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WORKERS STILL 
BATTLING IN SUDAN
By Mohan Sen

The contrast between the 
respectable “friends” of 

democracy in Sudan and the 
grassroots mass movement ac-
tually fighting for democracy is 
striking.

In November Abdalla Ham-
dok, the prime minister over-
thrown by the 25 October 
military coup, did a deal with 
the military to be reinstated as 
decoration for their regime. The 
Biden government rushed to 
endorse this charade as a path 
to democracy.

The US and UK signed a joint 
statement welcoming the deal 
with the autocracies in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and Saudi Arabia — both highly 
supportive of the Sudanese mil-
itary.

The EU took a similar posi-
tion, as did the UN’s top offi-
cials. Many countries — notably 
Russia — have simply backed 
the military.

Meanwhile the repression 
and bloodshed in Sudan con-
tinued, a wave of beatings, 
rapes, tear-gassings, mass ar-
rests and killings. At least 60 
have been killed, according to 
the Central Committee of Suda-
nese Doctors.

Democracy activists in Sudan 
— local “resistance commit-

tees”, trade unions and even 
the mainly-bourgeois Forces of 
Freedom and Change coalition 
— condemned Hamdok’s ac-
tions. Hamdok felt compelled 
to resign (2 January).

Very large numbers have 
continued to take to the streets, 
every few days. They reject 
even an improved version of 
the pre-coup military-civilian 
power-sharing arrangement 
and demand a fully civilian 
government. “No negotiation, 
no partnership, no legitimacy!”

Since the uprising which over-
threw military-Islamist dictator 
Omar al-Bashir in 2019, trade 
unions have been central to Su-
dan’s fight for democracy. Many 
groups of workers are battling 
against the coup but also for 
their rights as workers.

On 2-6 January thousands 
of court workers across Sudan 
struck to demand increased bo-
nuses to meet the soaring cost 
of living. In many parts of the 
country, the strike was 100% 
solid.

Thousands of bank workers 
have been on strike against the 
coup. Now 200 workers at the 
Bank of Khartoum — Sudan’s 
largest bank, privatised in 2010, 
transferring mainly to UAE own-
ership — have been sacked and 
hundreds more face the sack 
for organising against the coup 

and for improved conditions.
Links are developing between 

striking workers and resistance 
committees. The “December 
Revolution Coordination” in 
the suburbs of Omdurman (the 
country’s biggest city) said the 
following on 5 January:

“Let us stand in solidarity 
with the workers at the Bank 
of Khartoum, the judicial insti-
tution, and Centroid Company 
in order to restore their rights. 
We must root the principle of 
mutual solidarity among all the 
forces of resistance in order 
to bring about a revolution in 
the institutions and housing. 
This will lead to the overthrow 
of a regime which established 
economic policies based on 
sacking workers and denying 
them their rights. We need to 
build a national economic sys-
tem based on nationalising 
all the public properties and 
institutions which have been 
privatised through the same re-
actionary policies.”  □

• Updates about workers’ 
struggles on the Facebook 
page of the “Sudanese Workers 
Alliance for the Restoration of 
Trade Unions” and the website 
of the “MENA Solidarity” 
campaign. Sign a statement 
of  solidarity: forms.gle/
p5SWbyBmKsvidBJq6
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Sheffield couriers lead pay fight

On Monday 10 January, food de-
livery drivers in Sheffield working 

for Stuart Delivery (a contractor serving 
JustEat) resumed their strike action. 
Organised in the IWGB union, Shef-
field couriers struck for three weeks in 
December 2021, breaking records with 
the longest-ever industrial action in the 
so-called “gig economy” in the UK. 
Strikes spread to Chesterfield, Black-
pool, Huddersfield and Sunderland.

Having given their employer a fort-
night to respond to their demands, 
the Sheffield drivers have resumed 
their action with a number of large and 
well-respected picket lines at McDon-
ald’s restaurants across the city.

Tactic
The Sheffield drivers’ tactic is to stop 
deliveries on JustEat (Stuart’s client) 
from McDonald’s, their largest cus-
tomer, while allowing workers to con-
tinue earning elsewhere. Estimates of 
the value of lost business at McDon-
ald’s so far range from £220,000 to £1 
million in Sheffield alone.

Stuart couriers are striking against 
a pay cut. Stuart has slashed the base 
rate of pay per delivery on jobs under 
2.5 miles from £4.50 to £3.40. Drivers in 
cities where this new pay structure has 
been in place for a few months report 

losses of around £100-£150 a week. On 
top of chiselling away payments for re-
turning cancelled orders and paid wait-
ing time, over the last two years Stuart 
has implemented changes that have 
turned them from the best-paying em-
ployer in the sector into “just another 
UberEats”, as one disgusted courier put 
it.

Stuart claims that because they are 
now paying a mileage bonus on top of 
the base rate, most drivers should not 
experience a drop in their earnings. But 
drivers point out that even were this 
true, it would be damning: “pay stay-
ing the same” is another way of saying 
“pay cut”. Because of Stuart’s model of 
phoney self-employment, drivers are 
obliged to cover the costs of running 
and insuring their vehicles (including 
special food delivery insurance); and 
they get no sick pay, holiday or pension. 
With 2022 set to see big increases in 
the cost of living, stagnating wages are 
not acceptable. That’s why the union is 
demanding £6-per-delivery base rate 
plus mileage, across the board — a rate 
which Stuart already pays car couriers 
in London.

Action
At the end of December 2021, student 
activists organised an action at JustEat 
headquarters in London, bringing to-
gether students from campuses around 
the UK. In Sheffield, the Student Soli-
darity Group has been central to organ-
ising support for drivers’ picket lines.

In the first week of 2022, Stuart man-
agement organised meetings with 
drivers in Sheffield and Blackpool, two 
centres of the strike. They hand-picked 
drivers to come to an invite-only “focus 
group”, whose location was only re-
vealed by text message at 10pm be-
fore a 9am start. When union members 
and their supporters turned up to the 
venue in Sheffield (the Jurys Inn) with 
signs reading “Negotiate Don’t Manip-
ulate”, “Why Meet in Secret?” and “Let 
Drivers Choose Their Reps”, the Stuart 
executive exited via the fire escape cit-
ing fears over “safety”, cancelling the 
meeting with a panicky text message.

The meeting was eventually recon-
vened, but crashed by elected lead-
ers of the local IWGB branch. Even 
the hand-picked drivers sternly cau-
tioned Stuart that they had to improve 
pay. Stuart has promised to propose 
changes by 14 January. In the mean-
time, Sheffield drivers have restarted 
their action, and strike meetings are 
being convened in Blackpool, Chester-
field and Sunderland, ready to pile on 
more pressure ahead of the 14 January 
deadline.

As of the morning of 11 January, 
Stuart has announced an overhaul of 
the system for drivers uploading their 
renewed insurance policies. This has 
been a longstanding demand of the 
union and was raised alongside pay in 
this strike, in a letter sent by IWGB cou-
riers in December. Possibly this means 
that the company intends to offer 
crumbs in order to sap strike momen-
tum over pay.

This strike is historic. It is the longest, 

biggest, and best-organised piece of 
direct action to take place in the so-
called UK gig economy. In recent years 
various groups of couriers in one city 
or another have organised short stop-
pages in protest at disrespectful treat-
ment, violence, or low pay. But Sheffield 
drivers have been able to take their 
action to the next level because since 
summer 2019 they have been patiently 
building a formal union organisation, 
with the help of activists from Workers’ 
Liberty.

The IWGB union now has nearly 100 
members in Sheffield, making it one 
of the chief bastions of gig economy 
organising in the UK. The sophistica-
tion that workers have developed in 
Sheffield, with regular planning meet-
ings, a strike fund, elected leaders, and 
connection to the wider Labour and 
socialist movement locally and nation-
ally, allowed their action to sustain long 
enough to spread nationwide, creating 
a crisis for a major gig economy plat-
form. This level of formal organisation 
has also allowed drivers to build links 
across many different national groups 
and communities.

Languages
The union’s materials are distributed in 
three languages (English, Arabic and 
Tigrinya), reflecting the diversity of 
the workforce in Sheffield, which is no 
longer a barrier to solidarity.

If it is successful, this strike could be 
an opening wedge in a broader drive 
to organise and civilise the “gig econ-
omy” across the UK. Many drivers in 
Sheffield ask on picket lines: “when are 
we going to do UberEats?”.

The kind of activity that has gone into 
creating this strike and this union, with 
socialist activists drawing the broader 
community and labour movement into 
supporting organising drives in unor-
ganised sectors, is a model that should 
be replicated elsewhere, as part of an 
urgent, society-wide push to organise 
the unorganised and rebuild the power 
of the working class. □

• Couriers’ strike fund: bit.ly/StuStrike

23-24 April
Workers’ Liberty’s annual con-

ference, where we debate our 
policies, plan our actions, and elect 
our committees for the coming year, 
will be on 23-24 April 2022 in Lon-
don. (We’re working on the assump-
tion that Covid rates will be relatively 
low by then, at least for a while). 
More info? Email awl@workerslib-
erty.org

Kill the two Bills! 
January 15 has been named as a “na-

tional day of action” against the Tory 
Police Bill (now in its last, Report and 
Third Reading, stage in the Lords), and 
Another Europe is Possible and others 
including the Labour Campaign for 
Free Movement will protest against the 
Borders Bill (starting Lords committee 
stage 27 January) the same day in Lon-
don. (1pm at the Home Office, 2 Mar-
sham St, London SW1P 4DF).

We urge readers to back the protests. 
Sadly, even as late as 11 January, pro-
test times and places for 15 January 
have been released only for a few cities. 
Nothing on the Police Bill in London.

The unions and the Labour Party op-
pose these Bills, on paper at least.

Solidarity is pushing for them to in-
itiate solid street protests, rather than 
leaving that to ad hoc or NGO-ish 
groups.  □

Editorial

Social inequality has deepened 
the Covid pandemic; the pan-

demic has deepened inequality. 
This new pamphlet, from Momen-
tum Internationalists, offers ideas 
for the labour movement to regroup 
and fight back on socialist lines.  □

momentuminternationalists.org

Our videos!
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and subscribe to our youtube 

channel! Many have subtitles. Playlists include:
• The State, Crime, Prisons, and Police
• Socialist Feminism
• Black Lives Matter
• Socialist commentary on the Covid-19 crisis
• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 parts, with Martin Thomas 
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the producers of the bulletins  □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share: youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
https://actionnetwork.org/fundraising/strike-hardship-fund-iwgb-couriers-logistics-branch
mailto:awl@workersliberty.org
mailto:awl@workersliberty.org
http://momentuminternationalists.org
http://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK


3youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUKEvents and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings workersliberty.org/audio

Russian troops out of Kazakhstan!
By Dan Katz

The price of Liquid Petroleum Gas 
(LPG), a cheap alternative to petrol 

used by car drivers in Kazakhstan, was 
hiked on New Year’s Day. The cost of a 
litre of LPG had been 50 tenge (about 
10 pence) for most of 2021, jumping to 
120 tenge on 1 January. Drivers began 
to protest. 

In Zhanaozen, an oil producing town 
of 160,000 in the country’s west, roads 
were blocked.

The regime is particularly wary of ac-
tions by the oil workers in Zhanaozen, 
where a massacre of strikers took place 
in December 2011.

There were more officially registered 
strikes in Kazakhstan in the first half of 
2021 (39) than the entire period from 
2018-20 (30). Almost all of the recent 
strikes took place in the Mangystau 
oil-producing region in the west, where 
workers demanded wage increases to 
combat inflation. 

Most strike action was taken by oil 
workers or employees in associated 
industries, but health care and public 
transport workers also took industrial 
action.

Most of the strikes won some conces-
sions on their wage demands.

Across the Mangystau region simi-

lar public demonstrations were held 
in many towns. Unregistered political 
parties called rallies and pickets in the 
capital, Nur-Sultan, and in Almaty, the 
commercial centre of the country.

The internet began to go down and 
news websites were blocked.

By the evening of 3 January the Prime 
Minister’s office had declared that the 
price of LPG would be reduced in all 
petrol stations in Mangystau. In the 
town of Aqtau on the Caspian Sea pro-
testers continued a rally, not believing 
the concession would actually be en-
acted. When Mangystau’s governor No-
gaev turned up in Aqtau town square 
to repeat the government’s promises 
he was chased off by the crowd, who 
shouted, “Get out! We’re tired of fairy 
tales!”

The protests in Almaty then turned 
very violent, very quickly. Almaty is in 
the south of the country, nearly 2,000 
km east of Mangystau.

Major gun battles and explosions 
were heard in Almaty. It was reported 
that police stations had been stormed 
and large numbers of public building 
were ransacked and burnt.

18 members of the security forces 
are reported killed together with many 
dozens of protesters.

Such violence diverges widely from 

what has happened before in Kazakh-
stan.

President Kassym-Jomart Toqaev de-
clared a state of emergency and on 5 
January asked Russian president Putin 
to help provide security. Russian para-
troops were in the country within hours 
and it seems that 2,500 troops from the 
Russian-dominated Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO) are now 
in Kazakhstan. Toqaev announced a 
shoot-to-kill policy.

The Kazakh government now claims 
to be in control although gunfire can 
still be heard on Almaty’s streets. The 
government states 4000 protesters 
have been detained.

One possible explanation for the 
extreme violence in Almaty is that a 
part of the state machine was moving 
against Tokayev, using the protests as 
a cover for a coup. If Tokayev could 
not trust his own police and army that 
would also explain the call for Russian 
military help.

Tokayev, a former Soviet diplomat, 
was handpicked by former president 
Nursultan Nazarbaev who stepped 
down in 2019 but continues to hold on 
to a lot of power behind the scenes. 
Nazarbaev’s base is in the capital 
Nur-Sultan, which he named after him-
self.

Much of the public’s anger has been 
directed at Nazarbaev and his corrupt 
family who have run a repressive klep-
tocracy since the fall of the USSR.

Karim Masimov, until last week head 
of the internal security service, and a 
man closely aligned with Nazarbaev, 
was arrested on 8 January and accused 
of treason. This looks like Tokayev is at-
tempting to consolidate his power.

Of course the presence of Russian 
troops will not come cost-free for To-
kayev. Putin will expect Kazakhstan to 
back Russian policy more closely. 

And Putin also has his own concerns. 
The Kazakh people may well react 
against the presence of foreign troops 
who have been brought in to keep a 
local dictator in power. And here is an-
other regime in chaos on Russia’s bor-
der, whose rulers run a system which 
looks remarkably like the one Putin 
presides over in Moscow.   □

“Live with” Covid, but safely
By Martin Thomas

Seven weeks after the Omi-
cron variant was identified 

in South Africa, and a month 
after it started spreading fast in 
the UK, case counts in the UK 
are tentatively dropping. Evi-
dence from South Africa itself 
and other countries is hopeful.

Without waiting to see if the 
drop is a solid trend, or admit-
ting that even in the best case 
deaths and the stress on un-
derfunded hospitals will con-
tinue to rise for a few weeks, 
the Tory right has raised an 
outcry for dropping curbs and 
just “living with” Covid.

Solidarity has pointed out 
since mid-2020 that Covid 
is not going to “end” or “go 
away”. Governments previ-
ously geared to “zero Covid”, 
in Australia and New Zealand, 
have recognised that; even 
China, where the ferocity of 
the police apparatus has lim-
ited spread, will eventually 
have to adapt. As immunity 
from vaccination and previous 
infection spreads, and  so the 
virus becomes less deadly, in 
time it will become beneficial 

that people other than the el-
derly and frail catch mild Covid 
from time to time to “update” 
their immunity.

So we have to “live with” 
Covid, in the sense that we also 
have to “live with” risk from flu, 
from road accidents, and so 
on. But safely. Not absolutely 
safely, which is impossible, 
but relatively safely, with mu-
tual-aid measures which limit 
toll without disproportionately 
blighting life.

Covid is far from “settled 
down” yet. The weekly Covid 
death rate in the UK now is 
only 15% of what it was in 
early 2021, but it is still equiva-
lent to about 70,000 a year. It’s 
been equivalent to 40,000 a 
year or more solidly since Au-
gust 2021. There will be new 
variants after Omicron. Over 
the long term, probably, as 
partial-immunity widens, suc-
cessive variants will usually hit 
less hard; but how long? And 
“usually” is not “always”.

There is more case now for 
tightening covid-distancing 
rules somewhat (like other 
countries in western Europe) 

than for scrapping them. And 
there is an urgent case for the 
longer-term social measures 
which Solidarity has cam-
paigned for since early 2020, 
both to make short-term curbs 
more effective when invoked 
to slow spread, and to curb the 
virus longer-term.

• Boost NHS pay (by the 
15% demanded since summer 
2020 by NHS workers) and 
resources; requisition private 
hospitals and staff to integrate 
them into the NHS

• Take social care into the 
public sector, with staff on 
NHS-level pay and conditions

• Raise isolation and sick pay 
to living-wage levels

• Workers’ control of work-
place safety; upgrade ventila-
tion

• A crash housing pro-
gramme to reduce over-
c ro w d i n g ;  i m m e d i a t e 
publicly-provided quarantine 
accommodation for those oth-
erwise trying to self-isolate in 
crammed conditions

The Omicron wave has taken 
a much lower toll in South Af-
rica (and neighbouring coun-

tries) than Delta, despite low 
vaccination rates and probably 
because of widespread partial 
immunity from widespread 
previous infection as well as a 
younger population.

The next variant to hit Africa 
may be different. Over a year 
after the first vaccines were de-

veloped, vaccinations in Africa 
are still jogging along at about 
0.15 jabs per 100 per day (and 
worldwide at about 0.4). Req-
uisition Big Pharma, and in the 
first place its patents and pro-
duction know-how, to enable 
a mass worldwide roll-out for 
all!   □

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

zoom.

Saturday 16 January, 6:30pm: Workers’ Liberty online forum: 
Repression in Hong Kong
Sunday 23 January, 2pm: London Socialist Feminist Reading 
Group
Sunday 13 February 11am: How to stop the next pandemic 
 — Ecosocialist reading group
Sunday 13 February 6:30pm: Workers’ Liberty online forum: 
Divisions in Ireland, 100 years on
Sunday 13 March 11am: Green bans — Ecosocialist reading 
group

For our calendars of events, updated details, 
zoom links, more meetings and resources, see 
workersliberty.org/events or scan QR code □

A solidarity 
protest in

London on 8
January 2022

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
http://workersliberty.org/events
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Beijing renews HK clampdown
By Ralph Peters

Hong Kong authorities renewed their 
legal attacks on dissent at the end 

of December 2021. That followed a 
couple of months when the authorities 
had refrained from arrests in the hope 
of getting credible votes for their can-
didates for the part-elected Legislative 
Council (LegCo).

The office of the recently-established 
bilingual Stand News, which had exten-
sively covered the democracy revolt, 
was raided on 29 December. Senior 
staff and board members were arrested 
and publication ceased. Another media 
outfit, Citizen News, announced four 
days later that it was closing.

Disband
Some 64 civil society organisations 
have now been forced to disband or 
close: 12 trade unions, 8 media organ-
isations, 8 grassroots neighbourhood 
groups, 7 professional groups, 5 stu-
dent organisations, 6 political groups 
or parties, 7 Chinese solidarity groups 
or human rights organisations and 4 re-
ligious groups.

More than three in four of those 
groups were established after the initial 
flowering of the democracy movement 
between 2014 and 2019.

Most of the imprisonments so far 
have been on charges of “illegal as-
sembly” using Public Order Ordinances 
(POOs) introduced under British colo-
nial rule.

The National Security Department 
established by Beijing to make arrests 

under the new National Security Law 
(NSL) has so far made over 170 arrests. 
On 10 December, the Hong Kong 
Court of Final Appeal extended the 
reach of the NSL by ruling that it could 
be extended to cover the lesser charge 
of “sedition” (an offence under British 
colonial rule of “exciting disaffection”, 
“raising discontent”, or “promoting 
feelings of ill-will”) as well as “subver-
sion” (which carries life sentences).

Seditious
Publishing “seditious” material repeat-
edly can bring three years in jail; pos-
session of a seditious publication one 
year, or two years if repeated.

Putting such cases under the NSL al-
lows greater barriers to be put before 
bail requests, trials without a jury, secret 
courts, and transferring trials to the Chi-
nese mainland.

The Tory government has said little 
about the repression now accelerating 
in Hong Kong. A report written seven 
months ago but only published online 
a month ago, acknowledged that the 
repression was “using old laws on se-
dition”.

It has said nothing so far about who 
introduced these “old laws” or ex-
pressed any regret for this legacy of 
British colonial rule.

So far defendants in trials have often 
pleaded guilty, for understandable 
reasons, to avoid incriminating oth-
ers in the course of their defence, and 
knowing the legal cards are impossibly 
stacked against them. Many, like Lee 

Cheuk Yan, have formally accepted 
their guilt in court while stating sepa-
rately that they deny any moral guilt.

But the heroic Chow Hang Tung, the 
youngest leader of the Tiananmen mas-
sacre commemoration group, the HK 
Alliance, made a defiant statement in 
court on 4 January, and the room broke 
out in applause. The judge demanded 
police take names of those applauding, 
and made the 15 month sentence on 
illegal assembly charges consecutive 
to rather than concurrent with Chow’s 
other jail sentences, bringing her total 
to 22 months.

“Today’s verdict”, said Chow, “is noth-
ing but a whitewashing of the June 4 
Massacre, another nail in the coffin to 
bury the truth … another chain that im-
prisons words.

“The only way to defend freedom of 

speech is to keep talking. Writing has 
its inherent vitality and can never be 
defined by law or authority.

“Even if the candlelight is guilty, I still 
call on everyone, whether it is June 4th 
this year or June 4th every year in the 
future, continue to light the candlelight 
of resistance.”

The previous semi-pause of repres-
sion did not help much with the LegCo 
elections on 12 December (delayed for 
15 months).

Many potential dissident candidates 
had been arrested, and after the arrests 
anyone deemed to not to be a Chinese 
“patriot” was barred from standing. 
The turnout was only 30%, compared 
to 53% in 2012 and 58% in 2016. It was 
71% in the District Council Elections of 
2019. □

Tackling sexual violence on campus
By Katy Dollar

Sexual violence is endemic 
in the UK’s university and 

college workplaces and em-
ployers must do more to tackle 
it, according to a report by the 
University and College Union 
(UCU).

The report found that over 
the past five years:

• 12% of women and 5% of 
men had directly experienced 
workplace sexual violence

• 52% of those who directly 
experienced sexual violence 
did not disclose or report it to 
their employer

• 70% of those who directly 
experienced sexual violence 
experienced it as an ongoing 
pattern of behaviour rather 

than a one-off incident
• Staff on non-permanent 

contracts were 1.3 times more 
likely to experience direct sex-
ual violence than those in per-
manent roles

• Staff on insecure contracts, 
those with disabilities, those 
who are trans or non binary, 
those in racialised minorities 
and those with a sexual orien-
tation other than heterosexual 
are all at significantly greater 
risk of sexual violence

Responses to the survey 
revealed how complainants 
felt discredited, victimised, 
targeted through spreading 
rumours, blamed, and not be-
lieved. One, who didn’t report 
the incident, said: 

“This was a member of the 
senior leadership team with a 
reputation of being untoucha-
ble due [to] his charm and cha-
risma [...] The main issue in my 
experience is how problems 

with sexual violence are typ-
ically dealt with according to 
the status in the institution of 
the alleged abuser, i.e. if they 
are a prof with a large grant re-
cord, you may as well forget it”.

The report authors also de-
scribe how UCU’s own prac-
tices have fallen short and call 
on the union to change the 
way it addresses the issue of 
sexual violence. 

The union has already begun 
a review into its own process 
for members reporting sexual 
violence. 

Following the report, UCU is 
pledging to:

• Train more representatives 
who can act as specialists in 
the area of sexual violence

• Review practices around 
the support the union makes 
available to alleged perpe-
trators, including ending the 
negotiation of Non-Disclosure 
Agreements (NDAs)

• Introduce a specially 
drafted sexual violence pol-
icy to ensure that UCU as an 
employer is at the forefront of 
best practice in dealing with 
sexual violence complaints

The report has received 
mixed responses from activ-
ists. A UCU activist told Soli-
darity:

“It’s important this report was 
done. In particular to have the 
data on casual and precarious 
workers, to have that to take 
to management. But there 
are big issues. The quantita-
tive data from the survey has a 
good sample size (4,000 peo-
ple responded to the survey), 
but only 16 of those went on 
to give interviews. The process 
to be interviewed involved 
emailing a generic email, with 
no idea who was on the Task 
Group, who was reading this 
email. After all that we were 
told we’d only be interviewed 

if the group had capacity. This 
isn’t a trauma-informed sensi-
tive approach to people who 
may be survivors of sexual as-
sault. 

“The report refers to one 
of the motions that passed at 
Congress 2020 (from Shef-
field), but two others are 
ignored (from Leeds and Ex-
eter). This means the What 
Next section has no reference 
to work the union has already 
committed to, including the 
establishment of an elected 
gender-based violence com-
mission which should have re-
ported to Congress 2021.”

The UCU have started im-
portant work, looking at sexual 
assault and harassment in their 
workplaces. Now they must 
carry out the instruction on 
Congress to create an elected 
gender-based violence com-
mission which will report to 
Congress.   □

Our audio!
Listen, download or subscribe to Workers’ Liberty audio recordings of our 

paper, other publications, and many meetings. Playlists include:

• Solidarity Newspaper
• Environmental pamphlet and meetings
• Public meetings — recordings of introductory speeches
• Fighting racism: pamphlets and more
• Solidarność: The workers’ movement and the rebirth of Poland in 1980-81
• Many other pamphlets

See workersliberty.org/audio for episodes, and for information on subscribing 
and using podcasts. All recent episodes can be found through most podcast 
providers: search “Workers’ Liberty” or “Solidarity & More”.  □

Women’s 
Fightback

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
https://kongtsunggan.medium.com/the-chinese-communist-partys-decimation-of-hong-kong-civil-society-679c914f9fe9
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/six-monthly-report-on-hong-kong-january-to-june-2021/six-monthly-report-on-hong-kong-1-january-to-30-june-2021
http://www.workersliberty.org/audio
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The real “Money Heist”
By Eric Lee

The hit Netflix series La Casa de Papel 
(Money Heist) tells the story of two 

spectacular robberies. One involved 
the seizure and occupation of the 
Spanish Mint (where paper currency 
is printed). The other took place in the 
Bank of Spain, where the country’s gold 
supply is kept.

The second heist story imagined the 
melting down of all the gold ingots 
stored in the Bank of Spain’s basement. 
These were then cleverly transferred to 
the group’s confederates miles away.

This story has a remarkable parallel 
to the real history of Spain — and the 
Soviet Union.

In 1936 when the danger of Franco’s 
rebel forces seizing control of Madrid 
became very real, the Spanish Repub-
lic’s only military ally — the Soviet Union 
— made them an offer they could not re-
fuse. Let us take your gold reserve away 
for safe-keeping, Stalin said.

The gold was taken from the Bank 
of Spain, loaded onto lorries over the 
course of several days and driven to a 
port under the watchful eye of NKVD 
General Alexander Orlov.

Orlov is one of the dodgiest charac-
ters in 20th century history. A leading 
officer in Stalin’s secret police, he was 
responsible for the kidnapping, tor-

ture and murder of Andreu Nin, POUM 
leader and former close ally of Trotsky. 
Facing the certainty of death when he 
was ordered back to Moscow in 1938, 
Orlov defected to the West. There, he 
revealed much about the inner work-
ings of the Soviet intelligence services, 
including in a best selling book he 
wrote in 1953. But he failed to men-
tion the Cambridge spy ring led by 
Kim Philby — which he managed. In 
1956, he published in Life magazine a 
preposterous account, supposedly told 
to him by his cousin, about the “true 
story” behind the Moscow purges. In 
the McCarthy era United States, Orlov 
was something of a hero.

Back in Spain in 1936, Orlov’s men 
loaded the gold onto several Soviet 
ships and it made its way to Odessa. 
Orlov had been ordered to give the 
Spanish no receipt for the gold he had 
taken. The arrival of the gold — worth 
hundreds of millions of US dollars — was 
a cause for celebration in the Kremlin.

“The Spaniards will never see their 
gold again,” said Stalin. And they didn’t.

The Soviet government told the Span-
iards that they would be taking gold to 
pay for all the money that the USSR had 
been spending helping Spain resist the 
fascist rebels. The Soviet government 
even charged the Spanish for the ex-
pense of looting their gold reserve and 
shipping it to Russia. In the end, they 
claimed that there was no gold left, 
that it had all been spent as part of the 
Soviets’ “fraternal” support for Spanish 
democracy.

With no gold left in the Bank of Spain, 
the money printed by the Republic \p\
psoon lost its value. Hyper-inflation fol-
lowed and this was one the factors that 
led to the Republican defeat.

The real “money heist” of 1936 wasn’t 
carried out by a small group of attrac-
tive young men and women who were 
busy falling in and out of love as they 
melted the gold ingots. Instead it was 
robbery in broad daylight, carried out 
by a criminal regime that cared nothing 
for the Spanish Republic.

To this day, Soviet support for that re-
public is sometimes seen as a genuine 
act of solidarity, one of the few things 
Stalin did that seems decent in hind-
sight. Everyone remembers the hero-
ism of the International Brigades. But 
few know anything about the crushing 
of the POUM (and other non-Stalinist 
left parties), let alone the theft of the 
Spanish gold reserve.

Eight decades later, it’s time to tell the 
true story of the Soviet role in Spain. □

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

On 5 February, the Uyghur Soli-
darity Campaign’s regular 5th-

of-the-month protest at the Chinese 
Embassy (Portland Place, London 
W1B 1JL) will coincide with the 25th 
anniversary of the Ghulja Massacre, 
a violent suppression of Uyghur 
protest in the city of Ghulja, in east 
Turkestan, in 1997, and (almost) with 
the Beijing government’s showcase 
opening of the Winter Olympics.

The Uyghur Solidarity Campaign 
is also working closely with Labour 
Solidarity With Hong Kong, which is 
planning towards protests in March, 
when the trial of 47 HK opposition-
ists under the National Security Law 
is likely to start.

Labour Left Internationalists is 
circulating suggested wording for 
motions, and encouraging activists 
to seek delegacies, for the Labour 
women’s conference which will hap-
pen (online) on 19-20 March. The 
deadline for motions and delegates 
is 11 February.

LLI is also promoting support for 
the move by left members of La-
bour’s National Executive to halt the 
use of the Executive’s July 2021 de-
cision which made “support” for any 
of four named groups grounds for 
summary exclusion to target people 
who “associated” with those groups 
only while they were still “legal” and 
often only on a level as low as “lik-
ing” a post on Facebook.

In January, too, the long-delayed 
Forde report on the 800-page La-
bour internal document leaked in 
April 2020 is due to come to the 
National Executive, possibly putting 
some of the Blairite hardliners round 
Starmer more on the defensive. □

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

James Webb: In search of our cosmic origins
By Josh Lovell (astronomer, 
Cambridge university)

As I write this, nearly one million 
kilometres away the James Webb 

Space Telescope ventures into the 
Solar System as part of humanity’s lat-
est endeavour to understand the ori-
gins of the universe.

Webb is the biggest and most pow-
erful telescope ever put into space. It 
has been referred to as the long-term 
replacement to the Hubble Space Tel-
escope. However, Webb has a primary 
mirror nearly ten times the collecting 
area of Hubble, and will observe pri-
marily at longer “infrared” wavelengths. 
In comparison to Hubble, Webb will 
peer much deeper into the universe, 
and observe phenomena at different 
and longer wavelengths.

By looking at the very first stars and 
galaxies in the universe, Webb will ena-
ble astronomers to explore the physics 
and chemistry which gave birth to Gal-
axies like our own Milky Way. By peer-
ing at young dust and gas-rich stars in 
our own Galaxy, Webb will uncover in 
detail the processes which form plan-

ets, asteroids and comets. And by ob-
serving exoplanets around other stars, 
Webb will probe the chemistry and 
weather of their atmospheres, explor-
ing for “biomarkers”: potential signs of 
biological processes, and thus life.

For my own science, Webb offers new 
and unrivalled capabilities. My research 
seeks to understand how and where 
asteroid and comet belts form, and 
how these compare with those pres-
ent in our own Solar System. Webb is 
sensitive enough to detect even faint 
dust and gas signals produced when 
asteroids collide and icy comets are 
vaporised. By measuring for dust and 
gas around young nearby stars, obser-
vations with Webb can determine the 
composition of the youngest asteroid 
and comet belts, which hold tantalising 
clues as to how our Solar System may 
have appeared at its dawn, and how 
this came to appear as it does today.

Webb was designed to operate for 
ten years. However, given the previ-
ous life of various space telescopes, 
and Webb’s excellent launch trajec-
tory, it could last much longer than this. 
This will be important to maximise the 

amount of science that Webb can con-
duct, and open up brand new science 
for generations to come.

Although work on the mission and 
telescope design began in the early 
1990s, various delays set the mission 
back by many years. Webb’s launch 
finally took place on Christmas Day 
2021. By the end of this month, Webb 
should arrive at “L2” (Lagrange Point 2) 
where it will park, at a distance around 
four times that of the moon to Earth. 
To enable it to begin science obser-
vations as soon as it arrives, Webb is 
unfolding into its final configuration as 
it travels, having now successfully de-
ployed its tennis-court sized sunshield, 
and locked in place the first of its two 
primary mirror “wings”.

The first public release of science ob-
servations and data will likely be availa-
ble from the summer. 

For those of us who remember the 
moment we first saw such Hubble im-
ages as the “Ultra-Deep Field”, the “Pil-
lars of Creation”, and the great storms 
in the clouds of Jupiter, the long wait 
will be worth it.   □

Second hand books!

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

politics, but also fiction, history and 
much more. Visit bit.ly/2h-books for 
the current stock and prices, and to 
order.  □

Eric Lee

Activist Agenda

A socialist 
dissects Left 
antisemitism. 
253 pages, 
£9.99  □

bit.ly/shop-wl

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/trial-47-hong-kong-democracy-activists-charged-with-conspiracy-commit-subversion-2021-11-29/
http://www.workersliberty.org/agenda
http://bit.ly./2h-books
https://workersliberty.org/publications
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Revealing the need for debate 
By Stuart Jordan

Reading the new RS21 pamphlet, We 
Only Want the Earth by Gus Woody, 

is a bit like a salvage operation after a 
hurricane. There is the odd thing worth 
saving but even the good stuff is a bit 
tarnished and in need of loving restora-
tion. Overwhelmingly it is a mess.

The pamphlet moves through pages 
of garbled nonsense about “Marx’s the-
ory of metabolic rift” (or, rather, what 
it understands as that), makes some 
weird unsubstantiated assertions (a 
Green New Deal may lead to “racial 
and gender job segregation”?!), and 
ends with a call to abolish the police. 
“The working-class as the solution” sec-
tion barely mentions workers.

Woody starts his discussion of the 
metabolic rift with a quote from Dia-
lectics of Nature where Engels warns 
about the “unforeseen effects” of med-
dling with nature. It is an odd starting 
point. Of course there are unforeseen 
effects of human activity, and always 
will be, since we will never have perfect 
scientific foresight, and some will cause 
ecological problems. But the current 
clusterfuck of ecological crises is not 
really about “unforeseen effects”.

The global warming effects of fos-
sil-fuel combustion were first foreseen 
by Svante Arrenhius in 1896, and by 
the late 1980s scientific consensus was 
developing that the effects were not 
only possible, but happening, and at 
an alarming rate. Much of the climate 
change we see now, and which is now 

“locked in” for some of the future, was 
pretty much foreseen.

Engels actually points towards a bet-
ter explanation a few sentences later 
in Dialectics of Nature: “with every day 
that passes we are learning to under-
stand these laws [of nature] more cor-
rectly...[A]fter the mighty advances of 
natural science in the present century, 
we are more and more getting to know, 
and hence to control, even the more re-
mote natural consequences at least of 
our more ordinary productive activities 
and so the possibility is afforded us of 
mastering and controlling these effects 
as well…

“To carry out this control requires 
something more than mere knowledge. 
It requires a complete revolution in our 
hitherto existing mode of production, 
and with it our whole contemporary so-
cial order” (emphasis added).

Woody claims that the so-called the-
ory of the metabolic rift is an argument 
about how “capitalism robs from na-
ture”, apparently “taking more from the 
environment than society returns”.

But the central driver of climate 
change is the extraction of fossilised 
carbon and is conversion into atmos-
pheric CO2. The carbon molecules are 
not lost to “nature” in general. There is 
no robbery of “nature” into an exclu-
sively human realm external to nature.

Rather the problem is that carbon 
atoms that were once in the ground 
causing no problem to the Earth’s cli-
mate have been transformed by human 
activity into greenhouse gases, causing 
planetary changes which threaten the 
material basis of human civilisation. 
Human activity has not robbed na-
ture, it has transformed and scattered 

the useful materials of the Earth in an 
eco-destructive way.

Woody’s confusion about “nature” 
is coupled with a confusion about 
the word “metabolism”. According to 
Woody, “Within nature, there operates 
a series of material and energy flows 
(such as water, sunlight, or minerals 
in the soil), which can be understood 
as metabolisms, the exchange of re-
sources within and across nature and 
society.” Woody should have paid more 
attention in GCSE biology. A dictionary 
definition of metabolism is “the chemi-
cal processes that occur within a living 
organism in order to maintain life”.

Metabolisms are ways in which local-
ised ordered carbon-based complexity 
grows out of more disordered carbon-
iferous matter. Any process of complex-
ity generation creates waste products, 
both in the process of production and 
when the end-product is unable to do 
useful work. For all living organisms the 
waste products include excretions and 
eventually dead bodies.

Photosynthesis (the recycling of ex-
creted CO2 into more complex carbon 
molecules, in plants) and the soil’s pro-
cessing of dead organic matter are a 
highly efficient recycling system of ter-
restrial carboniferous life, allowing car-
bon molecules to be reassembled into 
the metabolisms of new living beings.

The production of use-values from 
human labour similarly produces waste 
materials both in production and at the 
end of the use-values’ life. However, 
because value only attaches to use-val-
ues, the entire world of commodity ex-
change operates as if waste does not 
exist.

Unless forced to think longer-term, 
the boss class will resist any curbs on 
their short-term profiteering. On the 
global scale, this is what has hobbled 
attempts to introduce an effective car-
bon tax.

The solution to the climate crisis is 
not to leave well alone, to stop a sup-
posed “robbery of nature”, but rather 
to organise human work in accordance 
with our scientific knowledge. We need 
to replace profit as the organising prin-
ciple of human labour with a new or-
ganising principle that seeks to sustain 
complex organisation and minimise 
waste. □

• Much abridged. More: bit.ly/rs21-p

Celebrate Colston Four acquittal
By Zack Muddle

Onlookers in the public gal-
lery, people across Bristol, 

and many more beyond cele-
brated on 5 January 2022 as 
the “Colston Four” were found 
not guilty of criminal damage 
to the slave trader’s statue.

The defence argued that 
the statue itself constituted an 
offence under section five of 
the Public Order Act, and the 
Indecent Displays Act; and 
that conviction would be dis-
proportionate infringement 
of rights under the Human 
Rights Act 1998. The prosecu-
tion argued that the crimes of 
Edward Colston — enslaving 
and killing tens of thousands — 
were irrelevant.

Given the high proportion 
— maybe a majority — of city 
residents that supported the 
action, this jury verdict is per-
haps not surprising.

Tory ministers and the right-
wing press, predictably, con-
demned the verdict. They 
pointed out that the Police, 
Crime, Sentencing and Courts 
Bill, currently with the House of 
Lords, contains a provision to 
tackle such actions. The maxi-
mum sentence for those con-
victed of “vandalising” such 
memorials is to be raised from 
three months to ten years. It 
would let courts consider the 
“emotional or wider distress” 
caused by damage to public 
property. 

It seems likely the defend-

ants may still have been found 
not guilty under such a law, 
but the chilling effects of such 
draconian legislation may be 
severe.

Anti-racists, the left and the 
labour movement must re-
double our efforts to halt the 
Police Bill and reverse existing 
restriction on the rights to pro-
test, organise, and strike.

The removal of the statue by 
protesters encouraged many 
to re-examine the history of 
different institutions, places, 
statues, and countries; to think 
more about historic and sys-
temic racism. It encouraged 
and accelerated wider renam-
ing of places across Bristol 
named after the wealthy slave 
trader.

The statue should have been 
retired to a museum years be-
fore by council, but the tossing 
of it into the river by protestors, 
a mass direct assertion of pop-
ular opposition, caused much 
more powerful ripples than we 
would have seen otherwise. It 
was, in this sense, democratic 
act.

Ending the celebration 
of racist mass murders, and 
tackling the symbols of rac-
ism, is important. Yet police 
violence and persecution re-
mains institutionally racist, 
racial inequality can be seen 
across education and employ-
ment, and reported racist hate 
crimes are high and have been 
rising. The UK’s border regime 
is intrinsically racist, and only 

getting worse; UK’s “foreign 
policy” likewise. 

Anti-racists must celebrate 
this victory, while going be-
yond fights over symbols to 
organising to cut the roots of 
and end ongoing racism.   □

Environment

Workers Liberty’ have published 
an new edition of our climate pam-
phlet, updated with new articles, 
reviews, and debates.

workersliberty.org/climate-
pamphlet
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India heads for new clashes
By Sacha Ismail

In February last year, at the peak of 
state violence against the Indian farm-

ers’ struggle, I wrote in Solidarity that 
the “repression… could signal the Hin-
du-nationalist regime’s panic-stricken 
weakening and decline, or the onset of 
an even more consolidated authoritar-
ianism”.

With the farmers’ defeat of the Modi 
government, one of the most important 
popular victories against capitalism an-
ywhere in years, chinks of light have 
opened up. Nonetheless both possibil-
ities remain.

Modi announced withdrawal of the 
three pro-corporate agricultural re-
form laws on 19 November. By the end 
of the month they had been repealed; 
and on 9 December, with the farmers’ 
movement continuing its protests, 
the government conceded most of its 
other demands, including:

• A committee including represent-
atives of the Samyukt Kisan Morcha 
(SKM, United Farmers’ Front, the coali-
tion of farmers’ organisations) and In-
dia’s states to take a final decision on 
a “Minimum Support Price” for crops 
— the farmers’ central positive demand.

• Police cases against all participants 
in the protests to be dropped.

• Compensation for families who 
have lost members in the protests.

• The privatising-deregulating Elec-
tricity (Amendment) Bill will not be in-
troduced unless the SKM agrees.

After these and other concessions 

were made on 9 December, the pro-
testing farmers, many of whom had 
been “out” for a year, went home. The 
SKM is meeting on 15 January to assess 
the state of play, and says if it is not sat-
isfied it will restart the protests.

Part of the reason Modi conceded 
when he did is that his Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) has started to suffer elector-
ally. In April it lost the elections in the 
important state of West Bengal after 
the farmers’ movement campaigned 
against it. February will see elections 
in Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state, 
currently run by a rabid BJP administra-
tion headed by a Hindu fundamentalist 
monk; and in Punjab, the epicentre of 
the farmers’ movement.

The BJP has long sought to find a way 
to break through in Punjab, where po-
litical power would enable it to assault 
the country’s strongest farmers’ organ-
isations; if it fails again there and loses 
Uttar Pradesh it will be in trouble. 

Last week Modi attempted to hold an 
election rally in Punjab but was blocked 
by farmers. (In a Trumpesque embar-
rassment for the BJP, the rally he failed 
to get to attracted only 4,000 people, 
after the organisers promised hun-
dreds of thousands.)

The farmers’ movement seems di-
vided over how to relate to elections, 
with a spectrum from standing candi-
dates to remaining neutral.

The wider question for the farmers’ 
movement, the labour movement and 
the left in India is how to turn the tide 
on decades of deepening neo-liber-

alism and state repression (under the 
BJP since 2014, but also before that). 
The militancy with which Indian leftists 
responded to withdrawal of the farm 
laws by demanding the overturning of 
attacks on workers’ rights, anti-Muslim 
changes to citizenship law and the sub-
jugation of Kashmir was inspiring; but 
even winning those demands would 
only mark a beginning.

The degradation of what democracy 
existed in India is far-advanced, with 
harsh repression against the left, op-
pressed minorities, and increasingly 
anyone critical of the government. 

It may be telling that the one demand 
Modi has not conceded to the farm-
ers is dismissal of Minister of State for 
Home Affairs Ajay Mishra, whose son 
was involved in the killing of protesters 
after his father issued threats.

Meanwhile, faced by setbacks, the 
Hindu nationalist movement seems to 
be radicalising further. In the last month 

large Hindu nationalist gatherings, at-
tending by significant BJP figures, have 
issued unprecedented calls for violent 
struggle against India’s Muslims. Modi 
and Home Affairs Minister Amit Shah 
have remained silent. It now seems im-
aginable to me that we could soon see 
the beginnings of anti-Muslim geno-
cide in India. There has also been rising 
anti-Sikh agitation (many of the protest-
ing farmers are Sikh).

The leaders of the farmers’ move-
ment, though the logic of the struggle 
carried them towards anti-communal 
and internationalist politics, seem hesi-
tant in the face of this threat.

Only sustained mass struggle by In-
dia’s huge working class can decisively 
defeat the threat of fascism. The Indian 
labour movement is weak, but has a 
recent history of remarkable mobili-
sations. We must work to support and 
bolster the internationalist and work-
ing-class forces in India.   □

The Corbyn-exit story: probably 
fabrication, surely dead-end
By Martin Thomas

According to the Telegraph 
and the Daily Mail, Jeremy 

Corbyn’s inner circle is think-
ing of quitting the Labour Party 
and standing Corbyn as an in-
dependent in Islington North 
in the general election likely in 
2023 or 2024.

It looks like malicious “stir-
ring “ by those papers. The 
Corbynista blog Skwawkbox 
claims Labour right-wingers 
have been feeding those Tory 
papers. Though Skwawkbox is 
unreliable, that is plausible.

An exit would be a foolish 
move by Corbyn. His feeble 
“Peace and Justice Project “ 
does not provide the ground-
work for a new party.

Corbyn might gain local sup-

port (he has a good record as 
a constituency MP), and attract 
some of the scattered tens of 
thousands of Labour activists 
who have quit, been pushed 
out, or lapsed to inactivity 
since early 2020.

The prospects for positive 
achievement in educating and 
organising for socialism would 
be poorer than for Arthur Scar-
gill’s Socialist Labour Party in 
1996 or George Galloway’s 
Respect in 2004, both of which 
started with sizeable contin-
gents of left activists, and with 
better political markers (de-
fence of the old Clause Four, 
opposition to the invasion of 
Iraq) than “our boy wants to 
keep his Parliamentary seat “.

Corbyn merits more respect 
than the chancer Galloway, 

but a break from Labour fig-
ureheaded by him would de-
pend for its core on hoovering 
up left “antisemitism-deniers “. 
A venture in which former Cor-
byn ally Chris Williamson, now 
linked with George Galloway, 
and former Corbyn officials 
like Seumas Milne, would be 
part of the core, promises little 
good.

Bleak
Even in these bleak times 
under Starmer, the left will do 
better to continue to battle 
against the odds within La-
bour.

Some socialists have specu-
lated about what we might say 
if Corbyn’s local Labour Party, 
Islington North, votes for him 
to be parliamentary candidate 

and has a right-wing official 
Labour candidate imposed on 
it from above. That prospect is 
several steps down the road, 
and we understand that it is 
not at all clear that Islington 
North would want to court ex-
clusion from the Labour Party. 
Even in that case, though, my 
own view is that, after the de-
bacles of 2017-9, a Corbyn 
splinter-party would be a dead 
end.

Corbyn was suspended by 
Labour in October 2020 after 
his dismissive response to the 
Equality and Human Rights 
Commission report on anti-
semitism in the party. He was 
quickly readmitted to party 
membership, but not to the 
Labour parliamentary whip.

As we understand, other left 

Labour MPs have urged Cor-
byn to apologise for his Oc-
tober 2020 response, which 
would at least make it harder 
for Starmer not to restore the 
whip, but Corbyn has refused.

Rumour has it that some 
people in Corbyn’s inner circle 
are indeed open to the idea 
of a Scargill or Galloway type 
move, but from that to an ac-
tual move is a long step.

Corbyn himself has been 
in Mexico, speaking at a gov-
ernment press conference to 
boost sort-of-populist (but 
scarcely leftist or green) Mex-
ican president Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador. The Morning 
Star, the nearest (in its way) to 
a “Corbynite “ newspaper, has 
not commented.   □

Farmers protest in
2020
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The invention of tradition on Marxist ecology

By Paul Vernadsky 

In his influential book The Invention of 
Tradition, Eric Hobsbawm explained 

the process by which historians seek to 
inculcate certain values and norms of 
behaviour by repetition, attempting to 
establish continuity with a suitable his-
toric past.

Marxism is not exempt from the man-
ufacture of tradition. In fact the battle of 
ideas is often fought around the legiti-
macy of decisions made by individuals 
and parties at crucial times in the past. 
Thus we openly proclaim our affinity 
with the methods, theories and prac-
tices of Marx and Engels, Lenin and 
Trotsky, Luxemburg and Gramsci, the 
foremost representatives of classical 
Marxism. Similarly, we uphold Trotsky-
ism against the abomination of Stalin-
ism, and later heterodox, third camp 
Trotskyism against the “orthodox” var-
iant that has dominated since Trotsky’s 
murder in 1940.

Marxist ecology
Over the last two decades, Marxists 
have sought to forge an authentic tra-
dition of Marxist ecology, in the face 
of significant environmental threats 
and to intervene within burgeoning cli-
mate campaigns. It has also taken place 
against the backdrop of widespread 
scepticism about whether Marxism has 
anything at all to offer environmental 
politics.

These efforts centre on applying 
Marxist economic and political analy-
sis to today’s ecological questions. But 
to develop ecological Marxism, it has 
been necessary to search within the var-
iegated Marxist tradition for attempts 
to address ecological questions in the 
past. The results have been fruitful: to 
uncover serious engagement with envi-
ronmental questions from a wide range 
of classical Marxists, which bring some 
insight to our efforts to tackle current 
problems.

John Bellamy Foster has played a 
prominent role excavating ecological 
thinking within the Marxist tradition. His 
book, Marx’s Ecology (2000), alongside 
Paul Burkett’s Marx and Nature (1999), 
represented an enormous advance 
by locating an ecological approach 
within the core of Marx’s mature politi-
cal economy, in Capital and other writ-
ings. The shorthand for this approach is 
Marx’s term “metabolism”, used to en-
capsulate humanity’s relationship with 
nature mediated by labour, his concep-
tion of environmental crises (“rifts”) and 
of communism as a sustainable alterna-
tive society.

Foster is a prolific writer, publishing 
numerous books on Marxist ecology, 
articles in Monthly Review magazine 
and sponsoring other scholars who 
share his approach. For example Kohei 
Saito’s book, Karl Marx’s Ecosocialism 
(2017) extends our understanding of 
Marx’s ideas, through an exhaustive 
engagement with his published and 
unpublished works from the MEGA 
project.

Foster has recently published a se-
quel to his turn of the century book, 
entitled The Return of Nature: Social-
ism and Ecology (2020). While Marx’s 
Ecology was concerned only with Marx 
and his engagement with the best sci-
entists of his day, including Darwin and 
Liebig, the sequel takes the story on-
wards to Frederick Engels, William Mor-
ris, Bukharin and a host of high-profile 
scientists.

The book is well written, informative, 
readable and advances our under-
standing in many respects. However it 
is flawed in a crucial sense: its proports 
to invent a tradition of ecological Marx-
ism that ignores the damaging effects 
of Stalinism and further, the break in 
continuity between classical Marxist 
ecology and the incarnations that came 
later in the twentieth century. Stalinism 
was responsible for that break. Foster 
has produced an adroit justification to 
circumvent this break, but his attempt 
not convincing.

Morris
Three of the four chapters in Part 1 are 
devoted to William Morris (1834-96). 
Morris is of course most famous for his 
art and design. However he devoted 
the last decade and a half of his life to 
Marxism, agitating at meetings across 
the UK and making propaganda for so-
cialism. Morris brought a heightened 
consideration with nature into his so-
cialism and the fusion made a definite 
contribution to developing Marxist 
ecology. Although he lamented con-
ditions in industrial towns, he did not 
advocate a romantic “back to nature” 
approach.

Morris spoke at many meetings with 
coal miners, where he expressed sol-
idarity with their struggles. He also 
made plain his concerns about the 
human and environmental damage 
from coal mining. He wrote to Bruce 
Glasier: “For myself, I should be glad if 
we could do without coal… We could 
get plenty of timber for our domestic 
fires if we cultivated and cared for our 
forests as we might do; and with water 
and wind power we now allow to go 
to waste, so to say, and with or without 
electricity, we could perhaps obtain the 
bulk of the motive power which might 
be required for the essential mechan-
ical industries.” Perhaps Morris’ most 
significant contribution was to identify 

working class action as the essential 
social agents in protecting the environ-
ment. 

He made the point explicitly in public 
at his lecture Art: a Serious Thing at the 
annual distribution of prizes of the Leek 
School of Art on 12 December 1882. He 
said: “I have taken note of many strikes, 
and I must needs say without circum-
locution that with many of these I have 
heartily sympathised: but when the day 
comes that there is a serious strike of 
workmen against the poisoning of the 
air with smoke or the waters with filth, I 
shall think that art is getting on indeed.”

Engels
Part 2 of Foster’s book assesses Fred-
erick Engels’ distinctive contribution 
to Marxist ecology. Engels pioneered 
social geography with his early analy-
sis of Condition of the Working Class 
in England (1845). Engels also wrote 
interesting material on housing in later 
life, although Foster does not discuss 
his contentious comments on the desir-
ability of small towns under socialism.

Foster makes a good case that En-
gels’ major unpublished work, Dialec-
tics of Nature, written between 1873 
and 1882 but not published in his life-
time, deserves to be considered a sig-
nificant ecological work. One particular 
passage stands out for the variety of 
themes it raised:

“Let us not, however, flatter ourselves 
overmuch on account of our human vic-
tories over nature. For each such victory 
nature takes its revenge on us. Each vic-
tory, it is true, in the first place brings 
about the results we expected, but in 
the second and third places it has quite 
different, unforeseen effects which only 
too often cancel the first. The people 
who, in Mesopotamia, Greece, Asia 
Minor and elsewhere, destroyed the 
forests to obtain cultivable land, never 
dreamed that by removing along with 
the forests the collecting centres and 
reservoirs of moisture they were laying 
the basis for the present forlorn state of 
those countries.

“When the Italians of the Alps used 
up the pine forests on the southern 
slopes, so carefully cherished on the 
northern slopes, they had no inkling 
that by doing so they were cutting at 
the roots of the dairy industry in their re-
gion; they had still less inkling that they 
were thereby depriving their mountain 
springs of water for the greater part 
of the year, and making it possible for 
them to pour still more furious torrents 
on the plains during the rainy seasons. 
Those who spread the potato in Europe 
were not aware that with these farina-
ceous tubers they were at the same 
time spreading scrofula.

“Thus at every step we are reminded 
that we by no means rule over nature 
like a conqueror over a foreign people, 

like someone standing outside nature — 
but that we, with flesh, blood and brain, 
belong to nature, and exist in its midst, 
and that all our mastery of it consists 
in the fact that we have the advantage 
over all other creatures of being able to 
learn its laws and apply them correctly.”

Foster also makes a stout defence 
of Engels’ materialism and his three 
laws of dialectics. Since Foster takes a 
“critical realist” philosophical position, 
following Roy Bhaskar and others, this 
defence of Engels seems obtuse. Al-
though Engels was well versed in the 
science of his time, he was less secure 
on philosophy and did not grasp the 
subtleties of Hegel’s contribution. Crit-
ical realism is a far better philosophi-
cal foundation for Marxists to engage 
with modern science, including climate 
change.

Other Marxists
Foster’s The Return of Nature goes seri-
ously awry in Part 3, when he discusses 
developments after Engels and Mor-
ris. The most surprising element is the 
absence of dialogue with the Second 
International Marxists, those who build 
the German SPD and other mass work-
ers’ parties based on this model.

The book contains next to noth-
ing on Bebel, Kautsky, Plekhanov and 
other Marxists writing in the half cen-
tury before the First World War, despite 
their ecological credentials. This is un-
conscionable. Despite the collapse 
of socialist internationalism in 1914, 
these parties and thinkers educated a 
whole generation, including those who 
opposed the war and led the revolu-
tionary working class struggles in the 
post-war period, notably the Russian 
revolutionaries. Foster’s failure to en-
gage with this body of work is an enor-
mous hiatus. 

The only exception is the work of the 
Bolshevik leader Nikolai Bukharin. Fos-
ter touches on Bukharin’s book, Histori-
cal Materialism (1921), which discussed 
the relationship of humanity to nature, 
although the treatment is somewhat 
mechanical. However Foster chooses 
to focus on Bukharin’s speech to the 
Second International Congress in the 
History of Science and Technology, 29 
June to 4 July 1931 at the Science Mu-
seum in London.

Bukharin’s contribution was certainly 
insightful, as are many of his writings. 
Similarly, the Russian scientists who 
spoke at the congress wowed their 
audience with their expositions. Fos-
ter does at least register that virtually 
all of them, including Bukharin, soon 
met their deaths at the hands of Stalin’s 
purges.

However Foster says little on the 
damage Stalin wrought, starting with 
the destruction of workers’ democracy 
in Russia, continuing with his forced 
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The invention of tradition on Marxist ecology The coup against the Capitol

By Barrie Hardy  

A year has passed since the assault 
on the US Capitol building by peo-

ple intent on overthrowing the coun-
try’s elected government. The extent 
to which Donald Trump and his lieu-
tenants were personally involved in 
orchestrating events on that day is yet 
to be determined.

Initial attempts to whitewash Trump 
saying he was just acting “the show-
man” on 6 January and didn’t re-
ally want his supporters to storm the 
building have become less and less 
credible with the passage of time. We 
know that there was a “command cen-
tre” in the Willard International Hotel 
staffed by Steve Bannon, Rudy Giuliani 
and others. The degree to which they 
were in contact with Trump on that 
day should emerge if the investigating 
House Committee gets hold of White 
House documents and call logs.

The public hearings into the Capi-
tol attack scheduled this summer are 
expected to reveal the complicity of 
many Republican Congress members 
as well as Trump. But for certain there 
was a concerted attempt to overthrow 
the results of the 2020 election, as-
pects of which are outlined in Amer-
ican journalist Jonathan Karl’s book, 
Betrayal - The Final Act of the Trump 
show

Karl essentially deals with the final 
year of the Trump presidency, when 
its main intent was to undermine pub-
lic trust in US elections. A key theme 
throughout is the division between 
members of the Trump administration 
and US military who wanted to stick 
to constitutional rules and Trump aco-
lytes who promoted conspiracy theo-
ries and illegal actions to keep Trump 
in power.

Members of the former group would 
refer to the latter as “the crazies” and 
“the cabinet of idiots”. The stuff they 
were coming out with was bizarre in-
deed. Wireless thermostats made in 
China for Google were supposed to 
have manipulated voting machines in 
Georgia. 

The dreaded “deep state” was sup-
posed to be exemplified by CIA Di-
rector Gina Haspel going on a secret 
mission to Germany to destroy ev-
idence of rigged voting machines. 
“Our votes are counted in Germany 
and in Spain by a company owned by 
affiliates of George Soros and [Vene-
zuelan president] Maduro,” Giuliani 
declared. In fact US election results are 
counted locally. Fox News and others 
are facing billion dollar lawsuits from 

voting-machine companies for repeat-
ing such drivel.

Michael Flynn, who was Trump’s Na-
tional Security Adviser for three weeks 
before being forced to resign for lying 
to the FBI, can be counted as one of 
the “crazies”, and has recently become 
a leading figure in the QAnon conspir-
acy movement. He suggested Trump 
declare martial law and have the mili-
tary seize voting machines.

Among attempts to intimidate elec-
tion officials, most infamous is Trump 
making one of his “perfect phone 
calls” to Georgia’s Brad Raffensperger 
instructing him to “find” 11,780 votes. 
Raffensperger’s refusal to do so led 
Trump to dub him “an enemy of the 
people” and press secretary Kayleigh 
McEnany to denounce him as “Geor-
gia’s corrupt Secretary of State”. Those 
charges produced a torrent of death 
threats against Raffensberger and his 
family.

Pence
Then Trump put the most high profile 
election official in the country, Vice 
President Mike Pence, in the frame on 
6 January as number one target for 
the vengeful attackers. “You can go 
down in history as a patriot or you can 
go down in history as a pussy”, Trump 
told Pence on the morning he was 
due to go to Congress to certify the 
election results. Pence refused to do 
Trump’s bidding then. That made him 
for some the unlikely hero of 6 Janu-
ary. Like many other Republicans who 
baulked in January 2021, since then 
he has sought to shield Trump by de-
nouncing investigation as distraction 
“from the Biden administration’s failed 
agenda” and undue concern with just 
“one day in January”.

Mark Meadows, Trump’s outgoing 
Chief of Staff, had a 38-slide Power-
Point presentation drawn up on how 
to organise a coup. It was a coup that 
failed, but it also looks increasingly like 
a dress rehearsal for a possible suc-
cessful seizure of power in 2024, when 
the Trumpists have ironed out some of 
their own inefficiencies.

Karl sheds some light on shadowy 
figures in the Trump regime. Johnny 
McEntee, his “body guy”, Trump’s per-
sonal aide, previously under investi-
gation for financial crimes related to 
gambling, set about purging anyone 
suspected of showing the slightest 
disloyalty to Trump. His particular con-

cern was with the “Never Trumper” Re-
publicans in the administration.

McEntee was out to ensure unques-
tioning allegiance to Trump. That is 
now being demanded at all levels in 
the Republican Party as Trumpists seek 
control of many branches of the fed-
eral and state governments in the mid-
term elections of November 2022. 
Raffensperger, who refuse to “find” the 
necessary votes, has already been re-
moved from his post as chair of Geor-
gia’s state election board.

In a fit of pique during the final hours 
of his presidency, Trump told Republi-
can Party Chairwoman Ronna McDan-
iel he was quitting to form his own 
party. “If you do, we will lose forever,” 
was her concerned response. McDan-
iel and others have responded by a 
pact with the devil, overriding what 
they would previously have seen as 
democratic norms.

As the storming of the Capitol took 
place, some in Trump’s camp pleaded 
for him to call off the dogs in order not 
to demean his “legacy”. What was that 
legacy? Fantastic tax cuts for the rich, a 
disastrous approach to the pandemic, 
the appointment of three reactionary 
judges to the Supreme Court who 
would seek to overturn the hard won 
rights of women and Afro-Americans 
- and the rallying of the long-brewing 
mobilisation of the far right in Repub-
lican ranks round a centralised, top-
down leadership.

And so we have a broken political 
system or even a harbinger for civil 
war. The speed in which the American 
political landscape has been trans-
formed by this thoroughly corrupt 
man is truly staggering.

Socialists in America have a daunt-
ing task trying to break out of the 
two-party electoral straitjacket, where 
election laws confine most political 
contests to competition between two 
parties embedded in voting and ballot 
laws and representing differing frac-
tions of the capitalist class.

The upsurge in trade union mili-
tancy during “Striketober”, on top of 
the huge Black Lives Matter mobilisa-
tions in 2020, show that footholds exist 
for building an alternative politics that 
can challenge the drift to right wing 
authoritarian dictatorship and link up 
with movements for racial justice and 
those fighting for the rights of women 
and oppressed minorities.   □

industrialisation and collectivisation, 
the running down of Russia’s nature 
reserves and the ecological damage 
Stalinist society imposed for decades.

Indeed there is little on the role 
Bukharin played in destroying the Left 
Opposition, which was the precursor to 
Stalin’s triumph.

This period is vital because Stalin ef-
fectively terminated Marxist engage-
ment with ecology, both in terms of 
scientific thinking and with his eco-
nomic policies. The close interde-
pendence of Marxism and ecology 
was severed by Stalinism. It would take 
another two generations for the links 
to be re-established, and longer to re-
cover the authentic Marxist ecological 
tradition.

Scientists
Foster compounds this mistake by at-
tempting to argue that continuity was 
preserved in the works of prominent 
scientists who engaged with the left. 
These included E Ray Lankester (1847-
1929), Arthur Tansley (1871-1955), 
Hyman Levy (1889-1975), J B S Haldane 
(1892-1964), J D Bernal (1901-71), Jo-
seph Needham (1900-95), Christopher 
Caudwell (1907-37) and others.

Although there is little doubt that all 
these writers made significant contri-
butions to their fields of study and to 
ecological thinking in particular, some 
were marred by flawed political views 
on race and gender. The older sci-
entists such as Lankester and Tansley 
evolved into Fabian or social demo-
cratic reformists, with very little connec-
tion to Marxism.

However the rest had in common an 
association with the Communist Party 
of Great Britain (CPGB), either as mem-
bers or fellow travellers. They were 
close to the CPGB at the time of high 
Stalinism, which meant that they lent 
their scientific reputations to the cause 
of Stalin’s Russia.

Given the role of Stalinism in de-
stroying authentic Marxism, as well as 
its ecologically disastrous policies in 
the USSR (replicated by the Stalinists in 
Eastern Europe, China, Cuba, Vietnam 
and elsewhere), there is no continuity 
between them and the ecology begun 
by Marx and Engels.

Foster therefore indulges in the in-
vention of tradition in the worst sense: 
attempting to create continuity where 
there was a break. He glosses over 
those who broke from Marx’s original 
approach, even when they swore alle-
giance to it. Foster ignores some of the 
possible threads that did endeavour to 
extend Marx and Engels, and instead 
substitutes public intellectuals whose 
“Marxism” was far from the real tradi-
tion.   □
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By Dan Katz

In 1967, 136 years after Nat Turner 
led a slave rebellion in Southampton 

County, Virginia, the white US novelist 
William Styron published a book, The 
Confessions of Nat Turner. The book 
was written in the first person, Styron 
giving words to Turner and his story.

Prior to the publication of Styron’s 
book the history of the Turner insurrec-
tion was not widely known.

For several months Styron’s book 
received great reviews and grandiose 
praise. The novel won the Pulitzer Prize 
for fiction in 1968.

But within a few months universal 
acclaim had turned into a very serious, 
bitter controversy during which Styron 
was violently denounced. In his own 
words, Styron was accused by radical 
black intellectuals of producing, “one 
long hysterical polemic from beginning 
to end: I’m a racist, a distorter of history, 
a defamer of black people, a traducer 
of the heroic image of ‘our’ Nat Turner.”

James Baldwin had prophesised, 
“Bill’s going to catch it from black and 
white.” And indeed he did; black rad-
icals had a set of criticisms and, later, 
white racists objected too to Styron’s 
portrayal of the South and its disgust-
ing, racist, violent slave owners.

At stake in the discussions that fol-
lowed publication was: Who could and 
should write about American slavery? 
What was it permissible for a novelist 
to write?

The Turner rebellion
Nat Turner was born into slavery in 
October 1800 and lived all his life on 
plantations in Southampton County, 
Virginia. Southampton County is south 
of Richmond and west of Norfolk, a 
port on the US’s Atlantic coast. The rural 
area had a black majority population.

The rebellion began on Sunday 21 
August 1831 and probably, eventually, 
involved up to one hundred black in-
surgents — mainly slaves, but including 
a smaller number of free black peo-
ple - over a two or three day period. 
A small core group, led by Nat Turner, 
began the insurrection, moving from 
plantation to plantation, killing most 
of the white people they found with 
knives and axes. About 60 people were 
stabbed or hacked to death. Almost all 
the deaths during the uprising were of 
white people, and mainly women and 
children.

The movement was eventually 
stopped and crushed by the state mili-
tia. The local forces were quickly joined 
by vigilante groups and militias from 
outside the state, three companies of 
artillery soldiers, and sailors from two 
US navy ships who had arrived from the 

harbour in Norfolk. Over the next few 
weeks white mobs tortured and killed 
black people in a wave of hysterical ter-
ror that drew in very many who had no 
connection with the uprising. Over 100 
black people, and perhaps as many as 
200, were murdered.

Black rebels were killed and their 
heads displayed on poles.

Nat Turner escaped the immediate 
clampdown and remained in hiding for 
six weeks, until finally captured. While 
awaiting his trial Turner was extensively 
interviewed by a local lawyer, Thomas 
Ruffin Gray. Gray produced a pamphlet, 
his Confessions of Nat Turner, which 
was published shortly after the events.

Gray was a slave-owner from a rich 
family and had been part of the white 
militia which was formed on the first 
morning of the rebellion. Although 
Gray had also represented some of 
the accused slaves in the trials that 
had been held after the revolt was su-
pressed his words in his Confessions 
of Nat Turner must be treated with 
real caution. That is problematic be-
cause much that is documented about 
Nat Turner, his views and motivations, 
comes from Gray.

Nat Turner was put on trial on 5 No-
vember, sentenced to death, and hung 
on Friday 11 November 1831 in Jerusa-
lem (now renamed Courtland), Virginia. 
His skin was used to make a souvenir 
purse.

Following the rebellion the state held 
a series of show trials, acquitting a few 
but executing a further 55 black people 
and expelling others.

The fall-out from the most important 
slave revolt in America in the 60 years 
prior to the Civil War was enormous. 
News of alleged risings and slave con-
spiracies were reported all over the 

American South. Guilty and on-edge, 
white slave-owning society moved to 
protect itself.

Turner had been a highly intelligent, 
literate, religious zealot who believed 
God had told him to rise up. Southern 
slave states now passed legislation to 
prevent slaves learning to read and 
write; unsupervised religious worship 
became a serious offence.

Mississippi banned free black people 
from the state and outlawed teaching 
the Bible to slaves without the pres-
ence of slave-owners. The penalty was 
39 lashes.

Alabama set a penalty of $250-500 
for teaching a free black person to 
read or write. Free black people were 
prevented from meeting slaves without 
written permission from the slave own-
ers; the penalty was flogging.

In Virginia all meetings of free black 
people designed to teach reading or 
writing were banned and magistrates 
were permitted to have offenders 
given 20 lashes. Whites could be fined 
$10-100 for teaching slaves to read. A 
similar law had been passed in 1819, 
but this new legislation from 1832 was 
strictly enforced.

As the historian David M Potter re-
marks (in The Impending Crisis): “By 
1832 the southern anti-slavery move-
ment had vanished and the South had 
begun to formulate a doctrine that slav-
ery was permanent, morally right and 
socially desirable.”

Later in his book Potter discusses 
how the South became increasingly ob-
sessed with racial control. “The blacks 
should live on plantations not only be-
cause plantations were efficient units 
for cotton production, but because in 
an era prior to electronic and bureau-
cratic surveillance, the plantation was 
a notably effective unit of supervision 
and control…

“Slaves should be illiterate unskilled, 
rural workers not only because the cot-
ton economy needed unskilled rural 
workers… but also because unskilled 
rural workers were limited in their ac-
cess to unsupervised contacts with 
strangers, and because the illiterate 
could neither read seditious literature 
nor exchange surreptitious written 
communication.”

Styron’s book
William Styron was a privileged white 
southerner who is better known 
now for writing Sophie’s Choice. His 
neighbours in Roxbury, Connecticut, 
included Arthur Miller and Marilyn 
Monroe. Norman Mailer, Philip Roth 
and Frank Sinatra came round for din-
ner.

Styron was a liberal and a Democrat. 
The Kennedys invited him to lunch; 

after JFK’s assassination he contributed 
to writing Lyndon Johnson’s speech as 
the new President signed-off the 1964 
Civil Rights Act. Johnson’s speech 
writer lived nearby.

Styron’s The Confessions of Nat 
Turner is a novel, not a history book. 
He describes it in an author’s note as, 
“less a ‘historical novel [by which he 
meant, dismissively, “costume drama”] 
in conventional terms than a medita-
tion on history.” He writes, “I have rarely 
departed from the known facts [about 
Turner and the revolt]. However, in 
those areas where there is little knowl-
edge with regards to Nat, his early life, 
and the motivations for the revolt (and 
such knowledge is lacking most of the 
time), I have allowed myself the utmost 
freedom of imagination in reconstruct-
ing events.”

The book had taken four and a half 
years to write. During that time the 
non-violent civil rights movement had 
spread from the South. Protests had be-
come extensive, confrontations could 
become extremely violent and Black 
Power was now a force.

As review copies of Styron’s book 
came off the presses in June 1967 the 
book immediately began to get ec-
static praise. One reviewer could only 
“compare it to reading the Bible.” An-
other gushed that it was a “work of ge-
nius”. Another that it set a “template for 
a new type of novel.” Alex Haley, the 
African-American author who had pro-
duced the Autobiography of Malcolm 
X, in 1965, wrote, “I don’t know if I’ve 
ever seen captured so succinctly what I, 
too, feel are the essences of our ethnic 
condition, and the true motivations of 
the social tragedies recently.”

By early November the book was 
top of the New York Times best seller 
list, where it remained for five months. 
The producer David Wolper — later 
the producer of the television mini-se-
ries, Roots - paid $600,000 for the film 
rights. The book was eventually to earn 
Styron a million dollars.

The case against Styron
On 28 May 1968 Styron debated the 
black actor Ossie Davis on Pacifica 
Radio. The debate, chaired by their mu-
tual friend, James Baldwin, doubled as 
a fundraiser for the leftish Democrat, 
Eugene McCarthy, who was looking to 
run for the US Presidency and to end 
the war in Vietnam.

Baldwin, who had spent nine months 
as the guest of Styron, in 1962, while 
writing his book, Another Country, re-
fused to join in the condemnation of 
Styron. Baldwin praised Styron’s at-
tempt to produce a “common history” 
for all Americans, but he was also wor-
ried about the possible divisive effect 
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the book — and the forthcoming film of 
the book — might have.

Martin Luther King had been mur-
dered in April 1968. One week after the 
Styron-Davis debate Robert Kennedy 
would be assassinated. US inner cities 
were burning and there would be ri-
oting outside the Chicago Democratic 
National Convention in the summer. 
America was fighting in Vietnam and 
the society was divided and in crisis. So 
Baldwin’s concerns - that the contro-
versy over the book would feed, neg-
atively, into a contemporary political 
polarisation between black and white 
- were not unreal.

Davis made four points during the 
discussion. Firstly he said he believed 
Styron had the right to write the book 
and that no subject matter should be 
out of bounds to any author.

Secondly, Davis objected to Styron’s 
portrayal of Turner as a man who was 
sexually fixated on a young, white 
woman, Margaret Whitehead. At the 
end of his book Styron has Turner 
killing Whitehead with a sword and 
fencepost. Davis said Styron was repro-
ducing a dangerous racist myth.

Thirdly, Davis argues that Black youth 
need heroes, and that by making Turner 
less than perfect Styron damages that 
need.

And, finally (and to some degree 
contradicting his first point) Davis de-
manded that the black community get 
“cultural control” over black affairs.

Styron, the white patrician, seemed 
baffled and shocked by the condem-
nation.

Building on Davis’s critique, a few 
weeks later, William Styron’s Nat Turner: 
Ten Black writers respond was pub-
lished. The various charges in this book 
are summarised in the Yale Literary 
Magazine (Fall 1968):

• Historical falsification. Styron’s 
Turner is portrayed as being unmar-
ried, whereas he was, in fact, married 
to a black slave on another plantation. 
Turner was raised by black parents, 
rather than Styron’s Turner, who was 
raised by a white master.

• Styron paints a benign picture of 
slavery and his book constitutes an 
apology for slavery.

• Styron portrays Turner as an Uncle 
Tom who hates himself and wants to be 
white. But Turner was an exceptional 
person, so why assume that? Why not 
assume self-love made him an insurrec-
tionist and a revolutionary?

• Styron’s portrayal of armed black 
slaves helping the slave-owners to put 
down the rebellion is a falsification.

• Styron downplays black manhood 
and heroism. Vincent Harding claimed, 
“[Styron is unable to] eat and digest… 

the blackness of the man.” And Hard-
ing concludes “The whitened appro-
priation of our history goes on, tragic 
because it is not recognised for what 
it is: a total negation of our power and 
our truth.”

Meanwhile a campaign, the Black 
Anti-Defamation Association (BADA), 
had been launched to prevent a Hol-
lywood film being made of the book. 
Sponsors included Harlem Congress-
man Adam Clayton Powell and activists 
Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown. 
BADA met the director, Norman Jew-
ison, and stated in a press release that 
Jewison told them that he envisioned 
Nat Turner as a revolutionary fighting 
for his freedom and that the screen-
play did not include rape, homosexu-
ality, Black lust after white women, nor 
the participation of enslaved men in 
crushing the uprising. BADA claimed 
an “overwhelming victory.” The film 
went into production, but was eventu-
ally cancelled.

A case for the defence
The argument that Styron is racist or a 
defender of slavery is not sustainable. 
The book is 300 pages of indictment 
of slavery. Styron’s critics’ strongest ar-
gument is really this: several significant 
choices Styron makes amount to sneak-
ing-in, perhaps unconsciously, racist 
stereotypes.

At one point Styron defends him-
self from the charge of distortions of 
history by stating that his detractors 
have only objected to certain suppo-
sitions and “distortions” he has made. 
He writes that he has invented a strate-
gic plan for Turner (an insurrection, the 
over-running of the town of Jerusalem 
and a retreat to a nearby swamp area), 
for which there is no evidence. Styron 
complains that his critics do not object 
when he “improves” Turner.

The problem with Styron’s rebuttal, 
here, is that he is acknowledging an 

issue and then ignoring it. The black 
radical critics had pointed to enough 
examples of the portrayal of black 
male stereotypes to require a reply to 
this exact point. Why the stereotypes, 
he is asked?

One issue here is the historical re-
cord. Much is made by Styron’s op-
ponents of a long article by Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson, published on 
the 30th anniversary of the Turner rising 
in August 1861, during the first stages 
of the American Civil War.

Higginson’s testimony is worth not-
ing carefully because Higginson is a 
serious and even a heroic figure. He 
was a militant white abolitionist, one 
of the “Secret Six” backers of the John 
Brown and the attack on Harpers Ferry, 
in 1859, in the lead-up to the Civil 
War. He was also the Colonel of the 
1st South Carolina Volunteers, the first 
Federal-backed Black regiment to fight 
in the Civil War (his book, Army Life in a 
Black Regiment, tells this history).

Higginson’s long article, published in 
The Atlantic, claims that, “We know that 
Nat Turner’s young wife was a slave; we 
know that she belonged to a different 
master from himself… Virginia newspa-
pers state that she was tortured under 
the lash, after her husband’s execution, 
to make her produce his papers.” Hig-
ginson states that his sources for the 
article were mainly from contemporary 
newspapers (rather than Gray’s text). 
But no exact source is stated by Hig-
ginson, nor by anyone else that I am 
aware of.

So, perhaps Higginson was right and 
Turner had a black slave wife, perhaps 
his claim is inaccurate. But does it im-
pact much or at all on the controversy? 
Well, yes, it does. The nationalist crit-
ics of Styron want Turner happily in 
love and married to a black woman (in 
which case, it was implied or argued, 
why would he need to fantasise about 
a white woman?) Styron emphasises 

otherwise.As the discussion continues 
Styron becomes frustrated and incred-
ulous.

One opponent states that “There is 
no evidence Nat was troubled by sex-
ual desire.” Styron comments that this 
is, “tantamount to saying Nat wasn’t 
human.” And, of course, this is true. 
And having a black wife would not pre-
vent Nat Turner having fantasies about 
other women.

Into the debate
One prominent white leftist, and a well-
known historian of slavery, Eugene 
Genovese, came to Styron’s defence. 
Genovese took aim, in particular, at 
the source of many of the black radi-
cal writers’ claims of historical inaccu-
racy, the work of the white historian 
Herbert Aptheker and, in particular, his 
book American Negro Slave Revolts. 
Aptheker lists over 200 instances of re-
bellions against slavery in the US.

The picture Aptheker paints or wants 
is of a continual, bubbling black rebel-
lion against slavery, although as David 
Potter comments, “some [revolts] were 
wholly imaginary, and many others did 
not amount to much.” The Nat Turner 
rising was, by some distance, the most 
significant rebellion against slavery in 
the run-up to the US Civil War.

And the Turner-led rising itself was 
small in comparison with the insurrec-
tions on Saint Domingue, under Tous-
saint L’Ouverture and others after 1791, 
or the December 1831 revolution in 
North-West Jamaica which involved 
many thousands of slaves.

In fact one of the interesting points 
about US slavery in the 19th century 
is how few, open, mass, slave revolts 
there were. That is a measure of the 
efficiency of the slave-owners’ racist 
repression and control, and does not 
imply that black slaves were happy, or 
did not want to rebel. But it is not what 
the black radicals of the 

A depiction of Nat Turner 
planning the rebellion

A depiction
of Nat Turner planning the rebellion
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late 1960s wanted to hear.

Similar points could be made about 
Styron’s portrayal of black slaves being 
used to help the slave owners put down 
the revolt. At one point Aptheker says 
this is “inconceivable” or at least did 
not happen. Since there were instances 
of, for example, colonial troops under 
British control being used to put down 
rebellions in India and elsewhere, and 
free black men and some slaves being 
used by the British army to put down 
the 1831-2 rebellion in Jamaica, is this 
so impossible to imagine? And, more 
to the point, does it amount to a major 
problem with Styron’s book? Well, only 
if a critic is concerned to preserve a pic-
ture of unwavering black solidarity with 
Turner’s uprising.

Genovese and Aptheker
It is important to understand where 
Genovese and Aptheker stood on 
broader, political matters. Aptheker 
was a Stalinist and had joined the Com-
munist Party in September 1939, the 
month that Hitler and Stalin carved-up 
Poland. He was a CP National Commit-
tee member from the late 1950s until 
1991.

Genovese, on the other hand, was an 
ex-Communist Party member. He had 
joined in 1945 and been expelled in 
1950. He explained that his expulsion 
was, “for having zigged when I was sup-
posed to zag.” In the 1960s Genovese 
was on the left, although much later he 
moved to the right.

Genovese makes two arguments that 
are very much to the point.

Firstly he states, “The political af-
finities [of the black intelligentsia] lie 
with the Black Power movement which 
increasingly demands conformity, 
myth-making and historical fabrica-
tion.” He objects to the demand for 
the creation of politically acceptable 
myths about heroes. Here Genovese 
is critically connecting the desperate 
search for unblemished black role 
models (seen in Davis and others) with 
the socialist realist artistic ethics of the 
Stalinists, which demanded workers be 
portrayed as honest, resolute, pure, vir-
ile and muscular.

And secondly he takes the debate 
head on: Styron’s use of stereotypes, 
such as “benign masters” might well 
have some validity. Some masters were 
somewhat less ruthless and tyrannical 
than others, and some actually be-

lieved their own ideo- l o g i c a l 

rhetoric about slave owners’ patriarchal 
about obligations. He argues that the 
degradation of the black slaves’ lives 
and personalities under the slave sys-
tem was real and recognition of that 
fact was not to denigrate the slaves, but 
to condemn the system of slavery.

The Yale Lit issue which quotes 
Genovese also carries an interview 
with Styron. The interviewer is clearly 
sympathetic and states, interestingly, I 
think, “[Your nationalist critics] want a 
social myth, a political tract, a call to ac-
tion, and this is totally at odds to writing 
a novel.” Styron responds, “I don’t think 
that the sort of art which is being de-
manded by the black militants will ever 
serve any kind of purpose, because it 
is not art, it’s propaganda… the drive 
here is towards immediate revolution, 
and a book like mine is showing a per-
son too complex ever to be a proper 
model for revolt… showing a man filled 
with weaknesses, self-doubts.”

More recently
In the late 1990s the admirable black 
scholar, Henry Louis Gates, attempted 
to get the filmmaker Spike Lee to make 
the unmade film of Styron’s book. The 
project failed due to lack of funding.

A film of the Nat Turner rising, Birth of 
a Nation, directed by Nate Parker, who 
also plays a heroic Turner in the film, 
was made in 2016. Parker’s portrayal is 
in line with the most extreme of Styron’s 
radical critics of the late 60s. Parker 
commented: “Styron’s novel ignited 
much-deserved criticism as he annihi-
lated Turner’s character, painting him 
to be both a sexually disturbed lunatic 
whose sole motivation hinged on his 
uncontrollable lusts for white women, 
and a rebel who lacked any real pur-
pose or intelligence.”

Gates disagrees. Gates describes 
how as an undergraduate he saw Sty-
ron in a corridor at Yale University, fol-
lowing a debate on the novel. Styron 
had emerged from the debate “ashen 
faced”. The young black activists at Yale 
were outraged that a white southerner 
should attempt to write about Nat 
Turner. Gates believed this treatment 
of Styron turned on the fact that he was 
white, and that this was unfair. Gates 
remarks that, by extension, “any white 
racist could have used the same argu-
ment to prevent me from writing about 
[say] Shakespeare.”

Gates ends, “I thought Bill Styron did 
a brilliant job.”   □
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Tube: threshold cleared, now call action

Members of the RMT rail uinion on 
London Underground (LU) have 

voted to take industrial action to de-
fend staffing levels and terms and 
conditions, including pension arrange-
ments. 

The ballot result, announced on 10 
January, was a 94% majority for strikes, 
and 95% majority for action-short-of-
strikes, on a 52% turnout. Clearing the 
arbitrary thresholds imposed by Tory 
anti-strike laws is always a challenge; 
LU bosses conducted a vigorous prop-
aganda campaign to dissuade work-
ers from voting. To have cleared the 
thresholds is therefore a testament to 
the hard work of RMT reps in mobilis-

ing the vote, in circumstances made 
more difficult by the onset of the Omi-
cron wave.

The result itself will send a message to 
LU management. Workers have clearly 
not swallowed their claims that the 
announcement that 600 stations jobs 
would be cut was just a “proposal”, or 
that plans to reform pension arrange-
ments were “just a review”. But it’s vital 
that the ballot result is not just seen as 
a bargaining chip in the hands of union 
negotiators to be held in reserve if talks 
go badly. Action must be called.

A reps’ meeting will take place on 
13 January, where proposals for the 
next steps will be made and debated. 
Tubeworker believes action should be 
named as soon as possible after this 
Omicron wave peaks. Although this will 
doubtless elicit accusations of “disrupt-

ing London’s recovery”, post-Omicron 
rising passenger numbers will give us 
greater leverage.

Action must not consist of token 
strikes, but of a programme of sus-
tained action. This could consist of a 
mixture of all-out strikes and selective 
action, with different groups of workers 
(train drivers, station staff, engineers, 
etc.) striking at different times to max-
imise impact.

Public
Combining industrial action with a pub-
lic-facing political campaign for decent 
funding for Transport for London (TfL) 
is also essential. Tube strikes invariably 
attract hostility from the tabloid press 
and from some passengers angry at the 
disruption.

Our disputes don’t live or die on the 

altar of public opinion, but a public 
campaign, in alliance with community 
groups, can situate our industrial action 
in the wider context of the TfL funding 
crisis, a direct consequence of the To-
ries’ decision to abolish regular central 
government funding for TfL. Winning 
our demands will require the restora-
tion of that funding; such a restoration 
is very much in passengers’ interests as 
well as ours as workers.

Drivers’ union Aslef also has its 
own live industrial action mandate. 
RMT should seek discussions with 
Aslef about coordinated action, but 
be prepared to name action alone if 
necessary, appealing to rank-and-file 
members of Aslef, and other LU unions 
TSSA and Unite, to respect its picket 
lines.  □

Deaths down to police homophobia
By Simon Nelson

When Anthony Walgate 
was found dead out-

side Stephen Port’s flat in June 
2014 the police were quick 
to conclude it was a gay sex 
worker accidentally overdos-
ing on GHB.

Port went on to murder three 
more young men between the 
ages of 21 and 25 over the 
next 15 months. The recent 
BBC drama Four Lives (first 
aired 3-5 Jan) tells the story of 
the flawed, incompetent and 
homophobic investigation by 
Barking and Dagenham po-
lice into the four deaths. It al-
most concluded that all of the 
deaths were accidental drug 
overdoses, sex games gone 

wrong, or suicide.
The release of Four Lives was 

delayed while inquests into the 
deaths of Anthony Walgate, 
Gabriel Kovari, Daniel Whit-
worth and Jack Taylor took 
place. The outcome damned 
the police investigation and 
vindicated the families and 
friends of the victims.

The Metropolitan Police’s 
actions, said the inquest jury, 
“probably” contributed to 
three of the four deaths. The 
drama details some of the 
failings. The police did not fol-
low up basic lines of enquiry, 
not even a more thorough in-
vestigation of Port when he 
was arrested for perverting 
the course of justice by lying 
about not knowing Anthony 
Walgate. Even when the police 
realised he must have been 
the last person to see Walgate 
alive, they failed to question 
his explanation of a self-ad-
ministered drug overdose.

Daniel Whitworth’s boy-
friend was refused access to a 
forged “suicide note” written 
by Port, because they were 
not married. It was claimed in 
the original inquest that his 
family had agreed it was in his 
handwriting, but they hadn’t. 
The bed sheet he was found 
wrapped in was not tested for 
DNA.

John Pape, who knew Ga-
briel Kovari for six weeks 
prior to his death and went 
to both Pink News, the LGBT 
news website, and Galop, an 
LGBT charity, to raise concerns 
about the apparent uncon-

nected deaths in Barking, said, 
“To my mind, the only thing 
that makes any sense of how 
disturbingly incompetent this 
investigation was, is prejudice.

“And if it means that the 
lives and deaths of young gay 
and bi men aren’t treated with 
significance and respect, that 
amounts to institutional hom-
ophobia.”

It was not within the remit of 
the inquests to say if the po-
lice were guilty of institutional 
homophobia. Anthony Wal-
gate’s mother Sarah Sak says: 
“The Met had fought tooth and 
nail to keep the homophobia 
question out.”

Homophobia regarding the 
victims and assumptions about 
their lifestyle were there. De-
spite the families of three of 
the victims being sceptical that 
they would have died of drug 
overdoses, the police were 
quick to pigeonhole them as 
chem sex related drug deaths. 
The duty inspector described 
the location that three of the 
victims were found in as a 
“haven for gay sex (even dog-
ging) and rough sleepers”.

The original IPCC investiga-
tion in 2019 found that sev-
eral officers had acted below 
the standards expected but 
handed out no disciplinary ac-
tion. Of the 17 officers investi-
gated, seven have now been 
promoted. The Independent 
Office for Police Conduct has 
said it may reopen its investi-
gation.

Four Lives is sensitively done 
and puts the fight for justice for 

the victims at the centre of the 
drama. Sheridan Smith as An-
thony Walgate’s mother Sarah 
Sak, and Jaime Winstone and 
Stephanie Hyam as Jack Tay-
lor’s sisters Donna and Jenny, 
are unrelenting in questioning 
the police approach. Stephen 
Merchant, playing Port, does 
not glamorise the character or 
seek to explain his motivations.

In a documentary released 
at the same time as Four Lives, 
Sarah Sak says she believes 
that the police were just as 
responsible for the deaths fol-
lowing her son’s as Port him-
self.   □
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When will it end?
By Jay Dawkey 

“Could train operator Jay Dawkey 
please come to the desk before 

next pick up?” The tannoy in the depot 
clicks off as I think about getting up. “If 
you are lucky you’ll be cancelled”. “I bet 
it isn’t, I bet it is your train is sitting in 
the depot or on the sidings, and if it is 
cancelled then why is it always your first 
half and not your second?”.

L, the manager, tells me: “Your train is 
probably cancelled”. “Probably? Or is it 
cancelled?” I ask. “Well it isn’t running, 
so unless it appears soon we’ll just keep 
you as a spare”. 

I head back via my locker as I now 
have five hours, maybe with no job 
to do. Luckily I have got a book and a 
phone charger. I take 20 minutes to go 
over some of the rule books and line in-
formation supplement, best to be pre-
pared I think. Another spare, U, comes 
in, “Well, I have been given a full duty, 
you jammy git”. “Well, I bet my second 

half won’t be cancelled, so I have still 
got to stick it out till then”. 

N walks in and sneezes into his hand-
kerchief. “It’s a cold, it’s a cold, don’t 
worry. I have done tests”. 

“Well, you can stay in your corner ei-
ther way”, P pipes up. The mess room is 
still divided up with caution tape on the 
floor into apparent 2m squares around 
each table. People have paid less and 
less attention to it as the months have 
dragged on. Omicron might be chang-
ing that. 

N: “I had no colds for 2020 and this 
year I feel like it is one a month, fucking 
pain”

P: “You’ve got no chance of avoiding 
them now people are out and about”.

I say: “Something a little bit reassur-
ing about a cold. Perhaps things will 
start going back to normal”.

P asks N: “When are you getting your 
booster?

N: “I have it booked in for a week or 
so now, I think”.

P: “You know O has still just had his 
first? He says someone he knows has 
had all sorts of problems since having 
the first, so he doesn’t want to risk it”.

N: “But if you have had one why not 

get the rest? I can see the people who 
don’t want any. Their choice I suppose 
but if you had one, you might as well 
get others”.

O: “Well, when will it end. How many 
jabs are you going to need before 
it’s over? Are we going to have to go 
every six months?. How many recovery 
days can we get each time if we do? 
That might influence my decision”, he 
laughs. □

A tribute to Sydney Poitier 

By John Cunningham

Along with Harry Belafonte and 
a few others, Sydney Poitier was 

a pioneer in Hollywood when Afri-
can-Americans found it difficult to 
get serious roles and were often re-
stricted to playing cardboard cut-out 
man-servants, pimps, villains and so 
on. Poitier was the first African-Amer-
ican to win the Academy Award for 
Best Actor for his role in Lilies of the 
Field (1963).

Although probably he became a 
somewhat marginalised figure with 
the rise of militant political black activ-
ism in the late 60s and 70s, his central 
role in establishing a meaningful black 
presence in Hollywood should never 

be underestimated or forgotten. One 
of his most memorable films was In 
the Heat of the Night, directed in 1967 
by Norman Jewison. Passing through 
Sparta, Missouri, Philadelphia-based 
Police Detective Virgil Tibbs (Poitier) 
is wrongly accused of a murder. He 
soon proves his innocence and stays 
on in this small Southern town to play 
the leading role in the investigation, 
alongside the initially sceptical Police 
Chief, Bill Gillespie (Rod Steiger).

Constantly finding himself up 
against racism and hostility, Tibbs 
eventually finds the killer. The film pro-
vided some memorable scenes and a 
line of dialogue which has stood the 
test of time:

Gillespie: “That’s a funny name [Vir-
gil] for a nigger boy from Philadel-
phia! What do they call you up there?”

Tibbs (annoyed): “They call me Mis-
ter Tibbs!”   □

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

long-haul collective effort to 
spread the socialist ideas you read in 
Solidarity, and to link together activ-
ities in diverse campaigns and con-
flicts around that consistent socialist 
thread? Then take some copies of 
Solidarity to sell each week, and 
contact us to discuss joining Work-
ers’ Liberty, the group that produces 
and sustains this paper. Check it out 
and contact us via workersliberty.
org/join-awl  □

Scare Starmer more than the ghosts do
By Colin Foster

Ten Downing Street, when asked 
whether Tony Blair “deserves” the 

knighthood recently granted him, re-
plied that it had no part in the decision. 
It belonged only to the Queen.

Yet Keir Starmer eagerly smarmed 

for Blair: he had “vastly improved the 
country”. He didn’t even skirt the ques-
tion in the obvious way, by pointing 
out that such medieval “honours” are 
always in due course given to former 
prime ministers, so merit has nothing to 
do with it.

In a December interview Starmer was 
asked: is he a socialist? Even Tony Blair 
used to say he was a “democratic so-
cialist”. Starmer evaded: “What does 
that mean?”

In July 2020 he was asked about a 
possible Border referendum in North-
ern Ireland. Any previous Labour leader 
would skirt the question, saying it was 
not their choice but that of the people 
of Northern Ireland. Starmer insisted he 
would back the Unionists.

When prompted to say something 
left-wing, however bland, he stalls and 
evades; when invited to wave a flag for 
a shift to the right, he makes a panicky 
exhibition of it.

Is Starmer more right-wing even than 
Blair? Mostly he just seems more nerv-
ous. He talks as if he senses a ghostly 
conservative, small-c, voter always 
standing behind him and ready to swat 
him if he offends. To actual small-c con-
servative voters this can signal only that 
Starmer is weak and clueless.

Even Andrew Harrop, secretary of the 
Labour-right Fabian Society, chided 
Starmer on 6 January for not pushing 
Labour policies on climate change and 
workers’ rights (which on paper are still 
as good as in the Corbyn era) “with 
more vigour”.

Really, the unions need to scare 
Starmer more than the conservative 
ghosts do. □

• More on “Sir Tony”: bit.ly/sir-t

What we stand for

Today one class, the working class, 
lives by selling its labour power 

to another, the capitalist class, which 
owns the means of production.

Capitalists’ control over the econ-
omy and their relentless drive to in-
crease their wealth causes poverty, 
unemployment, blighting of lives by 
overwork; imperialism, environmen-
tal destruction and much else.

The working class must unite to 
struggle against the accumulated 
wealth and power of the capitalists, 
in the workplace and wider society.

The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
wants socialist revolution: collective 
ownership of industry and services, 
workers’ control, and a democracy 
much fuller than the present system, 
with elected representatives recall-
able at any time and an end to bu-
reaucrats’ and managers’ privileges.

We fight for trade unions and the 
Labour Party to break with “social 
partnership” with the bosses, to mil-
itantly assert working-class interests.

In workplaces, trade unions, and 
Labour organisations; among stu-

dents; in local campaigns; on the 
left and in wider political alliances 
we stand for:

• Independent working-class rep-
resentation in politics

• A workers’ government, based 
on and accountable to the labour 
movement

• A workers’ charter of trade union 
rights — to organise, strike, picket ef-
fectively, and take solidarity action

• Taxing the rich to fund good 
public services, homes, education 
and jobs for all

• Workers’ control of major indus-
tries and finance for a rapid transi-
tion to a green society

• A workers’ movement that fights 
all forms of oppression

• Full equality for women, and so-
cial provision to free women from 
domestic labour. Reproductive free-
doms and free abortion on demand. 

• Full equality for lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual and trans people

• Black and white workers’ unity 
against racism

• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global 

capital — workers everywhere have 
more in common with each other 
than with their capitalist or Stalinist 
rulers

• Democracy at every level of soci-
ety, from the smallest workplace or 
community to global social organi-
sation

• Equal rights for all nations, 
against imperialists and predators 
big and small

• Maximum left unity in action, and 
full openness in debate

If you agree with us, take copies of 
Solidarity to sell — and join us!  □

• workersliberty.org/join-awl

Kino Eye

Diary of a Tube 
worker
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Hospital security guards plan six-week strike 
By Ollie Moore

Security guards at London’s Great Or-
mond Street Hospital will strike for 

six weeks from 18 January, demanding 
equality of pay and conditions with di-
rectly-employed workmates on NHS 
contracts. The strike is set to be one of 
the longest in NHS history.

Erica Rasheed, a security guard and 
activist in the United Voices of the 

World (UVW) union, said: “In seven 
months, I will give birth to my second 
child at an NHS hospital, and like many 
women across the country, I will mar-
vel at this wonderful service which I’m 
proud to be part of delivering.

“But it will be a bittersweet moment, 
because I won’t be able to afford to 
stay with my newborn longer than 
the six weeks statutory maternity pay 

gives me. My NHS colleagues get to 
stay home for five months. They earn 
a whopping £2,500 more during that 
time. From a woman’s perspective, this 
is what outsourcing looks like.”

Legal
UVW argues that outsourcing repre-
sents a form of indirect racial discrim-
ination, as it leads to an outsourced 
workforce, with a higher proportion of 

migrants workers and workers of col-
our, having substantially worse pay and 
conditions than a directly-employed 
workforce which is majority white. The 
union is pursuing legal claims in a num-
ber of the workplaces in which it organ-
ises on this basis. □

• More, and strike fund details: bit.ly/
gosh-s 
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Simon Nelson, Sara Lee  □

Healthworkers win in Berlin
By Alice Hazel

Healthcare workers in 
Berlin have achieved 

gains through a month-
long strike. Workers at the 
Charité (university-linked) 
and Vivantes (Berlin-local-
state-owned) hospitals, or-
ganised in the trade union 
Verdi and the Berlin Hos-
pital Movement, sustained 
35 days of action for safe 
staffing levels and levelling 
up of conditions and pay 
between directly employed 
and subsidiary contract 
workers.

In October agreements 
on safe working ratios were 
reached at both hospitals, 
including compensatory 

payments aimed at enforc-
ing levels. It is estimated 
that this will mean an addi-
tional 1,000 nursing staff. 
At that time the negotiation 
and strikes on extending 
union agreements to sub-
sidiary workers were set to 
continue.

The successes of the 
strike seems to have lay in 
the long term organising 
work done beforehand 
and the democratic model 
used for negotiation and 
decision making during 
the dispute. These allowed 
enough resilience to call 
strikes as indefinite action.

Organising across dif-
ferent hospital employers 

(Germany has no NHS) 
started during the early 
stages of the pandemic, 
with joint demands on 
health and safety, followed 
by limited strikes on pay 
in late 2020. A further con-
certed organising drive led 
up to the most recent strike, 
including training for new 
reps, informal workplace 
discussions and meetings 
to tease out demands, and 
a  petition used to gauge 
the support from workers. 

Initially the union at-
tempted negotiation over 
emergency cover for the 
strike. With no agreement 
reached, workers imposed 
their model of minimum 

staffing at clinics as the 
lowest level management 
had allowed in the period 
before the strike, decided 
and controlled by workers 
at ward and clinic level. 
This led to 1,200 bed clo-
sures and cancellation of 
non-urgent procedures 
and appointments, putting 
pressure on employers. 
Decisions on points of ne-
gotiation were taken back 
to workers’ representatives 
during the process.

As NHS workers face un-
precedented workload, 
stress, anxiety, and risk to 
patients, we can learn from 
the organising methods 
used in these strikes.   □

Ballot starts mid-February

In mid-February, the union will begin a 
consultative ballot of our entire pub-

lic sector membership as to whether 
they are willing to take industrial ac-
tion. This will be wider than the UK 
civil service and will include members 
in non-civil-service public sector em-
ployers where PCS also organises.

The campaign we’re launching is 
about the cost of living crisis now fac-
ing us. In a sense, there is a defensive 
or reactive element of the potential 
dispute, in that we’re responding to 
rising living costs. But there are several 
offensive elements too. Firstly, we’re 

demanding that the pay system is re-
structured, as it currently there is no 
guaranteed pay progression from the 
pay minimum to the maximum. Sec-
ondly, we’re demanding pay equality 
between workers at the same grade 
but in different parts of an organisa-
tion.

There’s also an offensive element 
around pensions, in that we’re de-
manding decreased employee contri-
butions. The employer contributions 
were raised some years ago, but the 
pension fund is now in surplus and 
therefore under a cost sharing rule, 
imposed by the Government, we are 
saying that contributions should de-
crease accordingly.

The ballot will be conducted elec-
tronically, with the aim obviously being 

to get above the thresholds we’d be 
required to meet in a statutory ballot. 
If we get over 50% then the union’s 
National Executive Committee will 
have to decide whether to move to a 
statutory ballot nationally. We’ll have 
a group-by-group and branch-by-
branch breakdown of the results, so 
we’ll be able to see areas of strength 
that might indicate possibilities for 
group-specific or local disputes even 
if we don’t move to a national statutory 
ballot.

As I’ve written previously, we cannot 
treat this ballot as a passive exercise in 
opinion polling. We’re not just check-
ing what members think, we need to 
persuade them that a fight back is 
necessary and possible, and that they 
should vote for action and commit to 

that fight. We need to use the ballot as 
a mobilising tool, in the first instance 
to energise reps and activists in order 
that they can energise the wider mem-
bership. And we need to use the ballot 
to recruit to the union.

Now we’re in the new year, we also 
need to step up our campaigning 
around workplace safety in the De-
partment of Work and Pensions (DWP), 
the largest civil service department in 
terms of PCS membership. I have ar-
gued for some time that we need to 
move to industrial action ballots wher-
ever we can organise them in the DWP, 
and I maintain that position. □

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

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

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

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

University ballots close 14 January
Re-ballots on industrial 

action in 42 universities 
which just missed the 50% 
turnout threshold imposed 
by Tory law will close on 14 

January. They could bring 
many more universities into 
strikes alongside the 58 
which struck on 1-3 Decem-
ber over pay and conditions, 

over pensions, or both. Ac-
tion Short of Strike is con-
tinuing in 64 universities. 
As yet it does not include a 
marking boycott. At many 

universities, the start of term 
in January is dominated by 
exams rather than classes.   
□
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Self-determination 
for Ukraine!
By Marko Bojcun 

Marko Bojcun spoke to Sacha Ismail

We are seeing the Russian project of regional 
imperialist expansion and the American 

project of integrating East Central Europe into its 
own international order coming up against each 
other on the border of Ukraine. The problem will 
not go away until that imperialist rivalry is over-
come. I don’t believe it will be overcome by the 
big powers cutting a deal over the heads of the 
Ukrainians. There is a core issue of self-determi-
nation for Ukraine as a nation and as a state.

However the threat is not symmetrical. Military 
aggression has come from the Russian side — the 
occupation of Crimea and its incorporation into 
the Russian Federation against the will of the ma-
jority of its population, the presence of Russian 
troops on the border, support for the separatist 
movements in Luhansk and Donetsk provinces. 
The objective is to force the Ukrainian state to 
subordinate its foreign, military and economic 
policy to Russia.

On the other side, Western military support for 
Ukraine is miniscule. Western support is really 
from international financial institutions, which 
have extended big loans to the Ukrainian gov-
ernment and private businesses. Their basic goal 
is to keep these loan repayments going. There is 
little in the way of productive investments into the 
Ukrainian economy unless they are tied up with 
Western firms acquiring assets and expatriating 
their profits.

NATO says membership is open to Ukraine, but 
Ukraine has not been invited to join. A country 
can’t be admitted to NATO if it has an unresolved 
internal territorial dispute. Ukrainian membership 
is simply not on the agenda.

Russia is claiming that NATO is a threat to its 
security because NATO states have supplied, for 
instance, anti-tank missiles and drones which are 
used to defend the border against Russian incur-
sion. This really is minimal support. Prominent 
NATO leaders in Europe have said they would 
not come to the defence of their own member 
states in the Baltic if they are attacked by Russia — 
and certainly not Ukraine or Georgia.

Some on the left compare US military capacity 
in general terms to Russia and China and say the 

US is absolutely dominant as the global power. I 
don’t agree with that way of posing the question. 
One cannot be all-powerful everywhere at once. 
What’s decisive is the actual situation, the balance 
of forces in Ukraine and the wider eastern Euro-
pean region.

Putin sincerely believes that Ukraine is not a 
nation, that the Ukrainian state is a kind of polit-
ical fiction, and the Ukrainians have no right to 
self-determination. He sees the Ukrainians, and 
the Belarusians, as the part of the Russian nation. 
He said this as far back as the 2008 NATO summit 
in Bucharest and as recently as the 5,000 word 
essay he wrote in July 2021. I think he wants to 
end his time in office with a legacy of having re-
incorporated Ukraine into the Russian sphere of 
influence at least.

Russia needs to subordinate Ukraine to its pro-
ject of regional expansion because Ukraine’s 
territory, its labour, processing industries for raw 
materials and its transit facilities for oil and gas 
provide Russian banks and big business with their 
most important route to European markets, cap-
ital investments and technologies. It is central to 
the accumulation of capital. Germany is the sin-
gle most important source of investment in Rus-
sia and the destination of much Russian foreign 
direct investment, trade and loans. It is a relation-
ship on which many other countries in the EU sin-
gle market also depend. That’s why German big 
business continued to press behind the scenes 
for a rapid resolution of “the Ukraine crisis”.

In terms of immediate claims Russia doesn’t 
demand ownership of Ukraine, even the eastern 
regions, in the same way that it insists Crimea is 
its territory. It makes more sense for the territo-
ries under the DNR and LNR to remain part of 
Ukraine, where they can serve as platforms from 
which to lever Ukraine’s domestic and foreign 
policies. Putin and others argue about Ukraine 
being part of Russia on a more general level, as 
part of “the Russian mir”, the Russian world, as 
they see it. However, I think they want to move 
towards a situation where that general goal can 
actually be realised.

Putin could be in power for a long time, I think 
he might die in office, but right now, I guess his 
assessment is that the Biden government is weak 
and under pressure, internally and in terms of 

its position in the world, for 
instance the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan and more broadly 
the global retreat of US power. 
Putin judges now is the time 
to act and get a deal with the 
Americans over the heads 
of the Ukrainian state and its 
people.

In addition to the many 
thousands who have died in 
the war, there is major repres-
sion in the Russian-occupied 
territories, criminalisation of 
those who oppose the occu-
pation, suppression of Ukrain-
ian language and culture in 
the education system. The 
Russian government is giving 
people in these areas Rus-
sian citizenship, over 802,000 
passports handed out to date. It is bussing peo-
ple over the border into Russian provinces to vote 
in its national elections. Thousands of miners, 
steel workers and others have been given jobs 
and assisted by the authorities to settle in vari-
ous parts of the Russian Federation. Elementary 
democratic rights, including the rights of workers 
to self-organisation and independent representa-
tion, are denied.

In Crimea you have savage persecution of the 
Crimean Tatars, and more widely the prosecution 
and imprisonment of many who resist or criticise 
the occupation. There are major environmen-
tal problems as a result of the rapid build-up of 
Russian military bases. There is an acute water 
shortage. Russian government ministers have ac-
knowledged that only 40% of Crimeans actually 
took part in the 2014 referendum on joining Rus-
sia. The proportion of people who support the 
annexation is even smaller today than in 2014 as 
a result of the political, environmental, economic 
and cultural damage resulting from the annexa-
tion.

The question of eastern Ukraine and Crimea 
should be a matter for the Ukrainian people to 
resolve, not something that foreign governments 
have any right to interfere in. There obviously 
does need to be some form of reconciliation be-
tween the opposing groups that have developed 
in eastern Ukraine over a long period. But nego-
tiations can only be meaningful if there is a full 
withdrawal of Russian forces from that area and 
from Crimea.

There is a Russian minority in Ukraine, a sub-
stantial one, 20% overall and concentrated 
precisely in those two parts of the country. But 
Russian people have been there for well over 
150 years; they are part of the society. They have 
not been discriminated against. On the contrary, 

historically they have been a privileged minority 
in Ukraine. The Ukrainian language and culture 
were discriminated against in the Russian empire 
and then in the USSR from Stalin’s time to the end 
of the Brezhnev era.

The governments of the “people’s republics” 
in Luhansk and Donetsk are not independent 
governments. They are appointed and financed 
by the Russian Federation. There are institutions 
within Russian ministries responsible for running 
these so-called republics. When the Russian state 
doesn’t like who is leading them, it replaces them, 
and when it can’t, it assassinates them.

From 12 January representatives of Russia and 
the US will enter into talks. Putin’s main goal is 
to force a solution over the heads of the Ukrain-
ian state and the Ukrainian people. If he can win 
significant concessions along those lines from 
the Americans, he will be pleased. The minimum 
would be to get them to persuade or coerce the 
Ukrainians to go back to the Minsk 2 accords, and 
to get Crimea off the agenda altogether.

If you look at the history of the 20th century, the 
big powers have never really resolved conflicts in-
volving smaller states and stateless nations. They 
will not resolve the Ukrainian conflict without the 
Ukrainians, who will not accept the status quo. 
They have made their choice to be an independ-
ent people. They will resist. The conflict can only 
be resolved with their direct participation. Unless 
it is resolved, I fear it has the potential to escalate 
and seriously undermine peace in Europe. □

• Marko is an independent writer and former 
academic; his books include The Workers’ 
Movement and the National Question in Ukraine: 
1897-1918 and Towards a Political Economy 
of Ukraine. He is a supporter of the Ukraine 
Solidarity Campaign. Interview abridged here: 
full text at bit.ly/u-marko. Trotsky on Ukrainian 
independence: bit.ly/u-trotsky
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WORKERS STILL 
BATTLING IN SUDAN
By Mohan Sen

The contrast between the 
respectable “friends” of 

democracy in Sudan and the 
grassroots mass movement ac-
tually fighting for democracy is 
striking.

In November Abdalla Ham-
dok, the prime minister over-
thrown by the 25 October 
military coup, did a deal with 
the military to be reinstated as 
decoration for their regime. The 
Biden government rushed to 
endorse this charade as a path 
to democracy.

The US and UK signed a joint 
statement welcoming the deal 
with the autocracies in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and Saudi Arabia — both highly 
supportive of the Sudanese mil-
itary.

The EU took a similar posi-
tion, as did the UN’s top offi-
cials. Many countries — notably 
Russia — have simply backed 
the military.

Meanwhile the repression 
and bloodshed in Sudan con-
tinued, a wave of beatings, 
rapes, tear-gassings, mass ar-
rests and killings. At least 60 
have been killed, according to 
the Central Committee of Suda-
nese Doctors.

Democracy activists in Sudan 
— local “resistance commit-

tees”, trade unions and even 
the mainly-bourgeois Forces of 
Freedom and Change coalition 
— condemned Hamdok’s ac-
tions. Hamdok felt compelled 
to resign (2 January).

Very large numbers have 
continued to take to the streets, 
every few days. They reject 
even an improved version of 
the pre-coup military-civilian 
power-sharing arrangement 
and demand a fully civilian 
government. “No negotiation, 
no partnership, no legitimacy!”

Since the uprising which over-
threw military-Islamist dictator 
Omar al-Bashir in 2019, trade 
unions have been central to Su-
dan’s fight for democracy. Many 
groups of workers are battling 
against the coup but also for 
their rights as workers.

On 2-6 January thousands 
of court workers across Sudan 
struck to demand increased bo-
nuses to meet the soaring cost 
of living. In many parts of the 
country, the strike was 100% 
solid.

Thousands of bank workers 
have been on strike against the 
coup. Now 200 workers at the 
Bank of Khartoum — Sudan’s 
largest bank, privatised in 2010, 
transferring mainly to UAE own-
ership — have been sacked and 
hundreds more face the sack 
for organising against the coup 

and for improved conditions.
Links are developing between 

striking workers and resistance 
committees. The “December 
Revolution Coordination” in 
the suburbs of Omdurman (the 
country’s biggest city) said the 
following on 5 January:

“Let us stand in solidarity 
with the workers at the Bank 
of Khartoum, the judicial insti-
tution, and Centroid Company 
in order to restore their rights. 
We must root the principle of 
mutual solidarity among all the 
forces of resistance in order 
to bring about a revolution in 
the institutions and housing. 
This will lead to the overthrow 
of a regime which established 
economic policies based on 
sacking workers and denying 
them their rights. We need to 
build a national economic sys-
tem based on nationalising 
all the public properties and 
institutions which have been 
privatised through the same re-
actionary policies.”  □

• Updates about workers’ 
struggles on the Facebook 
page of the “Sudanese Workers 
Alliance for the Restoration of 
Trade Unions” and the website 
of the “MENA Solidarity” 
campaign. Sign a statement 
of  solidarity: forms.gle/
p5SWbyBmKsvidBJq6
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