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SCHOOL WORKERS 
CALL STRIKES
By Patrick Murphy

The National Education 
Union (NEU) will strike na-

tionally on Wednesday 1 Feb-
ruary, and follow that by three 
weeks of rolling regional strikes 
between 14 February and 2 
March and two days of national 
strikes on 15-16 March. 15 
March is Budget Day; the union 
will call a national demonstra-
tion outside Parliament and a 
similar protest in Cardiff.

Districts are being encour-
aged to establish strike com-
mittees and to build for pickets 
at as many schools as possible.

A few days before the NEU 
result was announced the 
other main union representing 
teachers in England and Wales, 
Nasuwt, announced that it had 
failed to meet the thresholds 
and would not call action. Many 
Nasuwt members will, however, 
not want to cross picket lines. 
It is important to ensure that 
they are aware that they are 
protected from dismissal for re-
specting a picket line in a legal 
dispute for which their grade 
has been balloted.

The NEU explicitly demands 
full funding of a pay rise, rather 
than leaving open the option 
of a pay rise covered by cuts in 
services (as with Scottish pub-

lic sector workers). It balloted 
members in four separate con-
stituencies and met the thresh-
olds in three of them. The Tory 
laws impose an additional re-
striction in sectors including 
education and health. We need 
to have 50% of members voting 
and 40% of all eligible mem-
bers must vote yes.

Among teachers in Eng-
land, 90.4% voted to strike on 
a 53% turnout. Teachers and 
support staff in Wales also met 
the thresholds (92%-58% and 
88%-51%) but support staff in 
England narrowly missed the 
turnout requirement (with 46%). 
Earlier last term the NEU held a 
successful ballot of teachers in 
Sixth Form colleges, and the 
first strike day has already taken 
place in that sector (30 Nov).

The NEU ballot result is a 
major blow to the government 
as it struggles to cope with an 
already powerful strike wave. It 
is also a very significant achieve-
ment by the NEU, something of 
a landmark in the revival of in-
dustrial militancy.

These are the largest ballot 
groups by far to have met the 
legal thresholds since they 
were introduced, and the ballot 
was over 23,000 schools, many 
of them small rural primaries. 

The task of mobilising the vote 
was harder than for unions with 
smaller numbers of workplaces 
and larger concentrations of 
members.

This success, and the fact that 
there is a plan for a programme 
of action linked to demonstra-
tions and protests, provides 
real hope that this struggle can 
be different and more effective 
than previous national school 
strike action such as the 2011 
pensions strikes.

It also comes at a time when 
NHS staff, civil servants, rail 
workers, university staff and 
others are engaged in national 
action. Hope will only be made 
real by hard work, dedicated 
organising, and determined 
leadership at every level over 
the coming months. Mean-
time the NEU strike votes are a 
real boost to the whole labour 
movement. □
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Raise benefits, ban pre-payment meters

The UN’s International Labour Or-
ganisation has described the level 

of benefits in the UK as a “policy of 
keeping [people] below the absolute 
poverty line... using social security as 
a means of economic compulsion to 
labour”.

Universal Credit rose only 3.1% in 
April 2022. After a year of falling way 
behind inflation, in April 2023 it will 
rise by 10.1%, to £85 a week. For peo-
ple under 25 and couples it’s even less. 
£85 is still lower than the rate before 
the Tories cut UC, in October 2021, 
from £95 to £75. 

The standard rate of UC is equiva-
lent to about 20% of workers’ previous 
earnings. In most (relatively rich) OECD 
countries, unemployment benefit is 
equivalent to over 60% of previous 
earnings, at least in the first period, and 
in quite a few above 70% or 80%. The 

OECD average is equivalent to 65% of 
earnings after six months, 56% after six 
months, 43% after two years and 29% 
after five. Even the US manages 54% 
after six months and 42% after a year. 

Yet even the demand to restore the 
£20 the Tories slashed in 2021 has dis-
appeared from political debate.

The low level of UC, and the wide 
reach of “sanctions” (deductions made 
from UC for many claimants), is a big 
factor in so many being cold and hun-
gry this winter. The number switched 
from credit meters to prepayment grew 
almost 60% in 2022; households on 
prepayment face higher rates in win-
ter than those on direct debit, and lose 
supply whenever they run out of cash.

Labour has called for a halt to the 
forced installation of prepay gas and 
electricity meters for those who rack up 
debts with their suppliers.

We should demand more: the restruc-
turing of energy provision to provide 
an adequate basic energy allowance, 
free or cheap, for all households (with 
higher prices above the allowance so 

as not to give “price signals” encourag-
ing large energy usage); public owner-
ship of the whole energy system; a ban 
on all prepayment meters (such as ex-
ists in France, where households in ar-
rears on energy bills do still get a basic 
allowance, though an inadequate one).

The problem with the Labour Party 
leadership’s latest splutterings about 
Universal Credit is not that they now 
put it in terms of reforming it rather 
than “scrapping” it in favour of some-
thing else unspecified. The problem is 
that they advocate little of anything to 
improve the benefits system.

Announcing a supposedly “funda-
mental reform” of UC — at the right-
wing think tank Centre for Social 
Justice! — Shadow Work and Pensions 
Secretary Jonathan Ashworth in fact 
said little, and that little implied no new 
money, and a doubling-down on push-
ing people into work.

Labour should focus on developing 
useful jobs with decent pay and rights, 
particularly in the public sector — not 
using the benefit system to “incentiv-
ise” the jobless.

The labour movement should cam-
paign for, and push the Labour Party 
to commit to, an assault on poverty 

through a big increase in the level of 
benefits: with a significant immediate 
rise above what is planned, and a fast 
move to the sort of level advocated 
by the TUC, with UC at £260 a week. 
It should campaign for the abolition of 
the sanctions and conditionality used 
to punish and coerce claimants.

Yet the Labour leaders won’t even ad-
vocate restoring UC to the level it was 
before October 2021; won’t update the 
party’s previous advocacy of a £10 per 
hour minimum wage, even when the 
actual rate will go up to £10.42 in April; 
fail to advocate improved sick pay...

Victories in the battle for wage in-
creases will create better conditions 
for winning higher benefits, a higher 
minimum wage, decent sick pay and a 
public energy system. □

How capitalism makes distress

By Martin Thomas 

Around 10% of people in richer 
capitalist countries are on antide-

pressants, though they usually do no 
better than placebo.

Almost certainly the recent rise in 
young people with mental illness is 
a real rise, not just a result of there 
being less stigma about reporting.

Previous modes of production 
where low technology meant that 
poverty in food and other basics was 
more generalised than today proba-
bly also had more mental distress. In 
French the word for poverty, misère, 
is directly connected to the word mis-
erable; in German, elend can mean 
either poor or miserable. In medie-
val Europe, the dominant image of 
heaven, i.e. of maximum joy, was of a 
place where there was ample food.

In high-productivity capitalism, 
where food poverty is more episodic 
and patchy, the evidence suggests 
that rising mental distress is most cor-
related with insecurity, lack of auton-
omy, and inequality in a dog-eat-dog 
society. Beyond a certain level, more 
material wealth probably doesn’t in-
crease mental well-being. On a good 
guess 4% to 12% of CEOs exhibit 

psychopathic traits, a similar rate to in 
jails. (It’s only 1% in the general popu-
lation.) CEOs are selected and trained 
for those traits, with distress for the 
workers but also for the CEOs.

Socialism is not a scheme by experts 
to engineer the greatest happiness of 
the greatest number.

As Hegel put it: “Freedom... does 
not exist as original and natural. Rather 
must it be first sought out and won; 
and that by an incalculable medial 
discipline of the intellectual and moral 
powers”. Socialism is that seeking-out 
and winning in an era where technol-
ogy and education have developed 
enough for general abundance and 
informed democratic cooperation 
and where the rising class (the work-
ing class) is also the basic exploited 
class, so can abolish all class oppres-
sion. Being socialists means we have 
chosen to work to help that drive in 
the working class.

As the Italian Marxist Antonio Labri-
ola put it, we cannot know how much 
socialist freedom will reduce mental 
distress: “I leave it to... the people of 
the future... to arrange their own lives, 
which will not be easy, I hope, in order 
that they may not become imbeciles 
in paradisian beatitude”. We do know 
that socialism will end class oppres-
sion and reduce insecurity and control 
of our energies by often-psychopathic 
workplace bosses. □

Break Labour from the Brexit cult! 

Keir Starmer has now at least criti-
cised the “Brexit purity cult” of the 

Tory right.
Starmer was speaking about the 

Brexit-related impasse in Northern 
Ireland. But he still wants to squash 
discussion within Labour of Brexit, or 
even of significantly modifying the To-
ries’ version of it.

London’s mayor Sadiq Khan has 
pushed the other way by calling for “a 
pragmatic debate about the benefits 
of re-joining the Customs Union and 
the Single Market”. He made the call 
at a posh Mansion House dinner, not 
in a labour-movement meeting, and 
was motivated as much by concern for 
London-based capitalist interests as 
for liberal-internationalist principles.

But his conclusion is right. Mitigat-
ing the economic and social barriers 
of Brexit, and restoring free move-
ment of people between the UK and 
Europe, will directly benefit millions, 
and create better conditions in the 
fight for working-class and human 
rights. 

In October the government’s Office 
for Budget responsibility estimated 
Brexit would reduce UK GDP by 4% — 
twice as much as Covid-19. The Cen-
tre for European Reform think-tank 
calculated that in early 2022 GDP was 
over 5% lower than if Brexit hadn’t 
happened; investment almost 14% 
lower; and goods trade 14%. No won-

der support for rejoining the EU has 
moved from consistently behind sup-
port for staying out to 10-15% ahead.

And that while no political party, 
barely even any MP, no trade union, 
has advocated reversing Brexit, or 
even rejoining the Single Market and 
Customs Union.

The internationalist socialist left 
should shake off its weariness and 
confidently speak the truth. We 
should advocate reversing Brexit. We 
should challenge the entire labour 
movement, and everyone in the La-
bour Party: how can rejoining the Sin-
gle Market (with free movement) and 
Customs Union, as a first step, not be 
a good demand?

And with urgency. For now most EU 
regulations still hold in Britain. The 
government has postponed customs 
checks on EU imports to 2024.

If we leave the issue until the Tories 
have done their “bonfire” of EU regu-
lations, then pulling down the barriers 
again, and resolving the Northern Ire-
land protocol impasse, will become a 
bigger task.

We should advocate that Labour 
policy on Brexit is made by the party’s 
membership, through its democratic 
processes, not by the political clique 
around Starmer.

Without a stand for migrants’ rights 
and strong international solidarity, 
workers here cannot triumph. Failing 
to expose and confront the Tories’ 
Brexit policy means sacrificing work-
ers’ interests and struggles on the 
altar of nationalism. □
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Make 1 Feb a springboard
By Ollie Moore

Wednesday 1 February will see 
some of the most widespread, 

and most conscious, coordination 
across unions and sectors in the 2022-3 
strike wave so far. Civil servants in PCS, 
university workers in UCU, and teachers 
and support workers in the NEU, will 
strike, as will teachers in some regions 
of Scotland in the EIS union and Aslef 
train drivers on some lines.

From what we hear, striking unions in 
the NHS — nurses’ union RCN, and GMB 
and Unison in ambulance services — 
backed away from participation for fear 
that involvement in a consciously coor-
dinated strike would make their action 
look too “political”. Quite how health 
workers’ strikes, taking place against 
the backdrop of the worst ever crisis for 
the NHS, could avoid being “political” 
is not clear.

Certainly it will not be clear to many 
rank-and-file health workers, who un-
derstand their strikes very much as 
a fight for the future of healthcare, a 
fight over how the NHS is organised 
and funded. These are not merely 
“economic” questions or “industrial 

relations matters” than can be settled 
around a union negotiating table.

It seems CWU post workers and RMT 
rail and Tube workers will not strike on 1 
February, other than the (few) RMT driv-
ers where Aslef is striking in TOCS. The 
RMT’s were until recently among the 
main union leaders pushing the idea 
of a coordinated strike. RMT branches 
have passed motions calling for 1 Feb 
strikes. Nevertheless, the coordination 
on 1 February will be an important step 
towards “uniting the strikes”, generalis-
ing disparate disputes into a class-wide 
fightback against the Tories, and for so-
cial transformation. The TUC has also 
called a day of action on that day to 
protest the government’s plans for new 
anti-strike laws. Picket lines and joint 
strike rallies can be focuses for mobi-
lising wider solidarity. Specific protests, 
opposing the threatened new laws and 
demanding the repeal of existing ones, 
are also needed.

With thousands of workers in every 
town and city striking together on 1 
February, it is an opportunity to estab-
lish ongoing forums for discussion and 
coordination at rank-and-file levels. 
Trades Councils (where they function) 
can convene cross-union strike com-
mittees (as Sheffield already has done) 
to plan joint picketing and strike rallies. 
Those committees can then become 
ongoing opportunities for workers 
from different industries and unions to 

develop proposals to take into their re-
spective unions to build on and extend 
the coordination of 1 February.

It is especially important to fight for 
1 February to be a step in an ongoing 
process. It would be destructive to see 
it instead as a culmination. A coordi-
nated one-day strike, even if it is called 
or widely thought of as a “general 
strike”, will not be a deus ex machina.

Nor can it be seen as a ready-made 
artefact that someone (the TUC?) de-
clares from the outside, which will allow 
individual disputes, and the strike wave 
as a whole, to jump over weaknesses 
and challenges and arrive at victory in 
a single leap.

The last mass coordinated strike in 
British labour movement history, the 30 
November 2011 walkout against cuts 
to public sector workers’ pensions, saw 
more workers on strike than the 1926 
general strike. The coordination was 
more widespread than 1 February will 
be, as workers across the NHS and in 
local government were also involved.

It was an empowering experience 
for many workers on the day itself, but 
ultimately it functioned to demobilise 
the movement. The union leaders had 
no plan in advance to escalate the co-
ordinated action further if concessions 
were not won, so some quickly moved 
to settle for what sops the Tories would 
offer straight away, and others let the 
campaign peter out. It was a one-off set 

piece, effectively a token protest rather 
than part of a campaign that might 
actually have forced the government 
back.

A push for all the unions in dispute 
to swiftly name further coordinated 
strikes, extending beyond 24 hours, 
later in February, can help ensure 1 
February 2023 does not repeat the mis-
takes of 30 November 2011. □

Strikes
Since 20 Oct: Quorn factory 
workers in Billingham (Unite) 
on indefinite strike
16-20 Jan: Hestia Hounslow 
LIFE charity workers (Unite) 
strike
19, 25 and 26 Jan: Abellio 
bus drivers in west and south-
west London (Unite) strike
20 Jan: Library workers in 
Hackney (Unison) strike
16 Jan to 6 Feb: Teachers in 
Scotland (EIS) strike on a re-
gion-by-region basis
18 Jan: Environment Agency 

workers (Unison) strike
18-19 Jan: Nurses in many 
areas (RCN) strike
23 Jan: Ambulance workers in 
London, Yorkshire, the North 
West, North East and South 
West strike (Unison)
25 Jan: Workers at Amazon’s 
BHX4 facility in Coventry 
(GMB) strike
26 Jan: NHS physiotherapists 
(CSP) strike
1 and 3 Feb: Train drivers at 
multiple Train Operating Com-
panies (Aslef and RMT) strike
1 Feb: All-out national strike 
by civil servants (PCS), teach-
ers in England and Wales, 

school support staff in Wales 
(NEU), and Higher Education 
workers at 150 universities 
(UCU)
From 1 Feb, on days through-
out Feb and Mar: Higher 
Education workers at 150 uni-
versities (UCU) strike for 18 
days
6-7 Feb: Nurses (RCN) strike
9 Feb: NHS physiotherapists 
(CSP) strike
14 Feb: Teachers and support 
staff in Wales (NEU) strike
15-16 Feb: Teachers on the 
Isle of Man (NASUWT) strike
28 Feb: Teachers in the North, 
North West, and Yorkshire and 

Humber (NEU) strike
Various days throughout Feb 
and Mar, including all-Scot-
land strikes on 28 Feb and 1 
Mar: Teachers in Scotland (EIS) 
launch a further programme 
of rolling strikes, involving 22 
strike days
1 Mar: Teachers in East Mid-
lands, West Midlands, and East 
(NEU) strike
2 Mar: Teachers in London, 
South East, and South West 
(NEU) strike
13 Mar-20 Apr: 20 further 
days of rolling strikes by teach-
ers in Scotland (EIS)
15-16 Mar: Teachers in Eng-

land and Wales, school sup-
port staff in Wales (NEU) strike
Mar, date TBC: 72-hour strike 
by junior doctors (BMA), pend-
ing outcome of ballot

Ballots
From 9 Jan: Junior doctors 
(BMA) ballot for action over 
pay
Until 23 Jan: Firefighters 
(FBU) ballot for action over pay
23 Jan-16 Feb: Royal Mail 
postal workers (CWU) re-ballot 
for action over pay and condi-
tions □

29-30 April 
Workers’ Liberty conference will 

be 29-30 April. □

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, and unless otherwise stated 

those below are online over zoom. We have many local (in-person) 
meetings, see online. 
 

Monday 23 June, 7.30pm: West & North Yorkshire AWL — Women, Life, 
Freedom  
Monday 30 January, 7pm: The Communist Manifesto: 
Workers’ Liberty study group

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

The printed version of Solidarity 
658 was labelled 659 by mistake. 

It’s correct on the web. □

New anti-protest law
The Public Order Bill introduced 

in May 2022 is a ploy by the To-
ries to reinstate the more-restrictive 
amendments they introduced to their 
already-bad-enough Police Act but 
which failed in the House of Lords. 
The Police Act became law in April 
2022.

Now the Tories have moved amend-
ments to the Public Order Bill to make 
protesters subject to arrest, not for 
disruption, but for being thought 

likely to create disruption. The Public 
Order Bill is now approaching its third 
reading in the House of Lords, having 
completed all stages in the House of 
Commons. The Police Bill, as it then 
was, drew big and numerous “Kill the 
Bill” protests in April 2021, which later 
dwindled. It’s late in the day to mobi-
lise the labour movement against this 
Public Order Bill and its amendments, 
but we should work at it. □
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The Israeli opposition: from politics to protest

I had the opportunity last 
weekend to do something I’d 

rarely done during the years 
that I lived in Israel. I got to 
speak directly to leaders of 
the Israel Labour Party and 
Meretz. The occasion was a 
one-day conference in Lon-
don organised by the Jewish 
Labour Movement. One ses-
sion featured a live Zoom call 
with Merav Michaeli, the La-
bour Party leader. The other 
was with Mossi Raz, a former 
Meretz member of Knesset.

Michaeli spoke about the re-
sults of the recent elections in 
which her party was reduced 
to a historic low. In the elec-
tions to the first Knesset in 
1949, Labour’s predecessor 
won nearly 46 seats (out of 
120). With less than 4% of the 
vote this time, Labour barely 
managed to enter the Knesset, 
winning just four seats.

Labour’s traditional partner, 
Meretz, did even worse, win-
ning just over 3% and thereby 
falling below the threshold — 
thus earning no seats in the 
Knesset. 

The two parties had won 13 

seats in the previous 
election. It was a cat-
astrophic result and 
can be blamed on 
many things. One of 
them was Labour’s 
persistent fear that 
people might mis-
take it for being 
a left-wing party 
— which drove the 
party to say nothing 
at all about the Oc-
cupation. Another 
was Michaeli’s re-
fusal to consider forming an 
electoral bloc with Meretz, 
which it too considered to be 
too left-wing.

When she finished her 
speech, we were offered the 
chance to ask questions. I 
used the opportunity to point 
out that had she agreed to 
Meretz’s proposal for an 
electoral bloc, she would be 
speaking to us today as a gov-
ernment minister — and not as 
the leader of a small opposi-
tion faction. The audience ap-
plauded my question. Michaeli 
responded angrily, saying that 
her job was to lead the Labour 
Party, not the entire Israeli Left. 
It’s not her problem if Meretz 
struggled to get votes.

That surprised me. Surely all 
the parties currently in opposi-

tion to the far-right Netanyahu 
government should welcome 
ways to work together and 
bring that government down. 
But for the Israel Labour Party 
leader, that was a secondary 
concern. The important thing 
was that her party had — just 
barely — survived.

Meretz’s Mossi Raz also 
proved a disappointment. 
Though he spoke about the 
Occupation, and repeatedly 
contrasted Meretz’s social 
democratic vision with that of 
the Labour Party, he seemed 
to have no ideas about how 
things might be turned 
around. He told the British 
audience that the Israeli left 
needed unity. He wanted La-
bour, Meretz and Hadash 
(the Communist-led party) to 

unite. But he was 
convinced that this 
was unlikely to hap-
pen. That being 
the case, he didn’t 
see any reason for 
Meretz to compete 
again in Knesset 
elections.

That, too, sur-
prised me. Meretz 
won over 150,000 
votes, getting within 
a few thousand of 
entering the Knesset 

with four seats. Meretz may not 
have won any seats, but it still 
has a constituency of 150,000. 
One would think it should be 
laser-focused on learning the 
lessons of its defeat and mak-
ing the extra push required to 
get those votes next time.

One party which had chal-
lenged the mainstream left 
parties and focused attention 
on the Palestinians was Da’am. 
But it chose not to run in these 
elections after winning barely 
500 votes the last time it com-
peted.

The far Right did not make 
these mistakes. On Netan-
yahu’s orders, three parties 
united in a single bloc and 
won 14 Knesset seats. The Left 
could learn a lesson from this.

Meanwhile, sections of the 

Israeli public are taking a dif-
ferent approach. While the 
Labour Party seems content to 
have squeaked into the Knes-
set and Meretz seems racked 
with despair, this weekend, 
some 80,000 Israelis protested 
in Tel Aviv against the new 
government.

I am reminded of the reac-
tion of many Americans to 
Donald Trump’s election in 
2016. While the establishment 
Democrats led by Hillary Clin-
ton licked their wounds and 
blamed Bernie Sanders, hun-
dreds of thousands took to the 
streets to protest. The Wom-
en’s March and, later, the Black 
Lives Matter protests were 
the correct answer to Trump. 
Without them, the Democrats 
would never have recovered, 
gone on to win elections two 
years later, and then recap-
tured the presidency.

The smugness I heard from 
Merav Michaeli and the hope-
lessness Mossi Raz projected 
are dead ends for the Israeli 
Left and Israeli democracy. The 
right place for progressives 
and democrats to be is in the 
streets. □
• Eric Lee is the founder editor 
of LabourStart, writing here in 
a personal opinion column.

Returning to their Brexit vomit
By Jim Denham

“As the dog returns to its vomit, so the 
fool returns to his folly” (Book of Prov-
erbs)

Support for Brexit is collapsing: in 
November of last year YouGov data 

was showing only 32% of the public 
saying it was right to have left the EU 
and 56% saying it was wrong. Even 19% 
of leave voters now believe they made 
a mistake.

This plainly came as a serious blow 
to the fervent Brexiteers at the Com-
munist Party of Britain and the Morning 
Star. Former Corbyn adviser Andrew 
Murray’s “Eyes Left” column in the MS 
of 30 November sounded the alarm: 
“Who will stand up for Brexit?” he cried, 
noting that his beloved Brexit might be 
“in danger of being reversed” as “the 
question is slyly insinuating itself back 
onto the political agenda.”

You’d have thought that Murray 
would be reassured by Keir Starmer’s 
determination to keep the issue of the 
EU off the political agenda, but no: you 
see “he is a notorious liar who adopts 
and discards positions with abandon” 
and given his history as “an insidious 
Remainer, who can trust him in this mat-
ter?” So the danger is real and all good 
Brexiteers must rally round the flag.

But even Murray (who recently re-
vealed that he urged Corbyn to sup-
port May’s Brexit deal and to be bolder 
in defying the pro-EU sentiment of the 
Labour membership) could not ignore 
the fact that Brexit has been a disaster 
for the working class: prices have risen 
more than elsewhere and the NHS is on 
its knees with not a penny of the £350m 
a week that the Brexiteers promised 
ever seen.

Murray has an answer, of sorts: “This 
is not in the least surprising. A Tory 
Brexit was never going to be of ben-
efit to most of the people who voted 
leave.” Except that wasn’t what the 
Morning Star told people at the time. 
Here’s what they said (21 Oct. 2019): 

“This government, which MPs have 

refused to remove, has, against the ex-
pectations and manifest hopes of all 
those parliamentary renegades who 
have repeatedly found ways to subvert 
the popular will, reached agreement 
with the European Commission.

“This is the actually existing Brexit. 
There is no going back. The European 
Union insists there will be no renego-
tiation.

“It is important to keep a sense of 
perspective here. This is a withdrawal 
agreement that offers an escape from 
the obligations that the EU treaty re-
gime imposes and a space for more 
considered negotiations about the 
form of Britain’s relationship with its 
continental neighbours — both those in 
the EU and those without.”

Remember, those words of welcome 
were about Johnson’s Brexit deal, not 
the “Lexit” campaign’s fantasy “social-
ist” Brexit.

So the refusal of Stalinists like Murray 
to take responsibility for a “Tory Brexit” 
is based upon a completely dishon-
est re-writing of history. This dishon-
esty was repeated in the MS’s editorial 
(“Even former Remain fanatics know ‘re-

turn to the EU’ is a political dead end”) 
on 13 January, attacking Sadiq Khan 
for advocating a return to the Single 
Market and Customs Union. Acknowl-
edging that “a majority of people now 
believe that the vote to leave was a 
mistake”, the editorial states: “A Brexit 
under Tory management was never 
going to lead to good results.” So why, 
then, did the paper and the CPB not 
say so at the time of the 2016 referen-
dum and at the time of Johnson’s 2019 
Brexit deal?

I’ll leave aside, for now, MS editor 
Ben Chacko’s convoluted explanation 
for now warning that the abolition of 
EU-derived laws could mean the loss 
of rights such as annual leave and ma-
ternity and paternity protections, when 
the paper previously argued that EU 
employment laws were worthless.

The point to note is how often the 
paper feels obliged to return to the 
subject of Brexit, to re-write its own his-
tory on the issue and to come up with 
new justifications for having supported 
a thoroughly reactionary project. The 
Stalinist dog returns to its Brexit vomit 
time and time again. □
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The monarchy and spectacle

As Sacha Ismail says (Soli-
darity 658) the royal row 

has shone a light on the big-
otry of the royal family. And a 
bit more.

It lifts the lid on how the 
spectacle of the monarchy is 
created — a sick abusive rela-
tionship between the media 
and the Windsors.

Politically, the monarchy 
survives as a political re-
source for the ruling class, 
usable as a backstop in crisis, 
largely by the monarch doing 

and saying as little as possi-
ble in ordinary times. The 
monarch must be an empty 
vessel. That was much easier 
to achieve before 24 hour 
news and social media. Now 
the royals can’t exist without 
their hypercelebrity and con-
stant media attention.

Yet that hypercelebrity 
twists their lives and exposes 
them as being not at all the 
sage arbiters they are consti-
tutionally prescribed to be. If 
sections of the mass media 
and junior royals are now ex-
posing the spectacle for what 
it is, that can only be good 
news for republicans. □

Stuart Jordan, 
South London

Sunak blocks Scottish gender law
By Katy Dollar

The Tory government has blocked 
legislation passed by the Scottish 

parliament that would make Scotland 
the first part of the UK to introduce a 
self-identification system for people 
who want to change legal gender. The 
Scottish secretary, Alister Jack, is using 
Section 35 of the devolution law, the 
Scotland Act 1998, to stop the Gender 
Recognition Act. This is the first time 
Westminster has used Section 35.

The Scottish government will chal-
lenge the decision in the Supreme 
Court. Lawyers say it has little chance 
of legal success. However, a high pro-
file case against Westminster denying 
Holyrood its democratic right to make 
its own laws could boost SNP support.

Many countries have passed laws 
allowing people to change gender le-
gally (as well as socially) by self-identi-
fication, starting with Argentina in 2011. 
And without bad effect. The current UK 
law, from 2004, allows legal gender 
change but only with a medical diag-
nosis of “dysphoria” and a long proce-
dure. The Tories started a consultation 

on changing to self-identification in 
2018 before backtracking in 2020.

The laws are not a magic bullet. Trans 
people can get treated respectfully 
by schools, universities, employers, 
refuges, and others, without having a 
Gender Recognition Certificate, and 
disrespectfully while having a GRC. 
Even in the UK you do not need a GRC 
to update your driving licence, pass-
port, medical records, employment 
records, or bank account. The laws are 
not about medical processes or access 
to them: indeed, they are designed to 
separate legal-gender identity from 
medical processes.

Still, more liberal legal-gender pro-
cesses are likely to have a knock-on 
effect for social-gender and medical 
issues. The Scottish law would make it 
easier for transgender people to ob-
tain official Gender Recognition Cer-
tificates, including by reducing waiting 
times and removing the need for a 
medical diagnosis of “dysphoria”. Many 
of the Tories’ objections are based on 
scaremongering about a new big flood 
of “unserious” GRCs. Figures for Ireland 
show that to be unlikely.

Scottish Labour whipped MSPs to 
back the gender recognition changes, 
the Welsh Labour prime minister has 
said he wants powers for Wales to pass 

a similar law, and Labour at Westmin-
ster denounced the Tories’ backtrack-
ing on gender-recognition law reform 
in 2020; but Keir Starmer said on 16 
January that 16-year-olds should not 
legally be able to change gender (as 
in the Scottish law). At 16 people are 
allowed to join the army or to marry 
(though the marriage age will soon 
be raised to 18). People who want to 
change gender usually know that be-
fore age 16. Ireland and Norway allow 
legal-gender change at 16, without 
bad effect.

Starmer has hedged on the Tories’ 
block to the law Scottish Labour helped 
put through.

The Tory leadership election saw a 
new flare-up of Tory culture war procla-
mations on trans and racial equality, as 
candidates scrabbled to woo the party 
base. Liz Truss was the front runner for 
nonsensical bigoted statements, and 
Rishi Sunak used an interview with the 
Sunday Telegraph to say “we must be 
able to call a mother a mother”, a refer-
ence to gender-neutral language.

Labour and union activists will push 
for Labour to:

• Stand in solidarity with trans peo-

ple, opposing prejudice, hostility and 
discrimination.

• Accept people in the gender they 
identify as (including non-binary iden-
tities).

• Oppose the currently existing so-
cial construction of gender, and work 
to eliminate the inequalities associated 
with it.

• Support changes in gender recog-
nition law. □

Labour Solidarity with Hong Kong 
will send out a letter soon appeal-

ing for a new, broader, campaign to 
make solidarity with democracy ac-
tivists and workers across Beijing’s 
whole realm. The Uyghur Solidarity 
Campaign is thought likely to re-
spond positively, and the plan is for 
an inaugural conference in March or 
April. □
• Texts for motions, and details of 
campaigns, at workersliberty.org/
agenda

Morocco: another Qatar-type scandal

The person at the heart 
of the Qatar-ITUC finan-

cial scandal, who gave dis-
graced International Trade 
Union Confederation general 
secretary Luca Visentini his 
€50,000, is former Italian MEP 
Antonio Panzeri.

Panzeri was an MEP for 
Article One, a supposedly 
left-wing split from Italy’s cen-
tre-left Democratic Party. He 
was touted as a “human rights 
advocate”. Yet the Financial 
Times has revealed that dur-
ing his time in the European 

Parliament, and since, he has 
been an active advocate not 
only for Qatar but for Mo-
rocco.

The Moroccan government 
is concerned to undermine 
criticism of its colonial regime 
in Western Sahara and legiti-
mise its rule there.

In 2021 the Socialists and 
Democrats group (in which 
the UK’s Labour MEPs once 
sat) voted to prevent a Sah-
rawi (Western Sahara) human 
rights activist, Sultana Khaya, 
from progressing to the final 
round of voting for the pres-
tigious Sakharov human 
rights prize. They did this by 
voting instead for Jeanine 
Áñez, the highly repressive 

interim president of Bolivia 
after the right-wing coup 
there in 2019!

The UK TUC has been bet-
ter on Qatar than the ITUC. 
But the erosion of political 
morality among trade union 
leaders, NGO leaders, social 
democrats and even social-
ists is something we have to 
reckon with here too. □

Sacha Ismail, South London

Sultana Khaya
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New pamphlet: China and Trotskyism

These articles from the Trotskyist tradition about Mao-
ist China provides a unique perspective that has 

long been buried. The Chinese Communist Party was an 
authentic workers’ party in the 1920s, until misguided 
by Stalinism and exterminated by the Guomindang. 
These leading communists became Trotskyists after the 
failed 1925-27 revolution.  
48 pages. £3. 
workersliberty.org/china-clippings □
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COP15 fails to slow extinctions
By Stuart Jordan

December’s COP15 summit on bio-
diversity, delayed for two years by 

the pandemic, brought together every 
nation on Earth (except the US and the 
Vatican) to agree a target of “30 by 30”: 
30% of the Earth to be “protected for 
nature” by 2030. 

COP15 president and China’s ecol-
ogy minister Huang Runqiu claimed 
this year’s (non-binding) agreement as 
an “historic moment” comparable to 
the Paris climate accord of 2015. This 
boosterism should fool no-one. The 
Paris deal is yet to have any effect in 
halting year on year increases in CO2 
emissions, let alone reducing emis-
sions or reducing atmospheric carbon 
and restabilising the climate.

Like Climate Change COP, Biodi-
versity COP has achieved none of its 
targets during its 31 year history. Com-
mitments to endless profit making al-
ways take priority over high ambitions 
declared in these talks. 

COP15 refused to set even a 
non-binding target on pesticide use 
which poison insects and microbiota 
driving extinctions elsewhere in the 
food web. Global pesticide use has 
almost doubled since 1990, reversing 
the fragile victory that environmental-
ists secured in the aftermath of Rachel 
Carson’s Silent Spring.

The “protection” afforded to “pro-
tected areas” often does not prevent 
mining operations, deforestation, 
hunting, intensive monocrop farming 
or whatever other ecocidal activity will 
yield a profit

The COP15 agreement will do little 
to change our current trajectory of a 
million species extinctions in the next 
few years. 

It is impossible to predict the impact 
of the extinctions on human civilisation. 
Life began from primitive single cell or-
ganisms 3.5 billion years ago and has 
been diversifying and growing in com-
plexity since this time. It is estimated 
that there are now 8.7 million species 
of plants and animals and perhaps a 
trillion species of microorganisms. Al-
most all of these species are yet to be 
discovered.

Species have evolved within com-
plex inter-dependent relationships 
with other species. As species go ex-
tinct it can cause a cascade of further 
extinctions. Human society is deeply 
enmeshed in this web of interdepend-
encies.

For example, 75% of our food crops 
are pollinated by insects, so collapsing 
insect populations may well result in 
global food shortages. But many inter-
dependencies are simply unknown. 

Most people understand that climate 
change is related to CO2 emissions. But 
it is perhaps more accurate to say that 
capitalism has waged a general war on 
the carbon cycle. Through hunting, in-
tensive monocrop farming, the produc-
tion and dispersal of novel chemicals, 
deforestation, mining, and burning 
fossil carbon, humanity has increased 
concentrations of inorganic carbon in 
the atmosphere and oceans at the ex-
pense of living ecosystems. Capitalist 
exploitation reduces carboniferous life 
to inorganic waste.

But disruptions to the carbon cycle 
risk tipping Earth systems into a spiral 
of species extinctions and climate in-
stability. Driving this process is capital’s 

blind and insatiable appetite to profit, 
exhausting both human workers and 
whatever resources it can lay hands on. 

In 1921 the philosopher Walter Ben-
jamin wrote that capitalism is a cultic 
religion “which offers not the reform of 
existence but its complete destruction”. 
The cultic basis of capitalist society is 
now clearly visible in denialist ideol-
ogy that allows 20,000 delegates from 
188 countries to meet in Montreal and 
not discuss pesticide use or why our 
most biodiverse habitats are being de-
stroyed to make way for beef farms. □

Iranian regime is not stabilised
By Dan Katz

After talk at the start of 
December, even from 

hardliners such as Iranian 
President Ebrahim Raisi, 
about repealing the com-
pulsory hijab law, the Iranian 
state is now concentrating 
hard on re-establishing its fa-
scistic religious order, forcing 
women who had begun to 
live a little more freely to obey 
its rules.

In 1983 the Islamic regime 
passed a law making it man-
datory for women to wear 
the hijab in public. Women 
breaking this law can be im-
prisoned for up to 60 days, 
fined or sentenced to up to 
78 lashes with a whip. In fact 
the Islamic regime’s rule is 
even more stifling and bur-
densome than many military 
dictatorships, as it attempts 
to regulate and interfere with 
the most intimate and per-
sonal details of citizens’ pri-
vate lives.

On 7 Jan Iran’s Supreme 
Leader, Ali Khamenei, ap-
pointed Ahmadreza Radan as 
its new police chief. This in-
dicates that the state intends 
ever harsher repression. 

Radan became notorious for 
working hard to crush the “re-
form wing” of the regime in 
protests following a rigged 
election in 2009. The Tehran 
journalists’ association report 
that 70 journalists have been 
detained during the protests 
and 30 remain in custody. 
Several more have been ar-
rested this month, including 
Mehdi Beyk, a reporter for 
Etemad (“Trust”) newspaper, 
who had conducted inter-
views with family members 
of those convicted and sen-
tenced to death as a result of 
the anti-state protests.

Stars
Sports stars have been prom-
inent supporters of the de-
mocracy movement. The 
regime is attempting to make 
examples of some to frighten 
many others into silence. The 
well-known footballer Amir 
Nasr-Azadani was sentenced 
to 16 years in jail last week.

The Iranian state is run by 
people who have traded 
military drones to Russia to 
enable President Putin to de-
stroy Ukraine’s energy infra-
structure, leaving Ukrainian 
civilians to freeze during the 

harsh winter. The crisis in Iran 
has not been solved deci-
sively in the regime’s favour. It 
lacks legitimacy, and its sup-
port and prestige have taken 
a tremendous battering dur-
ing this latest wave of protests 
by acting so violently against 
the young protesters. Inflation 
is running at 40% and the Ira-
nian economy is tanking.

Large protest movements 
have erupted each year since 
2018. A federation of 30 youth 
groups, United Youth of Iran, 
issued a manifesto in Decem-
ber calling for a secular Iran, 
women’s equality, freedom 
of speech and association, 
and for free trade unions. The 
brave young women and men 
who have risen up against the 
mullahs’ regime deserve our 
support.

For a secular republic and 
an Iranian constituent assem-
bly!

Equality for women and 
LGBT people!

Freedom of speech and as-
sociation!

Self-determination for the 
Kurds!

Solidarity with the Iranian 
working class, and freedom 
for the Iranian trade unions! □

Brazil’s coup attempt: 
botched this time
By Luiza Xavier

On Sunday 8 January, 
thousands of Bolsonaro 

supporters invaded Brazil’s 
presidential palace, judicial 
headquarters, chambers of 
deputies and senate. The inva-
sion lasted about three hours, 
after which around 300 people 
were arrested.

The right-wing protesters 
damaged art work and his-
torical items worth millions, 
and left many worried for 
Brazilian democracy. The Bra-
zilian left have rightly called 
it an attempt at a coup d’etat; 
whether this was an attempt 
that could have been success-
ful is to be disputed.

Bolsonaro supporters have 
been camped in front of the 
military headquarters (also in 
Brasilia) for months, demand-
ing military intervention after 
Lula’s victory against Bolson-
aro. On the eve of the inva-
sion, they were joined by 100 
coaches of supporters.

Any demonstrations of Bol-
sonaro supporters would al-
ways have different treatment 
by the police from a left-wing 

demo. There seemed to be 
more to it in this instance. 
The governor of Brasilia, who 
commands the police, had to 
be suspended. The army took 
much longer than usual to “dis-
perse” the protesters. Some 
soldiers even took selfies with 
them. Newly elected president 
Lula had to command federal 
intervention in the policing of 
Brasilia. 

Intent
The malicious intent by the 
army and police (and those 
commanding them) is worry-
ing, though the invasion also 
seemed too disorganised to 
achieve anything close to an 
actual take-over. There was no 
active or armed support from 
the army, for instance. The ri-
oters did not keep to the pres-
idential palace (or even to the 
justice headquarters) so that 
they could in theory demand 
the legislature (where the 
right has a majority) remove 
the president. Instead they at-
tacked all wings of the govern-
ment and upset even some of 
their political allies. □

Our audio
Playlists include:

• Public meetings
• Fighting racism
• Environment
• Solidarity Newspaper
• Pamphlets and short books

See workersliberty.org/audio. All 
recent episodes can be found 
through most podcast providers: 
search “Workers’ Liberty” or 
“Solidarity & More”. □

Environment

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
https://cominsitu.wordpress.com/2018/06/08/capitalism-as-religion-benjamin-1921/
http://www.workersliberty.org/audio


7youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUKEvents and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings workersliberty.org/audio

The politics of the lie-blizzard
By Martin Thomas

According to the New York Times 
of 13 January, many Republicans 

had long been suspicious of the stories 
George Santos told about himself be-
fore he was elected to the US House of 
Representatives on 8 November 2022.

They let it go. Now Santos, a pro-
Trump Republican, opposed to abor-
tion access and mask mandates 
and considering police brutality a 
“made-up concept”, has been found 
out. He insists he will serve his term in 
Congress. Kevin McCarthy, whipped by 
his difficulty in winning the far-right Re-
publican votes he needed to become 
Speaker of the House of Representa-
tives, backs Santos.

Santos claimed a glowing record at 
Baruch College and New York Univer-
sity. He attended neither.

He claimed a smart career at Citi-
group and Goldman Sachs. He worked 
for neither.

He claimed experience of the hard 
side of life which included four of his 
employees having died in a 2016 mass 
shooting. None of those who died had 
worked with or for him.

He claimed to be a model of self-
made prosperity and of charity.

The charity he claims to have set up 
was never registered as a charity. The 
projected beneficiary of the one charity 
event he is recorded as organising says 
she never got any money from it. There 
is no evidence his claimed real-estate 
portfolio ever existed, though there is 
a record of him being evicted multiple 
times for rent arrears.

He is on record as having confessed 
to cheque-fraud crime in Brazil.

He now seems to have lots of money, 
but the New York Times, which put ef-
fort into investigating him and reported 
on 19 December, couldn’t trace how.

A firm he worked in, Harbor City 
Capital, was shut down after being 
charged by the US Securities and Ex-
change Commission with being a 
“Ponzi scheme” (one where investors 
are promised big returns on the unsus-
tainable basis of always paying old in-
vestors with the money put in by newer 
ones).

Santos claimed to be Jewish, with 
grandparents who fled to Brazil from 
the Holocaust. In fact his grandparents 
were all born in Brazil, and he is not 
Jewish.

Santos now admits that he “embel-
lished his résumé”. He may get away 
with it, because he only stretches the 
already-elastic norms of Trump-Repub-
lican falsehood.

The Washington Post kept tabs dur-
ing Trump’s presidency, and counted 
30,573 “false or misleading” state-
ments during the four years, an aver-
age of over 20 a day.

That mode “works” by wrap-around 
volume and bluster. By the time you’ve 
considered one claim, dozens of oth-
ers, or of restatements of the first one, 
have followed. So much blustering 
“smoke”, circulated outside processes 
of debate, pushes people to believe 
there must be a “fire” of truth, maybe 
just “embellished”.

Trump claimed on 493 occasions to 
have presided over “the greatest econ-
omy” in history, or in the world. During 
his term of office, and until Covid, US 
capitalism continued the recovery from 
the 2008-9 slump it had in the later 
years of the Obama presidency. It was 
far from “the greatest ever” capitalist 
growth in the USA, and even further 
from truly big surges like South Korea’s 
or Japan’s or China’s in their heydays.

The “so much smoke, there must be 
fire” methods have embedded the 
idea that Joe Biden did not really win 
the 2020 presidential election (still 58% 
of Republican supporters in late 2022). 
Now some 40% of Brazilians tell polls 
that Lula did not really win their elec-
tion.

Brexit
In Britain, the Leave campaign in the 
2016 EU referendum insisted that Brexit 
would save £350 million per week (£18 
billion a year) in UK payments to the EU 
which they could redirect into the NHS.

In January 2022 Tory minister Simon 
Clarke said, yes, “that money is now in 
the NHS”.

Between 2015-6 and 2021-2 the NHS 
budget had risen by more than £18 bil-
lion. If it had had no increase at all in 
real terms to match an older popula-
tion, or the arrival of Covid, it would still 
have risen by £18 billion just through 
inflation. In fact UK “membership fees” 
paid into the EU were less than £350 
million per week, and the Leave cam-
paign took no account of EU funds 
coming into the UK or of the losses suf-
fered by UK capitalism from increased 
trade barriers with the EU.

Johnson’s “farewell speech” had 
more such “smoke”. “Forty new hospi-
tals by the end of the decade” (much 
repeated). In fact, three new hospitals, 
all the other projects being new wings, 
rebuildings, etc. “50,000 more nurses”. 
In fact, 26,608 more (full-time equiv.) 
between Dec 2019 and Sep 2022.

The smoke-drift of such lies swirls 
around a dark mass of bigger lies. The 
US system is democratic (or would be if 
the votes were counted Trump’s way)? 
There are votes. Yet election laws make 
success very difficult for candidates 
outside the two big parties, and almost 
impossible for candidates without 
large wealth. The two parties function 
by law (about ballot access, primaries, 
etc.) more as parts of the state structure 
than as deliberative organisms. The 
structure of politics stops voters calling 
elected people to account. See Santos!

The unelected (and now Trump-
shaped) Supreme Court has as big a 
role in changing the law as any elected 
body. The elected Congress is smoth-
ered by (mostly big-business) lobby-
ists. They spend about $4 billion a year 
($7.5 million per member of Congress) 
and employ 14,000 (26 lobbying staff 
per member of Congress).

Joe Biden got seven million more 
votes (a 4.5% margin) than Trump in 
2020. But the Presidency is decided 
by the electoral college, not votes. If 
just 0.32% of the vote had shifted from 
Biden to Trump, then the electoral col-
lege would have been tied, the deci-
sion would have gone to the House 
of Representatives on the basis of one 
vote per state (not per Representa-
tive), and with the Republicans’ greater 
weight in small states Trump would 
have been declared president (as Bush 
was in 2000, with a smaller popular 
vote than Democrat Al Gore).

Capitalist dream
Is the US the land of the capitalist 
dream? The country where (as Santos 
claims for himself) people from poor 
backgrounds can become rich if only 
they’re smart and work hard?

The conservative World Economic 
Forum finds that “social mobility” is 
highest in North European countries 
with relatively strong welfare systems 
and labour movements (Denmark, Nor-
way, Finland, Sweden). The USA ranks 
behind all West European countries ex-
cept Spain and Italy, and the UK only a 
bit higher (beating Portugal too).

The atomisation and bureaucratisa-
tion of politics allows for an increased 
hold of outright lies, despite technol-
ogy making fact-checking easier than it 
ever was before.

More and more people are “in-
formed” through a downpour of so-
cial-media scandal-shouts, not through 
in-person political debates and in-
formed discussion (in union meetings, 
workplace conversations...), or even 
through the serious bourgeois press 
like the New York Times.

Atomisation breeds despair, political 
switching-off and passivity, and con-
spiracy-thinking. Those in turn breed 
more atomisation.

Back in 1912, the Bolsheviks made 
their main newspaper Pravda (Truth), 
adopting a title already used by the 
left. In time the Stalinist counter-revo-
lution, seizing the Bolsheviks’ assets 
while destroying the Bolshevik Party, 
would make a mockery of that name. 
They had the paper titled Truth say 
that Stalin’s constitution was “the most 
democratic in the world” and that with 
“radical improvement in the material 
conditions of the workers. Life has im-
proved, comrades. Life has become 
more joyous” when real wages had 
been halved for workers and millions 
had died from famine in the country-
side. Untruth could get itself labelled 
as truth by political atomisation there 
too, of a different kind.

Truth will make its way only through 
socialist agitation, education, debate, 
and week-to-week, in-person organisa-
tion. □

Several reports say that the Covid 
spike in China, following the 

scrapping of curbs there, has been 
ultra-fast and may even have passed 
its peak of infections already. We will 
see. The danger of a fierce new vari-
ant arising in that spike and spread-
ing world-wide is not yet gone. We 
call for:

• a sustained public-health test-
ing-and-surveillance system

• good sick pay for all
• restore NHS funding and repeal 

privatisation
• requisition private hospitals to 

augment NHS resources
• bring social care into the public 

sector with NHS-level pay and condi-
tions for staff

• specialist public clinics for post-
Covid conditions, more research, 
and recognition of the conditions as 
a “disability”

• workers’ control of workplace 
safety (especially ventilation)

• requisition Big Pharma, espe-
cially its patents and technical know-
how, to speed vaccine production 
and delivery world-wide. □

Action on 
Covid-19

For socialists 
to understand 
and confront 
left antisemitism 
from primitive 
or Stalinist roots 
to the “anti-
imperialism 
of fools”. 265 
pages, £9.99 □
bit.ly/shop-wl
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Hindu nationalism, communalism, and the left
By Dibyesh Anand

Dibyesh Anand spoke with Daniel Ran-
dall from Solidarity

The media analysis of the events in 
Leicester last autumn very much 

focused on the idea that there is some 
kind of ancient hatred between Hindus 
and Muslims, relating to the relation-
ship between India and Pakistan, that 
was now spilling over here in Britain. 
In this narrative, the British white ma-
jority and the British state are seen as 
innocent, not knowing how to deal with 
these competing communalisms.

The more critical analyses high-
lighted how the events were largely 
a result of mobilisation by the Hindu 
right, in Leicester and other parts of 
the world. The idea is that the far-right, 
Hindu nationalist government in India 
is having an impact here, because the 
Indian-Hindu diaspora — remember, In-
dian and Hindu are not the same — is 
taking pride from India’s rise as a power 
under this government. An assertion 
of Islamophobic Hindu nationalism 
is leading to bullying of Muslims in 
Leicester. In the cruder versions, any ev-
idence of violence by Muslims against 
Hindus, or attacks on Hindu property, 
are seen simply as a reaction to this ris-
ing international Islamophobic Hindu 
nationalism.

A third view, very prevalent on social 
media largely because it was dom-
inated by an Indian Twitterati inside 
India itself, was that the episode shows 
Muslims as belligerent and violent, as 
uniformly fundamentalist and extrem-
ist, and Hindus as victims no longer 
willing to suffer in silence.

What was common to all three was 
the idea of action/reaction, then look-
ing at who is to blame. Of course, there 
have been scholars who have chal-
lenged what these narratives leave out; 
for instance, one of my colleagues at 
the University of Westminster, Dr Ni-
tasha Kaul, wrote an excellent piece, 
looking at the dynamics of competing 
communalist chauvinisms. She has also 
asked: where are the women in this? 
Because all the images of both the 
clashes and the supposed inter-com-
munity collaboration were of men. So 
she refers to the misogyny in some of 
it, rightly.

I followed the social media commen-
tary on Leicester quite closely. The re-
sponse on the UK left was essentially 
about British society not realising the 
lethality of Hindu nationalism. Certainly 

some Hindus were attacking some Mus-
lims. There was sometimes an ignoring 
of similar images of Hindu temples 
being desecrated, and of slogans and 
rhetoric from Muslims that said essen-
tially, if the police weren’t protecting 
the Hindus, Muslims would show them 
their place. That is about promoting an 
image of Muslims as the strong com-
munity, and Hindus as weak, needing 
protection. That in many ways mirrors 
the Hindu chauvinist language about 
being victims finding their strength and 
refusing to suffer in silence.

In my own work I have looked pri-
marily at Hindu nationalism. But I come 
across similar nationalist and chauvinist 
themes in many different communities. 
Yes, in Leicester there was an element 
of Islamophobic Hindu chauvinism 
against Muslims, but there is also an el-
ement of conflict between competing, 
masculinist chauvinism on both sides.

The immediate reaction within both 
communities is usually to claim that any 
provocative agitation is being done by 
people from outside the immediate 
community. There might be some peo-
ple coming in from outside, but there 
is also a growing chauvinism within 
communities, in the context of a grow-
ing communalisation: the mobilisation 
of such communities for political pur-
poses, often against another commu-
nity.

How well organised is the Hindu 
right in Britain, in your view?

I don’t know for sure. There is a defi-
nite mobilisation of Hindu nationalists 
in Britain. That’s partly in response to 
what’s happening in India, but it has 
also happened over a longer period. 
But in Britain, it could be missed or 
even partly excused as “community 
self-organisation”, because of the Brit-
ish version of multiculturalism.

That form of multiculturalism is very 
much about specific minorities having 
“community leaders”. And those lead-
ers are almost always men, often with 
centre-right or right-wing politics, even 
if for various reasons some are associ-

ated with the Labour Party. They want to 
control their communities. The British 
state has seemed to operate by using 
community leaders to maintain peace 
and to discipline communities. You see 
this across all communities; I would see 
a body like the Muslim Council of Brit-
ain in this context. All these so-called 
“community leaders”... who elects 
them? As minorities, we are meant to 
have “community leaders”! Why?

The Hindu nationalist project in Brit-
ain is not exactly the same as in India. 
They want to make India into a Hindu 
nation, to stop it being secular. It is a 
fascist project in India, aspiring to state 
capture. It does not have the same aspi-
rations here in the UK. They don’t want 
to make Britain into a Hindu nation. 
They want to ensure they have their 
rightful place in Britain, as they see it, 
and that Britain has good relations with 
a Hindu-nationalist India.

Part of what is behind the mobilisa-
tion here is, of course, Hindu chauvin-
ism. But another part is, I would say, a 
misplaced pride in India asserting itself, 
and Indian-Hindus not having to feel 
that they are inferiors within a white na-
tion.

In India they have multiple enemies — 
Muslims, of course, but also Christians, 
secularists, socialists… In the UK Mus-
lims are much closer to the exclusive 
focus.

I’d add that in Britain, the visible mo-
bilisation of a communal-chauvinist 
Muslim right wing has an equally long 
history, back to the Rushdie affair, and 
so a focus solely on the Hindu right is 
neither factually correct nor politically 
useful.

There’s a view held by some on the 
left of Islamism globally as a progres-
sive force, because of opposition to 
imperialism. Some see “Muslim” as 
a kind of globally subaltern, nec-
essarily progressive, identity, with 
almost any form of Islamic politics 
embodying resistance to the exist-
ing hegemony. But it’s also about the 
fact that Muslims have experienced 
significant oppression and discrim-
ination in Britain. Some on the left 
feel that explicitly challenging or 
opposing dominant ideologies and 
politics within Muslim communities 
would be complicit in oppression. 
This is not an illegitimate considera-
tion, so...

You raise a very important point. In 
fact, it’s not only a blind spot of the 
white left in the UK. The Indian left also 
has similar kinds of issues. The right 
has made the assertion that the left has 
made accommodations with all kinds 
of regressive practices amongst minor-
ities; and they’re not entirely wrong.

That often manifested in an approach 
towards minorities where a left, based 
in majority communities, says “We, the 
majority, can be progressive, we can be 
feminist, we can be pro-LGBT, but the 
poor religious minorities aren’t ready 
for that, we have to let them take their 
time...”

I think the left also has to ask itself 
why it doesn’t have a substantial base 
in minority communities. Is it because 
of an adherence to a reductionist class 
politics which downplays struggles 
around so-called “identity politics” as 
secondary, or expressive of “false con-
sciousness”? We know that doesn’t 
work. The rise of the Priti Patels, the 
Bravermans, the Sunaks should be a 
wake-up call. If the left doesn’t get its 
intersectionality sorted it will continue 
to be marginalised.

On the question of Islam as an iden-
tity primarily of resistance, we have to 
look at different contexts. For many Af-
rican Americans, people whose ances-
tors were enslaved by white Christians, 
Islam was seen by some as an escape 
from an oppressive Christian hegem-
ony. For someone like Muhammad Ali, 
Islam was a religion of liberation. But 
now think of it from the point of view 
of someone from a majority-Muslim 
country. Can Islam be a liberation from 
oppression for all there, when the op-
pressors are themselves Muslims?

We shouldn’t need an ideal victim 
to support. Muslims have been op-
pressed and victimised, and they have 
also been oppressors. Muslims have 
been victims of racism, they have also 
practised racism. Why not recognise 
that Muslim experience has been di-
verse and varied in different times and 
places?

With the Islamic Revolution in Iran, we 
can see how a movement that appears 
liberatory can be the opposite when it 
comes to power. I find it quite pathetic 
how the left can hold onto an abstract 
idea of “revolution” without looking at 
the actual content. The Iranian Revolu-
tion was seen as being against the US. 
Iran has used the language of anti-im-
perialism. But we have to recognise 
Iran itself as a quasi-imperialist power, 
and internally colonialist towards the 
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Hindu nationalism, communalism, and the left
Baloch and the Kurds. With the protests 
in Iran now, there are parts of the left 
that are still silent, and even some say-
ing we need to support Iran because it 
opposes the US and Israel.

Why can’t the left recognise that dif-
ferent nations, different parts of the 
world, have been victims of imperial-
ism, but have also practised imperi-
alism? Look at Erdogan and Turkey; 
Turkey has been a victim of certain 
kinds of western imperialism and chau-
vinism, but has also itself practised 
fascistic chauvinism. We have to ac-
knowledge the complexity. People can 
be both victims and victimisers. On the 
left, there is criticism of Saudi Arabia, 
UAE, Qatar, but largely because they’re 
seen as stooges of the west. Even that 
takes away agency from non-white 
people, saying that they can’t be op-
pressors in their own right.

We need a lot of thinking around im-
perialism and anti-imperialism within 
the left, that debate is not over.

How do you think the left, especially 
a left not immediately connected 
with minority communities, can 
engage with minority communities 
and oppressed communities as sites 
of struggle? How can we amplify 
critical voices in those communities, 
and those organising against op-
pressive or reactionary trends within 
their dominant political and religious 
ideologies, without giving succour to 
racists who want to oppose the rights 
of the community as a whole?

That’s a dilemma. I have no easy an-
swer. But maybe it’s about starting from 
the understanding that we’re all com-
plicated, that all communities contain 
pluralities and contradictions. We ac-
knowledge the political plurality in the 
majority community... a right, a centre, 
a left, a far left, a far right. We acknowl-
edge struggle. So let’s give the same 
agency and humanity to other commu-
nities.

We have to recognise that in any par-
ticular minority committee there will be 
plurality of voices. The left’s position 
should be to give a platform to the 
plurality of voices from minority com-
munities, those who are our comrades 
and those who might not be, but who 
are being victimised because of the 
broader context of racism or Islamo-
phobia or whatever bigotry is taking 
place.

For me, the left ought to be about 
freedom and human rights. We need 
to reclaim this language from liberal-
ism. We also need to acknowledge that 
we can have an “issue-based” solidarity 
with broad layers within a community, 
for example where we’re opposing Is-
lamophobia, whilst also having a more 

direct “ideology-based” solidarity with 
comrades who we’re organising with to 
advance a certain politics.

What the left shouldn’t do is take the 
George Galloway-type approach. I was 
on a platform with him at an event in 
Parliament on Kashmir. It was clear he 
and the organisers assumed everyone 
in the audience was Muslim, including 
me, maybe because I’m brown. I made 
sure to say in my speech: “Okay, if we’re 
going to talk about azadi, freedom, 
what about the fact that it’s mostly men 
here? What about azadi for LGBT peo-
ple? What about queer Muslims?”

While a community or a people can 
struggle for freedom, there are also in-

ternal struggles for freedom within that 
community. We can’t have one stand-
ard for ourselves and one standard for 
others. If we’re doing that, then we’re 
not left.

In looking at Hindu chauvinism, in 
general and in its conflict with other 
chauvinisms, there is a lot of mascu-
linist and even phallic imagery — who 
is bigger, who is stronger. In an Indian 
context, whilst Muslim chauvinism can 
be lethal, it is essentially defensive in 
terms of its relationship to the state, 
because Hindu chauvinism can control 
the state, which it is doing now. So we 
can’t drawn an equivalence. But there 
are similarities. All of these commu-
nal chauvinisms which have the effect 
of demonising others have a shared 
theme of protecting our community 
and communal honour from the inimi-
cal community. And communal honour 
is almost always about “our” women 
under threat from “their” men.

In an Indian context, that’s rampant. 
I’ve coined the term “porno-national-
ism” to refer to Hindutva; it’s a sexu-
ally violent, pornographic nationalism 
where there’s a view of Muslim mascu-
linity as rapacious and dangerous, and 
a fantasy of a new Hindu masculinity 
which is going to rape Muslim women 
as revenge. Occasionally it can present 
itself as pro-women — critiques of Mus-
lims as patriarchal, of Muslim women 
as especially oppressed — but in a way 
that is also demonising of the other.

Wherever a minority is demonised, 
there’s a fear of the dangerous, mascu-
linist other, with the communal identity 
being a defence against that. There is a 
gendering of the other as violent-mas-
culinist, with women as victims, and 
“our” men in turn needing to rise up 
to protect “our” victimised women. We 
can’t have any decent analysis of these 
forms of religious or ethnic chauvinist 
politics that doesn’t take account of the 
fact that it is very much about patriar-
chy and gendered control over a com-

munity. If “their” men pose a threat to 
“our” women, what should I, as a man, 
do? I should protect “our” women. But 
what if “our” women are not interested 
in being protected? Then the women 
become the problem. This is common 
to all forms of chauvinist politics. Going 
back to Leicester, we can’t ignore this 
gendered aspect. We can’t not ques-
tion masculinity. We can’t not question 
the large-scale absence of women from 
the picture.

What should we be doing about 
India?

Be aware of what’s happening. Fas-
cism is not a European phenomenon 
alone. Be aware, provide platforms for 
speakers from India who are organis-
ing against fascism, work in solidarity. 
The key critique of the British left in an 
Indian context will be that it’s the old 
imperialists telling us what to do. So ask 
the progressive left in India: “How can 
we help? How can we be in solidarity?” 
That humility will go some way. □
• Dibyesh Anand is head of the School 
of Social Sciences at the University of 
Westminster.
He is the author of monographs 
Geopolitical Exotica: Tibet in Western 
Imagination and Hindu Nationalism 
in India and the Politics of Fear, and 
of other articles and book chapters in 
the area of postcolonial politics and 
international relations. He tweets at @
dibyeshanand.
Interview abridged: more at bit.ly/
dibyesh-a □
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By Dan Katz

Ceylon (renamed as Sri Lanka when 
the country became a republic in 

May 1972) won independence from 
Britain, peacefully, on 4 February 1948.

The census of 1946 showed that 
there were 6.7 million people living 
in Ceylon. The majority were Sinha-
lese and largely Buddhist. The biggest 
minority populations were so-called 
“Indian” Tamils (11.7%) and “Ceylon” 
Tamils (11.0%).

The “Indian” Tamils are the descend-
ants of indentured labours brought by 
the British to work on the plantations in 
the hilly areas of central Ceylon around 
Kandy. By the early 20th century tea 
and rubber were extremely important, 
profitable crops.

“Ceylon” Tamils live in the north and 
north east of the island. The Tamil pop-
ulations have links to similar peoples in 
Tamil Nadu, southern India, facing Cey-
lon/Sri Lanka a short distance across 
the Palk Strait.

Most Tamils are Hindus. Under co-
lonial rule the Tamils — or at least mid-
dle class, educated Tamils — became 
somewhat privileged as a result of 
British policy which promoted them 
into the civil service bureaucracy via 
English-language schools placed in Ta-
mil-majority areas.

Sinhala and Tamil use different scripts 
and are not languages which are easily 
understood by the differing communi-
ties.

Emerging from the Youth Leagues 
which demanded independence from 
Britain in the early 1930s was Ceylon’s 
first political party, the Lanka Sama 
Samaja Party (LSSP, or Lanka Socialist 
Party), formed on 18 December 1935. 
The central force in the LSSP were 
young, talented Trotskyists from well-
off Sinhalese backgrounds.

Philip Gunawardena had become a 
Trotskyist while studying in London. He 
was expelled from the British Commu-
nist Party in 1932 for Trotskyism.

N M Perera had also studied in Lon-
don, at the London School of Econom-
ics, where he was influenced by Harold 
Laski. He became president of two im-
portant unions and was the key union 
negotiator during Ceylon’s 1946 gen-
eral strike. Perera also became a suc-
cessful capitalist.

Colvin R de Silva was the first Pres-
ident of the LSSP and became a re-
nowned and very well-paid lawyer. 
Edmund Samarakkody was also a law-
yer.

These men formed some of the core 
of the “T” group (T for Trotsky) at the 

centre of the LSSP. These were the Sa-
masamajists.

The Executive Committee of the LSSP 
voted 29-5 in opposition to the Stalin-
ist 3rd International. The small Stalinist 
faction in the LSSP was expelled shortly 
afterwards, in 1940.

Paris fell to the Nazis and in June 
1940 Samarakkody, de Silva, Perera 
and Gunawardena were arrested by 
the British colonial authorities for sedi-
tion and opposition to Britain’s imperi-
alist war. The LSSP had been central to 
a strike wave in 1939-40 and was pro-
scribed. The Party continued to publish 
an illegal paper and issue leaflets.

On 7 April 1942, the Trotskyists es-
caped from Bogambara jail, helped 
by a sympathetic prison guard who es-
caped with them, following a Japanese 
raid on Colombo. Samarakkody went 
into hiding in Ceylon.

De Silva, Gunawardena and Perera 
left for India where there were fingered 
by Stalinists and arrested by the Indian 
police in 1943. Samarakkody was ar-
rested in Ceylon in 1944.

Open
The “open” wing of the Trotskyist party 
led strikes in May 1941, 1942 and 1944. 
From 1946 the Samasamajists ran the 
Ceylon Federation of Labour.

In the general election of 1947 the 
combined vote of the two Trotskyist or-
ganisations, the LSSP and Bolshevik Sa-
masamajist party (the split was mended 
somewhat in 1950 and the LSSP be-
came the official organisation of the 
Fourth International on the island) was 
17% and they won 15 seats, overall. 
Until the second election of 1960 the 
Trotskyists always polled 10% or more.

The first post-independence govern-
ment, led by D S Senanayake’s con-
servative Sinhalese party, the United 
National Party (UNP), removed citizen-
ship from 700,000 “Indian” Tamils as 
a way of undercutting the left parties’ 
votes, and the plantation workers’ un-
ions which backed the left, as well as 
promoting a Sinhalese-chauvinist cam-
paign. In the mid-60s and the 1970s 
many of these now-stateless Tamils 
were deported to India.

The LSSP led the general strike, or 
hartal, of 12 August 1953. The political 
strike movement was a one-day strike 
in protest against massive hikes in the 
prices of rice, post, rail travel, ciga-
rettes and cloth. The LSSP demanded 
a change of government.

Barricades were set up, Colombo was 
cut off from the rest of the country and 
transport was paralysed. The UNP gov-
ernment was so alarmed it met aboard 

a British cruiser, HMS Newfoundland, in 
Colombo harbour.

Ten workers were killed and as the 
movement subsided the police used 
emergency powers to round up hun-
dreds of activists and close down the 
LSSP press. While the strike proved the 
importance of the LSSP and the com-
bativity of the workers, is not clear that 
more was not possible from this move-
ment.

In the next months some of the rice 
subsidy was restored and UNP leader 
Dudley Senanayake (son of D S Sen-
anayake, who had died in 1952) re-
signed, although the UNP continue to 
rule until the general election of 1956.

SWRD Bandaranaike, leading a pseu-
do-left, populist, Sinhalese-chauvin-
ist, pro-Buddhist party, the Sri Lanka 
Freedom Party (SLFP) became prime 
minister following the election of 1956. 
The UNP lost by a landslide. The LSSP, 
which had put forward 21 candidates, 
won 14 seats, polling 274,204 votes.

During the election campaign 
Bandaranaike had declared “Sinhala in 
24 hours!” Bandaranaike remarked (in 
English as his Sinhalese was poor) that 
he had “never found anything to excite 
the people quite the way this language 
issue does.”

The new government, led by the 
SLFP, which was rooted amongst the 
rural poor in the Sinhalese countryside, 
nationalised the bus services and re-
moved British military bases. It also in-
troduced the Sinhalese Only Act, which 
made Sinhala the sole official language 
of Ceylon.

Colvin R de Silva, spoke for the 
Trotskyists, in Parliament, against the 
Sinhala Only policy: “Do we... want a 
single nation or do we want two na-
tions? Do we want a single state or do 
we want two? Do we want one Ceylon 
or do we want two? And above all, do 
we want an independent Ceylon which 
must necessarily be united and single 
Ceylon, or two bleeding halves of Cey-
lon … These are issues that in fact we 
have been discussing under the form 
and appearance of language issue.”

When the Bill was passed a peaceful 
Tamil protest outside Parliament was 
attacked by a monk-led Buddhist mob.

The Sinhala Only policy led to very 
serious discrimination against Tamils, 
who during the 1960s had to learn Sin-
halese if they wanted a government 
job. Large numbers of Tamils were 
forced to retire from the civil service 
and the numbers of Tamil doctors and 
engineers dropped dramatically. 40% 
of army personnel were Tamil in 1956, 

which fell to nearly zero by 1970. Ethnic 
Tamils launched a civil disobedience 
campaign in the northern and east-
ern provinces on 14 April 1961, and 
the government proclaimed a state of 
emergency in those areas three days 
later. 

The government nationalised 700 
Roman Catholic schools, which was 
a sectarian blow against Christianity, 
rather than a rational secularisation of 
education. A 1962 coup attempt, led by 
Christian officers was, in part, a reaction 
to the Buddhist-sectarian government 
drive.

By the early 1960s the LSSP still had 
less than 2,000 members; it remained 
a highly politically educated, demo-
cratic, cadre organisation with associ-
ated Youth Leagues and unions which 
acted as feeder-organisations into the 
LSSP. Even in areas where they had sit-
ting MPs the LSSP might only have ten 
or twenty members.

The electoral base of the LSSP lay in 
a triangle south of Colombo, down the 
coast towards Galle, and West towards 
Kandy, in Sinhalese, south west Ceylon.

Anti-Tamil riots in which hundreds of 
Tamils were killed took place in 1956, 
1958, 1977, 1981 and, most seriously, 
during “Black July” 1983 when perhaps 
3000 Tamils were murdered. The 1983 
massacre of Tamils led directly to the 
strengthening of armed Tamil militancy 
and the Sri Lankan civil war which only 
ended with the military obliteration of 
the Tamil Tigers in 2009.

Responsibility
Some of the political responsibility for 
these events rests on the LSSP and the 
disastrous, opportunistic turn made by 
the Trotskyists in the late 1950s and 
early 60s.

They made a bloc with the SLFP, then 
joined the government

In the election of July 1960 the LSSP 
entered an electoral bloc with the 
Communist Party and SLFP. According 
the American SWP (no relation to the 
British SWP): “The LSSP voted to give 
‘responsive cooperation’ to the SLFP 
government…” The SLFP was now 
led by Sirimavo Bandaranaike, SWRD 
Bandaranaike’s widow (he had been 
assassinated in 1959, by a Buddhist-ex-
tremist monk). Sirimavo Bandaranaike 
became the first women elected as a 
head of state anywhere in the world.

After the election LSSP secretary, 
Leslie Goonewardene, issued a state-
ment which declared the party would 
cooperate with the SLFP government, 
although at this point the LSSP had not 
joined the government.

Sri Lanka: Trotskyists and Tamils
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The American SWP’s main focus was 
on the abandonment of the principle of 
refusing political support to bourgeois 
parties. The most important point, how-
ever, is what that support actually led 
to, politically.

In an effort to cling onto power 
Bandaranaike offered the LSSP and 
Communist Party posts in government 
in 1964. Shamefully, LSSP joined, be-
coming a subordinate partner to the 
SLFP.

The US SWP state that the conditions 
the LSSP agreed in order to take part in 
government were: “1. A ‘rightful’ place 
for Buddhism; 2. Acceptance of Sinhala 
as the only official language; 3. Recog-
nition of the 1948 Tamil citizenship laws 
[disenfranchising and leaving stateless 
hundreds of thousands of Tamils]; 4. 
Veto powers by the SLFP of the selec-
tion of LSSP election candidates.”

As the LSSP entered the government 
it pressed unions it influenced to call off 
labour disputes. 

The Trotskyists met on 7 June 1964 
to debate the LSSP’s entry into govern-
ment. The vote split three ways. The big 
majority (507 votes, or 68%) voted for 
N M Perera’s pro-entry position. A mi-
nority walked out and formed the LSSP 
(Revolutionary Section), electing Ed-
mund Samarakkody as their new sec-
retary and replacing the official LSSP as 
the affiliate of the orthodox Trotskyist 
international, the United Secretariat of 
the Fourth International (USec). A mid-
dle grouping stayed with the LSSP.

A split in the Communist Party led to 
the creation of a Maoist organisation 
and then, indirectly, to the Maoist-Sin-
halese JVP (Janatha Vimukthi Pera-
muna, People’s Liberation party) which, 
led by Rohana Wijeweera, initiated 
crazed uprisings in 1971 and again in 
1987-9.

During this first SLFP-LSSP govern-
ment a pact with India was concluded 
which forcibly removed 525,000 Tamils 

to India, allowing their jobs to be taken 
by Sinhalese workers.

After Bandaranaike’s government fell 
in 1965 a formal bloc, the United Front, 
was formed by the SLFP, LSSP and 
Communist Party. The new UNP gov-
ernment issued regulations in January 
1966 allowing for “the reasonable use 
of Tamil”. The United Front parties or-
ganised mass demonstrations against 
these regulations. At this point large 
numbers of Tamils, including workers 
who were members of the Lanka Estate 
Workers’ Union, stopped supporting 
the LSSP.

Legislation
In May 1970 the United Front won a 
two-thirds majority in parliament. The 
LSSP got its largest vote ever, 433,244, 
and won 19 seats. N M Perera became, 
again, Finance Minister; Colvin R de 
Silva was made Minister of Plantations; 
Leslie Goonewardene became Trans-
port Minister.

Systematic, explicit discrimination 
against Tamils wanting to enter uni-
versity was legislated for by the United 
Front government in 1971. Tamils had 
to get higher marks than Sinhalese 
students in college entrance papers. 
In 1972 university entrance quotas by 
district were introduced which also dis-
criminated against Tamils. The United 
Front government wrote a new consti-
tution that changed Ceylon’s name to 
Sri Lanka, which became a republic, 
and gave Buddhism and Sinhala pri-
macy. Bo leaves, a Buddhist symbol, 
were inserted into the flag and protec-
tions for minorities in the founding con-
stitution were abandoned.

These Sinhalese-chauvinist rules 
began to turn Tamil youth and students 
towards fledgling, embryonic militant 
Tamil groups. At this point Velupil-
lai Prabhakaran, future leader of the 
Tamil Tigers (Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam, LTTE), became active.

The LSSP’s incorporation into main-
stream bourgeois politics also left 
them discredited and unable to relate 
to the thousands of Sinhalese youth 
who turned to the Maoist, insurrection-
ist JVP.

By 1970 the population had nearly 
doubled from independence, to 12mn. 
Two thirds were under 35 years-old 
and many were both well-educated 
and unemployed. Rohana Wijeweera, 
the JVP leader, modelled himself on 
Che Guevara, targeting lower-caste 
Sinhalese youth. His political rhetoric 
included the Sinhalese Buddhist idea 
of looking for dharmista samajaya, or 
a “just society”. Bandaranaike and the 
SLFP-led government were portrayed 
as corrupt accomplices of “imperial-
ism” and free market capitalism in an 
attempt by the JVP to explain the im-
poverishment of Sinhalese youth and 
students. It proved to be an attractive 
message.

The JVP had backed the election 
of the United Front in 1970 while se-
cretly planning an insurrection. After 
the 1962 coup attempt the army had 
had its funding cut and was weak and 
demoralised. On 5 April 1971, despite 
mass arrests of its members, including 
Wijeweera, the JVP sent thousands of 
poorly-armed youth to attack police 
stations and army bases. Fighting went 
on for three weeks. Possibly 10,000 
JVPers were killed (or afterwards dis-
appeared), together with several score 
of police and soldiers.

The Bandaranaike government was 
helped militarily by India, the US and 
Czechoslovakia. And the state cracked 
down on the opposition using extraor-
dinary violence which then became the 
template for all future actions against 
Sri Lankan insurgents and rebels. The 
police and army were given the right to 
kill without an inquest. Hundreds were 
tortured and murdered. A French ob-
server wrote at the time, “From Victo-
ria Bridge [Colombo] on 13 April I saw 
corpses floating down the river… the 
police, who had killed them let them 
float downstream in order to terrorise 
the population.”

In August 1975 the LSSP was thrown 
out of government by Bandaranaike. 
And two years later it lost all its MPs in 
the 1977 general election. Most of its 
support base in the unions had gone.

The JVP rose again, in a much more 
deliberate and effective way, in 1987-89 
in an action Sri Lankans call beeshana 
kalaya or “time of great fear”.

The military campaign of armed 
Tamil groups, centrally the Tamil Tigers 

(LTTE), demanding an independent 
Tamil state, ramped up in the mid-
1980s. At first the Tamil fighters re-
ceived aid from the Indian state, before 
India struck a deal with Sri Lanka in July 
1987. Sri Lanka agreed to make pro-Ta-
mil reforms and the Indians promised 
to end the Tamil insurgency by sending 
troops to northern Sri Lanka and dis-
arming the militants.

In parallel, the JVP had been aiming 
to restart its own military actions. The 
presence of Indian forces on Sri Lankan 
soil produced a wave of Sinhalese na-
tionalist resentment and anger which 
helped the JVP scale up its military 
guerrilla activity. That action led to the 
deaths of 40,000, most killed by police, 
army and paramilitary death-squads.

The Tamil groups mostly disarmed, 
but the LTTE refused to do so and rap-
idly began fighting the Indian forces, 
who were eventually withdrawn. During 
the state-Tamil civil war which followed 
at least 100,000 people were killed and 
800,000 Tamils emigrated or fled as ref-
ugees.

The war only ended with the whole-
sale massacre of thousands of Tamil 
civilians, Tiger militants and almost 
the entire LTTE leadership in the sand 
dunes and marshes around Mullivaik-
kal, north east Sri Lanka, in May 2009. □
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Aiming to replace capitalism with 
socialism, James Connolly’s or-

ganising and ideas evolved consid-
erably. One idea he clung to from 
the turn of the century to his death 
in 1916 was industrial unionism, 
workers’ solidarity across grades 
and trades, and sympathetic strikes. 
That is how he saw his work in the 
Irish Transport Union. £5. □ 
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A how-to which doesn’t tell us how
By Simon Nelson

Charlie Kimber’s article in So-
cialist Worker 2837, “How 

to Challenge Sunak’s anti-union 
laws”, in fact fails to tell you how. 
After a long list of the failings of 
the union and Labour leader-
ships, the concluding words for 
the reader are: “[t]he new laws 
are another reason to widen, 
escalate and unite strikes.” But 
we’d want that anyway. What 
specific campaigning on the 
laws do you propose, Charlie?

Kimber says rightly that union 
leaders should refuse to discuss 
detail of the new laws with the govern-
ment (not that the government wants 
discussion...)

Like the SWP, we want to make the 
passage of these laws difficult. But that 
means more than stating how bad they 
are.

The SWP has been calling for the 
current wave of strikes to widen, esca-

late and unite since they started. In re-
sponse to every political development 
in that time, Johnson resigning, Truss 
resigning, Sunak being appointed, the 
cost of living spiking, its call has been 
the same. The call isn’t wrong, but it is 
rather all-purpose. It does not address 
the problems the unions will face if 
these laws are passed.

In an odd parallel to the union 
and TUC leaders who variously 
threaten legal challenges or 
“mass resistance” once the laws 
are imposed, Kimber ignores the 
need for specific campaigning el-
ement now against these laws.

The TUC and unions like the 
RMT are waking up a bit. The 
RMT has held its second protest 
about the minimum service laws, 
and the TUC is calling for 1 Feb-
ruary to be a day of action against 
them. There is no excuse for the 
SWP to remain at the level of 
repeating the call for more mili-

tancy which they would make anyway 
as its response to the laws.

The union leaders have been sleep-
walking into an accepted reality that 
these laws will pass. The left has not 
done much better to push them into 
doing much else. Kimber makes vague 
calls for defiance, but, as Martin Thomas 
argued in Solidarity 658, that cannot be 

the only thing for us to rely on.
The SWP does not have an answer. 

We could admit that Sunak has a big 
parliamentary majority, and that it looks 
unlikely that workers will walk out in di-
rect response to these specific laws as 
they did recently in Ontario. But even if 
we accept that the laws will go through, 
and believe future defiance and crea-
tive thinking are our only available 
medium-term response, that future de-
fiance and creative thinking can best be 
built off the back of an active campaign 
now to oppose these and the other an-
ti-union laws.

And we shouldn’t count on this gov-
ernment being long-term stable and 
impossible to push back.

The Free Our Unions campaign 
would welcome the involvement of 
the rest of the left. Charlie Kimber is 
no doubt welcome to come to the next 
meeting and find out how the SWP can 
get involved. □
• Free Our Unions: freeourunions.org
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NHS workers need unity in action
By Alice Hazel

The second day of ambulance strikes 
on 11 January was a success, with 

Patient Transport, cleaners, admin 
workers and call-takers joining emer-
gency crews for this round.

Solidarity from the public was again 
strong, and looks good too for the 
Royal College of Nursing (RCN) strikes 
on 18-19 Jan, at workplaces that did 
not come out in the first RCN round

The next ambulance strikes are on 23 
January, 10 February, and 22 Feb. The 
RCN has called strikes for 6-7 Febru-
ary in acute, specialist and ambulance 
trusts, in a positive step up from the 
current round.

The refusal of the unions to co-ordi-
nate is bad strategy. Union members 
who see the logic of joint strike action 
over pay and in the midst of an NHS cri-
sis that affects all workers.

Unison has explicitly told members 
to cross RCN picket lines, though le-
gally Unison members are covered for 

striking as long as the RCN has balloted 
their grade. That is having a actively 
detrimental effect on the strikes.

The union leaders seem to aim to rep-
resent their members alone, the RCN 
for nurses, the other unions for ambu-
lance workers, although all the action is 
about the same pay deal (“Agenda for 
Change”). This encourages divide and 
rule. To win we will have to build the 
action and a united effort by workers 
across the NHS.

RCN dates for action in Scotland 
against the new pay offer it rejected 
have once again been postponed, fol-
lowing the reopening of negotiations. 
The leadership have made it clear 
that they will always call off strikes for 
“meaningful” talks on pay.

But negotiators are there to represent 
strikers. The government must be kept 
under pressure during negotiations. 
Strikes should continue throughout.

Sara Gorton, the head of health in 
Unison, has said she will “help” the 
Secretary of State Steve Barclay make 

the case to the Treasury for increased 
funds, as if she feels more comfortable 
as a Tory adviser than as a strike leader.

The NHS strikes are strong. Thou-
sands of healthworkers, normally 
bowed by overwhelming workload 
and stress, are actively taking a stand. 
It’s fantastic to see.

Healthworkers need to take a stand in 

our unions too.
Strikers should be discussing and 

meeting in between strike dates, set-
ting up or joining strike committees, 
pressurising their branches and na-
tional unions into a united strategy, and 
using the energy of the strikes to take 
over their branches and unions. □

NEU support staff fight for equality
By Rob Gordon 

The National Education 
Union (NEU) support staff 

conference on 24 January 
voted to send a bold motion 
to the union’s annual confer-
ence calling for the union to 
“seek, at the earliest oppor-
tunity, recognition and nego-
tiating rights for our support 
staff members” and to “end 
the undertaking not to actively 
or knowingly recruit support 
staff”.

The NEU, despite its tens 
of thousands of support staff 
members in state-funded 
schools, is not formally rec-
ognised for negotiating over 

pay and conditions, unlike 
the local government unions 
— Unison, GMB and Unite. 
There is a TUC agreement de-
signed to maintain this situa-
tion — prohibiting both active 
recruitment and the seeking of 
recognition — which has been 
a source of grievance for the 
NEU’s support staff members. 
We have been seeking equal 
respect and representation 
with teacher members ever 
since the NEU’s full amalgama-
tion at the start of 2019.

The NEU now has just over 
50,000 support staff mem-
bers, with a sharp rise in mem-
bership during the Covid 
pandemic and a smaller, but 

significant, increase since the 
start of the NEU’s current “Pay 
Up” campaign and strike bal-
lots over funding and pay. 
Probably at least 40,000 of the 
NEU’s support staff members 
are working in state-funded 
schools.

The NEU’s main predecessor, 
the NUT, was teachers-only, 
but the NUT’s merger in 
2017-9 with the ATL (a smaller 
and more conservative union, 
but with support-staff mem-
bers) opened the door for the 
NEU to become an industrial 
union in schools.

The 14 January conference 
was postponed from October 
and was the first in-person 

support staff conference since 
the pandemic. It looked like 
there were between 60 and 
70 delegates there. The mo-
tion it passed is similar to one 
proposed by two NEU districts 
which was debated and nar-
rowly defeated at the NEU’s 
2022 conference. The new one 
carries extra weight because 
submitted by the support staff 
sector of the union.

It was passed despite the 
NEU’s head of bargaining and 
negotiation making a speech 
at the start of the session on 
motions, arguing that support 
staff activists should not be 
pre-occupied with the issue 
of recognition and should in-

stead focus on what we can do, 
not what we can’t. There were 
also two speeches against in 
the debate.

However, the motion was 
passed by a big majority, with 
maybe a dozen voting against. 
It was then chosen ahead of 
two other motions (one specif-
ically focused on FE and sixth 
form support staff; the other 
demanding more funding for 
in-school counselling), both 
of which also received over-
whelming support.

Support staff in the NEU are 
determined to keep up the 
pressure on the NEU leader-
ship and win our rights to full 
and equal representation. □
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Exploitation and resistance
Since Myanmar’s 2021 coup

bit.ly/myanmarunions

18 days of strikes for unis
By a UCU member

The University and College Union has 
voted for escalating strike action 

over February and March, plus a rebal-
lot to extend the mandate into the sum-
mer term. There will be no marking and 
assessment boycott until then. Man-
agement’s latest pay offer is between 
4 and 7% for 2023 (higher rises for the 
lower grades), with part of that paid in 
February. The union has rejected this as 
well short of inflation.

The eighteen days of strikes an-

nounced are a big improvement on 
the General Secretary’s proposal for 
only ten, though they will not have the 
immediate impact of indefinite or four 
day a week rolling action, also on the 
table, though the latter option was not 
explicitly put to branch delegates when 
they met. Branches will have another 
opportunity to feed into strategy at a 
follow-up Branch Delegate meeting 
half-way through the strikes.

Members have understandable 
concerns about the financial impact 
of intensive strikes, but the General 

Secretary and her faction have done 
little to allay these. Their preference 
was to delay major action until after a 
reballot, but the impact of an end-of-
year marking and assessment boycott 
differs wildly between institutions and 
courses, a problem for which so far 
they have offered no answers.

For the moment, however, the prior-
ity is to build the strikes through Feb-
ruary and March to have the maximum 
impact and ramp up the pressure on 
employers. □
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Why we want £35,000
Workers’ Liberty stands for a society 

where the crises, exploitation and 
inequality of capitalism are replaced by 
collective ownership and sustainable 
planning for people’s needs — social-
ism.

In order for Workers’ Liberty to ed-
ucate, agitate and organise to change 
the world, we need to expand our 
sources of funds. We will at some point 
have to move office. Our previous 
fundraising to help us do this was hit 
first by the pandemic, then the cost of 
living crisis and a lack of central staff re-
sources to do the work.

We have recruited to our staff since 
then but with that comes increased 
costs. New books and pamphlets have 
helped to cover some of that shortfall, 
but we remain well behind our target to 
cover a move and at least three years of 
rent and other costs.

In the last 12 months Workers’ Lib-
erty has been central to winning labour 
movement solidarity for Ukraine. The 
first labour movement demonstration 
for Ukraine happened because our ac-
tivists fought for the policy within the 
unions. We have been part of a delega-
tion to Ukraine and we plan to be a part 
of a speaker tour with Ukrainian social-
ists coming to Britain this year.

With archival work and research we 
have been publishing — often making 
readily available for the first time — 
some of the work of James Connolly 
previously hidden or difficult to access. 
We published Effective Trade Unionism, 
Connolly’s chief texts on strikes and in-
dustrial unionism.

Our work supporting strikes and 
strike solidarity, including among stu-
dents, has brought in new activists 
who have helped to spread our weekly 
strike bulletins, and visit pickets, and 
helped our workplace activists to inter-
vene in the disputes.

Free Our Unions, a campaign we 
have been centrally involved in from 
the start, called the first demonstration 
against the proposed new anti-strike 
laws, outside BEIS. We want to be able 
to support and promote more demon-
strations and campaigning as the laws 
are pushed through Parliament. 

The latest issue of Women’s Fight-
back had the best distribution since we 
started the magazine format. We want 
to increase the reach of this unique so-
cialist feminist publication.

Although we have been formally pro-
scribed by the Labour party, we have 
continued to work with activists in local 
Labour Parties, including campaigning 
against the ban on us. Now murmurs 
against Starmer are increasing even on 
the soft left.

We are launching a drive to raise 
£35,000 by Ideas for Freedom in July 
2023. 

We have no big-money backers. We 
rely on contributions from workers and 
students like you! So please consider 
doing one of the following things to 
help us out.

Get a subscription to our weekly 
newspaper, Solidarity

You can subscribe to Solidarity for 
a trial period of 6 issues for £5, for 6 
months for £22 (waged) or £12 (un-
waged) or for a whole year for £44 
(waged) or £22 (unwaged). You will 
receive Solidarity weekly in the post: 
workersliberty.org/subscribe

Take out a monthly standing order
Taking out a standing order, of any 

amount, supports our work well into the 
future. Having an office, people work-
ing in the office, and regular publica-
tions carries regular weekly or monthly 
costs. If you take out a standing order 
you will receive Solidarity in the post 
every week: workersliberty.org/donate 

for instructions.

Make a one-off donation
You can donate to us by bank trans-

fer, PayPal, cheque and direct debit: 
workersliberty.org/donate

Organise a fundraising event
A fundraising film-show, walking tour, 

theatrical performance or meeting in 
your area could be a good way of rais-
ing money but also of discussing poli-
tics. Let us know what you plan to do, 
and don’t forget to send us the money.

Do a sponsored activity
Are you a keen cyclist? Runner? Plan 

to swim the Channel? How about doing 
a sponsored activity to raise money for 
Workers’ Liberty? You could even make 
the event political, you could follow in 
the tyre tracks of Clarion cyclists or rec-
reate the mass trespasses that created 
public access land: workersliberty.org/
fundraising

Buy some books, posters, t-shirts or 
pamphlets

Workers’ Liberty has almost 50 pub-
lications available. Where we have al-
ready covered print costs, sales money 
will go straight into our fundraising 
total. Are you missing some from your 
collection? Does a political friend have 
a birthday coming up you would buy a 
book for? workersliberty.org/publica-
tions □
• Thanks this week to John and Andrew 
for donations of a further £120. The  
contributions are starting to come. 
Make yours now at workersliberty.org/
fundA landmark for gay rights

By John Cunningham

According to a number of sources 
it was the first British film to use 

the word “homosexual”. In the USA, 
the American Motion Picture Code 
refused to approve it.

Victim, directed by Basil Dearden 
in 1961, centres on successful lawyer 
Melville Farr (Dirk Bogarde). He has an 
affair with working class Jack Barrett 
(Peter McEnery), who is being black-
mailed due to his homosexuality. At 
the time homosexuality was illegal in 
the UK.

Barrett appeals to Farr for help but 
he does nothing. Barrett steals money 
to pay the blackmailers but is arrested 
by the police. In his cell Barrett hangs 
himself. Farr is deeply shocked and 
decides to help the police find the 
blackmailers; he too is now being 
blackmailed. Although the police 
arrest the blackmailers the publicity 
means the end of Farr’s legal career.

The film helped contribute to a 
groundswell for change which re-
sulted in the Sexual Offences Act of 
1967, decriminalising homosexuality. 
Bogarde was himself gay, although 
he never made that public. He went 
on to play other gay roles, most no-
tably in the adaptation of the Thomas 
Mann novel Death in Venice directed 
by Luchino Visconti. □

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 □

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
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Escalate to win on the Underground

London Underground is imposing job 
cuts on stations, and lining up cuts on 

trains via a major restructure that could 
change drivers’ working arrangements 
and impose cross-depot working. Va-
cancies are being held in engineering 
and fleet depots, as a prelude to job 
cuts. And the company remains com-
mitted to delivering pension reform as 
a condition of its funding settlement 
with the government.

The last all out action was 10 Novem-
ber. There’s been local action since, 
with four station groups striking alone 
on 25 November to protest the impo-
sition of new rosters. From 29 January, 
RMT members on two further station 
groups —District Centre and Bakerloo 
South — will launch overtime bans, as 
the new rosters and staffing level come 
into effect on their stations.

We can’t calculate exactly what level 
of action will be necessary to win. What 
we do know for sure is that sporadic 
strikes of 24 hours, which were the 
strategy we pursued throughout 2022, 
haven’t succeeded in forcing the com-
pany back.

Some reps and activists argue for 
waiting until after 31 January, when the 
next phase of the company’s pensions 
review is due to conclude, to even dis-
cuss further action. It’s misguided to 
wait for an anticipated “big bang” on 
pensions that will rouse everyone into 
action. We have to confront the very 
principle of pension cuts and take 
bold action in advance — pre-emptive 

self-defence, in other words. The bat-
tle lines are drawn very clearly: on one 
side, an employer, acting on instruction 
from a Tory government, determined 
to make deep cuts to staffing levels, 
change our working arrangements, and 
reform our pensions. On the other side, 
us, trying to stop them. Why shouldn’t 
we take the fight to the bosses? Two 
RMT branches in the London Transport 
Region have already passed motions 
arguing for escalation.

There is some discussion about RMT 
participating in a coordinated strike 
on 1 February. Striking on 1 February 
means calling action by 18 January at 
the latest, A strike on 1 February, with at 
least one further strike day either side, 
would be a good way to respond to 
whatever is announced on 31 January, 
as well as ensuring we’re involved in a 
major day of coordinated action (which 
the TUC has also named as a “day of 
action” to protest threatened anti-strike 
laws). Waiting until 31 January, and 
then not striking until 14 February at 
the earliest, would be a major missed 
opportunity. □

Let the members see any offer

A flurry of media reports asserted that 
the Rail Delivery Group, the body 

representing Train Operating Compa-
nies, was set to make a new offer to un-
ions, having received a “mandate” from 
the government to do so.

Then followed a joint statement from 
RMT and RDG, which said “we have had 
detailed discussions and we are work-
ing jointly towards a revised offer. Both 
parties have agreed to continue discus-
sions over the next few days.”

A joint statement between the two 
sides in a dispute is usually a sign of 
movement. And if the “revised offer” 
is being “worked towards jointly”, i.e., 
with RMT involvement, does that in-
dicate the union leadership will feel 
obliged to take some responsibility for 
it and put it to referendum?

Just days previously, leaders from all 
three rail unions were telling a Trans-
port Select Committee in Parliament 
that a deal was far off. RDG’s last offer 
included an 8% pay rise (4% and 4% 
for the last two years — which, given the 
rate of inflation, is a pay cut), and a raft 
of changes including the imposition of 
Driver Only Operation (DOO), the clo-
sure of every ticket office, and massive 
job cuts. RMT rightly rejected it out of 
hand. Aslef drivers have been offered a 
similarly shoddy deal.

So, what’s in the new offer? As soon 
as it is presented in full to union nego-
tiators, it should be shared with rank-
and-file members. The “confidentiality” 

of the talks is not more important than 
union members’ democratic right to 
know what officials are discussing on 
our behalf.

Some in the media speculate that the 
dropping of the imposition of DOO is 
what has led to the movement, with 
further speculation that the pay offer 
has been upped to 9% over two years. 
Forcing an increase in the pay offer and 
forcing the government to drop the 
DOO plans are not to be sniffed at, or 
dismissed as minor tinkering. They are 
real concessions, which would not have 
been achieved without our strikes.

But if the other elements of the pro-
posal remain, we have to hold out for 
more. And if the employer has budged 
on pay and DOO, we should press our 
advantage by escalating our action to 
win further concessions, rather than 
accepting we’ve gone as far as we can 
go. □

1 February can be launchpad
It’s a good step that we’re moving 

to all-out action on 1 February, es-
pecially as we should be striking 
alongside other unions on that day, 
especially the National Education 
Union. Strikes in schools have a wider 
impact, as parents often have to stay 
home from work to look after children, 
so we’re expecting 1 February to be 
very impactful.

Escalation
Our National Executive Committee 
will debate the next steps. It’s vital 1 
February isn’t a one-off set piece, but a 
launchpad for further national action. 
Various proposals are under discus-
sion, including some for further all-out 
strikes in March. My own view is that 

we need to strike again sooner than 
that, before the end of February. We 
also need to look at effective escala-
tion. Previously, proposals for a 48-
hour strike were defeated, but these 
need to be revisited. If a 24-hour strike 
doesn’t force concessions, we need to 
escalate beyond that.

On the day of the strike, we’ll or-
ganise widespread picketing. Not 
every civil service department met 
the ballot thresholds, so there will be 
some buildings that house multiple 
departments where some workers will 
be striking and others won’t be. The 
union can’t issue a call for non-strik-
ing members in those buildings to 
take unofficial action, but the union 
will call upon non-striking members to 
join the picket lines if they can. It’s im-
portant to stress that our all-out strike 
doesn’t mean dropping the strategy 
of selective action. It’s not an either/
or as I have argued consistently for a 

blend of both. As the first phase of se-
lective action, which has seen strikes 
in the DVSA, Rural Payments Agency, 
and by passport control workers at air-
ports, we are now looking at multiple 
new areas where we could take selec-
tive action. We’ll continue our policy 
of paying full strike pay to members 
involved in those selective strikes. 
The strike levy we’ve agreed on top of 
union dues will kick in from 1 Feb, and 
will give our dispute fund a big boost.

New joiners
There were some concerns that this 
might lead to a wave of resignations. 
It looks like around 100 people have 
left the union where the strike levy may 
be the cause. That has to be weighed 
against the 8,000 new members 
who’ve joined in the last year, with a 
major spike in new joiners since we 
went into dispute and began balloting. 
Where there’s any confusion or doubt 

about the levy, we need a major organ-
ising drive to explain the need for it.

Alongside the national dispute, we 
also have a number of other disputes 
ongoing. I was in Liverpool for the 
last day of the latest round of strikes 
by our members who work for HGS, 
which does work for the government’s 
disclosure and barring service (DBS). 
They’re effectively outsourced civil 
servants, who’ve been striking to win 
better pay and stop job cuts. I’ll sup-
port the branch in developing a plan 
for the next steps in that fight. I want 
to ensure members involved in fights 
outside the national dispute know they 
have the full support of the union, and 
their disputes aren’t being put on the 
back-burner while the national dispute 
goes on. □
• John Moloney is assistant general 
secretary of the civil service union PCS, 
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. □
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Campaign now to defeat Minimum Service Bill

Iran: regime steps up terror
By Dan Katz

The mass street protest movement in Iran, 
which followed the murder in custody of a 

young Iranian-Kurdish woman, Mahsa Jina Amini, 
on 16 September, has subsided somewhat since 
early December.

The human rights group HRANA reports that 
519 protesters have been killed by the regime 
so far and 111 are under “impending threats of 
a death sentence”. Nearly 20,000 people have 
been detained during the protests. Scores of se-
curity personal and Islamist militia members have 
also died.

Four protesters are now known to have been ex-
ecuted. Most recently Mohammad Mehdi Karami 
and Seyed Mohammad Hosseini were hanged on 
14 January. Amnesty International stated that Kar-
ami’s trial “bore no resemblance to a meaningful 
judicial proceeding.”

Those arrested have been routinely subjected 
to torture and sexual assault. Confessions from 
prisoners are regularly obtained from threats and 
beatings.

A mobilisation outside a prison in Karaj, just 
west of Tehran, may have prevented the execu-
tion of two young men convicted of driving a car 
over a policeman in November. On 9 January 
Mohammad Ghobadlou and Mohammad Bor-
oughani had been taken to solitary confinement 
— often the preliminary step before a prisoner is 
killed in Iran — as protesters assembled outside 

the jail. The executions may have been cancelled 
or delayed by the protest action.

The state believes it has survived this storm of 
protests. If so, that is because the clerical-fascist 
regime has used enormous violence and terror 
to subdue a population which, given a free vote, 
would remove it and replace its misogynistic laws 
with democratic freedoms and women’s equality.

Often led by young women, using Twitter and 
Telegram, youth networks have sprung up to 
coordinate the protests. Starting in the capital, 
Tehran, in October, Neighbourhood Youth co-or-
dinations were set up. It was these organisations 
which called for three days of protest in early De-
cember. Again, on Sunday 8 January, 25 protests 
in 17 cities took pace to mark the third anniver-
sary of the shooting down of a Ukrainian airliner 
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, killing 
all 176 people on board.

It seems a strike movement in the Kurdish areas 
of north west Iran also took place on 8 January. 
The Kurds and other Iranian minorities have been 
particularly hard-hit by the repression.

A new call has been made for protests on 
19-20 January to coincide with in-person uni-
versity exams. The exams will gather together 
large numbers of young people. The regime has 
responded by threatening an internet blackout, 
allegedly to stop cheating, but in fact to hinder 
those wanting to demonstrate. □
• More: page 6

By Ann Field

The Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Bill had 
its first reading in the House of Commons on 

10 January. The Tories want it through as quickly 
as possible: they rejigged the parliamentary 
agenda on 16 January, for example, to give time 
to it. On coming into force, it will apply to strikes 
even where the strike ballot or notice of the strike 
preceded the finalisation of the relevant mini-
mum service levels. It is unlikely to get through in 
time to affect the current strike wave.

The Bill gives the Secretary of State for Business 
the power to set minimum service levels (MSLs) 
which can then be enforced by employers during 
strikes in the health service, fire and rescue, edu-
cation, transport, the nuclear industry and border 
security.

MSLs can also apply to action short of a strike 
(overtime bans, or call-out bans).

Employers facing a strike in industries where 
MSLs have been set may give the relevant un-
ion(s) a “work notice”, specifying who should 
work and what work should be done during the 
strike in order to meet the MSL.

A union which fails to take “reasonable steps” 
to ensure its members comply with a work notice 
can be taken to court for damages, i.e. losses in-
curred by non-compliance. Or it can face an in-
junction against any worker striking.

Workers who strike when they have been in-
structed to work under a work notice can be 
sacked. Under existing anti-union laws, a strike 
for their reinstatement would be unlawful.

A Transport Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) 
Bill was tabled in Parliament last October. This 
new Bill extends MSLs to another five sectors of 
the workforce, but is also different in that the ear-
lier Bill specified a convoluted process involving 
the Central Arbitration Committee if the union 
and employer failed to reach agreement on a 
work notice after three months, culminating in 
proceedings before an Employment Appeal Tri-
bunal and the possible imposition of fines.

In some respects the wording of this Bill is 
looser than that of its predecessor. The Tories 
claim that they expect voluntary agreements on 
service levels during strikes in the health service, 
education, the nuclear industry and border secu-
rity.

Unions have succumbed to existing anti-union 
laws because of the fear of being bankrupted by 
claims for damages if they breach them. Some-
times workers have spontaneous strikes, but usu-
ally not, for fear of being sacked.

The Tories must hope that fear will again lead 

to unions complying with work notices and or-
ganising DIY strikebreaking. They probably cal-
culate that some small-scale non-compliance can 
be “tolerated” in the same way as wildcat strikes 
are still “tolerated” despite the existing anti-union 
laws.

The TUC and its affiliates have condemned the 
Bill. Labour Party leaders have promised to repeal 
the legislation. But many of the arguments now 
being used to oppose the Bill are weak.

According to TUC General Secretary Paul 
Nowak: “If passed, this bill will prolong disputes 
and poison industrial relations, leading to more 
frequent strikes. That’s why MPs must do the right 
thing and reject this cynical ‘sack key workers 
bill’.”

Unite General Secretary Sharon Graham has 
similarly argued: “The evidence from abroad 
clearly shows this kind of legislation only forces 
unions to use other tactics, inflaming and pro-
longing disputes.”

And Labour Deputy Leader Angela Rayner, 
speaking on the first reading of the Bill in Parlia-
ment, claimed: “His (Sunak’s) own government’s 
impact assessment finds that it will lead to more 
strikes and staff shortages.”

Similar
Similar arguments were used in relation to the 
2016 Trade Union Act. The high thresholds which 
the Act set for strike ballots, it was claimed, would 
lead to more strikes, because so much effort 
would need to be put into winning a strike ballot 
that unions would be reluctant then to call off a 
strike.

In fact, the 2016 Act resulted in fewer strikes, 
because unions have often failed to meet the bal-
lot thresholds set by the Act.

Tory minister Grant Shapps was wrong to argue 
that the Bill merely brings the UK into line with 
European countries which already have MSLs. 
As the European TUC General Secretary pointed 
out:

“The UK already has among the most draconian 
restrictions on the right to strike in Europe, and 
the UK government’s plans would push it even 
further away from normal, democratic practices 
across Europe.”

MSLs have existed in some European countries 
for decades. But they are generally the product of 
negotiations between employers and unions, not, 
as the Bill intends, handed down by government 
decree. 

France introduced MSLs in 2008 and has a high 
level of strikes compared with other European 
countries. It also had a relatively high level of 

strikes before the introduction of MSLs.
In Spain MSLs apply to public sector strikes. 

But the level of public sector strikes in Spain has 
fluctuated over the years, and also in comparison 
with other European countries (irrespective of 
whether or not they too have MSLs) and the UK.

MSLs exist in Germany, mainly in the form of a 
requirement to carry out maintenance and emer-
gency work. Germany has long had low strike 
rates.

Some trade unionists argue that the Tories’ 
plans for MSLs are illegal under the European 
Convention on Human Rights. Whether that is so 
or not, a legal challenge could be mounted only 
once the MSLs had been put on the statute book 
and implemented; and it can take years for a case 
to reach the European Court of Human Rights.

The TUC will hold a national “Protect the Right 
to Strike Day” on 1 February. That appears to be 

a substitute for previous plans for wide co-ordi-
nated strikes that day. Publicity for “Protect the 
Right to Strike Day” makes no mention of strikes.

None of the alternatives to a campaign starting 
now of active protests against the MSLs Bill, de-
manding its repeal, will do.

Not the argument that the Bill will prove un-
workable. Not the idea that it may fall foul of the 
ECHR.

Not the idea that the unions will find cunning 
ways round it. Not the hope that we can wait until 
MSLs are enforced and unions will then spring to 
defy it on a scale big enough to push it back.

And not reliance on Keir Starmer’s promise to 
repeal the new law (which seems to be serving as 
a device for him to fade out his previous promise 
to repeal the 2016 Act). Starmer will repeal the 
Tory laws only if a strong union campaign forces 
his hand. □
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SCHOOL WORKERS 
CALL STRIKES
By Patrick Murphy

The National Education 
Union (NEU) will strike na-

tionally on Wednesday 1 Feb-
ruary, and follow that by three 
weeks of rolling regional strikes 
between 14 February and 2 
March and two days of national 
strikes on 15-16 March. 15 
March is Budget Day; the union 
will call a national demonstra-
tion outside Parliament and a 
similar protest in Cardiff.

Districts are being encour-
aged to establish strike com-
mittees and to build for pickets 
at as many schools as possible.

A few days before the NEU 
result was announced the 
other main union representing 
teachers in England and Wales, 
Nasuwt, announced that it had 
failed to meet the thresholds 
and would not call action. Many 
Nasuwt members will, however, 
not want to cross picket lines. 
It is important to ensure that 
they are aware that they are 
protected from dismissal for re-
specting a picket line in a legal 
dispute for which their grade 
has been balloted.

The NEU explicitly demands 
full funding of a pay rise, rather 
than leaving open the option 
of a pay rise covered by cuts in 
services (as with Scottish pub-

lic sector workers). It balloted 
members in four separate con-
stituencies and met the thresh-
olds in three of them. The Tory 
laws impose an additional re-
striction in sectors including 
education and health. We need 
to have 50% of members voting 
and 40% of all eligible mem-
bers must vote yes.

Among teachers in Eng-
land, 90.4% voted to strike on 
a 53% turnout. Teachers and 
support staff in Wales also met 
the thresholds (92%-58% and 
88%-51%) but support staff in 
England narrowly missed the 
turnout requirement (with 46%). 
Earlier last term the NEU held a 
successful ballot of teachers in 
Sixth Form colleges, and the 
first strike day has already taken 
place in that sector (30 Nov).

The NEU ballot result is a 
major blow to the government 
as it struggles to cope with an 
already powerful strike wave. It 
is also a very significant achieve-
ment by the NEU, something of 
a landmark in the revival of in-
dustrial militancy.

These are the largest ballot 
groups by far to have met the 
legal thresholds since they 
were introduced, and the ballot 
was over 23,000 schools, many 
of them small rural primaries. 

The task of mobilising the vote 
was harder than for unions with 
smaller numbers of workplaces 
and larger concentrations of 
members.

This success, and the fact that 
there is a plan for a programme 
of action linked to demonstra-
tions and protests, provides 
real hope that this struggle can 
be different and more effective 
than previous national school 
strike action such as the 2011 
pensions strikes.

It also comes at a time when 
NHS staff, civil servants, rail 
workers, university staff and 
others are engaged in national 
action. Hope will only be made 
real by hard work, dedicated 
organising, and determined 
leadership at every level over 
the coming months. Mean-
time the NEU strike votes are a 
real boost to the whole labour 
movement. □
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