
By Alice Hazel

The next NHS strikes are on 
6-7 February, when mem-

bers of the RCN from acute, 
specialist and ambulance trusts 
across England and Wales will 
come out. This will be the big-
gest action in the health dis-
pute so far.

GMB ambulance members 
will be striking along RCN 
members on the 6th. The phys-
iotherapy union, CSP, will strike 
on 7 and 9 Feb, and Unison 
ambulance workers again on 
10 Feb.

We need to ensure the picket 
lines in this next round of action 
are full of talk about a strategy 
that can win. That means esca-
lating strikes and co-ordination 
between the unions. The lead-
erships of all the health unions 
show no inclination for this. 
Strikers pushing forward their 
voices and gaining some level 
of control of the dispute is im-
portant in itself, and key to suc-
cess of the strikes.

In the first strikes there may 
have been some benefit to 
rallying activists with separate 
strike days. For example, there 
are reports of physios being 
very pleased that they raised 
their profile by leading a strike 
of their own. However, the case 
for co-ordinated action is clear 

and seems to be widely sup-
ported on picket lines. Many 
members are asking: why isn’t 
there one big health union?

The GMB (a smaller health 
union) has co-ordinated its 
strike dates with other unions 
and there are rumours that Uni-
son is also considering this (it 
may explained postponing ac-
tion on 22 Feb). Going forward, 
the unions must co-ordinate 
strikes on the same days, mak-
ing it clear this is a cross-union, 
cross-NHS fight.

Alongside co-ordination 
we need escalation. The RCN 
needs to name more sustained 
dates for action, after the 6th 
and 7th. Unison needs to con-
firm dates to replace the 22nd.

In all the unions, but espe-
cially the RCN, work needs to 
be put into building up the 
strike fund for escalation and in 
increasing organising amongst 
members to lead the action. 
Currently the RCN executive is 
insisting on strike committees 

and picket lines being under 
strict supervision and control of 
RCN staff. We trust nursing staff 
to look after our dying relatives. 
It speaks very poorly of the 
union if it doesn’t trust its mem-
bers to lead their own dispute.

The issue is coming to a head 
within the RCN, with a signif-
icant number of union staff 
raising complaints internally 
that they’re being burned out. 
Complaints of union bureau-
crats to one side, the fact of the 
matter is that strike committees, 
picket lines, recruitment and 
the organisation of the action 
between strikes can all be bet-
ter handled by members pres-
ent in workplaces. If this strike 
is going to grow and have the 
industrial and political impact 
needed to win, rather than roll 
from strike day to strike day, the 
union needs to facilitate that 
activity, instead of keeping it in 
check. □
• More: page 13
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Unite the working class against the Tories!

On 1 February half a million UK work-
ers will strike, the largest number 

so far in the wave growing since last 
summer. To win, we must make that day 
is a launchpad for much more wide-
spread, coordinated and sustained 
action — and organise so it contributes 
to building up a bigger, more united, 
more conscious and dynamic work-
ing-class movement longer-term.

Sadly, two unions whose strikes 
helped launch the wave, RMT (rail 
workers) and CWU (postal workers), are 
sitting out 1 February. RMT in particular 
is in danger of running its key disputes 
into the ground. The RCN (nurses) and 
other health unions have also avoided 
1 February.

Still we have not enough discussion 
of how strikes can coordinate to be 
most effective, and too much reluc-
tance about escalating to the levels 
of action necessary to win. Alongside 
the demands of individual strikes, the 
semi-collapse of the NHS, the new an-
ti-union laws, and other issues will and 
should be prominent on 1 February, 
and concern the whole working class.

2022 saw the most days “lost” since 
1989 — well over two million. But in the 
late 70s, when much of the UK work-
ing class did manage to win pay rises 
outpacing high inflation, the number 
of strike days was many times that, in 
1979 almost 30 million.

In 1970 the Tories introduced the first 
anti-strike law since the repeal of war-
time Order 1305 in 1951, the Industrial 
Relations Bill. There was widespread 
protest for months before the Bill be-

came law in August 1971 and 
came into force fully at Easter 
1972. It included a TUC march 
of hundreds of thousands in 
January 1971, the biggest 
demonstration in Britain for 
many decades. That paved the 
way for strikes that confronted 
and beat back the law in mid-
1972, then for an incoming 
Labour government to repeal 
the law in 1974. Now, with the 
“minimum service” bill for rail, 
education, health, etc. speeding 
along, we have so far had only a 
few protests, the largest a thou-
sand or two.

The issue is not a technical 
one about this or that tactic or 
form of campaigning.

Revive
It is about whether the labour 
movement, weakened and 
fragmented over decades, can 
out of the current battles revive 
itself as a powerful force. Or, 
from another angle, whether 
the working class can organise, 
educate and unite ourselves 
enough to revive the labour 
movement as a force.

Socialists argue for workers and the 
labour movement to fight these bat-
tles in the spirit of class conflict: with as 
much class consciousness and determi-
nation as the Tories and the class they 
represent show against us.

Activists must argue and organise for 
what is necessary at every level of exist-
ing union structures. But we also need 
to create spaces and channels and a 
culture in which workers at the grass-
roots can discuss what is necessary and 
organise to push from below, starting 
with such things like encouraging strik-

ers to visit each others’ pickets.
The more this can feed into formal 

position-taking and decision-making 
the better. Some Trades Councils are 
reviving as local coordinating bodies 
for union branches and workplaces. 

Sector-by-sector wage demands 
are only part of it. Decent pay rises for 
public-sector workers already pose the 
question of more funding for services

We need much more, more deter-
mined and politically clearer campaign-
ing for pro-working class demands on 
a range of such issues — including a 

big fight to restore a universal, 
fully public, well-funded NHS. 
We need to demand taxing the 
rich and seizing chunks of their 
wealth to fund what is needed.

We need policies passed by 
union conferences to come off 
the page and drive real, visible, 
mobilising campaigns. We need 
a union push to popularise and 
win them in politics, including 
through forceful campaigning in 
and around the Labour Party.

Our movement needs to get 
serious about fighting the an-
ti-union laws. We should argue 
for a big national demonstration 
to stop the “minimum service” 
bill; for local discussions, meet-
ings and protests; and for strong 
demands and campaigning to 
repeal all the anti-strike laws, not 
just tinker with the most recent.

Aware that a united working 
class could pose a serious threat, 
the Tories are constantly looking 
for wedges to divide. Hostility 
to migrants, particularly refu-
gees, and to trans people are 
the sharp edges of their drive. 
A labour movement that fails 

to stand up for equal rights and work-
ing-class solidarity reinforces divisions 
and undermines its own struggles. So-
cialists fight for migrants’ rights, free 
movement, and lowering Europe’s bor-
ders (external and internal). To shape 
and power the struggle on all these 
fronts, we need to spread class-strug-
gle socialist organising and ideas. Even 
in defensive battles, our fight will be 
stronger, the bigger the element in it 
committed to a long haul of week-in-
week-out action for a better world. □

Capitalism and the battles of democracy

By Martin Thomas

“The first step in the rev-
olution by the working 

class”, wrote Marx in the Com-
munist Manifesto, “is to raise 
the proletariat to the position 
of ruling class, to win the battle 
of democracy”.

Thus the 1888 English trans-
lation supervised by Engels.

A literal translation of the 
1848 German text would be 
something like: “the first step 
in the workers’ revolution is 
the elevation of the proletariat 
to the ruling class, the winning 

of democracy”. Hal Draper 
commented, fairly I think, that 
the 1848 text is “cryptic” as 
“a way of intentionally avoid-
ing a definite statement” on 
whether democracy (meaning 
government decided by free 
vote under universal suffrage, 
and without a monarchy stand-
ing above it, then as yet won 
nowhere) was separable from 
workers’ rule or not.

Tame
Marx and Engels never backed 
down from the fight for formal 
democracy (free elections, 
etc.) but came to argue that 
it is possible for the capitalist 
class to tame it.
Workers’ rule will require a 
more fluid system of democ-

racy, pioneered by the Paris 
Commune and more thor-
oughly expressed by the 
workers’ councils of 1917: 
merger of the legislative and 
the executive, right of recall 
of representatives, all officials 
on workers’ wages. It needs an 
underpinning of social equal-
ity so that workers can actually 
use their formal political rights.

Stable capitalist states can 
tame formal democracy by:

• The unelected state ma-
chine (top officials, etc.) who 
filter and shape what may be 
voted on in elected assem-
blies, and its implementation. 
At the extreme, the military 
part of the unelected state 
machine can override formal 
democracy, but the system has 

many more subtle filters
• The influence of well-fi-

nanced lobbyists and estab-
lished capitalist institutions on 
elected governments. 

Offset
The un-radical Labour prime 
minister of 1964-70, Harold 
Wilson, in his memoirs, de-
scribed in his memoirs the 
government’s course as being 
“forced” through meetings 
with the Governor of the Bank 
of England “into the adoption 
of Tory policies”.

Capitalists have an economic 
“dictatorship” in big industry 
and the banks which can off-
set the ideals of an elected 
government

• The influence of money 

and media access on elec-
tions: only the well-off, or al-
ready well-established parties, 
can afford to run campaigns 
with the profile and visibility 
to gain credibility with work-
ers worn out from their daily 
labour and trained from child-
hood into lack of political con-
fidence

• The lack of accountability: 
once members of the elected 
assembly are in place, they are 
there for four or five years, with 
very limited accountability

• Political parties formed 
by workers and their allies to 
change the system become 
bureaucratised and their top 
layers, with living conditions 
like managers’, are seduced 
into managing the system. □
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Strike together on 15-16 March!
By Katy Dollar

Firefighters in the UK have voted for 
the first nationwide strike on pay 

since 2003. The Fire Brigades Union 
(FBU) says it will not start walk-outs until 
9 February at the earliest, to “allow em-
ployers further time to make any new 
offer”. 88% of members voted for in-
dustrial action, with an impressive 73% 
turnout.

Wednesday 1 February sees the big-
gest single day of strikes for more than 
a decade. Schools, rail, universities, and 
the civil service are all coordinating ac-
tion. On 6 February nurses and ambu-
lance workers strike simultaneously for 
the first time.

CWU members in Royal Mail close 
their reballot on 16 February, and we 
can hope for further strikes there after 
that. The pressure is increasing, with 
many CWU reps being victimised and 
many local managers pushing through 
work-conditions changes unilaterally.

Further united strikes and big 
trade-union street demonstrations look 
possible on 15-16 March, 15 March 
being Budget day. The National Edu-
cation Union (NEU) has set those days 
for the next strike for teachers across 
England and Wales, and school sup-
port staff in Wales, with regional strikes 
in the interim. The PCS civil servants’ 
union is likely to call action then, and 
the UCU university workers’ union has 

set 16 March.
Activists will press for firefighters, 

transport workers on rail and the Lon-
don Underground and buses, postal 
workers and NHS workers to join them, 
as part of a comprehensive escalation.

The ongoing strike wave is the most 
significant upsurge in workers’ struggle 
for a generation, and an opportunity for 
the entire labour movement. Though 
fewer workers will be out on 1 February 
than the 2011 pension strike, in many 
ways this wave is more significant. The 
strike-day total will be larger, as the dis-
putes are ongoing, rather than one day 
set pieces.

Pickets have already been large and 
lively in many strikes. Now the NEU 
is organising energetically for picket 
lines at all schools, in a break from its 
usual practice. Many workers are being 
brought into union activism for the first 
time.

We can’t assume a big and lasting 
revival of combativity and confidence 
of the working class, but we can say 
that will be more likely if some big dis-
putes win. To win significant disputes 
requires an intensification of action. 
“Marathons” of sporadic striking are 
not an effective strategy. Employers 
can weather that kind of action more 
easily than workers. The schools dis-
pute has an inbuilt time-limit —  it has to 
be brought to crunch-point before the 
school summer holidays, and probably 

earlier —  and there comes to be an air 
of unreality about disputes over 2022-3 
pay when they run past the settlement 
dates for 2023-4.

Unions must enact tactics that can 
win disputes, including intensifying and 
accelerating action. Activists are calling 
for uniting the strikes, via the widest 
possible coordination between unions, 
but without slowing disputes to wait for 
unity. Letting the most conservative un-
ions set the pace was one of the factors 
that tanked the 2011 pensions dispute.

Each dispute needs specific de-
mands — demands decided and un-
derstood by the membership and seen 
as actual aims rather than bargaining 
positions nobody expects to win. A 
union may settle for less that its initial 

demand without that being a sell-out, 
but we want to push back against the 
“common sense” notion that workers 
should always expect something be-
tween the employers’ offer and the un-
ion’s demand. We need the maximum 
degree of democratic control within 
each dispute, including transparency 
in negotiations

We will work to make the unions 
and Labour run political campaigning 
alongside the strikes. Restoring the 
NHS, defeating the anti-strike laws, 
increasing benefits and public-sector 
pay, and nationalising rail transport 
and energy are all popular political 
demands with little current street cam-
paigning. □

Strikes
2-3 Feb: Abellio bus workers in South 
West London (Unite) strike
3 Feb: Train drivers at multiple Train 
Operating Companies (Aslef and 
RMT) strike
4 and 11 Feb: Drivers on the Baker-
loo Tube line (Aslef) strike
9-10, 14-16, 21-23, Feb, 27 Feb-2 
Mar, 16-17 and 20-22 Mar: Higher 
Education workers at 150 universities 
(UCU) strike. Unison HE members at 
12 universities will strike on various 
days in Feb.
6 Feb: Ambulance workers (GMB) 
strike
6-7 Feb: Nurses (RCN) strike
9 Feb: NHS physiotherapists (CSP) 
strike
14 Feb: Teachers in Wales (NEU) 
strike
15-16 Feb: Teachers on the Isle of 
Man (NASUWT) strike
20 Feb: Ambulance workers (GMB) 
strike
28 Feb: Teachers in the Northern, 
North West, and Yorkshire and Hum-
ber regions (NEU) strike
Feb-Mar, including all-out 28 Feb and 
1 Mar: Teachers in Scotland (EIS) have 
22 strike days
1 Mar: Teachers in the East Midlands, 
West Midlands, and Eastern regions 
(NEU) strike

2 Mar: Teachers in London, South 
East, and South West regions (NEU) 
strike
6 Mar: Ambulance workers (GMB) 
strike
13 Mar-20 Apr: 20 further days of 
rolling strikes by teachers in Scotland 
(EIS)
15-16 Mar: Teachers in England and 
Wales (NEU) strike
20 Mar: Ambulance workers (GMB) 
strike
Mar, date TBC: 72-hour strike by jun-
ior doctors (BMA), pending outcome 
of ballot (see here for more)
Until 3 Apr: Discontinuous strikes by 
workers at drinks manufacturer Dia-
geo’s plant in Leven, Scotland (Unite).

Ballots
9 Jan-20 Feb: Junior doctors (BMA) 
ballot for action over pay
23 Jan-16 Feb: Royal Mail postal 
workers (CWU) re-ballot for action 
over pay and conditions
31 Jan-21 Feb: Transport for London 
workers (RMT) ballot for action over 
pay and conditions. (I.e. workers em-
ployed centrally by TfL, not employ-
ees of London Underground Ltd. or 
other TfL subsidiaries.)
Until 27 Feb: HMRC workers (PCS) 
re-ballot for action over pay and con-
ditions. □

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 6 February and every Monday until 27 February, 7pm: The Com-
munist Manifesto, Workers’ Liberty study group 
Sunday 12 February, 11am: Workers and Trade Unions for Climate Solidar-
ity: Tackling climate change in a neoliberal world  
Sunday 12 February, 2pm: Socialist feminist reading group — The Social 
Basis of the Woman Question by Alexandra Kollontai, Effra Social, 89 Effra 
Road, London, SW2 1DF 
Wednesday 15 February, 7.45pm: Workers’ unions fighting back — strike 
waves in British history, New Cross Learning, 285-287 New Cross Road, Lon-
don, SE14 6AS 
Wednesday 22 February, 7pm: James Connolly — Socialist, Nationalist and 
Internationalist, Marchmont Street Community Centre, Marchmont Street, Lon-
don, WC1N 1AB

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

For a national union protest 
against anti-strike laws!
By Ollie Moore

Free Our Unions supporters will 
take part in picket lines, strike ral-

lies, and other actions and protests on 
1 February, as part of the mass strike 
and TUC day of action against threat-
ened new anti-strike laws. They’ll be 
promoting the campaign’s next open 
organising meeting, on Tuesday 7 
February at 7pm, which will discuss 
the next steps. A particular focus will 
be coordinating activity within our un-
ions to push for a national trade union 
demonstration against the laws.

Meetings where plans for prac-
tical activity can be democratically 
discussed and developed are a vital 
part of any campaign. Unfortunately, 

the Campaign for Trade Union Free-
dom’s 24 January meeting, billed as 
an “action planning meeting” as well 
as a rally, didn’t live up to this billing, 
featuring only half an hour of collec-
tive discussion. Much more time was 
given over to top-table speeches. Ral-
lies have their place, but campaigns 
will wither if activists’ only role is set as 
listening to speeches by their leaders.

Free Our Unions also has plans for 
a meeting later in February explor-
ing the history of solidarity strikes 
with NHS workers in 1982 and 1988, 
cosponsored by NHS Workers Say No, 
a grassroots, cross-union network of 
health workers.

• More: freeourunions.org
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“A spectre is haunting Putin

A spectre is haunting 
Vladimir Putin  — the 

spectre of Andrei Sakharov.
Sakharov was a physicist and 

the father of the Soviet hydro-
gen bomb. He later became a 
world-famous campaigner for 
peace, democracy and human 
rights. He spent several years 
in internal exile as the regime 
did all it could to silence him.

In 1986, Mikhail Gorbachev 
phoned him up to say that he 
and his wife could finally return 
to Moscow. Sakharov swiftly 
took advantage of the demo-
cratic reforms which were then 
transforming the Soviet Union. 
When free elections were held 
for the first time since 1917, 
Sakharov was elected to the 
All-Union Congress of People’s 
Deputies. Three years after his 
return to Moscow he died.

The organisations he helped 
to found, and the ideas he 

promoted, have declined 
dramatically in recent years. 
There is no sense in which the 
Andrei Sakharov Foundation, 
the Moscow Helsinki Group 
or the NGO ‘Memorial” today 
represent a serious threat to 
the Putin regime. And yet that 
regime has declared war on all 
those organisations and above 
all on the legacy of Sakharov 
himself.

It was not always thus. Just 
five years ago, Putin congrat-
ulated the Moscow Helsinki 
Group Chair and human rights 
activist Lyudmila Alexeyeva, 
during a ceremony to present 
her with a state award in the 
Kremlin. Sakharov was one of 
the founders of the Moscow 
Helsinki Group.

But last week Russia’s Prose-
cutor General designated the 
Andrei Sakharov Foundation 
as “undesirable” and closed 
the Moscow Helsinki Group. 
Memorial was closed even 
earlier despite being, like 
Sakharov himself, a recipient 
of the Nobel Peace Prize.

Back in the 1970s, the Soviet 
dissidents were a tiny group, 
largely unknown in the USSR. 
From time to time, some of 
them might try to stage a pro-
test in the streets or write a doc-
ument that would be shared 
informally. The response of the 
Stalinist regime was always re-
pression — jail, prison, mental 
institutions, internal exile, and 
expulsion from the country. In 
some cases, dissidents were 
murdered too.

Persistence
But they persisted, and the 
world learned about their 
work. Though they could not 
mobilise large numbers of 
people in the Soviet Union, 
they represented a moral 
force. And they were, in the 
end, a force to be reckoned 
with.

Putin’s efforts to recreate the 
Soviet Union do not consist 
solely of his armies invading 
Ukraine. He is also attempting 
to restore the kind of totali-
tarian society that existed for 

more than seventy years in his 
country. And that society toler-
ated no dissent, not even from 
the country’s greatest physi-
cist, Andrei Sakharov.

As the Ukraine war enters its 
second year in February, we 
can increasingly see just how 
frightened Putin has become. 
He’s afraid of the Ukrainians, 
whose soldiers have fought 
with incredible bravery and 
skill against the Russian invad-
ers. He’s afraid of NATO and 
arms from Western countries 
that are far superior to what 
the Russian army can put into 
the field.

But he’s also afraid of his 
own people, the Russians who 
have shown again and again 
throughout their history that 
they can only stand so much. 
When their tsar, Nicholas II, 
waged a stupid and pointless 
war against Japan in 1905, 
Russia experienced its first 
modern revolution, which 
forced the regime to make 
concessions. In February 1917, 
the Russian people rose up 

again — and this time they fin-
ished off that regime.

But it is not only masses in 
the streets and mutinies in the 
army that Putin fears.

He also fears the existence 
of small groups of brave dissi-
dents, the kind of people like 
Andrei Sakharov and Lyudmila 
Alexeyeva. That’s why he has 
turned on the organisations 
that preserve their legacy — 
including Memorial and the 
Moscow Helsinki Group. He 
represses them because he 
fears them. And he fears them 
because he knows that their 
ideas are more powerful than 
his repression.

In the end, Sakharov won. 
His successors today in Rus-
sia, even if they are only small 
groups of dissidents and an-
ti-war activists, will also win. 
And that is Putin’s nightmare. 
□
• Eric Lee is founder editor of 
LabourStart, writing here in a 
personal opinion column.

The Tory that (some) lefties love
By Jim Denham

There is a section of the left that 
seems to love it when an avowed 

right-winger backs their cause. The 
Morning Star recently quoted, with ap-
proval, Henry Kissinger in support of 
their line that Ukraine should capitulate 
to Putin.

But for a significant section of the 
left, the journalist Peter Oborne is the 
right-winger of choice. This can be 
explained by Oborne’s political evo-
lution from being (in his own words) 
a “conventional Conservative” work-
ing for right-wing publications like the 
Spectator and the Daily Telegraph, to 
being transformed by the Iraq war into 
someone who (again, in his own words) 
“suddenly found myself agreeing with 
the Stop the War Coalition about quite 
a lot of things.”

No wonder Stop the War has posted 
several of his articles and the Morning 
Star has quoted him approvingly. In es-
sence, he represents the intersection 
of right-wing isolationism and left-wing 
“anti-imperialism” (meaning support 

for any force, however reac-
tionary, set against the USA 
and the “West”). He is vis-
cerally anti-American and 
highly suspicious of Israel 
(stances that go beyond just 
the healthy dislike of their 
governments which we can 
all share).

Oborne seems to be a 
person of some integrity 
and has resigned from sev-
eral well paid journalistic 
jobs on principled grounds. 
He has denounced the political dishon-
esty of Blair’s New Labour and John-
son’s Tories in excoriating terms.

But his Iraq war epiphany has taken 
him to some strange places — as an un-
critical champion of Islam in virtually all 
its forms, including the most reaction-
ary, for instance. Oborne is a practising 
Anglican, but like a lot of Christians 
seems to admire Islam — perhaps en-
vying its political assertiveness. He also 
admires Islamic regimes and in his book 
A Dangerous Delusion: Why the West 
Is Wrong About Nuclear Iran (co-au-
thored with one David Morrison, who 
is on record as a denier of the Srebren-
ica massacre) he described Ayatollah 
Khomeini as: “one of the greatest the-
ologians of all time [whose] teaching 

contained insights which 
went far deeper than any-
thing the rationalists and 
materialists of the United 
States could imagine”.

In a piece for the Daily 
Telegraph (24 Feb 2011) 
he wrote that “the election 
of a Hamas government in 
Gaza ... should have been 
a hopeful moment for the 
Middle East peace process: 
the election of a govern-
ment with the legitimacy 

and power to end violence. But Amer-
ica refused to engage with Hamas, 
just as it has refused to deal with the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, or to ac-
knowledge the well-founded regional 
aspirations of Iran.”

Qatar
Following the World Cup he has writ-
ten (Middle East Eye, 20 Dec 2022) that 
“the western media subjected ... Qatar 
to a campaign of ferocious and dispro-
portionate criticism. Journalists painted 
the country as a cartoonishly barbaric 
dystopia ... Western coverage of the 
World Cup has laid bare the cultural 
arrogance of many journalists.”

Nowhere in Oborne’s writings on 
Islam or Islamic states will you find 

(unless I’ve missed something) any 
mention of the treatment of women, 
religious dissenters or democracy cam-
paigners. Even an otherwise gushingly 
enthusiastic review (by former MP Chris 
Mullin in Middle East Eye, June 2022) of 
his book The Fate Of Abraham —  Why 
the West is Wrong about Islam notes 
that “he tends to imply that the blame 
for the present sad state of affairs can 
be laid almost entirely at the door of 
the West ... but how can one explain the 
ferocious cycle of sectarian violence or 
the tit-for-tat slaughter in northern Ni-
geria? All the great religions contain 
the virus of extremism ... there are as-
pects of Muslim culture that need to be 
challenged. The treatment of women 
and girls, for example”. 

There is plenty more I’d like to say 
about Oborne and why some on the 
left like him so much: his repeated 
claim that the Birmingham schools 
“Trojan Horse” affair was simply a 
“hoax”, that the Al Jazeera documen-
taries The Lobby and The Labour Files 
are devastating pieces of investigative 
journalism being deliberately ignored 
by the British media, and his dramat-
ically inconsistent attitude towards 
Jeremy Corbyn and antisemitism. But 
space doesn’t allow. I will continue in a 
future column. □

Eric Lee

Antidoto
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Transphobia and the real issues on prisons
By Angela Driver

The case of the trans pris-
oner Isla Bryson has led to 

an outcry from transphobes, 
as she was initially housed in 
a female jail. She transitioned 
during her trial, and was con-
victed of two rapes.

The outcry came shortly after 
the Scottish government’s re-
forms to allow for a quicker 
legal-gender recognition 
process based on self-identi-
fication, and the Tory govern-
ment’s move to block those 
reforms; but gender-recog-
nition legal reforms do not 
shape the decision about 
where to house Bryson.

Risk
Prisons in Scotland, as in rest 
of the UK, have to risk-assess 
all prisoners when deciding 
where to house them. The 
Equality Act 2010 allows for 
prisons to house trans women 
in men’s prison if they are likely 
to cause a risk to other women, 
and regardless of whether 
they have a gender recogni-
tion certificate.

But transphobes are using 

the media driven “outrage” to 
push back across the board. 
For anyone actually interested 
in the plight of prisoners, it is a 
distraction.

The abuse and even killing 
of male and female prisoners 
is largely unreported. Pris-
oners frequently self-harm, 
are assaulted, raped, commit 
suicide, or are murdered in 
prison. Although women are 
far less likely to be convicted 
of a violent offence, the culture 
in women’s prisons leads many 
women to resort to violence in 
prison, at least as frequently as 
men do. Men are more likely to 
experience violence from staff. 
Male prisoners — the over-
whelming majority of prison-
ers — face incredibly high risks 
of rape and sexual assault.

Trans women are often sex-
ualised, and in the outside 
world frequently resort to sex 
work for an income. Often after 
having had sex with a trans 
woman, homophobic men or 
women feel shame about it. 
My partner was a sex worker 
and had a client who then tried 
to strangle her. Other trans sex 

workers we know have had 
similar experiences.

When she was in jail my 
partner had legal advice to 
turn down the offer of transfer 
to a female prison because of 
the risk that false allegations 
would be made against her.

A trans woman convicted 
of rape is likely to face abuse 
whether she is in a male or 
female prison. The decision 

about housing, and security 
for the convict and other pris-
oners, should be made by 
prison authorities after consid-
eration of all the facts (includ-
ing those we are not privy to), 
not as a result of tabloid and 
transphobes’ pressure.

Recent events are likely to 
have caused increased anxiety, 
among trans prisoners, and an 
increase in the hostility they, 

and the wider trans population 
face. As socialists we should 
advocate a massive reduction 
in the prison population.

Most prisoners could be 
safely released immediately. 
Remaining prisons should be 
reformed beyond recognition, 
to end the pervasive culture of 
widespread abuse, and should 
generally be gender neutral. □

The Oscars, and bigger things
By Katy Dollar

After two back-to-back Academy 
Awards in which women won Best 

Director — Nomadland’s Chloé Zhao in 
2021 and The Power of the Dog’s Jane 
Campion in 2022 — this year only men 
are shortlisted: Daniel Kwan and Daniel 
Scheinert for Everything Everywhere All 
at Once; Todd Field for Tár; Martin Mc-
Donagh for The Banshees of Inisherin; 
Ruben Östlund for Triangle of Sadness; 
and Steven Spielberg for The Fabel-
mans.

In 2022, women comprised 24% of 
directors, writers, producers, editors 
and cinematographers working on the 
top 250 grossing films, down 1% from 
2021.

The last Oscar time nominations for 
best director excluded women was in 
2020. The writer and actress Issa Rae 
ended her announcement of the nom-
inees with “Congratulations to those 
men.” Concern about representation 
at the Oscars has been running for 
many years. #OscarsSoWhite, a social 

justice campaign, began in 2015. It 
highlighted that 92 percent of top film 
directors were men and 86 percent of 
top films featured white actors in the 
lead roles. Oscar voters were old, white 
(94%), male (77%).

Scottish director Charlotte Wells “de-
served” a nomination this year for Af-
tersun. It is probably the best film of the 
year, and if not is certainly better than 
five or six of the films receiving Best Di-
rector nominations. The Oscars are out 
of touch and corrupt.

Many people cite the Best Picture win 
for Shakespeare in Love as an example, 
when Harvey Weinstein bullied, lob-
bied and bribed for a Best Picture win. 
But many Oscars go to average or for-
gettable films. Driving Miss Daisy beat 
Mississippi Burning, Working Girl, Rain 
Man and Dangerous Liaisons to best 
picture in 1989. All, for different rea-
sons, are better films that people still 
watch today. In retrospect, many of the 
nominations don’t hold up. Films and 
actors that win their categories often 
fail the test of time.

It was stupid of the Academy to allow 
an all-male shortlist for Best Director, 
further undermining the credibility of 
the Oscars. Representation at the top 
the film industry is one of the more ob-

vious signs of sexism in Hollywood.
Clearly there is a problem with liberal 

feminism treating representation as the 
key issue of women’s oppression. Even 
within the debate of representation, 

the Oscars are not worth the attention 
they’re getting. It’s a big party held by 
a trade association celebrating insin-
cerity. Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a 
damn... □

Indian students oppose 
Modi’s censorship
By Mohan Sen

Opposition to the Indian gov-
ernment’s ban on the new BBC 

documentary exposing Narendra 
Modi and his cronies’ role in the 2002 
massacre of Muslims in Gujarat has 
come from India’s university students, 
who have organised large screen-
ings of the documentary across the 
country, despite bans and obstacles 
from management obstruction and 
suspensions to Hindu nationalist in-
timidation to arrests by riot police (in 
Delhi).

But social media platforms have 
rushed to enforce the ban. Between 
Modi first becoming prime minister 

in 2014 and 2020, Indian govern-
ment legal actions to remove content 
from Twitter increased by 48,000%. 
The company previously fought back 
at least a bit; the indications are that 
under Elon Musk that is coming to an 
end.

The Hindu nationalist regime is 
proving in spades precisely what the 
BBC programme seeks to illustrate, 
that it represents a menacing threat 
to the most basic human rights and 
freedoms.

Students in Oxford are holding a 
showing in solidarity with students in 
India, and students at London univer-
sities discussing similar. □
• India Labour Solidarity: @indlabsol

Form:
bit.ly/trans-3-feb 

Women’s Fightback

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2023-01-23/bbc-gujarat-and-modis-fake-anti-imperialism
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0dkb144
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2022-03-02/gujarat-2002-mass-killings-launched-modis-rise
http://twitter.com/indlabsol
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScd-Q1oGmYKoHhy6_6FLSvF-CyavR1VArvp0seGcejPV6wdtw/viewform


6 @workersliberty fb.com/workerslibertyworkersliberty.org @workersliberty

How capitalist productivity boosts eco-destruction

By Stuart Jordan

“You can’t have wage rises unless 
they are backed by improve-

ments in productivity.” This is the 
bosses’ line on the growing number of 
pay disputes.

On the rail it means replacing 1,950 
maintenance workers and 1,000 ticket 
office staff with machines, cutting rou-
tine maintenance by 50%. On the post, 
automated parcel sorting machines are 
part of a “modernisation agenda” that 
is putting 10,000 jobs at risk. The gov-
ernment has even suggested there are 
productivity gains to be squeezed from 
NHS workers.

There are many good reasons to 
oppose these “modernisation” plans. 
One is that capitalism’s incessant drive 
for increased productivity is the main 
driver of multiple ecological crises.

As Paul Hampton explains in his book 
Workers and Trade Unions for Climate 
Solidarity, the incessant drive to chase 
profit has meant a constant accelera-
tion and intensification of work since 
capitalism’s earliest days: “The applica-
tion of machinery is imposed to speed 
up and simplify the production process. 
Individual capitalists recognise that by 
transforming the labour process they 
can appropriate higher-than-average 
returns... The process of replacing liv-
ing labour with machinery — the prod-

uct of other past labour — require[s] 
an enormous expansion of energy 
to power such labour processes...In-
creased throughput and substitution 
of energy for machines in place of la-
bour mean ‘a more rapid depletion of 
high-quality energy sources and other 
natural resources, and a large amount 
of wastes dumped into the environ-
ment.’” (p.24-28).

Machines, unlike biologically lim-
ited human bodies, can concentrate 
potentially unlimited energy to pro-
pel the movement of matter. Human 
work directs this movement of matter 
which takes place on all scales from 
the molecular (chemical/agricultural), 
mechanical (extraction/manufacturing) 
and geographical (transport).

Work is designed to maximise the 
volume and speed of material trans-
formations and get commodities to the 
consumer in as short a time possible, 
regardless of real world consequences. 

Capitalist business is indifferent to 
what happens to the commodity after 
the point of sale (when it is consumed 
and reduced to useless waste). It is also 
indifferent to the waste that is produced 
in the production process itself. Waste 
only counts to the extent that society 
manages to impose environmental reg-
ulations or tax for clean up operations.

From an ecological perspective, capi-
talist growth is a constant and ultimately 
blind acceleration of physical matter. In 
the words of Marxist ecologists Paul 
Burkett and John Bellamy Foster: “the 
capitalist economy is arguably the most 
extreme example possible of a system 

that draws on a resource tap (at ever 
increasing rates) and dissipates waste 
into the environmental sink (also at 
ever increasing rates), in ways that ac-
celerate entropic degradation.” (Marx 
and the Earth)

This constant speed up is the rea-
son that capitalism has a seemingly 
insatiable appetite for ready sources 
of energy. Despite the rapid growth 
in renewable energy in recent years, 
fossil fuel emissions continue to rise. 
Renewable energy under capitalism is 
adding to the available energy inputs, 
not replacing fossil fuels. Analysis from 
Richard York finds “the average pattern 
across most nations of the world over 
the past fifty years is one where each 
unit of total national energy use from 
non-fossil-fuel sources displaced less 
than one-quarter of a unit of fossil-fuel 
energy use and, focusing specifically 
on electricity, each unit of electricity 
generated by non-fossil-fuel sources 
displaced less than one-tenth of a unit 
of fossil-fuel-generated electricity.”

Emissions (and the accumulation 
of all sorts of other waste) track GDP 
growth closely.

Of course computer technology 
may improve safety on the railway and 
parcel sorting machines may liberate 
postal workers of some drudgery. But 
these technologies are not being intro-
duced for our benefit. New machinery 
has always been used as a weapon of 
class struggle. Likewise now, bosses are 
insisting on coupling this machine-led 
speed up with casualisation and job 
cuts. 

Socialists and working-class militants 
have long insisted that the benefits of 
technological innovation should go 
to the working-class rather than our 
bosses. If machines can do the jobs that 
were once done by human workers, 
then this should means a shorter work-
ing week with no reduction in living 
standards. But the standard bargaining 
position across the trade union move-
ment has become only one of oppos-
ing compulsory redundancies when 
new technologies come in.

This strategy and the general weak-
ness of the trade union movement over 
the past few decades has meant that on 
a world scale almost all the productivity 
gains since 1979 have been captured 
by the boss-class, concentrating more 
power and wealth for further accelera-
tion.

At a time of ecological breakdown, 
it is simply irrational to prioritise tech-
nological innovation that increases the 
volume of goods and people can be 
shifted at ever increasing speed. At var-
ious points in our history, the trade un-
ions and broader workers movement 
have aspired to direct production ac-
cording to rational workers’ plans using 
our technological know-how for human 
and ecological ends rather than simply 
to enrich our bosses.

Now more than ever we need the 
workers’ movement to set its own tech-
nological priorities based on meeting 
human needs, restoring degraded eco-
systems and restabilising the climate. 
The current strike movement holds that 
potential within it. □

Protest over under-18 asylum-seekers
By Matt Dunn

Hundreds turned out for a 
hastily-organised vigil in 

Brighton on 25 January in soli-
darity with kids who the media 
reported have gone missing 
from local hotels.

Police have said that as many 
as 137 under-18s have been lost 
from the system. And 76 are still 
reported as missing from a hotel 
in Hove. According to media re-
ports they are mostly Albanian 
boys.

What is certain is that the au-
thorities charged with their care 
have no idea where they are 
or if they are safe; and that the 
Government, immigration au-
thorities and the local Green-led 
Council have completely failed 
to care for these vulnerable 
young people. The Government 
has admitted reports of gang-
masters turning up and abduct-
ing kids, but it appears it has 
done nothing about it.

Demonstrators called for an 
end to putting kids in hotel ac-

commodation (which, according 
to government policy, is only 
a stopgap before them com-
ing under local authority care). 
Speakers blamed the “hostile 
environment” created by the 
Tory Government, and the lack 
of safe, legal routes for foreign 
nationals and asylum seekers 
to come to the UK. We chanted 
that “refugees are welcome 
here” and that when refugees 
are failed or targeted we will 
“fight back”.

The council Labour group has 
called for an emergency council 
meeting to discuss the issue and 
what to do about it. It has also 
called for an urgent enquiry. The 
local Argus newspaper quoted 
John Allcock and Carmen Ap-
pich, co-leaders of the Labour 
group on the council, as saying: 
“We’ve written to the council 
CEO requesting an urgent ex-
traordinary council meeting to 
discuss Labour’s plans to imme-
diately safeguard these very vul-
nerable children.

“We want children out of this 

hotel and into care placements 
immediately. We want the miss-
ing children found, and we want 
a review into how any of this 
scandalous crisis was allowed 
to happen despite our repeated 
warnings”. □
• Further protests have been 
called on 2 February in London 
(Home Office, 2 Marsham St, 
SW1P 4DF, 6pm) and Brighton 
(Hove Town Hall, 4pm).

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

publications, and many meetings. Playlists include:

• Public meetings — recordings of introductory speeches on topics from Ukraine to “Geo-
engineering” to Covid and beyond. Campaigns, history, theory, current affairs, and more. 

• Fighting racism: pamphlets, meetings, and more
• Environmental pamphlets and meetings
• Solidarity Newspaper and Women’s Fightback
• Effective Trade Unionism, Sylvia, Corbynism, and many other pamphlets and short books

See workersliberty.org/audio for episodes, and information on using podcasts. Episodes can 
be found through most podcast providers: search “Workers’ Liberty” or “Solidarity & More”. □
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US police killings up since 2020
By Lewis Joyes

On 7 January, 29 year old Tyre Nich-
ols was driving home when he 

was stopped by five Memphis Police 
Department cops, by their account for 
“reckless driving”.

Nichols was dragged out of his car, 
pinned to the floor, and after attempt-
ing to flee, assaulted by armed officers. 
Over half an hour later, Nichols was 
transported to a nearby hospital. Three 
days later, he died from the injuries he 
sustained.

Nichols was 80 yards from his mum’s 
home and in the now-released police 
footage of the event, can be heard call-
ing out to her. He was unarmed. He had 
been out photographing the sunset. 

Family, friends and their supporters 
demonstrated outside the Memphis 
Police Station the following week, de-
manding police body camera footage 
be released. The day after, the local 
Chief confirmed all five cops had been 
given policy violation warnings and 
were being investigated. On the 20 
January, all five were fired. They have 
now been charged (variously) with sec-
ond-degree murder, aggravated as-
sault, aggravated kidnapping, official 

misconduct and official oppression.
Just three days before Nichols’ as-

sault, Sayed Arif Faisal, a 20 year old 
university student in Cambridge Mas-
sachusetts, suffered a similar fate. After 
he jumped out of his window with a 
knife (which he was cutting himself 
with), cops were called. Frightened by 
the presence of armed police, Faisal 
ran, like Nichols, and many others in 
similar situations.

The cops that chased Faisal fired 
rubber bullets at him. After not drop-
ping his blade, he was then lethally 
shot in the chest. Similar protests to 
those in Memphis have been held at 
Cambridge Police Station. An internal 
investigation is ongoing, but as yet no 
officers have been charged.

The first week of January might sound 
like a particularly violent week in Amer-
ica, but this is shamefully nothing out 
of the ordinary. The ongoing massacre 
of civilians by US police departments 
nationwide has resulted in over 11,000 
killings since 2013. In 2022 alone, 
there were 1,176, the worst year ever 
recorded by Mapping Police Violence. 
If 2023 is proceeding at a similar rate, 
then statistically, since the murders of 
both Sayed Arif Faisal and Tyre Nichols, 

US cops are likely to have already killed 
a further 60 people.

Despite the global outrage following 
the 2020 murder of George Floyd, the 
swelling of activity under the banner 
of Black Lives Matter and demands to 
curb police powers, US cops are still 
killing three people a day. The rate is 
much higher for Black, Pacific-Island or 
Native American citizens than for white.

Faisal and Nichols’ killings started out 
like thousands of others. Routine traffic 
stops and “mental health disturbances” 
account for a significant fraction of po-
lice murders. Two in every three start 
out in “non-violent” situations.

Where their stories differ (so far) is in 
the international coverage provided to 
them, and the accountability of the po-
lice responsible. Nichols’ murderers are 
facing serious criminal proceedings, 
but in over 98% of recorded killings, 
police escape charges altogether. It 
is no surprise that many victims’ fami-
lies, friends and communities seeking 
justice never feel anything resembling 
closure.

Demands from those seeking justice 
often call for the police to be defunded, 
for their widespread disarming, and in 
rarer cases the ending of police unions, 

and outright police abolition.
Yet since 2020, studies have shown 

that the majority of police budgets are 
rising still. In 2021 Austin Council did 
reduce police spending by a sizeable 
30%. Some months later the Texas 
state legislature voting to bar coun-
cils from defunding police budgets. In 
2022, Austin Council then raised police 
spending by 50%. In the same year, 
President Biden commended Houston 
Council for raising their police budget 
by nearly 10% in the annual State of 
the Union, to rapturous applause from 
Democrats and Republicans alike.

Where police reforms have been en-
acted such as bans on neck-restraints 
and body-camera mandates, police 
have been found ignoring them. Who, 
after all, has the power to stop them?

Justice for Faisal, Nichols, and the 
thousands of others dead at the hands 
of the cops can’t come soon enough. 
However, the US law enforcement and 
political systems are so rigged in favour 
of cops, it is difficult to see how and 
when justice will come. But for sure, 
tinkering at the edges of these systems 
won’t cut it. We need massive street 
movements, protests and organising. □

Red-brown in Britain
Jim Denham’s Antidoto 

column chronicling the 
despicable politics of mod-
ern day Stalinism continues 
to provide valuable ammu-
nition to socialists who op-
pose tyranny in all its forms. 

The column in Solidarity 
660 was particularly instruc-
tive, highlighting the drift 
of some leading people in 
Die Linke towards far right 
German nationalism. “Liber-
alism” is apparently the new 
“social fascism” for Stalinists 
today.

Antidoto says that “no red-
brown current of any signif-
icance yet exists in the UK”, 
and I’m not going to quibble 
over the word ‘significance’. 
However, the self-styled 
Workers Party, a project of 
the twisted mind of that 
charlatan of all charlatans, 
George Galloway, definitely 
fits the red-brown bill.

Galloway’s party is noth-
ing more than another of his 
vanity projects and its mem-
bership probably doesn’t 
scrap into treble figures. Yet 
(thanks to his high media 
profile) his intervention in 
various by elections has had 
greater impact, and never in 
a good way!

He is of course a tool, 
in more ways than one, of 
Vladimir Putin, and was a 
presenter of programmes 
on pro Kremlin radio and 
TV before they were closed 
down after the invasion of 
Ukraine. He is against “mass 
immigration”; said he’s 
“more of a Celt” than Glas-
gow-born Scotland Health 
minister Hamza Yousaf; and 
has enthusiastic embraced 
the “anti-woke” agenda. An-
ti-trans remarks from him 
presented as deploring 
“Cancel Culture” are ironic 
considering his support for 
repressive regimes like Rus-
sia and Iran.

There is a definite danger 
that the red-brown current 

may gain traction in what are 
regarded as socialist circles 
in Britain. All thanks to Soli-
darity for drawing our atten-

tion to this. □
Wes Harding, Liverpool

A motion originated by the Labour 
Campaign for Free Movement 

(LCFM), composited with other sim-
ilar texts, calling for free movement 
and for London to be made a “city 
of sanctuary” for asylum-seekers, 
was passed at London Labour Party 
conference on 28-29 January. A mo-
tion supporting the current strike 
wave was also passed on a show 
of hands. Right-wingers demanded 
a card vote, the result of which has 
not been released yet. LCFM has an 
organising zoom-call on 20 Feb (bit.
ly/lcfm-20f) and is supporting the 2 
February protests about Home Of-
fice mistreatment of under-18 asy-
lum-seekers.

The Uyghur Solidarity Campaign, 
while continuing discussions about 
joining the new united campaign 
(bit.ly/call-new) for solidarity with 
oppressed peoples and working 
classes under Beijing rule or threat-
ened by Beijing, is mobilising for a 
Uyghur-solidarity protest on Sunday 
5 February, to mark the anniver-
sary of the “Ghjulja incident”: 1pm 
—  2pm, Chinese Embassy, Portland 
Place, London. □
• Texts for motions on many issues, 
and details of other campaigns, at 
workersliberty.org/agenda
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The Tory elite that has ruled since 2010
By Len Glover

Nadhim Zahawi, the Tory minister 
and ex-chancellor now disgraced 

for tax evasion, atypically did not go to 
Oxford University. He went to University 
College London instead. But his entry 
to high-level Tory politics was through 
the entourage of Jeffrey Archer, who 
did go to Oxford.

A small group of Tory men (and a few 
women here) educated at Oxford and 
also often at Eton are the base of the 
current ruling elite in the UK: deeply 
undemocratic, unaccountable, elitist, 
corrupt, repulsive, and many of them 
quite stupid.

Simon Kuper’s book Chums: How a 
Tiny Caste of Oxford Tories Took Over 
the UK shows, in the words of Tim 
Adams of the Observer, “the extent 
of the stubbornly incestuous Oxford 
networks that currently sit at the top of 
our politics…” It features Boris John-
son, Michael Gove, Jacob Rees-Mogg, 
David Cameron, George Osborne, Matt 
Hancock, Rory Stewart, Rishi Sunak, 
Liz Truss, Dominic Cummings plus 
lesser known asteroids such as Rachel 
Johnson (Boris’s sister), Dido Harding, 
and journalists such as Emma Tucker 
(one-time editor of the Sunday Times), 
Toby Young, Julia Hartley-Brewer and 
James Delingpole. Many of them stud-
ied Oxford’s “Politics, Philosophy, and 
Economics” course, established in the 
1920s expressly as a preparation for fu-
ture rulers.

Before any smugness sets in about 
“Tory toffs”, let’s not forget that Yvette 
Cooper, Keir Starmer (after first gradu-
ating from Leeds University), Ed Balls, 
Tony Blair, David and Ed Miliband, Tony 
Benn and Clement Attlee also attended 
Oxford. Those Labour politicians are a 
bit different, though: none of them are 
or were old Etonians, and they have not 
created or manipulated a “chumocracy” 
in quite the same way as the Tories. For 
all their faults, too numerous to men-
tion here, the Labourites came from a 
different world.

Eleven of the fifteen post-war Brit-

ish prime Ministers went to Oxford. 
(Churchill, John Major and Jim Cal-
laghan didn’t attend university, while 
Gordon Brown studied at Edinburgh.) 
Cabinets have likewise been stuffed 
with former Oxford students, but the 
“chumocracy” described by Kuper has 
been most potent since 2010.

Kuper highlights two areas where 
the chumocracy of mostly-1980s Ox-
ford students has played a crucial role 
in shaping national policy, with bad 
effects for the rest of us. According 
to Kuper, the role played by the Ox-
ford caste was essential in what hap-
pened in the European Referendum 
in June 2016. For once the Chums did 
not unite. David Cameron, then Prime 
Minister, thought he could “wing it” by 
calling a referendum without proper 
preparation or planning.

Brexit
Dan Hannan, also an Oxford student, a 
few years later than Cameron, had long 
been a campaigner from getting Britain 
out of the EU. He persuaded Michael 
Gove and others to get on the band 
wagon, including Dominic Cummings, 
who had been Gove’s special adviser 
while at the Department of Education. 
They formed a rather uneasy alliance 
with Nigel Farage (whom they all de-
spised) and finally succeeded in re-
cruiting Boris Johnson, which they saw 
as a major coup.

All the rest is well-known. Cameron’s 
resignation left a vacuum in Downing 
Street that Johnson was, of course, 
eager to fill. He lost out to Theresa May 
and had to wait until she too resigned. 
One feature of all these Oxford musi-
cal chairs was that hardly anyone in 
a prominent position had much clue 
about what Brexit might mean. As 
Kuper notes: “Brexit was above all their 
generational grand project designed 
to protect the powers of their personal 
fiefdom of Westminster. The rest was 
just detail — boring issues of govern-
ance best left to swotty civil servants”.

And then the “swotty” were another 
wing of the same crowd. Jeremy Hey-
wood, at Oxford from 1980-83, was the 
head of the civil service at the time, de-
scribed by Kuper as “the junior execu-

tive wing of Britain’s Oxocracy”.
Kuper’s description of “The Chumoc-

racy Pandemic” shows how, when the 
chumocracy are confronted by some-
thing about which they know even less 
than usual, they can still muddle along 
by getting on their phones to enlist old 
cronies.

“Much of Britain’s pandemic re-
sponse was routed through people 
who had been at university with John-
son et al., then gone into business 
rather than the soul-corrupting civil 
service, had married Tories or business 
moguls and ended up on the London 
Tory dinner-party circuit or in the pad-
dock at Cheltenham…” People like 
Dido Harding, who, despite having no 
qualifications or appropriate experi-
ence, was put in charge of the NHS’s 
Test and Trace programme. She is, in 
fact, a prominent figure in the world of 
horse-racing, just the sort of person you 
would want to lead a major programme 
in the fight against a pandemic. 

Unsurprisingly, the pandemic be-
came an opportunity for companies 
such as Serco to make obscene profits 
out of the misery of millions. Serco’s 
Chairman is Rupert Soames, a former 
Oxford Union President and member 
of the notorious Bullingdon Club. He 
was paid £4.9 million in 2020.

Lockdown rules
Equally unsurprisingly, the chums 
didn’t bother too much about lock-
down rules. Those were for the plebs 
and oiks. Hence parties at Ten Downing 
Street when everyone else was stuck at 
home. Boris Johnson’s response (other 
than lying) was to appoint a new com-
munications director, Guto Harri, yet 
another Oxford University contempo-
rary.

At the end of his always interesting 
and revealing book, Simon Kuper ends 
with a chapter describing what he sees 
as the recent decline of the chumoc-
racy. In his opinion Oxford admissions 
are now more open, democratic and 
accountable. There is much to quibble 
about here and I suspect that, like me, 
many people will take some convinc-
ing.

His main suggested reform is to 

transform Oxford and Cambridge into 
post-graduate universities, but it is dif-
ficult to see how that is going to make 
much difference.

My other observation is that Kuper 
doesn’t offer an analysis that links 
neo-liberal, monetarist, free-market 
ideology to the chumocracy, yet there 
are surely links and this should be 
brought out. All of them are free-mar-
keteers in one way or another, and 
that isn’t all about Eton and the Oxford 
Union. □

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 □

Eton 
College

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

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

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

Almost all countries with more-or-
less reliable statistics now show 

a falling or stable Covid death-rate. 
But Germany, the Netherlands, the 
UK, Austria, Australia and others 
show “excess” deaths in late 2022 
greatly above numbers attributable 
to Covid. In Britain, cumulative NHS 
cuts will have played a big part; but 
there are probably other factors, 
common to this range of countries: 
a “backlog” of medical issues ne-
glected during lockdowns, and a 
revival of older infectious diseases 
suppressed during lockdowns. Lock-
downs did slow the Covid surge at 
critical points, but with a cost. We 
need measures sustaining health 
across the board:

• 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
• bringing social care into the pub-

lic sector with NHS-level pay and 
conditions 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

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
https://profilebooks.com/work/chums/
https://profilebooks.com/work/chums/
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https://workersliberty.org/join-awl
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Our pamphlets
Browse and buy our pam-

phlets including:
•The German Revolution: 

writings of Luxemburg
•For Workers’ Climate 

Action
•Two Nations, Two States 
•Workers Against Slavery
•How to Beat the Racists
•Shapurji Saklatvala: So-

cialist Rebel in Parliament
•Stalinism in the Interna-

tional Brigades
•The story of Sylvia 

Pankhurst
•Left Antisemitism: What it 

is and How to Fight it
•Arabs, Jews, and Social-

ism: Socialist Debates on 
Israel/Palestine
•The Occupation of the 

Cammell Laird Shipyard
•When workers beat the 

fascists
•Automation and the 

working class □
workersliberty.org/
publications/

How “Integrated Care Boards” 
will hurt the NHS
By Jayne Evans

In April 2023 a new payment 
scheme will be introduced 

which will determine how ser-
vices in the NHS are financed 
and structured. At the same 
time as service providers are 
being instructed to make a 4% 
cut, this new scheme will fur-
ther limit the provision of all 
services which come under the 
new Integrated Care Boards 
(ICBs).

According to the Keep Our 
NHS Public campaign, this 
new scheme aims to control 
total expenditure through a 
single pot of money for each 
Integrated Care Board (ICB). 
The payment scheme, to be 
published by NHS England, 
will result in a postcode lottery 
with different prices for the 
same treatment or service in 
different places, a patient lot-
tery with different prices for 
different types of patients, and 
a provider lottery with different 
prices for different providers 
supplying the same treatment 
or service.

Each ICB will draw up a for-
ward plan for NHS services in 

their area. The allocation from 
NHS England to the ICB is in-
tended to cover the cost of 
their plan, and the plan must 
be adjusted to fit within the 
cost. NHS England will force 
ICBs to stay within budget. 

The ICBs will be advised in 
this budgeting by private com-
panies. Of the 57 firms accred-
ited by NHS England for this, 
14 are based in the heavily pri-
vate-profit US health system.

Payment model
One example of those com-
panies’ approach to the NHS 
reforms comes from IQVIA. 
They have $13.87bn annual 
revenue, were awarded major 
Covid contracts, and have 
13 accreditations. In January 
2021, they said the following 
about the new payment model 
then mooted: 

“A new payment model has 
been created, which can be 
considered as a hybrid that 
combines a capitated popula-
tion budget, an improvement 
payment scheme and a gain/
loss share arrangement. NHS 
England and NHS Improve-
ment have made it clear that 

they want ICSs to have finan-
cial accountability, with a ‘sin-
gle-pot’ which provide the 
funding for health and social 
care services which are com-
missioned at a System level. 

“Capitated payments are 
lump-sum and not linked to 
how much care is provided. 
Providers have the flexibility 
to spend money on services 
they think will secure the best 
outcomes for their respective 
patient population. Commis-
sioners will set the outcome 
measure and tender to select 
the best provider to deliver 
services.”

Budget pressure
If activity goes above plan, the 
provider will receive 75% of 
tariff prices for the increased 
activity, whilst if activity falls 
below plan, payment will be 
deducted at the 75% rate. This 
provision is to pressurise pro-
viders to stick to budget.

As Keep Our NHS Public re-
port:

“The 2006 Dental Contract, 
still in place, illustrates the 
problems with rigid fixed fund-
ing and ill considered local 

variability... Back in 2006, the 
government imposed a con-
troversial contract based solely 
on the number of units of den-
tal activity (UDAs) achieved by 
dentists. The new target-driven 
contract has had a corrosive 
impact on the way dentistry is 
delivered to patients, and on 
how dentists feel about pro-
viding services for the NHS.

“It brought in a fixed budget 
for NHS dentistry because 
dental practices were limited 
in the amount of NHS care 
they could provide patients, 
depending on how many 
UDAs they were commis-
sioned to deliver in their con-
tract. If a dental practice were 
contracted to say deliver 1,200 
UDAs over the year, the expec-
tation would be that these will 
be spread out evenly over the 
year. 

“If the practice reaches its 
quota — and spikes do hap-
pen! — sometimes dentists are 
forced to turn away patients, 
regardless of need, for fear 
of breaching their contract... 
Senseless targets without any 
regard to patients’ needs. Den-

tists receive financial penalties 
when they don’t hit targets, re-
ceive no compensation when 
they exceed them, and have 
no scope to take on new NHS 
patients, even when they have 
spare capacity.”

Private provision
This new financing model will 
further reduce access to NHS 
services and increase the role 
of private companies in health 
provision and in the organisa-
tion and design of health pro-
vision.

The changes also lay the 
ground for a break-up of na-
tional pay bargaining. Ser-
vices in different areas will get 
differing budgets, so the ar-
gument that local population 
needs, varying costs of living 
and budget constraints should 
mean variable rates of pay, will 
be strengthened.

The health trade unions and 
the labour movement need to 
organise co-ordinated indus-
trial and political campaigns 
to oppose and resist these 
changes. □

Russia and the threat of the open window 
By Tom Harrison

For some oligarchs in Putin’s 
Russia, business isn’t just 

dangerous, it’s proving to be 
fatal. Since we highlighted nu-
merous “unexplained deaths” 
last May (Solidarity 636), an-
other batch of prominent 
Russian business people have 
met with mysterious ends.

Some of the latest fatalities 
— Dan Rapoport, Ravil Ma-
ganov, Gregory Kochenov, 
Pavel Antov — slipped this 
mortal coil falling from those 
extremely unsafe Russian win-
dows. Others suffered fatal 
falls from a motorboat (Ivan 
Pechorin) or down a flight of 
stairs (Anatoly Geraschenko. 
Dmitriy Zelenov).

The gunshot wound that 
saw off Pavel Pchelnikov was 
explained away as “suicide”, 
but the same could not be 
said in the case of Yuri Vo-

ronov, a subcontractor for 
Gazprom, found shot dead in 
his swimming pool in St Pe-
tersburg.

Toad venom
The weirdest death was that 
of billionaire Alexander Sub-
botin, a board member of 
Lukoil, the second largest en-
ergy company in Russia after 
Gazprom. He’d apparently 
died after visiting a shaman 
for a hangover cure consisting 
of toad’s venom! You couldn’t 
make it up. If John le Carré 
put stuff like that in a novel it 
would strain readers’ credu-
lity. Needless to say, no one 
has been brought to book in 
Russia for being complicit in 
any of these deaths.

Though one might not be 
too upset about the demise of 
oligarchs who acquired their 
wealth basically from robbing 
the Russian people, not all 

those with an “unexplained” 
demise fit that category. The 
deaths include an editor of 
Komsomolskaya Pravda, a for-
mer head of the Moscow Avi-
ation Institute, a director of 
logistics for Russian Railways, 
a director of an IT company 
and Director General of the 
Admiralty Shipyards.

Police state
What can we conclude from 
these deaths, of which many, 
if not all, must be murders? 
Putin’s Russia is a quasi-fascist 
police state and the crushing 
of dissent against the war 
against Ukraine a major prior-
ity for him. That some of the 
victims were from Lukoil and 
voiced major reservations 
about the invasion is signifi-
cant.

However, the elimination 
of major figures in the murky 
world where business and the 

state cohabit has another di-
mension.

We only know about the 
deaths of prominent people. 
Sanctions have reduced the 
pie which can be cut up by 
the thieves and gangsters 
that predominate in Russian 
society, so there are bound to 
be more of them further down 
the food chain.

Though Putin’s grip on Rus-
sian society may appear solid, 
the deteriorating economy 
combined with massive casu-
alties from a poorly trained 
army he is intent on sending 
into battle will surely under-
mine his dictatorial grip. All 
power then to anti war pro-
testers in Russia itself who, 
despite consideration for their 
own safety, continue to stand 
up to this monstrous dictator 
and war criminal. □
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How antidepressants can help
By Zack Muddle

The first sentence of Martin Thomas’s 
article, “How capitalism makes dis-

tress” (Solidarity 659) could be a case 
study in how socialists shouldn’t write 
about medications.

“Around 10% of people in richer cap-
italist countries are on antidepressants, 
though they usually do no better than 
placebo.” (Emphasis added.)

Martin’s ham-fisted side comment, 
the second clause, in an otherwise 
good article, is both false and, despite 
intentions, dismissive.

The article Martin cites itself states 
that they are “slightly more effective 
than a placebo” for “most people”, and 
cites a study that “for 15% of people 
antidepressants provided large bene-
fits independent of the placebo effect”. 
For people struggling with depression, 
any “slight” help — on top of an already 
considerable placebo effect — cannot 
be simply dismissed as nothing.

The British Medical Journal (BMJ) 
paper that the more sensationalist 
Economist article that Martin read cites 
finds that “mean difference between 
drug and placebo favoured drug... Dif-
ferences between drug and placebo 
increased significantly (P<0.001) with 
greater baseline severity [i.e. worse 
initial depression].” The BMJ’s paper 
states clearly that “meta-analyses have 
[already] confirmed that antidepres-
sants have greater efficacy than pla-
cebo, but the mean difference is small”.

A more adequate coverage of the 
BMJ paper than Martin’s sentence 
would recognise several important 
things.

Assuming, not uncontroversially, that 
the “trimodal model” of response distri-
butions that this particular BMJ metas-
tudy uses is valid, it shows that 24.5% of 
people got a very large improvement 
in depression on drugs (15% more 
than placebo), only 12% saw “minimal” 
improvement (9% less than placebo), 
with most having an improvement 
somewhere in the middle. Addition-
ally, without this assumption, or with 
a different one, the distribution of the 
significant benefits of antidepressants 
above and beyond placebos may well 
be more uniform. The paper’s authors 
themselves recognise its limitations. 
Another limitation in generalising from 
its findings is that “about 78% of pa-
tients with major depressive disorder 
are excluded from typical clinical trials”. 
Such limitations should caution against 
sweeping simplistic generalisations.

The BMJ article considers only stud-
ies (submitted to the USA’s FDA) of 
antidepressants on their own, against 
depression. But antidepressants can 
be used to treat other conditions, in-
cluding OCD, anxiety, PTSD, and some 
chronic pain. Martin’s misreading of 

the facts could not be automatically ex-
tended to other conditions.

The NHS states that “[i]t’s not known 
exactly how antidepressants work.

“While antidepressants can treat the 
symptoms of depression, they do not 
always address its causes. This is why 
they’re usually used in combination 
with therapy to treat more severe de-
pression or other mental health condi-
tions.

“Research suggests that antidepres-
sants can be helpful for people with 
moderate or severe depression. They’re 
not usually recommended for mild de-
pression, unless other treatments like 
talking therapy have not helped.

“If you take an antidepressant for 
four weeks without feeling any bene-
fit, speak to your GP or mental health 
specialist. They may recommend in-
creasing your dose or trying a different 
medicine.”

Use
That is, they should be used to com-
plement other treatments, not on their 
own; they should generally only be 
used with those for whom their benefit 
beyond placebo is, on average, greater 
(and for whom the need is greater); and 
a different drug should sometimes be 
tried where they have a limited impact. 
The BMJ study recognises that differ-
ent antidepressants have different lev-
els of efficacy above and beyond the 
placebo. Some people may respond 
better to some and worse to others; 
switching may allow an even greater 
net benefit beyond placebo.

A major study in The Lancet found 
that “[a]ll antidepressants were more 
efficacious than placebo in adults with 
major depressive disorder”. It recog-
nises that many stop taking antide-
pressants, and for different reasons: 
such as getting side effects, and with-
out sufficient benefit to deem it worth 
continuing. It emphasises that there are 
complex trade-offs to be made by clini-
cians prescribing, and patients taking, 
each, or any, antidepressant.

It recognises at the top that “because 
of inadequate resources, antidepres-
sants are used more frequently than 
psychological interventions.”

Both the BMJ and Lancet articles are 
serious metastudies. The Economist’s 
back-of-an-envelope tallying up of a 
number of published and unpublished 
trials, each counting as one result, is 
not.

We seek to build a society that ends 
many of the driving forces of misery. 
Short of, and as part of fighting for that, 
we seek an expansion of health and so-
cial care. Therapy and other non-phar-
macological interventions which are 
currently underfunded, hard to access, 
and insufficient, would be much more 
readily available. These social changes 
would reduce the burdens of depres-
sion, anxiety, PTSD; would reduce the 
need for antidepressants; meanwhile 
increasing their efficacy when used. 
There would be increased support 
for helping people to come off them, 
safely, and in a timely manner.

There are many drawbacks of antide-
pressants, from side-effects to depend-
ency. Medical practitioners should not 
prescribe them lightly, and, I believe, 
for the most part, don’t. None of my 
friends who I’ve talked to about their 
taking antidepressants found the deci-
sion an easy one. If misplaced prescrip-
tion of antidepressants is a significant 
problem in the UK, it is almost certainly 
due primarily to lack of wider support 
to make them redundant. More evi-
dence, which the BMJ article may help 
contribute to, may allow more targeted, 
and so more effective, treatment. Un-
der-treatment of serious depression 
certainly is a serious problem.

Dismissive
A dismissive attitude towards antide-
pressants, common on much of the 
left, is not only false and simplistic, 
but harmful. We can critique the social 
causes of depression, and the insuffi-
cient non-pharmacological support, 
without dismissing pharmacological 
support. Antidepressants are by no 
stretch of the imagination a sufficient 
answer to depression, but that does not 
mean that they aren’t, for some people 
in some situations, part of the answer. 
We can critique for-profit pharmaceuti-
cal R&D without binning their findings.

How will the perhaps 10% of those 

reading Martin’s false sentence who 
take antidepressants to feel? For most 
of them these evidence-based medi-
cations will have been a significant and 
real help, for a debilitating condition. 
We should not say: “you were foolish 
to take them”, “your GP was foolish to 
prescribe them”, or even “you should 
stop taking them”. Nor should we seek 
to deflate the very real placebo com-
ponent of their benefit. We should rec-
ognise the complexity of the situation, 
and what we don’t know as well as what 
we do. □
• The (too elliptical) clause cited aimed 
to signal only that the “hard fact”, 10% 
on antidepressants, underestimates 
depression because most of those 
taking the pills still suffer, if less, and 
many won’t take them. The article 
was about why mental distress is so 
widespread even among not-so-poor 
people in capitalism. Yes, it should 
have been “little better” rather than “no 
better”. MT

BMJ

The Lancet 
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The best biography of Connolly

By Patrick Murphy

I’m not sure if I’ve read every serious 
biography or study of the great Irish 

socialist, James Connolly, but I think I 
have just read the best.

Whereas others have sought either 
to claim him for their own particular 
project or discredit him as a nationalist 
renegade, Liam McNulty’s recent book, 
James Connolly: Socialist, Nationalist 
and Internationalist does Connolly the 
honour of trying to properly under-
stand his ideas and political develop-
ment.

Connolly has too often been the vic-
tim of selective and partial readings, 
whether from nationalists who ignore 
his long record of activity as a work-
ing-class fighter, or from socialists who 
brush quickly over his full-throated in-
volvement in the Easter Rising. McNul-
ty’s book gives full recognition to the 
immense achievements of this tower-
ing, self-educated working-class leader 
while acknowledging the contradic-
tions and limitations in his lifelong at-
tempt to “carve out the future of which 
we speak”.

He locates those contradictions and 
limitations within the material circum-
stances Connolly faced; not to explain 
them away but to better understand 
them and assess the man fully. The 
result is a rounded work which treats 
James Connolly as a real (albeit ex-
ceptional) human being rather than an 
icon.

For good reason the life of James 
Connolly will forever be an inspira-
tion to working-class militants. Born in 
extreme poverty in the slums of Edin-
burgh and never far above the bread-
line throughout his life, he equipped 
himself through self-education and po-
litical activity to grapple with the most 
complex and important issues facing 
humanity and debate them in a manner 
that ranks alongside some of the giants 
of our movement’s history.

McNulty’s book takes us from his 
youthful involvement in Scottish so-
cialism, to his recruitment as an organ-
iser of the Dublin Socialist Club and 
founder of Irish Marxism, through to his 
role as an organiser for socialist parties 
and the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW) in the US, his leadership of the 
Dublin Lockout and the Irish Transport 
Union (ITGWU) with Jim Larkin on his 
return to Ireland and finally to his fate-
ful and contentious participation in the 
1916 Rising. Throughout this account, 
however, the book places his ideas and 
their evolution at the centre.

This focus is vital. There are few lead-
ing figures in our history who so effec-

tively combined the development and 
advocacy of ideas with a significant 
track record of activism and leader-
ship in the day-to-day class struggle. 
It would be enough that Connolly es-
tablished Ireland’s first Marxist party 
(the ISRP), launched the Irish Labour 
Party, and led the 1913 Dublin Lockout 
during which he formed a workers’ mi-
litia and built up the first big industrial 
union, the Irish Transport and General 
Workers Union.

While busy with all that, however, he 
developed the first materialist history 
of Ireland, created a radical critique of 
Irish nationalism, became a convert to, 
and then an advocate for, the ideas of 
industrial unionism and developed an 
understanding of the link between na-
tional and social emancipation ahead 
of his time.

Revolutionary unionism
Reading McNulty’s book, the contri-
bution that stands out is Connolly’s 
introduction of revolutionary indus-
trial unionism, not only to the Irish 
working class but to the debate in the 
wider British labour movement of the 
time. Impressed by what he saw during 
seven years in the US, in particular the 
development of the IWW, he became 
convinced the route to socialism went 
through the organisation of “one big 
union” in each industry which would 
prepare “within the framework of the 
capitalist society, the working form of 
the Socialist Republic”.

Yet the episode in this life which is 
most remembered and discussed is 
the final act — his involvement in, and 
execution following, the 1916 Easter 
Rising.

Those who reacted with shock and 
surprise at Connolly’s actions have a 
stronger case than those who, whether 
in praise or condemnation, see it as a 
simple surrender to physical force Irish 
nationalism. On the face it, his co-lead-
ership of a doomed military adventure 
carried out by a small minority of a mi-
nority and organised with conspirato-
rial secrecy is hard to square with the 
resolutely independent class fighter of 
the Lockout and the “big union”. Mc-
Nulty helps make sense of what was 
going on here in what is perhaps the 
best section of his book. It is the part 
that helps make his work stand out 
from others.

Without seeking to denounce or 
celebrate, he places Connolly’s ac-
tions and thought processes within the 
wholly unique and demoralising cir-
cumstances in which they developed. 
He was devastated by the defeat of the 
great Dublin lock-out and even more so 
by the collapse of the socialist parties 
of the Second International into sup-
port for “their” nations in the First World 
War. He saw these setbacks as linked in 
one important respect. In both cases 

the British trade union and socialist 
leaders had reneged on commitments 
to solidarity and internationalism in fa-
vour of social peace and patriotism.

Spirit
Possessed still of an indomitable spirit, 
Connolly convinced himself that in-
dependence for Ireland even more 
essential and a military revolt against 
British rule was winnable. “England’s 
misfortune”, as he famously said, “was 
Ireland’s opportunity”. He did this at a 
time when other forces, alien for the 
most part to his politics, were reaching 
the same conclusion and preparing 
to carry it out. McNulty makes it clear 
that Connolly developed this idea in-
dependently of the republican IRB 
and was prepared to carry it out with 
the tiny forces of the Irish Citizen Army 
alone if necessary.

His part in the Rising doesn’t, how-
ever, fit neatly into the rest of Connol-
ly’s life. It is neither a straightforward 

continuation of his previous work nor a 
complete rupture or political collapse. 
The final section of the book explores 
with clarity and diligence how it came 
to such an end. In essence Connolly 
was attempting to keep a revolutionary, 
emancipatory spirit alive in the grim-
mest of times, in the hope that a cou-
rageous example would ignite a wider 
conflagration.

It was a quixotic end which even his 
good friends in the socialist movement 
struggled to understand. Whatever is 
made of McNulty’s attempt to make 
sense of and evaluate it, though, he 
gives no credence to any suggestion 
of dishonour, betrayal or simple politi-
cal collapse. He quotes the Scottish so-
cialist John Leslie, who first introduced 
Connolly to Marxism as a young man 
and who later developed differences 
with him and was mystified by (and 
opposed to) his participation in 1916. 
Despite that Leslie’s obituary, in the so-
cialist journal Justice, remarked that:

“Of all the men whom I have ever 
known or could ever read of in tale or 
history there is not one who brought a 
cleaner soul, a more disinterested en-
thusiasm or a courage more undaunted 
to the service of working people than 
did James Connolly”.

In portraying him not as a sacred icon 
but as a living, thinking class fighter 
constantly trying to organise his class 
into a force that could make a world fit 
for all, McNulty reminds us why Con-
nolly is a figure to emulate. □

This book discusses Connolly not 
just as an Irish hero, but traces 

how he was shaped by and re-
sponded to the international social-
ist and labour movement of his time. 

It traces his influences and in-
fluence through a transnational 
network of working-class activists, 
socialist agitators, and revolutionary 
nationalists. □
workersliberty.org/publications
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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. □ 
workersliberty.org/publications

For socialists 
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from primitive 
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of fools”. 265 
pages, £9.99 □
bit.ly/shop-wl

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://www.workersliberty.org/publications
http://www.workersliberty.org/publications
https://workersliberty.org/publications


12 @workersliberty fb.com/workerslibertyworkersliberty.org @workersliberty

Tom Nairn, 1932-2023
By Martin Thomas

I met Tom Nairn, who has died at the 
age of 90, only once, when I was 17 or 

18 and he came to speak at a meeting 
at my university. I remember wonder-
ing how someone even more shy, awk-
ward, and dishevelled than I was could 
have become such a high-profile influ-
ence on the 1960s left.

Nairn wrote not awkwardly but exu-
berantly, floridly, splendidly.

The literary-only character of his ac-
tivity was typical of the New Left Re-
view (NLR) editorial group of which he 
was part. Perry Anderson, its leading 
figure, had taken over the Review in 
1962, at age 24 —  he can scarcely have 
been shy —  and though influential 
never appeared in public.

NLR originated from ex-Commu-
nist-Party dissident journals, and was 
broadly Labour-left in orientation. 
Under Anderson it went through many 
and rapid shifts, which included align-
ment with Mandelite “orthodox Trotsky-
ism” in the mid-70s. Nairn, a bit older 

than Anderson, was a dominant influ-
ence in its first shift, towards a “Gram-
scianism” on the model of the Italian 
Communist Party. He had worked in 
Italy.

He helped develop what was called 
“the Nairn-Anderson thesis”, which, 
somewhat on the model of Gramsci’s 
critique of Italian history, described 
the development of both bourgeoisie 
and working class in Britain as botched, 
misshapen.

E P Thompson’s polemic against the 
thesis (which Anderson at least later 
conceded to) summed up the tone 
scathingly, if ungenerously as regards 
Nairn’s prose:

“And other countries,” said Mr. 
Podsnap remorsefully. “They do how?”

“They do,” returned Messrs. Ander-
son and Nairn severely: “They do — we 
are sorry to be obliged to say it — in 
Every Respect Better. Their Bourgeois 
Revolutions have been Mature. Their 
Class Struggles have been Sanguinary 
and Unequivocal. Their Intelligentsia 

has been Autonomous and Integrated 
Vertically. Their Morphology has been 
Typologically Concrete. Their Proletariat 
has been Hegemonic.”

Even when NLR had real hopes from 
the 1964 Harold Wilson Labour govern-
ment (“change... could eventually have 
a revolutionary meaning... the Labour 
Government may play a positive part in 
this process” —  Nairn, November 1964) 
it was scornful of the “catalepsy”, “intel-
lectual stasis” and “superstitious trance” 
it saw in the working class. It looked to 
the work of “intellectuals” (themselves) 
importing enlightenment from “Other 
Countries” to fix that. But I don’t think 
Nairn was personally snooty, as distinct 
from having a penchant for ornate po-
lemic. He took part as a lecturer in the 
great Hornsey College of Art occupa-
tion of 1968, was sacked for his pains, 
and subsisted for a while on odd jobs.

His critical disdain for Britain (as com-
pared to Other Countries) was fruitful 
when in 1972 he wrote a brilliant spe-
cial issue of NLR, The Left Against Eu-

rope, later republished as a Penguin 
book, flaying the activist left’s adapta-
tion to the nationalist campaign against 
Britain joining the EU, then EEC. (Work-
ers’ Fight, forerunner of Solidarity and 
Workers’ Liberty, and two smaller 
groups, LSA and BICO, were the only 
dissidents in the activist left from the 
anti-EU consensus.)

Later Nairn’s anti-Britishism mutated 
into Scottish nationalism. I suspect that 
there was more of leftists who wanted 
to go nationalist using Nairn’s bravura 
denunciations of “Ukania” as a Marx-
ist-seeming story for themselves, than 
of him convincing, but those polemics 
got a wider reach than anything else he 
wrote.

Nairn was a more engaged, more el-
oquent instructor than the more recent 
run of “academic Marxists”, often as jar-
gonistic as anything Thompson could 
satirise, but focused on exegesis rather 
than live politics. Even when wrong (in 
my view), his polemics always gave 
grist for critical thought. □
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Council unions claim £15 per hour minimum
By a Unison member

Unison, GMB, and Unite, 
the three unions which ne-

gotiate for local government 
workers’ pay (including school 
support staff) in England and 
Wales have submitted a joint 
claim on 30 January for 2023-4 
pay, from 1 April 2023, of an 
increase of RPI plus two per 
cent on all grades.

They also demand:

• consideration of a flat rate 
increase in hourly rates to 
bring minimum rate to £15 ph 
within two years

• Improvement of family 
leave/pay

• An extra day’s leave
• A two-hour cut in the work-

ing week
• A homeworking allowance 

for those required to work at 
home

It’s late to submit, though 

not as late as 2022. The unions 
are asking the employers to 
respond positively after their 
employers’ side meeting on 
23 February, but have not said 
what will happen if the em-
ployers don’t respond by then.

Lose sight
The focus is on RPI+2%, but it 
is important than the unions 
don’t lose sight of the demand 
for a £15 ph minimum wage in 

local government. The gov-
ernment’s national minimum 
wage is rising to £10.42 on 1 
April, so the lowest paid coun-
cil and school workers will be 
paid only a few pence more 
than the legal minimum. 

Most high street supermar-
kets have a higher starting sal-
ary than Labour-run councils.

Unison members have voted 
to support a £15 ph minimum, 
and Unison and other trade 

unionists should lobby to en-
sure the employers don’t ig-
nore this aspect of the claim.

Last year the unions ac-
cepted a flat rate of £1,925 
for all grades in England and 
Wales, less than inflation for all 
workers.

On the latest figures (De-
cember-December), RPI infla-
tion was still 13.4%, CPI still 
10.5%. We can’t afford another 
year’s pay cut. □

NHS: reballot, unite, organise
By Alice Hazel

To win, NHS workers need escala-
tion, and that also means pushing 

for re-ballots, especially in trusts where 
Unison missed the thresholds.

Currently RCN strikes are being un-
dermined where Unison members 
have been instructed by their branches 
to cross picket lines. We have advo-
cated support for Unison members 
who decide not to cross RCN picket 
lines. Thousands of Unison members 
have left their union and joined the 
RCN because they want to strike.

Beyond that, the best way to achieve 
solid action in a workplace is for all 
the unions to win legal mandates and 
strike together. Winning second bal-
lots shouldn’t be taken for granted, 
but with improved membership data 
and focused resources it is possible 
in many more places. RCN members 
should help Unison branches in their 
workplaces with organising for ballots, 
even if their leadership guard against 
it. This is no time for petty competition 
between unions.

In Scotland, after RCN members re-
jected the latest pay offer, the union 
have again paused strikes for negoti-
ations. The Scottish government has 

proposed negotiations on the basis 
of accelerated talks for 2023-24, three 
additional months of 2023-24 pay, and 
a review of Agenda for Change (A4C, 
the NHS pay scheme) to “ensure nurs-
ing is rewarded properly”. The Scottish 
government have agreed to support 
extension of the strike-ballot mandates 
to allow for negotiations, but still the 
pause a tactical misstep by the RCN 
leadership. Negotiations should be 
conducted under pressure of an active, 
mobilised membership, in control of 
the dispute.

The review of A4C listed in these 
terms suggests that the RCN have been 
pushing for a “nurses’” solution. Such 
sectional approaches will not solve the 
crisis that lies at the heart of this dis-
pute. Many workers have organised for 
re-banding within A4C over the years, 
but any solution that breaks up the pay 
scales into different sections for differ-
ent groups of workers would be a very 
different and negative step, playing 
into the Tory government’s agenda. A 
united demand for fully funded pay in-
creases across the A4C scales is what 
all unions should be fighting for.

The networks linking NHS workers, 
including NHS Workers Say No and 

Nurses United, are currently not much 
more than Facebook and Whatsapp 
discussion forums and have played no 
role in co-ordinating rank and file input 
into the dispute, but there are moves 
to bring together cross-union organisa-
tion at a national level.

Working to encourage re-ballots, 
co-ordinating motions into local union 
branches, organising for national union 

conferences, even pushing for an ex-
traordinary RCN conference over strat-
egy, are all actions that could make a 
huge difference to members having a 
say about the progress of the dispute 
and make the difference to winning. 
Building a solid network out of the dis-
pute would in itself be a massive gain 
for the future. □

Escalation in universities
By a UCU member

University and College Union (UCU) 
members will strike on 18 days dur-

ing February and March in disputes 
over pay, pensions and working condi-
tions. After 1 February, action will esca-
late to two days a week (9-10 February), 
then three (14-16, 21-23) and four (27 
February to 2 March) and five (16-23 
March). 

Management’s latest pay offer var-
ies from 8% for the lowest paid (a rise 
that would be necessary in any case to 
meet living wage expectations), to 5% 
for those at the top of the scale. The 
latest round of pay talks saw a cynical 

increase in the offer for this top grade —  
mainly UCU members —  in an attempt 
to split the unions. UCU has rightly said 
this figure, well below inflation, isn’t 
good enough. There is also no pro-
gress on rethinking the massive cuts 
to retirement benefits for USS scheme 
members, nor on the other elements 
of the pay claim around equalities and 
casualisation. 

To pre-empt management propa-
ganda, the GS and President have put 
the offer to members in an informal 
online ballot with a recommendation 
to reject. However, this tactic was not 
agreed in advance with negotiators or 

the Higher Education Committee which 
is meant to lead on strategy. Disputes 
are not won by officers going it alone. 
Branches and activists need to be en-
gaged before members are polled by 
email.

This escalating pattern of strike action 
offers a real opportunity to put pres-
sure on management, but it is vital that 
branches —  and the union leadership 
—  address members’ concerns about 
access to the strike fund. Mid-way 
through there will be a new Branch Del-
egate Meeting, with scope from there 
to escalate further or pause the action 
dependent on progress. Meanwhile, 

from mid-February, there will be a re-
ballot to ensure action can continue to 
hit summer term marking and assess-
ment. We need to build the strikes and 
campaign for the biggest possible Yes 
vote to stop the further erosion of pay 
and conditions. □

More online
Ahmed Shawki, 1960-2023
US socialist whose group collapsed 

in an unprecedented way: bit.ly/
ahmed-s
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Arms for Ukraine, 
victory to Ukraine!
By Dan Katz

German Leopard 2, American M1 
Abrams and British Challenger 

tanks, together with highly effective 
armoured vehicles from the US and 
Sweden, have finally been promised to 
Ukraine.

Lt. Col. Voloshin, a Ukrainian tank 
commander fighting in eastern Ukraine, 
says his unit is using Soviet T-64 and 
T-72 tanks dating back to the early 
1980s. The Wall Street Journal quote 
him complaining: “For these heaps of 
metal, one day of fighting is followed 
by four days of repairs.” 

The Ukrainian army really needs 
modern tanks and has been asking for 
these weapons for many months.

German and US objections to sup-
plying battle tanks have been over-
come eventually by calculations made 
about battlefield probabilities, and po-
litical assessments, rather than moral 
dilemmas about supplying weapons 
to Ukraine. The German and American 
governments believe Putin and the 
Russian state has no intention of set-
tling with Ukraine soon and, moreover, 
intend a new push to try and take much 
more ground in Ukraine.

Forbes reports that parts of Rus-

sia’s elite 1st Guards Tank Army have 
redeployed some forces from Bela-
rus, where they were rebuilding after 
twice being seriously defeated by the 
Ukrainians (in Chernihiv, north of Kyiv, 
in March last year, and again around 
Izyum in early September). The 1st 
Guards 2nd Motor Rifle Division has 
moved into Luhansk oblast in eastern 
Ukraine, probably in advance of a Rus-
sian offensive there.

The US-led Western powers intend 
to prevent Ukraine from being overrun 
by Russia, but, simultaneously, to refuse 
Ukraine weapons and the quantity of 
weapons it needs to force Russia out. 
The West really wants a deal with Russia 
to end the war, but can see no immedi-
ate end in sight.

The tanks that the West has promised 
are in relatively small numbers. Ukraine 
is demanding 300 advanced, main bat-
tle tanks. Western military analysts think 
100 could change the dynamics on the 
battlefield.

On Sunday 29 January Ukrainian 
crews arrived in the UK to begin train-
ing on the Challenger tanks. But the UK 
is only sending 14, and delivery will be 
by the end of March. Only 31 US and 
14 German tanks have been agreed so 
far. Some have not even been built yet.

Germany unblocking the right to sup-
ply Leopard tanks will allow the Baltic 
states, Poland and others in Eastern Eu-
rope to donate Leopards too. Poland is 
willing to give 60 tanks.

But Ukraine needs much more. 
Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelen-
sky has asked for the US long-range 
ACTEMS missile system to allow 
Ukraine to strike arms depots po-
sitioned out of range of its artillery. 
Ukraine’s Deputy Foreign Minister An-
driy Melnyk has requested (soon to 
be decommissioned) Tornado aircraft 
from Germany. The German Defence 
Minister has replied that it is out of the 
question that Germany will give aircraft 
to Ukraine. The Western balancing act 
continues.

The fact that the Russians know that 
new tanks will arrive in Ukraine, but in 
several months’ time, also increases the 
likelihood of a major Russian offensive 
in the near future.

Workers’ Liberty remains committed 
to a Ukrainian victory. Ukraine is right to 
fight to defend its freedom, and the in-
ternational workers’ movement is right 
to offer solidarity to Ukraine in its fight 
against Russian imperialism, and to the 
Ukrainian working class. □

Holocaust Memorial Day: Éva’s diary

By John Cunningham

Friday 27 Jan was Interna-
tional Holocaust Remem-

brance Day. My chosen film, 
unfortunately, is not easily 
accessible and is not that 
well-known. Omer Bartov in 
his otherwise excellent book 
The “Jew” in Cinema doesn’t 
even mention it, although it 
is one of the most interest-
ing, if perplexing because of 
a peculiar twist, of the films 
depicting those terrible 
events.

There was a publish-
ing sensation in post-war 
Hungary when the diary of 
Holocaust victim Éva Hey-
man, a 13 year-old girl from 
the Transylvanian town of 
Nagyvárad (now Oradea 

in Romania), was found by 
her mother. Éva perished in 
Auschwitz and was dubbed 
the “Hungarian Ann Frank”. 
The mother, Ágnes Zsolt, 
who survived Auschwitz, 
published the diary as My 
Daughter Éva and in 1993 it 
was adopted for the screen 
by András Jeles, a brilliant 
avant-garde Hungarian film-
maker whose work nowa-
days is sadly neglected.

The film, called rather 
oddly Why wasn’t he there? 
(Senkiföldje — Dieu n’existe 
pas), follows Éva and the 
events leading up to her 
deportation, where the film 
ends. She reads Dickens’ 
David Copperfield and the 
film narrative is interspersed 
with scenes from the novel. 
As the rumours of the com-
ing deportations mount, the 
tension and desperation in 
Éva’s household increases 
but she finds solace and es-
cape in her diary and read-

ing. The peculiar twist is that 
there never was a diary. The 
mother forged it.

That assessment is now 
generally, although not uni-
versally, accepted because 
of close textual-historical 
analysis which reveals a 
number of contradictions in 
the time and dates of vari-
ous events.

Jeles knew this before he 

began filming but neverthe-
less went ahead saying that 
it was, regardless, a story 
worth telling.

The reasons why Éva’s 
mother invented the diary, 
assuming she did, are a mys-
tery; was it because of some 
kind of feeling of “guilt” be-
cause she had survived and 
her daughter had not?

As far as I know finance 
was not a consideration: she 
made no money out of it.

My guess  — and I empha-
sise it is a guess — is that 
Jeles thought the three nar-
ratives: Dickens’ novel, the 
diary in the film, and the for-
gery by her mother, are all 
somehow intertwined (the 
original working title was 
Parallel Lives).

All of them involved some 
kind of escape into another 
world, far from the oppres-
sive reality that steadily en-
gulfed Éva and her family. □

What we stand for

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• Independent working-class rep-
resentation in politics

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

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

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

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

• A workers’ movement that fights 
all forms of oppression

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

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

• Black and white workers’ unity 
against racism

• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global 

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

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

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

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

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

• workersliberty.org/join-awl

Kino Eye

The real-life Éva Heyman 
perished in Auschwitz.
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RMT still undecided 
on further action
By an RMT member

One hundred and fifty rail workers 
attended a meeting in Birming-

ham on Monday 23 January to hear a 
national dispute report back from the 
RMT union leadership on the recent 
deal offered to Train Operating Com-
panies (TOCs) workers; and the earlier 
one offered to, and rejected by, Net-
work Rail (NR) workers.

The unanimous feeling of the room 
was that the TOCs deal should be re-
jected, with the discussion centring on 
whether or not to put it to a referen-
dum. Almost all speakers from the floor 
clearly said it should not be. General 
Secretary (GS) Mick Lynch summarised 
the options: if it wasn’t put to a vote, the 
press would try to portray us as undem-
ocratic. If it was, and was accepted, it 
might mean the end of the RMT on the 
railway, and hence the end of the RMT, 
because there would be so many job 
losses and a general demoralisation of 
those remaining due to the bonfire of 
terms and conditions the deal involves.

Earlier, the GS had characterised the 
membership as being split into three 
equal parts: an activist group that was 
always up for a fight, a third that loy-
ally acted on the union’s instructions, 
whatever those instructions were, and 
the rest who wanted to call off the ac-
tion. The GS didn’t make the connec-
tion, but if those ratios are real then the 
solution to the referendum conundrum 
is there in his numbers; the first two 
groups give us the majority to continue 
the action without the need for a ref-
erendum if we fear, as we do, the dis-

solution of the union. It would then be 
up to the activists to promote that rea-
soning amongst the membership; that 
points to the need for them to get out 
amongst the general public to counter 
any negative news coverage.

On the question of what we should 
do next, things were generally much 
vaguer. There was only one definite 
proposal from the floor for escalating 
the action; it got some support from 
members, but not from the union’s 
president. He criticised the call for 
strikes every Saturday on the basis of 
comments made by rail minister Huw 
Merriman to the Transport Select Com-
mittee that the financial hit was greater 
on weekdays.

What Merriman actually said was that 
costs to the railway due to industrial 
action were £25 million on a working 
day and £15 million on a weekend day. 
He also mentioned a figure of £700 
million as an impact on the economy 
at large, but didn’t break that down 
to specify which day of the week had 
a greater impact. Without that level of 
detail, and factoring in the fact that the 
greatest post-Covid increase in passen-
ger numbers has been in leisure travel, 
I think the case can still be made that 
Saturday strikes will have the largest ef-
fect on the economy as a whole.

Suggestion
The president did offer the suggestion, 
amongst others, of action around the 
March budget which would also coin-
cide with the grim anniversary of P&O’s 
horrendous mass sacking of seafarers. 
Another member suggested all the un-
ions could coordinate their actions to 
be on alternate days, so there would 
be several days of strike reporting on 
TV in one week for each union to make 
its case without any union being over-
shadowed by the action of other un-

ions on the same day.
The GS made a few more points: that 

the union would try to ensure neither 
side of the dispute, neither Network 
Rail nor the TOCs, would settle until 
both had acceptable deals; there was 
going to be more money available for 
hardship payments; that we had to sup-
port Aslef’s strike on 1 and 3 Feb, hence 
the strike of RMT drivers on TOCs; and 
that there were ongoing discussions at 
the TUC for more coordinated action, 
and a national demonstration. □

More after 1 
February

By the time you read this, PCS, 
along with other unions, will be 

on our one-day strike on 1 February, 
or will have been.

As I write on 31 January, for the 
PCS the indications are that the 
strike will be well supported. We are 
aware of at least 350 pickets being 
planned; over a thousand members 
attended a digital meeting with our 
General Secretary last week; and in 
a meeting of branches who are on 
strike, over 140 delegates attended. 
These numbers are unprecedented. 
In conjunction with Trade Councils 
and other unions or on our own, we 
have set up rallies across the country.

Following 1 February, we must 
think urgently of what next. To begin 
that discussion, there will be an 
emergency National Executive Com-
mittee (NEC) on 7 February.

My consistent position is that along 
with as much selective action as we 
can afford — through a temporary 
increase in subs, we are generat-
ing extra hundreds of thousands 
of pounds a month for such action 
— there must be as much mass ac-
tion as possible. I would like to see a 
further all-out strike in February fol-
lowed by strikes in March. Where we 
can these should be held in conjunc-
tion with other unions, but of course 
PCS must work to win on its own if 
necessary.

We also now need to make a de-
cision regarding a reballot of mem-
bers. The strike mandate ends in 
May, and therefore if we are to have 
seamless action we will need to start 
the re-ballot in April. I am in favour of 
that though that still leaves questions 
of whether it should be one ballot, 
rather than disaggregated, whether 
action short of strike action should 
be included as a question, etc. For 
now though, all out on 1 February! □
• John Moloney is assistant general 
secretary of the civil service workers’ 
union PCS, writing here in a personal 
capacity
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An increase but 
more needed
In last week’s column we said an ad-

ditional £500 this week would help 
us to get the Ukraine speaker tour 
financed and help us box off one of 
our fundraising goals.

Unfortunately the £150 we re-
ceived still leaves us £350 off that 
quite meagre goal. With the biggest 
strike upon us in almost 10 years, 
please dig deep so we can make up 
that shortfall before the end of next 
week. □
• workersliberty.org/fund

A local Enough is Enough march
By Luke Hardy

Enough is Enough Kirklees called a 
400-strong protest march in Hud-

dersfield on 28 January about the 
cost of living. (Kirklees is the Borough 
Huddersfield is in).

The march got a good reception. 
Chants included: “The right to strike 
is under attack/ Stand up, fight back” 
and “Energy Prices on the Rise/ Let’s 
fight back and nationalise”.

Along with trade unionists (though 
not union contingents, apart from 
one Unison banner and a UCU group) 

were campaigners (many of them 
young) to save leisure centres and 
pools in Batley, Deighton in Hudders-
field and Slaithwaite.

There were short speeches from a 
range of unions, a couple of the lei-
sure centre campaigns, the Labour 
Party PPC for Huddersfield, and a 
Green councillor.

Unfortunately few of the speakers 
addressed how we escalate the strug-
gles. People from Socialist Alternative 
led chants of “What do we need/ A 
general strike”, but their paper seems 
a bit fuzzy on what this means. □

John Moloney
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NEU: set action now NEU: set action now 
for after 16 March!for after 16 March!
By David Pendletone

Reports suggest that the National Education 
Union (NEU) has continued to recruit signifi-

cant numbers of members in the run up to our 
first strike day on 1 February. This shows the real 
and growing appetite amongst school workers to 
fight back for pay rises and against cuts.

The fact that the union’s demand in the strike is 
for a fully-funded pay rise is significant. The pay 
settlement imposed by the government means 
that pay rises are paid out of schools’ existing 
budgets, which have increased less than inflation. 
The result is more school cuts, and, most often, 
reductions in support staff numbers.

Reduction in support staff numbers worsens 
educational outcomes for everyone, the ability 
of schools to be inclusive, and the workload of 
those staff who remain.

Support staff members in Wales beat the union 
law thresholds and will strike alongside teachers. 
Support staff in England missed the anti-union 
laws threshold, with a 84.13% “yes” vote on a turn-
out of 46.46%. Support staff in England should be 
re-balloted as soon as possible to enable them to 

join the fight. Support staff members who refuse 
to cross picket lines should be assured of the full 
support of the whole union.

The union has announced a calendar of strike 
action, to follow Wednesday 1 February by three 
weeks of rolling regional strikes between 14 Feb-
ruary and 2 March and two days of national strike 
on 15-16 March.

It is imperative that the union announces more 
dates, for soon after 16 March, now. Most schools 
have only two weeks of term after 16 March, so 
waiting until after 16 March to give the legally-re-
quired 14 days’ notice of further strikes means 
delay until the third term.

It is also critical that the action announced is a 
significant escalation. We will not win with a strat-
egy of a day here and a couple of days there.

It will be harder to persuade members about 
action after Easter, as we will enter the run-in to 
SATs, GCSEs and A-Levels. We will need to be 
prepared to persuade members to strike in that 
period, but that will be more easily done if we 
have had a significant programme of action be-
fore the Easter break and members can see that 
the union intends to fight to win. □

Stop the Israeli right’s war drive! 
Two nations, two states!
By Martin Thomas

Israel stands on the brink of another war in Gaza, 
and of patchy civil-war conditions in the West 

Bank and inside Israel itself.
The new Israeli government, with hard-right 

leader Benjamin Netanyahu and ultra-rightists in 
key posts, has stepped up Israeli killings in the 
West Bank and given a signal for further violence 
there by Jewish settlers.

On Monday 30 January, the Israeli newspa-
per Haaretz reported that just over the previous 
weekend “Israel... recorded 35 cases of nation-
alist crimes targeted at Palestinians in the West 
Bank, including of throwing stones at cars and 
vandalizing property... No arrests were made in 
any of the cases”.

So far Hamas’s ally Islamic Jihad has fired a few 
rockets from Gaza into Israel, hitting no-one, and 
Israel has responded with a bout of bombing. 
Many of Netanyahu’s ministers, at least, seem not 
at all bothered about the risk of pushing Hamas 
into concluding that it has to make a show of hit-
ting back and of a new war starting on the lines of 
2008-9, 2012, 2014, and 2021.

A war will serve Netanyahu’s far-right team by 
pushing aside the big movement of protest in-
side Israel about its moves to check the courts’ 
ability to restrain the government and against 
LGBTQ+ rights.

There have been big street protests every Sat-
urday in Tel-Aviv, the latest with 60,000 there, the 
equivalent of over 400,000 in Britain.

The demonstrations draw in many conservative 
and nationalist people. There have been special 
protests by workers in Israel’s pivotal high-tech 
industries, carrying Israeli flags. The Jewish-Arab 
movement Standing Together has also been 
there, with the message: “We say that there is an-
other way: the end of the occupation and Israe-
li-Palestinian peace, which will guarantee justice 
and independence for both peoples. Only in this 
way will we all gain security and bring hope.”

972 magazine reports that on one Saturday pro-
test, “several people carrying Palestinian flags or 
chanting anti-apartheid slogans were repeatedly 
reproached — and at times physically confronted 
— by other demonstrators for ‘diverting’ the mes-
saging from ‘defending Israeli democracy’ to is-
sues such as the occupation.

“When [Israeli-Palestinian political leader 
Ayman] Odeh or Palestinian activists from Stand-
ing Together took to the stage, some yelled that 
they didn’t want Arabs in the demonstration, and 

that the occupation should play no part in the 
protest”.

Activists retorted “that the country they are 
fighting for is one without a military regime and 
racist discrimination. ‘This struggle is for all of us 
— against fascism’, Odeh told the crowd. ‘Arabs 
and democratic Jews together. There will be no 
democracy without solidarity’.” (Protesting in Is-
rael against apartheid-like laws in the West Bank 
is different from the “Israel is an apartheid state 
which must be wiped off the map” message com-
mon in some circles in Britain.)

The most hopeful sign in the 2021 conflict was 
the mobilisation on the streets of Israeli-Palestin-
ians, who may paradoxically have more political 
leverage than Palestinians cooped up in the cities 
and villages of the West Bank (islands within the 
Israeli-controlled “Area C”) and Gaza (independ-
ent, but blockaded by Israel and Egypt, and de-
pendent on subsidies from Qatar).

This time, however, Palestinian participation in 
the protests has so far been small. There have 
been sporadic individual attacks on Jews by 
“lone-wolf” Palestinians. “The West Bank and 
Arab towns in Israel are flooded with guns”, re-
ports 972 magazine. An East Jerusalem Palestin-
ian told the New York Times: “When Palestinians 
are being killed daily, they see any attack that kills 
Israelis as something that redeems their dignity.”

That offers no hope of political progress, and 
may make it easier for the Israeli government to 
increase repression in the West Bank, to clamp 
down in majority-Arab areas in Israel, maybe to 
expel Arab citizens it classifies as “terrorist”. But 
then at present it is hard for Palestinians to see any 
political openings. A much stronger Arab-Jewish 
democratic movement inside Israel is needed to 
change that calculus, but has not revived yet.

As in 2021, a lurch into war and civil war in Is-
rael-Palestine is likely to enliven antisemitism in 
countries like Britain. Our response is to insist that 
self-determination for both peoples in Israel-Pal-
estine — Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank 
and a real independent Palestinian state along-
side Israel: two nations, two states — is the only 
democratic way out, and that targeting Israeli 
Jews, or all Jews, is a reactionary response.

Netanyahu has some “realpolitik” reasons for 
stopping short of war. He wants to keep Israel’s 
renewed friendly links with Turkey, and get Saudi 
Arabia to recognise Israel.

But those factors give no guarantees for peace 
and no hopes for progress. □

Street stall ahead of
 NEU’s strikes. 

Plymouth, 28 January
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By Alice Hazel

The next NHS strikes are on 
6-7 February, when mem-

bers of the RCN from acute, 
specialist and ambulance trusts 
across England and Wales will 
come out. This will be the big-
gest action in the health dis-
pute so far.

GMB ambulance members 
will be striking along RCN 
members on the 6th. The phys-
iotherapy union, CSP, will strike 
on 7 and 9 Feb, and Unison 
ambulance workers again on 
10 Feb.

We need to ensure the picket 
lines in this next round of action 
are full of talk about a strategy 
that can win. That means esca-
lating strikes and co-ordination 
between the unions. The lead-
erships of all the health unions 
show no inclination for this. 
Strikers pushing forward their 
voices and gaining some level 
of control of the dispute is im-
portant in itself, and key to suc-
cess of the strikes.

In the first strikes there may 
have been some benefit to 
rallying activists with separate 
strike days. For example, there 
are reports of physios being 
very pleased that they raised 
their profile by leading a strike 
of their own. However, the case 
for co-ordinated action is clear 

and seems to be widely sup-
ported on picket lines. Many 
members are asking: why isn’t 
there one big health union?

The GMB (a smaller health 
union) has co-ordinated its 
strike dates with other unions 
and there are rumours that Uni-
son is also considering this (it 
may explained postponing ac-
tion on 22 Feb). Going forward, 
the unions must co-ordinate 
strikes on the same days, mak-
ing it clear this is a cross-union, 
cross-NHS fight.

Alongside co-ordination 
we need escalation. The RCN 
needs to name more sustained 
dates for action, after the 6th 
and 7th. Unison needs to con-
firm dates to replace the 22nd.

In all the unions, but espe-
cially the RCN, work needs to 
be put into building up the 
strike fund for escalation and in 
increasing organising amongst 
members to lead the action. 
Currently the RCN executive is 
insisting on strike committees 

and picket lines being under 
strict supervision and control of 
RCN staff. We trust nursing staff 
to look after our dying relatives. 
It speaks very poorly of the 
union if it doesn’t trust its mem-
bers to lead their own dispute.

The issue is coming to a head 
within the RCN, with a signif-
icant number of union staff 
raising complaints internally 
that they’re being burned out. 
Complaints of union bureau-
crats to one side, the fact of the 
matter is that strike committees, 
picket lines, recruitment and 
the organisation of the action 
between strikes can all be bet-
ter handled by members pres-
ent in workplaces. If this strike 
is going to grow and have the 
industrial and political impact 
needed to win, rather than roll 
from strike day to strike day, the 
union needs to facilitate that 
activity, instead of keeping it in 
check. □
• More: page 13
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