,
cultured meat involves approximately 7–45%
lower energy use (only poultry has lower en-
ergy use), 78–96% lower GHG emissions,
99% lower land use, and 82–96% lower water
use depending on the product compared.

“Despite high uncertainty, it is concluded
that the overall environmental impacts of cul-
tured meat production are substantially
lower than those of conventionally produced
meat.”

A 2017 environmental research paper —
bit.ly/agri-cc — found that different sources
of beef and fish are worse or better for the en-
vironment, but also that “for all environmen-
tal indicators and nutritional units examined,
plant-based foods have the lowest environ-
mental impacts; eggs, dairy, pork, poultry,
non-trawling fisheries, and non-recirculating
aquaculture have intermediate impacts; and
ruminant meat [cattle, sheep, goats] has im-
pacts about 100 times those of plant-based
foods” (see the graph above).

CITATIONS
Paul writes: “There is a large literature on
food and climate change. Over the last year,
a number of significant (and overlapping) re-
ports have been published… [some listed]...
None of these reports advocate the phasing
out of almost all animal products.”

The IPCC report ipcc.ch/srccl writes (with
secondary citations) that “a vegan diet with-
out animal-sourced foods... defines the upper
bound of the technical mitigation potential of
demand side measures.” (5.5.2.1).

Springmann et al 2018 — bit.ly/nutr-sust –
found:

“Following environmental objectives by re-
placing animal-source foods with plant-

based ones was particularly effective in high-
income countries for improving nutrient lev-
els, lowering premature mortality (reduction
of up to 12% [95% CI 10-13] with complete re-
placement), and reducing some environmen-
tal impacts, in particular greenhouse gas
emissions (reductions of up to 84%). How-
ever, it also increased freshwater use (in-
creases of up to 16%) and had little
effectiveness in countries with low or mod-
erate consumption of animal-source foods”.

“A public health strategy focused on im-
proving energy balance and dietary changes
towards predominantly plant-based diets
that are in line with evidence on healthy eat-
ing is a suitable approach for sustainable
diets.”

Godfray – bit.ly/god18 – wrote:
“Although meat is a concentrated source of

nutrients for low-income families, it also en-
hances the risks of chronic ill health, such as
from colorectal cancer and cardiovascular
disease.

“Meat produces more emissions per unit of
energy compared with that of plant-based
foods because energy is lost at each trophic
level... Meat production is the single most im-
portant source of methane”.

And Poore – bit.ly/poore18 – is clear:
“Most strikingly, impacts of the lowest-im-
pact animal products typically exceed those
of vegetable substitutes, providing new evi-
dence for the importance of dietary change.”

Official reports, by their nature, tend to
make their assumptions as conservative as
possible. They do not explicitly, and in as
many words, advocate the phasing out of al-
most all animal products. But they do indi-
cate that would be the most environmentally
positive course of action.

PROGRAMME
Different reports call for different levels of re-
duction of animal products: but they all call
for serious reduction. 

Some animal products are much worse, en-
vironmentally, than others. There is likewise
variation between plant-based products. Per-

haps these sections of
my previous article
should be expanded
to make explicit this
extra detail, but there
is no case for rejecting
the sections.

The variations
highlight the areas
which should be fo-
cused on first, and
which offer the great-
est and easiest emis-
sions reductions.
Other changes than
shifts from animal
products to plant-
based products are
important too. Green-
houses can be heated
from combined heat-

and-power stations, or using renewable en-
ergy; methods of growing rice, and flooding
or otherwise can be changed (bit.ly/rice-red)
to reduce methane and nitrous oxide emis-
sions; the diets of ruminant animals can be
improved very rapidly to reduce farting.

None of those things changes the overall
lack of reliable evidence that the climate
emergency can be fixed without a drastic in-
crease in reforestation and decrease in use of
animal products.

As with many environmental aims with
numbers attached — such as 1.5°C warming,
or a 2050 global net zero target — the quan-
tity of meat reduction to be advocated cannot
be exactly estimated in advance, and to a
large extent reflects belief in the political pos-
sibilities.

Advocating that the food industry reduce
its share of animal products by only 50% or
75%, rather than say 95%, has no precise sci-
entific mandate. We don’t know whether it
might be enough to keep climate change
manageable. We do know that the climate
emergency is deep enough to mandate pres-
sure on all fronts.

This is not about individual or consumer
choices — the natural go-to of many liberal
environmentalists.

Nor is it about “tak[ing]the focus away
from tackling fossil fuel capital”. That charge
is sound against liberal vegans, or liberal air-
plane boycotters. But my original text, over-
all, focuses squarely on the fossil-fuel
industry. The text does not even mention the
animal-products issue, directly or indirectly,
in the discussion of the components of the
immediate programme to agitate around.

With food as with flying, I focus not on in-
dividual behaviour but collective solutions.
Of the two, flight reduction would have a
bigger negative impact on the lives, well-
being, and positive social development of the
working class. We seek to achieve it not by
preaching individual choices, but by blocking
the building of new airports, reversing the
tax advantages of air travel (no tax on avia-
tion fuel), developing better rail links, etc.

“VEGAN CAPITAL”?
My argument is no more soft on or bolstering
“vegan capital” than our arguments about
public transport are “soft” on bus or rail cap-
ital, or our arguments about electricity gen-
eration “soft” on wind-turbine or
solar-power capital.

We want to rapidly socialise, reconstitute
and transform all major corporations; and
make a wide variety of good quality foods
available at low cost, or free. This not only
would tackle food poverty, but enhance
human flourishing and freedom.

A transition away from animal products
does not imply a lower quality of life. In de-
veloped countries today, plant-based diets
are generally healthier and more diverse than
those involving more animal-based foods.
Additionally, one study – bit.ly/h-happy –
“investigat[ing] in-the-moment eating happi-
ness” found that “of 14 different main food
categories, vegetables consumption con-
tributed the largest share to eating happiness
measured across eight days.”

Investment in GM research and develop-
ment could make available lab-grown substi-
tutes to animal products which could be
indistinguishable but environmentally better. 

Changes on the scale of the food industry
as a whole need not even have large impacts
on individuals’ eating habits. It would mean,
at some point in the future, that if an individ-
ual desires to carry on eating many “beef
burgers”, they should, probably, content
themselves with lab-grown “beef”, or plant-
based alternatives.

TRANSITIONING
As with energy, workers made redundant in
a transitioning food industry should receive
jobs guarantees and retraining. For many,
rewilding and reforesting would be an obvi-
ous offer.

Our tradition does not look primarily to a
state as the agent of change, as the exclusive
force in tackling climate change, or to enforc-
ing market forces through taxation. We look
to the working-class, organising industrially.
We seek to rapidly socialise and transform
the commanding heights of the economy.

Not, that is, to expropriate or outlaw the
petty bourgeoisie; small-shop owners or
farmers; individuals who look after chickens
and eat or even sell their eggs; combustion
engine hobbyists; or Inuit communities who
rely on hunting. 

There is nothing totalitarian about a trans-
formation of the food industry, if pursued in
a socialist way. And of course some aspects
of a socialist environmentalist programme
would take longer than others to win the case
for. The change I propose would not outlaw
animal products. It wouldn’t introduce a
“vegan gestapo”. It would instead transform
the “commanding heights” of the food indus-
try. □
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Environmental impacts of broad groups of foods per kilocalorie (available to the human consumer). Fig. 8, bit.ly/agri-cc. The
environmental indicators are greenhouse gas emissions, land use, energy use, acidification potential and eutrophication
potential. Bars show means and standard errors. Plant-based foods are in green; dairy and eggs are in grey; meats are in
red; and seafood is in blue. Data from foods grown in greenhouses are not included when plotting this figure. Trawl Fishery
= bottom-trawling fisheries; NT Fishery = all other fisheries (e.g. line, purse net, seine net, etc); Recirc Aqua = recirculating
aquaculture; NR Aqua = non-recirculating aquaculture (e.g. pond, net pen, flow-through, etc).

Unite supports airport
expansion.
Environmentalists rightly
oppose it.

  ce-based argument



By Tracy McGuire

I’ve just been elected to the sup-
port-staff place on the Executive

of the National Education Union, in
a by-election.

My first priority is unionising as
many school support staff as possi-
ble into the NEU.

Especially with the election, there
are going to be cuts to schools and
job losses for support staff.

We need campaigns. We need
more support-staff reps, and not
just as reps for support staff.

At present the NEU has a sup-
port staff conference, but it is enti-
tled only to put one motion to the
national union conference. [The
system was inherited from the ATL,
the union that merged with the
NUT to form NEU. The 2019 con-
ference was 5 October].

That’s not right, is it? At the sup-

port staff conference, there was just
45 minutes allocated to discussing
motions to conference — and much
of the rest was CPD [training] ses-
sions and the like — but that dis-
cussion needs to be the focus of the
day.

I’ve been contacted by the NEU
support-staff organiser [the allo-
cated full-time official at NEU HQ],
and he’s asked to meet with me be-
fore the next meeting of the NEU
support staff council on 11 January

The support staff council mem-
bers are elected by the NEU re-
gions. It meets three times a year.
I’m not clear about its powers, but
it looks to me as if it needs to have
more power and more accountabil-
ity to the members.

I hope to do reports from the Ex-
ecutive and circulate them as
widely. In the past left-wing Exec-
utive members in other unions
where the working of the Executive

are opaque, such as Unison, have
done that.

There are also regional support
staff conferences. There’s one for
the North-East in Newcastle on 7
March. I think that as the support
staff rep on the union Executive, I
should be going to all those confer-
ences, and have a say in organising
them.

In my opinion, support staff
gravitate towards the NEU in
workplaces where there is an active
rep, so having more active reps is
central.

MAJORITY
As far as I can tell, the majority of
support staff who have joined the
NEU are teaching assistants. In my
school, the caretakers and cleaners
are coming into NEU, because they
see the union being active.

The union has to make itself ac-

cessible. In our school, it’s difficult
for caretakers and catering staff to
come to our regular union meet-
ings, because of the different hours
they work, so I’ve approached our
head teacher to ask for a different
time to be set aside for union meet-
ing with them.

We need a charter for support
staff which meets the concerns of
the different sections of support
staff — admin workers, catering
staff, IT staff, too.

Everyone should be on a Living
Wage, at least. The union should
argue for catering, cleaning, and so
on to be brought in-house where
they’ve been contracted out. We
want a national contract for all ed-
ucation workers, not just for teach-
ers. 

For the NEU to win recruitment
rights, organising rights, and bar-
gaining rights for support staff is
central here. □

A national contract for all school workers

By Patrick Murphy

On 5 December, a slightly re-
vised version of an agreement

between the National Education
Union (NEU) and the National As-
sociation of Head Teachers (NAHT)
was put to the NEU National Exec-
utive for approval.

That agreement had been used in
June, as I’ll describe, to sink an
NEU dispute at Harbinger primary
school in East London.

Kirstie Paton, one of the four Ex-
ecutive members representing
Inner London, where the strike
took place, moved an objection to
reject the agreement and I seconded
it. We reminded the Executive of
the Harbinger story and empha-
sised the flat-out contradiction be-
tween the agreement and the
principle of a lay-led union.

In an indication of the degraded
state of our movement, all but four
members of an Executive of over
seventy members voted to approve
the agreement. 

The entire so-called NEU left

voted for a “get out of jail free” card
for bosses. Of the four speeches
against, two were taken by mem-
bers of the Socialist Workers Party
[SWP]. Their argument, such as it
was, relied entirely on referring to
a section of the agreement which
they claimed limits its use. 

What’s wrong with the agree-
ment?

The Harbinger struck against the
unacceptable way in which they
were being treated by their school’s
head teacher.

The NAHT chose to invoke an
obscure joint agreement saying:
“NAHT and NEU paid officialswill,
by advising their officers and con-
tinuing informal dialogue between
the two organisations, seek to agree
status quo ante, a cooling off period
and the establishment of negotia-
tions”.

That process was used to sus-
pend the strike action at Harbinger
and impose this decision on the
members.

The clause which the SWP used
to justify endorsing the agreement
states that “should either organisa-

tion conclude, having consulted
their respective officers, that this
form of conciliation will not assist,
no further action will be taken
under the protocol”. That still
leaves the decision to call action off
with “either organisation”, not
with the members in the work-
place, who don’t even merit a men-
tion. Even local elected officers are
merely to be “consulted”. □

• Patrick Murphy is a member of
the NEU Executive, writing here in
a personal capacity.
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Today one class, the workingclass, lives by selling its
labour power to another, the
capitalist class, which owns the
means of production. 
The capitalists’ control over the
economy and their relentless
drive to increase their wealth
causes poverty, unemployment,
the blighting of lives by overwork,
imperialism, the destruction of
the environment and much else.
Against the accumulated

wealth and power of the
capitalists, the working class
must unite to struggle against
capitalist power in the workplace
and in wider society.
The Alliance for Workers’

Liberty wants socialist revolution:
collective ownership of industry
and services, workers’ control,
and a democracy much fuller
than the present system, with
elected representatives recallable
at any time and an end to
bureaucrats’ and managers’
privileges.
We fight for trade unions and

the Labour Party to break with
“social partnership” with the
bosses and to militantly assert
working-class interests.

In workplaces, trade unions, andLabour organisations; among
students; in local campaigns; on
the left and in wider political
alliances we stand for:
• Independent working-class

representation in politics.
• A workers’ government,

based on and accountable to the
labour movement.
• A workers’ charter of trade

union rights — to organise, to
strike, to picket effectively, and to
take solidarity action.
• Taxation of the rich to fund

decent public services, homes,
education and jobs for all.
• A workers’ movement that

fights all forms of oppression. Full
equality for women, and social
provision to free women from
domestic labour. For reproductive
justice: free abortion on demand;
the right to choose when and
whether to have children. Full
equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender people. Black
and white workers’ unity against
racism.
• Open borders.
• Global solidarity against

global capital — workers
everywhere have more in
common with each other than
with their capitalist or Stalinist
rulers.
• Democracy at every level of

society, from the smallest
workplace or community to
global social organisation.
• Equal rights for all nations,

against imperialists and predators
big and small.
• Maximum left unity in action,

and openness in debate.

If you agree with us, please
take some copies of Solidarity
to sell — and join us! □

Where we
stand

“Get out of jail free” for bullying bosses?
By Duncan Morrison

Lewisham members of the Na-
tional Education Union

(NEU) in primary schools are to
take part in an indicative ballot
over boycotting high stakes test-
ing. The ballot will run from 6
January for two weeks. 

There will be two questions on
the ballot, one about “action
short of strike” (i.e. the question
about the boycott) and a second
asking members if they will
strike in the event of victimisa-
tion of members who take part.

The ballot information sum-
marises the boycott as follows:

“Leadership and teacher mem-
bers will refuse to administer the
year 2 SATs, the year 6 SATs, the
phonics test and the year 4 mul-
tiplication tests in May and June
2020; teacher members will
refuse to undertake additional or
booster classes; classroom assis-
tants/cover supervisors will
refuse to invigilate tests, support
any additional or booster classes,
or provide cover for teachers to
enable them to carry out the test-
ing of individual children; other
support staff will refuse to do any
administrative, clerical or other
support work such as collating
test-related documents, handling
post which delivers test papers,
setting up rooms for testing to be
undertaken”.

This indicative ballot is the re-
sult of insistent pressure by
Lewisham District to get a boy-
cott. If the indicative ballot is suc-
cessful, then we will have a
formal ballot shortly afterwards.
□
• Duncan Morrison is Assistant
Secretary of Lewisham NEU,
writing in a personal capacity.

Lewisham to
ballot on boycott

Royal Parks workers win
By Ollie Moore

Outsourced cleaning workers in
London’s Royal Parks have

won a pay rise to the London Liv-
ing Wage, currently £10.75/hour,
following a campaign of strikes.
The workers are currently paid
£8.21/hour, and the pay increase
will be backdated to 1 November.

The workers, who are members
of the United Voices of the World
union (UVW), struck on 24 and 31
October, and had threatened to es-
calate their action before the Royal
Parks board met on 12 December
and agreed to meet the workers’

pay demand.
An Employment Tribunal against

the outsourced contractor, Vinci,
will continue after the union ac-
cused it of depriving workers of
their holiday entitlement.

UVW members employed by
outsourcing giant Sodexo at St.
Mary’s Hospital in West London
have set bosses a 31 January dead-
line to make concessions towards
their demands of equal terms and
conditions with directly-employed
NHS staff. If these demands are not
met, the workers plan an indefinite
strike. Strikes planned for Decem-
ber were suspended after the board
of the NHS Trust which adminis-

ters the hospital agreed to negotiate
on the workers’ demands.

Kitchen porters at “LouLou’s”,
an exclusive private members’ club
in Mayfair, central London, sus-
pended strikes planned for 11 and
12 December after sick pay entitle-
ment was increased. The workers
are members of the Independent
Workers’ union of Great Britain
(IWGB), and had previously won a
pay increase to the London Living
Wage. The club is owned by Robin
Birley, an ultra-rich aristocrat and
donor to numerous right-wing and
anti-migrant causes, including
Ukip and Boris Johnson’s Tory
leadership campaign. □



By Ollie Moore

Guards on South Western Rail-
way (SWR) are continuing

strikes throughout the month of
December, which resumed on 13
December after pausing on general
election day. Official company fig-
ures claim that 40% of all services
had been cancelled entirely, with
amended timetables running on
many others. 

The strike is the longest single
strike in British railway history.
Guards are being supported with

strike pay and hardship payments,
and strong pickets have been
mounted across the SWR network,
including at Waterloo station in
central London.

Rail union RMT published a “six
point plan” for ending the dispute,
arguing that the disagreement with
the company now focuses entirely
on a three-second period during
the dispatch procedure where SWR
want to transfer control of the train
doors to the driver, with the union
arguing control should be retained
by the guard. SWR bosses have in-

sisted that “every second counts”
in their efforts to run the maximum
number of trains, which the union
has argued exposes their profit-
driven approach which subordi-
nates safety, accessibility, and jobs
to the maximisation of revenue.

On West Midlands Trains, where
RMT guards had been striking
every Saturday from 16 November,
strikes have now been suspended
to allow guards to vote on whether
to accept a new offer from the com-
pany. The proposal would give the
technical capacity for control of the
doors to the driver, but retains the
need for a guard to give the driver
a signal before the train can depart.
The RMT’s NEC is recommending
acceptance of the deal. Guards’
strikes on West Midlands Trains
were bolstered by solidarity from
members of the drivers’ union
Aslef refusing to cross RMT picket
lines, the only train company other
than Merseyrail where such soli-
darity has occurred to any signifi-
cant degree.

Workers’ Liberty members work-
ing on the railway and active in rail
unions produce a rank-and-file bul-
letin, Off The Rails, the new issue of
which surveys various disputes

against Driver Only Operation. The
bulletin is online at workerslib-
erty.org/rails.

One of the issues it takes up is the
need for strikes to involve effective
picketing which aims to dissuade
scabbing and directly appeal to
Aslef members not to cross picket
lines (see box). □

South Western Railway strikes continue
22-23

By a UCU activist

Asectoral conference fro Uni-
versity and College Union

(UCU) members working in uni-
versities in the USS pension
scheme, where workers struck in
November and December, has
voted for an escalation of the
strike, passing a proposal to strike
for two weeks from 20 February.

The Higher Education Commit-
tee of the union will now ratify
that proposal.

That does leave a big gap be-
tween the end of the last strike and
the next, but many universities
have exams through January, so
striking then wouldn’t have any
impact on teaching. Negotiations
are ongoing; the fact of a further
planned strike will hopefully put
pressure on those talks.

The general election may have
an impact, although the Tories
aren’t proposing any tuition fee in-
creases or significant funding re-
structures as yet. Different
institutions’ financial situations
can vary significantly, so one thing
to watch out for is the possibility
that richer universities may make
local offers, which could poten-
tially divide the dispute.

UCU members have also been
undertaking action short of strikes,
which people have been working
hard to make effective. There is
some difficulty, however, in mak-
ing such action impactful, espe-
cially outside of term time.

For non-academic workers, such
as library workers and IT staff, it
may be more effective, as there’s

more of a collective workplace
focus to their work outside of term
time. UCU branches, which can
sometimes be dominated by aca-
demics, need to ensure those
workers are supported and em-
powered. And we need to reach
out to workers in other grades in
those sectors, who are likely to be
in Unison or Unite, to support
them in refusing to pick up addi-
tional workload created by UCU
members taking action.

UCU also recently held a
“democracy conference”, to vote
on proposals from a democracy
commission which has been delib-
erating for the past year. This arose
out of the fallout from the 2018
USS dispute, where there was
widespread rank-and-file anger at
the role of the then General Secre-
tary Sally Hunt, and the wider
UCU bureaucracy, particularly the
unelected staff.

While those events provided im-
petus, this was an opportunity to
discuss proposals for a wider
democratic transformation of the
union, so it’s a little disappointing
that the proposals focused quite
narrowly on the role of the GS and
the staff.

DEMOCRACY
Aproposal to reduce the GS’s

term length from five years to
three was defeated, but a proposal
to limit consecutive terms to a
maximum of three was passed.

Proposals to create deputy gen-
eral secretary roles were defeated.
Some of the thinking behind this
was good; the idea was to create

additional elected posts at the top
of the union to prevent so much
power being wielded at that level
by unelected staffers. But the DGS
model also has drawbacks, as it
risks creating a layer of senior na-
tional officers disconnected from
the workplace and grassroots
structures of the union. 

There have been issues with the
Unite branch which represents
staff at UCU head office, which has
argued that things like the right to
recall officers would breach their
employment rights.

One proposal that did relate to
wider union democracy was the
proposal to create a branch-based
dispute committee for multi-insti-
tution disputes, with delegates
from each branch involved. This
didn’t achieve the required two-
thirds majority, which is disap-
pointing.

It was arguably not explained in
the best way possible. Some ac-
tivists are wary of giving too much
power to branches, which some
newer activists see as quite inac-
cessible and run by small cliques
of activists.

The proposal needed to be
clearer about explaining that it
needed to be accompanied by ef-
forts to transform branches and
ensure they were sites for demo-
cratic participation, meaning any-
one elected from them to a
national dispute committee would
be genuinely representative and
accountable. □

As we all know, there are picket
lines, and there are picket

lines. 
A group of strikers shuffling

nervously in a huddle, away from
the actual entrances to stations or
depots, isn’t likely to have much
impact.

Where picket lines are most suc-
cessful is when they’re lively, as-
sertive, and mounted at the points
where workers actually go into
work. This allows pickets to have

a conversation with workers com-
ing in, and potentially turn them
around.

At depots with multiple en-
trances and potential booking-on
points, this might require some
creative picketing, but it can be
done.

Strikers shouldn’t be cowed by
the anti-union laws. One “picket
supervisor” can supervise multi-
ple picket lines as long as they can
access them in reasonable time. □

Proper pickets preferable

New uni strikes from 20 Feb
Like all workers, civil servants

are now facing at least five
years of an extremely reactionary
government. Workers’ rights and
trade unionism will come under re-
newed assault, and as government
workers we expect PCS will be in
the frontline of that.

We even had members on strike
on election day, with our members
at Ealing tax office striking for half
a day to demand the office remains
open. They also struck on 5 Decem-
ber, and have now struck five times
in total. Further strikes are planned
in January if necessary.

The union will be launching a
new organising and recruitment
drive in 2020. We know many civil

service workers are worried about
what a Johnson government means
for them, and we to persuade them
they can fight back via the union
rather than being cowed by those
fears. That drive will also take up
concerns of specific groups of
workers within the civil service,
such as EU and non-EU migrants,
and hopefully persuade them that
the union can be an instrument for
defending migrants’ rights. The
PCS has a clear policy in favour of
free movement, and we’ll be fight-
ing for that against any attempt to
restrict migrants’ rights, whatever
happens with Brexit.

We also expect to be in dispute
with the government over civil ser-
vice pay in 2020, and will be build-
ing towards a national industrial
action ballot on that issue. One of
the features of the past few years is
that, while the left in the Labour
Party revived via “Corbynism”, we
haven’t seen any equivalent revival
in industrial struggle. In fact strikes
have remained at historically low
levels.

That’s one of the contributing
factors behind Labour’s defeat.
Unions need to take responsibility
for turning that situation around.
We are likely to be the first national
union to go into dispute directly
with the government, so PCS has a
very important role to play in that.

The recruitment and organising
drive we plan won’t be about get-
ting people into the union for the
sake of it, but to organise and pre-
pare workers to fight back against
a hostile, anti-union employer. □
• John Moloney is Assistant Gen-
eral Secretary of PCS, writing in a
personal capacity.

John
Moloney

PCS plans new drive

The election for general secre-
tary of the PCS civil service

union closed on 12 December.
Mark Serwotka, the long-time in-
cumbent, won, with an 18.6%
turnout (30,820 ballot papers re-
turned out of 165,941 sent out).

Serwotka got 16,420 votes.
Marion Lloyd of the Socialist
Party (who long ran the union in
alliance with Serwotka, but have
fallen out with him recently) got
9,278.
Solidarity supported Bev Laid-

law, who ran on behalf of the In-
dependent Left with a militant
rank-and-file oriented platform
and got 5,059. □

Serwotka wins

By Jay Dawkey

RMT members working as
drivers on London Under-

ground’s Bakerloo Line have
voted for industrial action to win
a workable timetable.

The workers voted by a 95%
majority for strikes, and by 98%
for action short of a strike, on an
80% turnout.

Workers argue that the line’s
current timetable, “Working
Timetable 44”, has led to drasti-
cally worsened workplace condi-
tions, including times between
journeys being so tight that
drivers do not even have time for
a toilet break. The timetable has
also led to trains bunching up
along the line, leading to gaps in
the service which in turn creates
overcrowding on platforms.

The union is demanding a re-
version to the previous timetable
while the issues with the current
one are addressed; adequate pro-
vision of station staff on plat-
forms to assist and manage
overcrowding; and for a morato-
rium on disciplinary procedures
against drivers for signalling is-
sues created by the timetabling.
□

The High Court injunction granted to
Royal Mail to prevent postal workers
from striking, despite their
overwhelming vote to do so, highlights
the profoundly undemocratic nature of
Britain’s anti-trade union laws, and the
urgent need for the whole labour
movement to renew our fight for their
abolition – including by demanding
that the Labour Party commits to fully
repealing all existing anti-union laws
when in government.

Part of Royal Mail’s claim to the High
Court was that the CWU’s extensive, and
highly effective, social media campaign
to encourage members to vote yes in its
ballot for industrial action breached laws
which requires that members be able to
vote in ballots without “interference” from
the union. The judge claimed that the
CWU’s campaign amounted to a “de
facto workplace ballot” – but why should
workplace ballots be illegal? Workers
voting, in the workplace, to withdraw their
labour, should be a legally enshrined
democratic right.

Workplace ballots for strikes have been
illegal since the early 90s, and the law
has required that ballots take place
without “interference” from the union
since the 1984 Trade Union Act.

The 1984 Act was one of a succession
of anti-union laws imposed by the
Thatcher and Major governments in the
wake of capital’s major victories over
organised labour in the 1980s, most
prominently in the 1984/5 miners’ strike,
which sought to criminalise effective
workplace organisation and industrial
action, and weight the scales of power
dramatically towards employers.

Even when unions clear the arbitrary
thresholds demanded by the 2016 Trade
Union Act, as the CWU comfortably did in
its recent ballot, the pre-existing
legislation hands bosses an invaluable
weapon to challenge the validity of any
ballot. The law requires that unions
submit balloting information to employers
in advance of commencing any ballot,
giving bosses time to scrutinise it for any

minor inaccuracies or technicalities with
which they can run to the judges.

The Royal Mail injunction must be met
with a storm of protest across the labour
movement, and any members of the
CWU who choose to take unofficial action
must be supported by their own union
and the movement as a whole. 

The power that existing laws give
employers to obstruct industrial action
should settle the debate ongoing within
the labour movement about what attitude
a future Labour government should take
to the laws. Some have argued that a
“public bonfire of the Thatcherite anti-
union laws” is not required, and that
Labour could supersede them by passing
new, positive legislation. Despite
overwhelming votes at three consecutive
Labour Party conferences for policies
demanding the repeal of all anti-union
laws, Labour’s leaders rarely publicly
commit to more than the repeal of the
most recent, the 2016 Trade Union Act.
The reality is that, even if the 2016 Act
were repealed, and even if a Labour
government passed positive legislation
giving unions more right, unless the laws
passed between 1980 and 1990 were
also repealed, the legislation that gives
bosses the ability to seek High Court
injunctions against strikes would remain
in effect.

postalworker
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Fight to abolish all anti-union laws!

On 12 December, we’ll have the chance
to kick the Tories out of government. 

We face a binary choice; a class
choice: vote for a government of the rich,
by the rich, for the rich, or vote for a
government of a party linked to trade
unions, with policies committed to clawing
back some of the vast wealth currently
held by the rich and big business and
using it to fund public services and
improve working-class people’s lives.

Labour is also committed to
renationalising Royal Mail, and part-
nationalising BT Openreach to ensure free
broadband for all, two key CWU policies.
It has also committed to reducing the
working week to 32 hours across the
economy by 2029, another key demand in
the current dispute. It is also committed to
repealing anti-union laws.

There is an ongoing debate in the
Labour Party and wider labour movement
about some key issues, including Brexit.
We believe that the key trade union
principles of international solidarity
should compel our movement to oppose
Brexit. If Britain leaves the EU, it will
increase divisions between workers on
the basis of nationality and immigration
status. Ending free movement means
migrant workers will be reliant on visas
and sponsorship from employers to
remain in the country, making them less
confident to stand up for the rights at
work. Free movement for all means that
bosses can’t use immigration status to
divide workers.

Labour for a Socialist Europe and the
Labour Campaign for Free Movement
are active within the Labour Party
election effort to argue for a politics of
international solidarity and class
struggle, within Britain and across
Europe.

• For more, see labourforasocialisteurope.org
and labourfreemovement.org

Vote
Labour!

Continued over

Bakerloo 

CWU postal workers are likely to
reballot early in 2020



Solidarity
For a workers’ government

By Luke Neal

There have been mass strikes
and a wave of working class

protests since Thursday 5 Decem-
ber in France.

The marches of strikers on 10
December – attended by 339,000
according to the Interior Ministry,
or 885,000 in the unions’ estimation
– were a show of continuing deter-
mination. The CGT, FO, FSU, Sol-
idaires, MNL, UNEF and UNL
have jointly appealed for further
strikes on 12 December and on
Tuesday 17. 

By any measure, there have been
powerful strikes in key sectors. The
overall mobilisation in workplaces
is of a depth and dynamism not
seen since the successful struggle
of 1995.

Participation has been massive
in SNCF (national railway) and
RATP (Parisian metro and buses),

with four out of five drivers out.
The strength of the walkouts in

education, EDF, oil refineries and
the civil service (45% strike rate) is
notable, in addition to solid actions
in post, health and the fire brigade.

That said, this is not a general
strike; not yet.

Immediately, the battle is over
pensions. The government are re-
forming how they are calculated,
moving away from a rate based on
the earnings of the final 25 years to
a points-based calculation across
all working-age life, the rates for
which are not even guaranteed. Ef-
fectively this means a cut to the
pensions of all the public sector,
where wages increase within pay
scales over time.

And it is a particular affront to
anyone who suffers a period of un-
employment, interruption, or who
moves industry, or is in a physi-
cally demanding industry.

Following the first strike day,

Edouard Philippe, the Prime Min-
ister, announced that he was bring-
ing the timetable for the reforms
forward, beginning with a detailed
announcement of the pension ar-
rangements on 11 December, al-
lowing for time for the state to
assess of the balance of the power
between itself and the labour
movement.

He used the announcement to
insist that by 2027, the retirement
age will be “equalised” at 64, and
clarify that the measures will only
affect those born after 1975.

The initial strike has been “re-
newed” and extended towards its
third week. Most universities have
stayed shut, several having been
closed pre-emptively to avoid stu-
dent occupations.

This is perhaps the greatest
chance in 25 years to deepen the
movement and its organisation.
The railway workers’ slogan, “the
strike to the strikers”, reflects these

impulses. The slogan’s power can
be felt at the solidarity visits to
pickets, especially at bus depots,
where strikers gather with other
workers, posties, teachers and rad-
ical left students.

The process of renewing the
strike is coming about via strike
committees, and general assem-
blies (AGs) of workplaces and in
education.

“We start together, we win to-
gether”: it must be a movement of
all workers. If this holds, then the
state’s ace card, to divide the
movement by concessions to spe-
cific professions, may be overcome.
There are initiatives to forge com-
mon working class solidarity
through breaking the distinction of
union/non-union member, the
growth of the AGs and their pres-
ence as the blocs on the demonstra-
tions – rather than the classical
“each industry, each union under
their own banner”.

Local interpro AGs have been
making their first steps, bringing
together a few dozen to nearly 200
strikers or supporters. In these as-
semblies, activists from the far left
can move proposals, for political
demands on and beyond the pen-
sions, for regular meetings, for
more democracy in organisation.

Railway strike committees have
been elected or established in Lille,
Nantes, Strasbourg, and Paris –
Austerlitz, Gare du Nord, Gare de
l’Est, Saint-Lazare. They are begin-
ning to turn outward, with appeals
to nearby private sector workers.

In addition to this race between
the dynamism of the movement
and the determination of the gov-
ernment, there is a parallel conflict
between the rank-and-file and the
power of the union structures. □

• 11 December. Abridged from
bit.ly/fr-11-12
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