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SOLIDARITY WITH THE 
UKRAINIAN LEFT
By Dan Katz

Olenka Gulenok and Kat-
eryna (Bri) Kostrova, two 

activists from the Ukrainian so-
cialist organisation Sotsialniy 
Rukh (Social Movement, SR), 
are visiting Britain in March.

The comrades will meet ac-
tivists, trade unionists, socialists 
and feminists as they briefly 
tour the country, speaking at 
conferences and public meet-
ings.

Workers’ Liberty is helping to 
organise these comrades’ visit 
because we believe that Olenka 
and Bri carry an important mes-
sage. These activists are au-
thentic representatives of the 

socialist movement in Ukraine: 
socialists who back Ukraine’s 
war against Russian imperial-
ist aggression but also defend 
workers’ interests against the 
Ukrainian capitalist class.

Unfortunately, such voices 
have rarely been heard in the 
UK. Sadly, and stupidly, much of 
the far left is hostile to Ukraine’s 
war to defend its right self-de-
termination and so has compre-
hensively alienated itself from 
the entire Ukrainian left and la-
bour movement. 

All of Ukraine’s trade unions, 
and left organisations back 
Ukraine’s fight. The Ukrainian 
labour movement knows that 
it will be destroyed if Putin 

overruns their country. Elected 
councils and government will 
be abolished if Russia imposes 
its rule in Ukraine and, instead, 
a regime of terror will be in-
stalled.

Stop the War have had to 
make do with a single, right-
wing Ukrainian pacifist and 
oddball to speak on their plat-
forms. Groups like Socialist 
Worker and the Stalinist Morn-
ing Star cannot find a single left-
wing Ukrainian who supports 
their position and will speak on 
their platforms.

The Ukrainian diaspora in the 
UK has been appalled by the far 
left that refuses to back them.

Workers’ Liberty hopes that 
as many British activists as pos-
sible will hear Olenka and Bri 
speak. As Russia begins a new 
offensive right across the Don-
bas frontlines hearing the voice 
Ukraine’s left is more important 
than ever.

We need to know exactly what 
we can do to help the Ukrain-
ian left and we need to listen 
to the comrades’ perspectives 
and thoughts about the current 
situation. We also hope Ukrain-
ians living in the UK will join us 
and discover that there are ra-
tional Marxists, Workers’ Liberty 
activists, who want to help their 
struggle.

Workers of the World, unite! 
□
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Solidarity to beat the Tories
“Move fast and break things” (Mark 

Zuckerberg) and “you never 
want a serious crisis to go to waste” 
(Rahm Emmanuel) are today’s rules of 
combat for the ruling class.

From their own angle, they’re right. 
In the class struggle, the side that is 
quickest on its feet, most agile, most 
energetic in mobilising and inspiring 
its supporters, is more likely to win.

The Tories are set to lose the next 
election, and to have difficulty with 
their MPs even getting through prag-
matic adjustments to their Northern 
Ireland Protocol. They are still setting a 
fast and determined pace.

They want to get through as much as 
they can in the limited time they have. 
They want to box in a future Labour 
government. They want to rally their 
core support. They are doing those 
things, and will continue until we stop 
them.

The Minimum Service Bill, making 
unions liable to injunctions if they call 
strikes not providing an official “min-
imum services” in public services, is 
speeding through the House of Lords. 
The government has already launched 
consultations on the “minimum ser-
vice” levels to be decreed in rail, am-

bulances, and fire, all to close in May.
The Public Order Bill, with the further 

clampdowns on protest rights which 
the Tories were not able to get into 
their Police, Crime, Sentencing, and 
Courts Act 2022, is even further on in 
the House of Lords. A few of its extrem-
ities have been lost in the Lords, but 
much bite remains.

The Integrated Care Boards set up 
under the Heath and Care Act 2022 
are reworking NHS operations, and 
the Tories remain as hardline against 
new funding for the service as they do 
against public-service pay rises even 

coming near to 2022-3 inflation, let 
alone catching up on years of decline.

Escalation
The Tories can be defeated. They have 
little public support, they are divided 
among themselves, and, most of all, 
they are unable to make anything work 
if workers withdraw our cooperation.

But to jog along at “marathon” pace, 
one day’s strike here, two day’s strike 
there, with never an escalating sched-
ule mapped in advance, is no way to 
win. Even less so, to jog along with 
periodic last-minute pauses, often ex-

plained as helping negotiations or pro-
moting calm.

The flow of new groups winning strike 
ballots will eventually dry up. Beyond a 
certain number, pauses and delays will 
sap our strike capacity. The more that 
bosses impose harmful changes piece-
meal, as they are doing in Royal Mail, 
the harder it will seem to defeat them 
across the board. Winning back pay 
to cover real-wage cuts already lived 
through in 2022-3 will come to seem 
more improbable as the 2023 pay set-
tlement dates come up.

Historically, strikes that win are those 
that are fast-moving, escalate, and end 
while convincing the bosses that the 
workers still have something in reserve, 
and will hit them even harder if they 
don’t back down.

This strike wave has built-in openings 
for strengthening each group’s strikes 
by coordinating them on the same date 
as others, with street protests and dele-
gations from one picket line to another. 
1 February gave some sign of what can 
be done, but a much smaller sign than 
it could have been.

We have until 1 March for unions 
to call coordinated strikes on 15-16 
March, and plan joint protests on those 
days. And announce further coordi-
nated strikes to follow, fast, if the gov-
ernment and the bosses don’t make bi 
concessions. □

Will workers be the revolutionary class?

By Martin Thomas

The emancipation of the 
workers is the act of the 

working class itself, not of 
a benevolent superior; and 
workers’ emancipation means 
also “freeing the whole of soci-
ety from exploitation, oppres-
sion, and class struggle”.

In some ways, that argument, 
from Marx’s Communist Man-
ifesto of 1848, requires less 
imagination today than it did 
back then.

Then, the working class was 
a minority in almost all coun-
tries; the industrial working 
class in mass production and 
in big cities, on which Marx 
focused, a smaller minority. 
In Capital volume 1, 19 years 
after the Communist Mani-
festo, he found that even in 

relatively-industrialised Eng-
land domestic servants were 
more numerous than factory 
workers.

The trade unions were small, 
mostly of craft workers rather 
than mass-production work-
ers, and often more concerned 
with welfare functions (help to 
members in finding jobs, in-
surance for unemployment, 
sickness, funerals, etc.) In fact, 
as Engels would later remark, 
the trade unions were often 
more concerned with restrict-
ing access to “skilled” trades 
than with class solidarity.

When Marx in the Commu-
nist Manifesto wrote of the 
“ever-expanding union of the 
workers”, and of the proletar-
iat (working class) as the “really 
revolutionary class”, it was not 
flat report, but daring extrapo-
lation.

Marx had the Chartist move-
ment in Britain, active since 
1838, to point to. But on 10 
April 1848, only two months 

after the Manifesto was pub-
lished, the Chartists slipped 
into decline. They mustered 
only 20,000 or 25,000 for their 
great demonstration in Lon-
don to present signatures for 
the Charter.

Bigotry
Support for votes for women 
was a minority view even 
among Chartists. The Chartists 
had prominent Irish and black 
leaders, but in 1870 Marx 
would write that conflict be-
tween the settled proletariat 
and the biggest group of mi-
grant workers, the Irish, was 
“the true secret” of capitalist 
power in Britain.

Marx and Engels took the 
long view. 31 years later, in 
1879, Engels told a German 
socialist that they should not 
overstate a few recent strikes 
in Britain: it was only “a nar-
row circle of strikes for higher 
wages and shorter hours” 
which did “not get the move-

ment one step further” in 
terms of lively organisation or 
political direction. “At present 
no real labour movement... ex-
ists here”. But it would come.

In 2023, the wage-working 
class is the largest class in the 
whole world’s population. In 
1848, about 15% lived in cities 
in the USA and France, about 
40% in England; now it is 55% 
worldwide, over 80% or over 
90% in many richer countries.

In many countries there 
are still huge numbers of 
“semi-proletarians”, and the 
very biggest workplaces are 
now found in China rather 
than in the older industrial-
ised countries. But big facto-
ries, depots, offices, etc. (office 
workers are wage-workers, 
too) predominate much more 
than in 1848.

The trade union movement 
has shrunk since the 1970s 
and 80s in countries such as 
Britain, but (if we count real 
union membership, and not 

membership of state-con-
trolled fake unions) expanded 
world-wide since then.

For two decades the major-
ity of trade-unionists in Britain 
have been women, and union 
density is higher among black 
workers here than among 
white. The carry-through from 
those statistics, and from 
good-sounding conference 
policies, into trade-union 
practice, is painfully slow, but 
it proceeds.

Since the 1980s we have had 
a period of reflux (such as Marx 
saw in all the years he was set-
tled in Britain, 1849-1883). We 
can’t yet know whether the 
current strike wave will renew 
the labour movement lastingly. 
We now know about a compli-
cation which Marx did not reg-
ister in 1848, the trade-union 
officialdom, now bolstered by 
armies of think-tank and NGO 
employees. But to extrapolate 
demands from us less daring 
than it did for Marx. □

Socialism vs 
capitalism

Editorial
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To win, we need much less calm
By Ollie Moore

On the evening of Friday 17 Feb-
ruary, a small group of UCU offi-

cials, not all of whom are even elected 
by UCU members, decided to sus-
pend university workers’ strikes due 
to begin on Tuesday 21 February. The 
suspension was justified on the basis 
of “progress” having been made in ne-
gotiations, such that what UCU general 
secretary Jo Grady called “a period of 
calm” was now warranted.

In fact there seems to have been lit-
tle “progress”, as we discuss elsewhere 
(page 13). Even if there had been more, 
the suspension poses a major demo-
cratic question that resonates beyond 
the UCU: who makes decisions about 
strikes — the striking workers them-
selves, or union officials?

It is obviously impractical, and would 
not be desirable even if it were prac-
tical, to organise referenda of all indi-
vidual union members every time a 
strategic decision needed to be made 
in the course of a dispute. But on major, 
turning-point decisions — and whether 
progress in negotiations is sufficient to 
merit calling off strikes is surely such a 
decision — unions should seek the wid-
est possible democratic input. Even 
with just three days, including a week-
end, before strikes, it is not beyond the 
means of a 21st-century trade union 
in the era of Zoom and Teams to have 
convened, at the very least, a meeting 
of its Executive Committee.

Thus far in the current strike wave, two 
other unions (CWU in Royal Mail and 
RMT on the national rail) have called 
off strikes in exchange not for material 
concessions but merely for the promise 
of more talks, described in both cases 
as a period of “intensive negotiations”. 
In neither case did those negotiations, 
with the employer no longer under the 
pressure of ongoing strikes, produce 
improved offers.

Wherever workers have made sub-
stantial gains in the current wave, it has 
been through taking or threatening 
sustained or indefinite action — not by 
sporadic patterns of one or two-day 
strikes, with officials signalling they will 
call off if the employers will only prom-
ise to negotiate more “intensively”.

But the UCU dispute in higher educa-
tion, let alone the wider strike wave, is 
not over. Assertion by UCU branches to 
demand greater democratic input and 
for a return to escalating action could 
revive the strikes. And workers in other 
unions should learn lessons for their 
own situations and disputes. 

With junior doctors in the British Med-
ical Association having voted 98% for 
strikes on a 77% turnout, and nurses’ 
union RCN escalating its action by with-
drawing “derogations”, the exemptions 
it provides to members in certain ser-
vices from striking, struggle in the NHS 
continues. A coalition of NHS campaign 
groups has called a national demon-
stration on 11 March, demanding the 
rebuilding and proper funding of the 
NHS, as well as in support of NHS work-
ers’ disputes. Such a demonstration is 
long overdue, and an important step 

towards explicitly politicising the strike 
wave around the social questions it has 
posed from the start.

Strike rallies and demonstrations on 
Budget Day, 15 March, when NEU, PCS, 
and others will strike, can also be part 
of that process. It is unfortunate that 
RMT has held back from joining the 
15 March strike, at least on national 
rail. RMT will join NEU on strike on 16 
March, but a significant escalation be-
yond its newly-announced rounds of 24 
and 48-hour strikes on national rail will 
be necessary in order to make mean-
ingful gains.

When disputes become deadlocked, 
workers and our unions are faced es-
sentially with two choices: give up, or 
step up. Workers who want to see their 
disputes through and win concessions 
from employers must organise, in their 
workplaces and unions, for stepping 
up. □

Strikes
22-24 February: Targeted strikes in 
four areas by teachers in Scotland 
(EIS)
27 February:  Drax power station 
workers (Unite) strike
28 February: Workers at Amazon’s 
BHX4 warehouse in Coventry (GMB) 
strike
28 February-1 March:  Teachers 
strike across Scotland (EIS)
28 February: Teachers in the North-
ern, North West, and Yorkshire and 
Humber regions (NEU) strike
1 March: Teachers in the East Mid-
lands, West Midlands, and Eastern 
regions (NEU) strike
1-3 March: NHS nurses in multiple 
trusts in England (RCN) strike
2 March: Teachers in London, South 
East, South West, Wales, and sup-
port staff in Wales (NEU) strike
2 March:  Workers at Amazon’s 
BHX4 warehouse in Coventry (GMB) 
strike
Until 3 March: Selective strikes in 
civil service departments (PCS)
Various dates to 3 March: Petrofac 
offshore workers (Unite) strike
6 March:  Ambulance workers 
(GMB) strike
6, 13, 20, and 27 March:  Drax 
power station workers (Unite) strike
7-9 March: Targeted strikes in four 
areas by teachers in Scotland (EIS)
13-17 March: Workers at Amazon’s 
BHX4 warehouse in Coventry (GMB) 
strike
13 March-21 April: 20 further days 
of rolling strikes by teachers in Scot-
land (EIS)
15 March: Civil servants (PCS) strike
15 March:  Junior doctors in NHS 
England (HCSA) strike
15-16 March: Teachers in England 
and Wales (NEU) strike
16 March: Workers at mainline Train 
Operating Companies (RMT) strike
16-17 March: Network Rail workers 
(RMT) strike
16-17 and 20-22 March:  Higher 
Education workers at 150 universi-
ties (UCU) strike
18 March: Workers at mainline Train 
Operating Companies (RMT) strike
20 March:  Ambulance workers 
(GMB) strike
30 March: Workers at mainline Train 
Operating Companies (RMT) strike
March, date TBC: 72-hour strike by 
junior doctors (BMA)
1 April:  Workers at mainline Train 
Operating Companies (RMT) strike
Until 3 April: Discontinuous strikes 
by workers at drinks manufacturer 
Diageo’s plant in Leven, Scotland 
(Unite). 
4, 10, and 17 April:  Drax power 
station workers (Unite) strike □

More on Ukraine
Holodomor: the Ukrainian famine 

of 1932-3
bit.ly/ukr-ho

Why we won’t march with Stop The 
War on 25 Feb
bit.ly/ukr-stw

The history behind the war
bit.ly/ukr-h

Delegation to Ukraine reports back
bit.ly/ukr-de

The truth about Maidan
bit.ly/t-maid

And yet more
bit.ly/ukr-i

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) meet-
ings, see online. 
 

Monday 27 February, 7pm: The Communist Manifesto: Workers’ Liberty 
study group 
Wednesday 1 March 7.45pm: Workers’ unions fighting back — strike waves in 
British history 
Sunday 5 March 5pm: Ukrainian socialist speaker tour reception, Bread and 
Roses Pub, 68 Clapham Manor Street, London, SW4 6DZ 
Tuesday 7 March, 7.30pm: International Women’s Day Workers’ Liberty Lon-
don forum, Marchmont Community Centre, 62 Marchmont Street, WC1N 1AB 
Thursday 9 March 7pm: Ukrainian socialist speaker tour, Nottingham Me-
chanics Institute, 3 N Sherwood Street, Nottingham, NG1 4EZ 
Friday 10 March 7pm: Ukrainian socialist speaker tour, Sheffield Quaker 
meeting house, 10 St James Street, Sheffield, S1 2EW 
Saturday 11 March 1pm: Ukrainian socialist speaker tour, The Liverpool Pub, 
James Street, Liverpool, L2 7PQ 
Tuesday 14 March 7pm: Ukrainian socialist speaker tour, PRSC,14 Hillgrove 
Street, Bristol, BS2 8JT 
Sunday 19 March 11am: Workers and Trade Unions for Cli-
mate Solidarity: Tackling climate change in a neoliberal world

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

Ballots
Until 21 February:  Transport for 
London workers (RMT) ballot for 
action over pay and conditions. (I.e. 
workers employed centrally by TfL, 
not employees of London Under-
ground Ltd. or other TfL subsidiar-
ies.)
22 February-31 March: University 
workers (UCU) re-ballot to renew 
mandate for industrial action over 
pay and conditions.
Until 27 February:  Civil servants 
in multiple departments — HMRC; 
VOA; Companies House; Care Qual-
ity Commission; Welsh Government 
— (PCS) re-ballot for action over pay 
and conditions
Until 2 March:  Firefighters (FBU) 
vote on whether to accept employ-
ers’ pay offer
Until 2 March:  Tube drivers on 
London Underground’s Bakerloo, 
Central, District, Hammersmith and 
City, and Jubilee lines (RMT) ballot 
for strikes to defend manual detrain-
ment — see here for further details
Until 7 March: UK Power Networks 
workers in London, the South East, 
and East (Unite) ballot for action 
over pay □
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The tragedy of Clara Zetkin

By Eric Lee

As International Women’s 
Day approaches (8 March) 

some mainstream media will 
run their usual articles about 
the day and its history. Some 
may point out that the original 
name was International Work-
ing Women’s Day and that it 
was decided upon at a 1910 
socialist congress in Copen-
hagen. It may be mentioned 
that one of the proponents of 
the holiday was Clara Zetkin, 
a little-remembered German 
socialist today who was, at the 
time, a household name.

Among some of the famous 
revolutionary women of that 
time, Zetkin stands out. Her 
friend Rosa Luxemburg was 
an early critic both of Lenin’s 
ideas about the revolutionary 
party and later of the Octo-
ber 1917 Bolshevik seizure of 
power. But Luxemburg was 
murdered too early to know 

how she would have reacted 
to the increasingly dictatorial 
Soviet regime in Russia. The 
American anarchist Emma 
Goldman, on the other hand, 
actually visited Soviet Russia 
and returned deeply disen-
chanted.

Unlike those two, Clara Zet-
kin became an enthusiastic 
Communist, remaining loyal 
to the Stalinist regime right 
up until her death in 1933. 
She was, among other things, 
a member of the Executive 
Committee of the Communist 
International during many of 
those years. She was complicit 
in the crimes of the Stalinist re-
gime in that period, including 
serving as one of the prosecu-
tors in a trial of a rival socialist 
organisation in 1922.

While she disagreed with the 
Soviet leadership on minor is-
sues from time to time, on the 
whole she could not have been 
more loyal (which explains her 
survival during a period when 
so many socialists were falling 
victim to the Stalinist regime).

One example of this loyalty 
happened in August 1924. 

Lenin had died earlier in the 
year and Stalin was tighten-
ing his grip on the Communist 
Party. In Georgia, which the 
Red Army had invaded in 1921, 
a long-awaited armed uprising 
broke out against Soviet rule. 
Though the rebellion only 
lasted for a short time, it was 
followed by a bloodbath. The 
local secret police (the Cheka) 
massacred several thousand 
Georgians, including political 
prisoners who had nothing to 
do with the rebellion, as well 
as family members. The local 
Social Democrats and their 
allies were killed, deported or 
jailed. A young Chekist named 
Lavrenti Beria made his name 
with his ruthlessness towards 
the opposition.

Things got so out of control 
that the leadership of the So-
viet Communist Party called in 
Stalin’s crony, Sergo Ordzhon-
ikidze, who was in charge of 
the whole South Caucasian 
region, to explain himself. 
“Perhaps we did go a little far,” 
he admitted, “but we couldn’t 
help ourselves.”

That admission came behind 

closed doors. Pub-
licly, the Communist 
Party never owned 
up to what it had 
done in Georgia in 
the late summer of 
1924. And to support its asser-
tion that it had done no wrong, 
and that there was nothing to 
be ashamed of, the Comintern 
sent the esteemed veteran so-
cialist Clara Zetkin to Georgia 
to write up a report.

Her report was published 
in 1926 in a book called Im 
befreiten Kaukasus -- In the 
Liberated Caucasus. Among 
other things, she asserted that 
“only” about 300 Georgians 
died during the rebellion. Re-
searchers today give a much 
higher number, some arguing 
that over 12,500 were shot by 
the Soviets.

Zetkin’s line was that the re-
bellion was insignificant. But 
Stalin had a different view. In 
a speech not long after the 
rebellion was crushed, he de-
clared it had been a threat to 
the Soviet regime on the scale 
of the Kronstadt or Tambov re-
bellions. But that too was said 

behind closed doors. The of-
ficial regime line was that the 
1924 rebellion was a minor ep-
isode of kulaks, aristocrats and 
bandits, backed by western 
imperialism. That line did not 
change until the Soviet regime 
was toppled nearly seven dec-
ades later.

Clara Zetkin was a tragic 
figure, like so many who 
started their lives as morally 
decent revolutionaries but 
who wound up as servants of 
a blood-soaked dictatorship. 
This is not how she is remem-
bered today by those who do 
know her name, like the Die 
Linke party in Germany. But it 
is a part of her legacy -- a sig-
nificant part -- that should not 
be forgotten. □
• Eric Lee is the founder editor 
of Labour Start, writing here in 
a personal opinion column.

The “poetry and humanitarianism” of 
Roger Waters
By Jim Denham

On Wednesday 7 February, two 
people made speeches about 

Ukraine: Volodymyr Zelenskyy and 
Roger Waters. The Morning Star (edito-
rial 10 February) had no doubt which it 
preferred.

According to the paper, Zelenskyy’s 
visit to Britain was “to soften up public 
opinion for escalation of Nato’s proxy 
war with Russia over Ukraine” and 
was “carefully choreographed”. It sug-
gested “Zelenskyy may have got some 
tips from Boris Johnson” about some-
thing or other, which the paper didn’t 
bother to specify.

The editorial quoted the Russian em-
bassy in London, warning that “blood-
shed and the next round of escalation” 
would result if Britain responds posi-
tively to Zelenskyy’s demand for fighter 
jets: no mention of the simple fact that 
Russia is the invader.

The self-styled voice of “Peace and 
Socialism” much preferred the speech 
of superannuated rock musician and 
former Pink Floyd member Roger 
Waters, who addressed the UN Secu-
rity Council at the request of Russia. 
He’d just given an interview to the Ber-
liner Zeitung praising Putin and, when 
asked about allegations of Russian war 
crimes, dismissed them as “lies, lies, 
lies.” In the same interview he claimed 
the “Israel lobby” was trying to silence 
him and seemed to question Israel’s 
right to exist.

Waters, who appeared by video with 
his dog, slightly modified his stance 
and described the invasion of Ukraine 
as “illegal” before immediately saying 
that “the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
was not unprovoked. So I also con-
demn the provocateurs in the strongest 
possible terms,” and then called for an 
immediate ceasefire — something that 
would inevitably favour the invaders.

This preposterous, self-important fig-
ure claimed to be speaking on behalf 
of “four billion or so brothers and sis-
ters” — the majority of Earth’s popula-
tion.

He continued: “So what do the voice-
less millions have to say? They say 
thank you for hearing us today. We are 
many who do not share in the profits of 
the war industry.”

For the Morning Star this was “an 
address full of poetry and humanitar-
ianism” from “a well-known supporter 
of Palestinian rights and the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions movement 
against Israel, for which he has been 
falsely accused of antisemitism.”

The paper did not mention Waters’ 
repeated comparisons of Israel with 
Nazi Germany, his repeated claims of 
“Zionist” (sic) conspiracies, his ques-
tioning of Israel’s right to exist or, in-
deed, the giant inflated pig displaying 
a Star of David that Waters arranged to 
have flown over one of his gigs. 

Shortly before this bizarre UN ap-
pearance, Polly Samson, the wife of 
another Pink Floyd member (David Gil-
mour) and a lyricist on the band’s two 
most recent albums, had spoken out 
against Waters on Twitter, describing 
him as an antisemite and a “Putin apol-
ogist”.

“Sadly [Waters] you are antisemitic 

to your rotten core,” she wrote. “Also 
a Putin apologist and a lying, thieving, 
hypocritical, tax-avoiding, lip-synching, 
misogynistic, sick-with-envy, megalo-
maniac. Enough of your nonsense.”

Sounds to me like a much more as-
tute assessment of Mr Waters than the 
Morning Star’s.

And just in case anyone had missed 
the paper’s real attitude towards Zelen-
skyy and Ukraine, the very next day it 
carried an article by one Dennis Broe 
denouncing his dress sense (yes!) and 
describing him as an example of “the 
corruption of manipulative comedi-
ans” before going on to claim that the 
Ukrainian infantry is “refusing to fight 
and then being shot by Ukrainian na-
tionalists with the fascists embedded 
with them.”

Of course, the Morning Star (just like 
Roger Waters) claims that it doesn’t in 
any way support the Russian invasion 
and would never dream of regurgitat-
ing Putin’s propaganda. □

Eric Lee
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FBU: reject in the name of what?

By Jack Horner

The report on the FBU’s pay 
deal in Solidarity 663 had 

the whiff of toy-town syndical-
ism. Instead of interrogating 
the FBU’s strategy, it exhorts 
firefighters to strike for the 
sake of it.

Solidarity ignores the spe-
cific industrial relations con-
text. The FBU has UK-wide 
collective bargaining — the 
National Joint Council. It is 
under attack from Westmin-
ster, the inspectorate, chief fire 
officers and employers. The 
White Paper published last 
May is designed to weaken the 
FBU, while giving chiefs carte 
blanche. The Minimum Service 
Levels Bill may undermine fire-
fighter strikes.

Solidarity fails to assess the 
actual offer adequately. On 8 
February, after NJC negotia-
tions, fire employers offered 
7% this year and 5% next, with 
no strings. The employers had 
moved four times, starting 
from 2% in July. In the midst 
of the FBU’s ballot in January, 
the London Fire Commissioner 

offered 6% this year and 5% 
next to London firefighters, 
attempting to split the union, 
damage collective bargaining 
and undermine action.

The FBU executive council 
assessed the 7%-5% as the 
final offer. With collective bar-
gaining, the FBU has to accept 
a deal during this pay cycle, or 
get nothing. On 9 February, 
the executive decided to put 
the offer to members. That is 
union democracy.

On 10 February, the FBU 
executive recommended the 
offer. There was no spin. The 
hard questions were faced. 
Firefighters haven’t had to 
strike. The deal will likely be a 
real terms pay cut for 2022-23, 
but may be a real terms rise for 
2023-24, given current fore-
casts. The employers agreed 
for the first time to negotiate 
over retained and control fire-
fighters’ pay. There are other 
opportunities through collec-
tive bargaining.

The hard nosed assessment 
is whether firefighters could 
get any more by going on 
strike. Central and local fund-
ing are set and there are no 
signs of extra money. If fire-
fighters lose £100s every day 
on strike, how much will be 
clawed back? If the employers 

withdraw the offer, firefighters 
risk getting nothing.

Solidarity says fire employers 
were struggling to find resil-
ience cover. Maybe in London, 
but the claim is exaggerated. 
Over pensions, the FBU held 
50 strikes. Westminster didn’t 
roll over.

Solidarity overstates the cur-
rent strike wave. Most of the 
public sector had 3-5% im-
posed by pay review bodies. 
Despite a dozen rail strikes 
and more in Royal Mail, the 
offers are well below the fire-
fighters. The reaction of most 
unions to the firefighters’ deal 
is to demand levelling up to it.

The FBU leadership are right 
to recommend its members 
accept the offer, with all the 
necessary caveats. The union 
remains united and ready for 
other battles.

Solidarity provides only 
promises of jam tomorrow. 
Union members are not a 
stage army. If the revolutionary 
left wants to transform the la-
bour movement, it has to have 
real alternative strategies. Pos-
turing is easy. It is far harder to 
engage with the difficult real-
ities of fighting back at work 
from where we are. □

Jack Horner, 
London

Socialism goes beyond liberalism, not falls behind it

By Katy Dollar

On 11 February Brianna Ghey, a 
teenage trans girl from Warring-

ton, was found dying from stab wounds 
on a path in a park on a sunny after-
noon. Vigils have been held across the 
UK and Ireland in the days following 
her death as the trans community and 
allies came together to remember her.

In this context it’s particularly grim 
for Counterfire to publish an article (13 
February) polemicising against the left 
for our alleged “liberal individualist” 
support for trans rights, Liberalism’s 
hegemony over the left by Marxist ac-
ademic Mike Wayne.

He criticises the left’s support for 
gender recognition (if only the left’s 
support was as universal as Wayne 
laments!) and concedes the realm of 
free expression and self-development 
to liberalism, not socialism.

“The logic of identity politics is that 
the ‘I’ is who the ‘I’ says they are. This 

is a form of individualism at which 
even the thinking right draws the line, 
though they are less clear that the im-
petus for this trend comes from their 
own capitalist system. But much of the 
left seems even less able to spy the 
rampant individualism and a wild-eyed 
idealism at work here.”

Gender identity
To reduce choices over gender identity 
to liberalism or idealism is ridiculous. 
Gender identity arises from the many 
varied and complex ways in which we 
as physical, sexual and conscious social 
people interact with the world and de-
velop a sense of self. We support peo-
ple who challenge gender stereotypes 
in all sorts of ways, and we support the 
rights of those whose gender identity 
clashes with their assigned sex at birth. 
This includes the rights to transition 
and be fully accepted as one’s pre-
ferred gender, the right to identify as 
non-binary, to use gender-neutral pro-
nouns, to gender non-conform in any 
number of other ways.

We don’t know the motivations of cir-
cumstances of the murder of Brianna 
Ghey and its not useful to speculate. 

We can say part of the reason so many 
attended vigils is they wanted to stand 
with the trans community in a period of 
increasing attacks. The vile transpho-

bic narrative of the right will likely feed 
more violence against trans people. 
In this context Counterfire publishing 
this article without criticism, rejoinder, 
or demur puts it on the wrong side of 
these fights.

The labour movement has the po-
tential to organise a great integrated 
movement of solidarity including mi-
norities who suffer social oppression, 
rejecting attempts to divide workers 
on the grounds of prejudice and fight-
ing together to win all our battles. We 
must build a universalising movement 
of class politics, not one of identities 
working in silos. However we don’t do 
that by ignoring specific concerns of 
oppressed groups or by telling people 
its individualistic to want to decide who 
they are and what they do.

Socialism is collective struggle to 
enable individual flourishing. Coun-
terfire have yet again shown they are 
part of an antidemocratic pseudo-left 
that seeks to build a socialism that has 
nothing to do with human freedom as 
they seek to further isolate an already 
oppressed group. □

Let asylum-seekers work!

I enjoyed reading the arti-
cle headlined: Rights for 

under-18 asylum-seekers! in 
Solidarity 663.

In England, care is short of 
165,000 workers and health 
needs 130,000. Half of UK 
building firms are short-
staffed and a third of all UK 
firms say they lack a full com-
plement of staff.

Yet this same government 
is spending somewhere 
over £1bn a year billeting 
able-bodied Afghans, Iraqis, 
Syrians and Albanians in ho-
tels, paying them and their 
families pocket money on 
the strict condition they do 
no work.

Should they sneak out to 
become hospital porters, 
road diggers, fruit pickers or 

care assistants, Suella Braver-
man’s Home Office will hunt 
them down and send them 
packing.

Should they besiege la-
bour contractors’ vans under 
scruffy motorways they risk 
deportation. Should they 
dare to wheel a trolley, de-
liver a pizza or handle a daf-
fodil, Braverman will order 
them out.

This policy is mass hypoc-
risy. Brexit stifled Britain’s 
supply of skilled and sea-
sonal labour from eastern 
and southern Europe.

Yet tens of thousands of 
people who are eager to 
benefit the British economy 
are treated as if they were a 
semi-criminal class. British 
taxpayers are now paying 
them not to earn a living.

It’s time to allow all asy-
lum-seekers to work. □

John Smithee, 
Wisbech

Hundreds attended this vigil for Bri-
anna Ghey in Canterbury, Kent. There 
were over thirty vigils organised, from 
Birmingham to Belfast and beyond. 

@ijclarkphoto

Women’s Fightback

Letter

Letter

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2023-02-14/firefighters-should-reject-offer
https://www.counterfire.org/article/liberalisms-hegemony-over-the-left/
https://www.counterfire.org/article/liberalisms-hegemony-over-the-left/
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2023-02-14/rights-under-18-asylum-seekers
https://www.instagram.com/ijclarkphoto/


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

Eleven railcars of hazmat crash
By Lewis Joyes

On 3 Feb, a US freight train derailed 
near the town of East Palestine, 

Ohio. The crash upended and set 
ablaze 50 of the train’s 150+ cars. De-
spite the Norfolk Southern freight train 
trailing a mass of over 18,000 tonnes 
and having a total length of 1.8miles, 
miraculously no-one was killed in the 
crash itself. Instead, the damage has 
been paid by locals’ health and the sur-
rounding environment: eleven of those 
cars were loaded with hazardous, car-
cinogenic chemicals.

Firefighters were unable to tackle the 

fire in the immediate aftermath given 
the outpouring of toxic gas. Days later, 
local authorities ordered an evacuation 
of the town and a “controlled” burn of 
the remaining car contents to avert a 
catastrophic chemical explosion. The 
controlled burn nevertheless billowed 
toxic gas into the sky which spread 
miles-wide, only to rain back down on 
the town, nearby forests and water sup-
plies.

Local authorities declared the town 
safe to return to days later, but resi-
dents have been experiencing serious 
health effects. Bathing has resulted in 
skin rashes and irritation. People have 
reported lingering headaches, scalded 
tongues, and bloody stools. The Ohio 
Environmental Protection Agency 
has claimed water supplies as safe to 
drink from, but cautioned those sourc-
ing water from private wells to pre-
test these before consuming. Deep 
cleanses of public spaces have been 
conducted, yet many spaces, such as 
the local high-school, still reek of burn-
ing plastic.

Thousands of fish, foxes, pets and 
other woodland and aquatic wildlife 
died in the hours and days that fol-
lowed the derailment. The Ohio River 
connects East Palestine to neighbour-
ing states of Pennsylvania and West Vir-
ginia, where raised levels of chemical 

pollution have been detected (though 
still reportedly within safe levels). Dis-
trust of official advice is widespread, 
with long-term health and environmen-
tal impacts still completely unknown.

An investigation into the cause of 
the derailment is ongoing. It appears 
to have been caused by a mechanical 
failure from uneven carriage loading. 
Public reports have stated that 40% of 
the total freight mass was located in the 
rearmost third of the train, in contradic-
tion with best-practice industry advice 
(and well-understood physics). But the 
extra-time required to conduct carriage 
defect checks, and redistribute loads is 
deemed too costly for rail operating 
companies: for them, profits override 
all else.

Norfolk Southern and other railroad 
operators have been cutting the time 
allowed for rail staff to conduct safety/
defect checks (which are now less than 
90 seconds per car). Undercover inter-
views in 2021 with Norfolk Southern 
staff (conducted by Vice’s “Mother-
board” outlet) found that many faced 
daily pressures to avoid reporting 
safety defects, given the costs associ-
ated with stowing and fixing faults.

Even more damning for Norfolk 
Southern’s safety systems is that 20 
miles before the Ohio derailment, se-
curity footage captured the train on 

fire. Rigorous monitoring systems could 
have stopped the train well before it 
derailed. Just last week, a second Nor-
folk Southern derailment happened, 
in Michigan. Luck had it this time that 
the hazardous chemical cargo was not 
stored in any of the derailed carriages. 
Not a single lesson has been learned 
from the avoidable Ohio disaster.

On behalf of companies like Norfolk 
Southern, railroad lobbyists continue 
pushing for further reductions in main-
tenance and inspection requirements, 
as part of the industry-wide “Precision 
Scheduled Railroading” effort which 
the Railroad Workers United (RWU, a 
rank-and-file network of US railroad 
workers) squarely blame for the Ohio 
derailment.

PSR will only increase major rail ac-
cidents and the toll of capitalism’s dis-
ease of profit always overriding human 
and environmental safety. We have 
to end it, and build transport systems 
based on human and environmental 
need, safety, and sustainability. □

Anti-LGBTQ culture war in USA, and a fightback
By Lewis Joyes

Before the commencement 
of the 2023 US state legis-

lative session, state senators 
across the US submitted 299 
separate anti-LGBTQ bills to 
their state houses. According 
to the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU), across differ-
ent states these share many 
common themes: banning 
“adult cabaret performances” 
in public spaces, restricting 
classroom discussion of sex 
and gender, and attacking the 
rights of transgender children, 
ranging from their rights to 
play sport, through to banning 
their access to necessary gen-
der-affirming healthcare.

If passed as law, some of 
these bills would see physi-
cians imprisoned for up to ten 
years for providing healthcare 
and medical advice to under-
18 trans people, on grounds of 
“child abuse/mutilation”. Some 
would see drag queen story 
hour organisers/performers 
fined thousands of dollars for 
reading to kids, for “promoting 
obscenity to minors”. Others 
would prohibit school nurses 

and counsellors from discuss-
ing any aspect of a student’s 
gender identity or sexuality 
without prior permission pro-
vided by their parent/s or legal 
guardian/s, justified by the bill 
sponsors as “protecting vul-
nerable children”.

This latest assault is all part 
of the ongoing international 
culture war being waged on 
LGBTQ people, and in par-
ticular, the transgender com-
munity, now playing out in 
every part of public life. Al-
though these bills are being 
sponsored nationwide, they 
are being most energetically 
furthered in southern and 
rust-belt states, with well over 
half of those 299 articles ad-
vancing in just six states alone 
(Texas, Mississippi, Tennessee, 
South Carolina, Missouri and 
Oklahoma).

If recent years are anything 
to go by, the vast majority 
of the 2023 bills will fall. Last 
year, although a record 315 
were submitted by state leg-
islators, over 90% failed to 
become law. Nevertheless, 
this still means that in 2023, 

dozens more are likely to pass, 
adding to the raft of 100+ re-
actionary pieces of legislation 
that have been signed into law 
since 2020, eroding the rights 
of millions of people in the US 
to live freely in their genders 
and sexualities.

It is clear that public pressure 
can affect the severity of these 
bills, and even those spon-
sored by far-right senators. In 
the case of Oklahoma just this 
week, pro-trans rights activists 
demonstrated in their state 
Capitol building in response 
to one bill seeking to ban an-
yone under-26 from accessing 
transition advice and surgery, 
puberty blockers and other 
gender-affirming medical sup-
port. The Senator responsible, 
David Bullard, has since said 
the age rules will be lowered 
to 18, and the bill will have its 
name altered from its original 
title of the “Millstone Act” (in 
reference to a passage in the 
bible: “whoever causes one of 
these little ones who believe 
in Me to sin, it is better for him 
that a heavy millstone be hung 
around his neck, and that he 

be drowned in the depths of 
the sea”). 

Irrespective of this minor im-
provement, for as long as the 
fundamentalist Christian right 
pushes draconian legislation, 
the socialist left and pro-LG-
BTQ groups must organise to 
defeat all of these legislative 
attacks outright: any attempt 
to curtail access to necessary 
medical support is a basic at-
tack on human liberty.

Although regressive changes 
to state laws have largely been 
advancing in states with sig-
nificant Republican majori-
ties, and many liberal states 
have been enhancing in law 
the rights of transgender cit-
izens (for example, by ban-
ning healthcare insurance 
exclusions and expanding 
non-discrimination rights in 
employment, education and 
housing access) even these 
states have seen increased 
levels of violence in the form 
of anti-LGBTQ public demos. 
According to GLAAD (Gay 
and Lesbian Alliance Against 
Defamation), 140 demonstra-
tions and threats against drag 

events happened across the 
US in 2022. In Taunton Mas-
sachusetts and New York City, 
drag queen story hour events 
at public libraries have both 
been attacked by far-right pro-
testors in the past month. In 
the case of Taunton in mid-Jan-
uary, the white nationalist neo-
Nazi group “Nationalist Social 
Club” claimed responsibility. In 
NYC, the Trump-or-die “Proud 
Boys” were there in force. 

Such groups come not solely 
to intimidate parents and per-
formers, but also to recruit. 
It is essential for anti-fascist 
and leftwing forces to defend 
these events from rightwing 
violence, provide concrete sol-
idarity with LGBTQ communi-
ties, and cement our links. This 
global anti-trans and homo-
phobic culture war is acceler-
ating the communication and 
spillover between far-right and 
transphobic groups and their 
activists around the world, as 
well as between rightwing re-
actionary political representa-
tives. A coordinated response 
from the left globally is the 
only antidote. □
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Tories seek way out of Brexit snarl-up
By Micheál MacEoin

The Tories are in turmoil, as rumours 
emerge that a “deal” on the North-

ern Ireland Protocol is close to being 
agreed between the UK Government 
and the EU. 

The main lines of any deal have 
been known for weeks. They are likely 
to involve a system of “red lanes” and 
“green lanes” at Northern Ireland ports, 
which would reduce checks on cargo 
bound only for Northern Ireland, with 
risks of non-compliance mitigated by 
the sharing of data and by penalties for 
breaches of the rules. 

One Brexiteer and DUP bugbear, 
however, is the continuing jurisdiction 
of the European Court of Justice over 
Northern Ireland, necessary if the North 
is to remain part of the EU Single Mar-
ket and so a “hard” land border within 
the island of Ireland is to be avoided. 

They are unlikely to be fully satisfied 
with the terms of any deal, as all indi-
cations are this issue will be fudged; 
for example, preserving overall ECJ ju-

risdiction but with a system of referral 
from Northern Ireland courts. 

Rishi Sunak visited Northern Ireland 
on 16 and 17 February, holding talks 
with the main political parties. It was 
clear, however, that his biggest obsta-
cle remains convincing the DUP and his 
own backbenches to accept the deal. 

The DUP itself looks divided, looking 
over its shoulder at Jim Allister’s Tra-
ditional Unionist Voice (TUV) and the 
loyalist paramilitaries whom the DUP’s 
own opposition to the Protocol has em-
boldened. 

The party is currently blocking the 
return of a power-sharing Executive at 
Stormont, until the Protocol is scrapped 
or significantly amended in line with its 
“seven tests”. 

DUP leader Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP 
offered a guarded approach to Sunak’s 
latest overtures. However, the party’s 
Brexit spokesperson, Sammy Wilson, 
has been rallying opposition to a po-
tential sell-out. “We are British and we 
expect to be governed by British law, 
not Brussels law,” he said. Wilson ac-

cused the British government of having 
“gone into these negotiations with an 
attitude of defeat almost”. 

Opposition is crystallising over a 
sense the British government has 
abandoned its threat to unilaterally 
re-write the Protocol, instead seeking 
compromise with the EU. The powers 
to re-write the Protocol are contained 
in the Northern Ireland Protocol Bill, 
which has currently been paused in the 
House of Lords. 

The Bill was the subject of Boris John-
son’s intervention over the weekend, 
who is said to think dropping the threat 
of unilateral action is a “great mistake.” 
Johnson’s motivations are transpar-
ently self-interested but have rallied 
Brexiteer opposition, including Jacob 
Rees-Mogg and even figures inside the 
Cabinet such as Suella Braverman. 

The threat of a backbench rebellion 
— said to be up to 100 MPs — could be 
blunted by Labour’s promise to back 
any legislation necessary to imple-
ment the deal. This, however, could 
leave Sunak significantly weakened in 

his own party. In light of the growing 
opposition, the speculation over the 
weekend that a Protocol deal would 
be put to Cabinet and Parliament soon 
after 20 February now looks overly op-
timistic. 

Perhaps inevitably, the Government is 
now holding further talks with the EU, 
using domestic opposition to gain fur-
ther concessions. 

Whether the Government will be able 
to please the DUP and the Brexiteer 
right is another matter. □

Making “Prevent” policy worse
By Mohan Sen

The official review of the 
UK’s Prevent “counter-ter-

rorism” strategy led by William 
Shawcross has finally come 
out, after much delay.

Amnesty International UK’s 
racial justice director Ilyas 
Nagdee has responded that 
the review “has no legitimacy. 
William Shawcross’s history of 
bigoted comments on Mus-
lims and Islam should have 
precluded his involvement in 
this review in the first place.”

That is right. As Solidarity 
flagged up in May last year, 
Shawcross is a radical right-
winger with a startling history 

of anti-Muslim commentary. 
The idea that the UK govern-
ment appointed a former di-
rector of the Henry Jackson 
Society to review Prevent is 
surreal — but says something 
about the government.

There has also been criti-
cism of how little evidence 
Shawcross actually reviewed.

I have only skimmed through 
the 192 pages of the report, 
but I can see that Shawcross 
argues that as it stands Pre-
vent is too soft on Islamism, 
because of too hard a focus 
on “extreme right-wing”, i.e. 
white nationalist-type, politics 
(though he does concede we 
should be “increasingly con-

cerned” about the far right).
But Prevent was not set up 

with a steer to focus on the far 
right. On the contrary. In 2016-
17 referrals to Prevent catego-
rised as Islamist accounted for 
the great majority, but such 
cases have since fallen sharply, 
and meanwhile the number of 
“extreme right-wing” referrals 
has increased and is now sig-
nificantly higher. (The number 
involving some kind of unclear 
or mixed ideological motiva-
tion has increased far more). 

Shift
Shawcross wants to shift Pre-
vent’s focus towards Islamism 
while extending the pro-
gramme’s reach — including 
into the immigration and asy-
lum system and into job cen-
tres.

As backup, he says 80% of 
live police counter-terrorism 
investigations involve Isla-
mism, and only 10% the far 
right. But of course that could 
be equally be seen as police 
prejudice.

The overall idea of softness 
on Islamism seems problem-
atic. It seems well-established 
that Prevent is part of a system 
of institutions and practices 
that, on the contrary, produces 
heavy-handed treatment of 
Muslims.

The facts and how they all fit 

together should be discussed 
— but not through a process 
led by Shawcross and his 
right-wing (and in some cases 
outright Muslim-hater) com-
rades in the government that 
appointed him.

It is well within the capacity 
of the labour movement, with 
millions of members and many 
thousands of activists in sec-
tors where Prevent operates, 
to create its own commission 
to review and assess the facts 
and issues, as the basis for the 
necessary discussion.

There is a converse prob-
lem there: the prevalence 
within the labour movement 
and left of those concerned to 
deny or minimise the extent to 
which, at least beyond violent 
terrorist acts, right-wing and 
far-right Islamist politics is a 
problem.

Thus Socialist Worker’s re-
sponse to the Shawcross 
review extensively quotes 
“human rights organisation” 
Cage — itself in fact a right-
wing Islamist organisation.

Criticising Prevent and the 
right-wing agenda shaping it, 
and developing better alter-
natives, need to be done with 
the right allies. □

Brexit: labour 
movement 
debate, not talks 
with Tories!
By Mohan Sen

Members of the Cabinet 
and Shadow Cabinet, 

other politicians and offi-
cials and representatives 
of big capital met on 9-10 
Feb summit to discuss “the 
failings of Brexit and how to 
remedy them in the national 
interest”, as the Observer 
put it.

But we do not need David 
Lammy and John Healey 
sitting down with Michael 
Gove, senior executives 
from GlaxoSmithKline and 
Goldman Sachs, and the as-
sistant secretary general of 
NATO, with Peter Mandel-
son in the chair, behind the 
backs of the labour move-
ment and public.

We need to break the si-
lence about Brexit in the 
trade unions and Labour 
Party, and reopen debate 
on the issue.

The labour movement 
should campaign for rejoin-
ing the Single Market and 
Customs Union, with re-
stored and expanded free 
movement, for a course to 
rejoining the EU, and for in-
ternational workers’ solidar-
ity. □

Did Sadiq Khan spy on 
climate activists?
By Sacha Ismail 

The openDemocracy web-
site has revealed how 

Sadiq Khan’s London ad-
ministration worked with a 
security firm to target youth 
climate change campaigners, 
seemingly spying on them.

When supporters of left-
wing group Green New Deal 
Rising tried to attend an 
event at the O2 to challenge 

the mayor over his environ-
mentally damaging Silver-
town Tunnel project, security 
not only barred them but al-
ready knew their names.

Both the Silvertown Tunnel 
itself and this latest informa-
tion are yet more reasons for 
the London labour move-
ment to call Sadiq Khan to 
account.

• openDemocracy report: 
bit.ly/skspying □
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Connolly and his influences
By Martin Thomas 

Unlike many previous biographies 
of James Connolly, Liam McNulty’s 

tells us a story of Connolly evolving, 
and shifting and changing politically, 
under the diverse influences of the 
intense and lively socialist and revolu-
tionary movements of his time, espe-
cially in Britain, in the USA, in Ireland, 
and in France.

It is not a story of Connolly as a card-
board hero who knew it all from the 
start. Perhaps one of the greatest val-
ues of Connolly’s writings today is in 
his evolving appreciation of industrial 
unionism and sympathetic strikes. The 
ideas originated not from him but from 
others such as Daniel De Leon. But 
Connolly synthesised them, gave them 
vivid form, tied them with practical ex-
perience in class struggle, and modi-
fied them in line with that experience.

Patrick Murphy’s verdict, “the best bi-
ography”, carries conviction. The book 
is a rich source for studying all the 
phases of Connolly.

On some issues, though, I think, Li-
am’s summary judgements contradict 
the evidence he gathers. Two exam-
ples:

Liam shows that Connolly in World 
War One was not (as sometimes 
claimed) an “Irish Lenin”. The differ-
ence of Connolly from Lenin was not 
a nuance within the same framework 
of working-class opposition to all 
the imperialist powers at war, like the 
other nuances of Leon Trotsky, Rosa 
Luxemburg, and the “Baugy” faction 
of Bolsheviks (Evgenia Bosch, Nikolai 
Bukharin, and others). Liam shows that 
after the first few weeks of World War 
One, “Connolly did pick a side in the 
war and he picked Germany”. He de-
picted the war not as the conflict of rival 
imperialist predators which socialists 
had been warning against for several 
years before 1914, but as one where 
Germany was not predatory: “Germany 
was fighting for the commerce of the 
seas and for the means of building up a 
sane civilisation in Europe”. He fell into 
“apologism for Germany’s conduct of 
the war and special pleading regard-
ing the nature of the German Empire” 
(pp.286-291).

After piling up the evidence, Liam 
gives a conclusion which flatly contra-
dicts it: “Connolly’s opposition to the 
war maintained an internationalist and 
working-class character”.

To support the conclusion Liam notes 
that sometimes Connolly signalled (in 
reported conversation, or by implica-
tion in articles) hopes of overthrowing 

the Kaiser. Such hopes did not make his 
stance internationalist.

Right-wing German Social Democrats 
not only had those hopes; on 9 Novem-
ber 1918 the right-wing German Social 
Democrat Philipp Scheidemann did 
overthrow the Kaiser, by declaring the 
republic from a Reichstag balcony. That 
did not convert Scheidemann’s pre-
vious support for Germany’s war into 
working-class internationalism.

It was not a matter of Connolly aiming 
his chief fire against British imperialism 
because that was the main influence 
around him, so that his readers would 
not need to be warned against German 
imperialism.

On the contrary. A pro-German stance 
was well-established before 1914 in 
the “advanced nationalist” milieu in 
which, increasingly, Connolly moved as 
the Irish Transport Union dwindled and 
the Irish Republican Brotherhood grew 
in influence.

Narrow
The IRB never claimed to be more than 
narrow Irish nationalists. Their support 
for Germany in the coming world war — 
its shape visible to them as it was to the 
socialists — was a proclaimed principle 
for years before 1914. In the coming 
war, they would support Britain’s op-
ponent, because victories for the op-
ponent would weaken Britain, and the 
opponent might aid the IRB.

Victory for another imperialism might 
have bad effects for peoples other than 
Ireland? Not their problem. Their busi-
ness was to care about Ireland.

(Another question is whether the IRB 
calculated right even in its own terms. If 
avoiding partition was a priority, and for 
some IRB people it was, then surely not. 
A German army entering Ireland would 
be unlikely to want, or to be able, to 
force the north-east under Dublin rule. 
Germany would have delivered more 
and better guns to the Unionists than 
to the nationalists even if the Easter 
1916 consignment had succeeded. As 
far as I can make out, the IRB parked 
that thought in the “too hard” basket. 
Connolly too.)

After the USA entered World War 
One, on 6 April 1917, the IRB’s “parent” 
organisation, Clan na Gael in the USA, 
shifted instantly from backing Germany 
to backing the USA. From their point of 
view they were entirely consistent. The 
character of the war as a whole was not 
their concern.

As long as they could press against 
the USA backing Britain in the war, and 
hope for German gains, they did so. 
Now the USA had entered the war, the 
Clan must back the USA to have hope 
of influencing the US government, for 
example, to allow Ireland a seat at a 
post-war peace conference.

Liam comments that Connolly’s 

“backing for the Germans... [fit] into a 
wider context of widespread pro-Ger-
man attitudes within the pro-separatist 
movement, which was a milieu he was 
hoping to influence” (p.291).

Connolly adopted the position which 
the IRB took from narrow-nationalist 
calculations, and worked to give it an 
internationalist, pro-peace, even social-
istic tinge by way of arguments about 
Germany’s war aims being only scope 
for peaceful industrial development 
and so on. That was no service to en-
lightenment.

In his last chapter, Liam contends that 
Connolly had a better understanding 
of national liberation than the Second 
International. Again, his own evidence 
contradicts the summary conclusion. 
As Liam shows, “Connolly had long 
assumed that a genuinely nationalist 
revolution would simultaneously be a 
socialist one”. (In other words, he rec-
onciled the “economics-only” bias of 
his Marxism with nationalism through 
the idea that capitalism in Ireland was 
an “English” imposition on an Irish peo-
ple otherwise innately communistic). In 
fact “genuine” revolutionary national-
ism and socialism could be and were 
“dissevered” (p.339-340).

Connolly was not unique in the 
Second International in enthusiastic 
support for a national-liberation move-
ment in Europe. Rosa Luxemburg was 
in a small minority when she held that 
a restored independent Poland was 
a fantasy. The bulk of the Second In-
ternational saw nothing wrong in the 
Polish Socialist Party (and Jozef Pilsud-
ski, leader of PPS to 1906 and PPS-RF 
1906-14) demanding independence.

The Second International, however, 
tended to see issues in Asia and Africa 
largely as a distinct “colonial question”. 
They were against colonialism as it ex-
isted (even if some of the right wing 
speculated about a possible more 
enlightened colonialism). Connolly 
learned from the British Social Demo-
cratic Federation to denounce British 
rule in India. But on Asia and Africa the 
Third International would learn much 
more.

A genuine forerunner here was Rosa 
Luxemburg, despite her view that Pol-
ish independence was fantasy and 
her scornful riposte to Lenin that his 
principle of the rights of nations to 
self-determination would lead him to 
independence for Ireland, which she 
thought absurd.

Socialists opposed Britain in the Boer 
war of 1899-1902. Most of them im-
plicitly backed the Dutch settlers, the 
Boers. Luxemburg, unusually, cham-
pioned the rights and interests of the 
black-African population subjugated 
both by the Boers and the British.

Liam shows that Connolly did not 
follow her on that (p.105); that his US 

paper, The Harp, had “a blind spot” 
on the treatment and struggles of Af-
rican-American workers in the USA 
(p.163-4); and that Connolly “com-
pletely ignored Germany’s colonial de-
pendencies in Africa and downplayed 
the brutality of German atrocities” 
(p.287).

More: despite the German Social 
Democrats’ loud denunciation of Ger-
man atrocities in South-West Africa 
(modern Namibia), in early 1916 Con-
nolly reprinted (with a note of broad 
approval) writings by Meyrick Cramb 
which positively praised German impe-
rialism in Africa:

“Seeing that none of the German col-
onies are more than 30 years old, their 
development has been remarkable. If 
the Germans are kept out of Africa in 
the future it will be a greater misfortune 
to the cause of civilisation in that con-
tinent than if the British, French, Bel-
gians, or Portuguese were to be kept 
out — not that any reasonable person 
would wish to see the people of any 
country deprived of their rightful share 
of a prize which is the common herit-
age of all Europe. Even English observ-
ers admit that in German East Africa 
‘an admirable type of official has been 
evolved’...” (Workers’ Republic, 22 Jan-
uary 1916).

Connolly was a man of his times, 
living and learning from diverse and 
sometimes noxious influences. We 
must learn from the whole record. □

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

Book review

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
https://bit.ly/mstdn-wl
http://www.workersliberty.org/publications


9youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUKEvents and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings workersliberty.org/audio

Ukraine, Israel, and the left
By Dale Street

Solidarity has long argued that sec-
tions of the left have fallen into par-

ticular form of antisemitism. Starting 
from ultra-hostility to Israel which goes 
beyond criticising the real misdeeds of 
its governments and into demonising 
it as the world’s hyper-imperialism and 
hyper-racism, they end up reflexively 
hostile to all “Zionists”, i.e. all Jews who 
have some default or instinctive affinity 
with Israel, however critical.

Readers who wonder why should 
look at how the same sections of the 
left portray the war in Ukraine.

In this portrayal of the conflict, 
Ukraine takes on many of the politi-
cal characteristics attributed to Israel. 
This, in turn, poisons relations between 
those sections of the left and diaspora 
and refugee Ukrainian communities.

Israel, we have been told for many 
years, is not really just another state on 
planet earth. It is first and foremost an 
outpost of imperialism that defends its 
interests in the Middle East.

According to the Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP), for example, Israel is “a 
watchdog for the West in the Middle 
East.” Its role is to “forcibly maintain 
Western domination of the Middle 
East.”

Now, or so we are told, Ukraine per-
forms a similar function on behalf of US 
and European imperialism.

“Every day the war drags on,” claims 
the SWP, “the more Ukraine’s President 
Zelenskyy becomes a proxy for the US 
and NATO. … The Ukrainian govern-
ment is not an independent force.”

According to the SWP, if Ukraine were 
to win the war with western military 
support:

“It would be a barracks-society, acting 
as a NATO outpost on Russia’s border. 
Ukraine would be a vassal of the West 
rather than of Russia… Its government 
could never really depart from the line 
laid down by the US or NATO.”

As one might expect, the Revolution-
ary Communist Group has a particularly 
crude version of the same argument:

“The Euromaidan Kiev junta was put 
in place by western imperialism, and 
the Ukraine army is trained by west-
ern imperialist powers, including by 
the British Army. Western imperialism 
wants the Ukraine to become part of 
the European Union and NATO in order 
to encircle Russia.”

Given their supposed nature as out-
posts of imperialism, the domestic pol-
itics of Israel and Ukraine are portrayed 
as inherently dominated by right-wing 
politics, if not by even worse.

To quote the SWP again:
“The Israeli government has always 

been able to count on their [Israeli 
workers’] support against Arabs. … The 
more the Palestinians resist, the more 
most Israelis feel threatened and the 

more reactionary they become. In Is-
rael itself public opinion increasingly 
favours more repression.”

The more full-blooded version of the 
same argument is the equation (de-
rived from 1950s Stalinism) of Zionism 
with Nazism and the dismissal of Israel 
as a state, or the state, which is inher-
ently racist (unlike all other capitalist 
countries?) and even fascist.

The SWP shrinks from describing 
Ukraine in the same terms.

But it does describe Ukraine as “satu-
rated with nationalist propaganda and 
veneration of the military” and glibly 
refers to “the fascist Azov Regiment” 
as “having access to the weaponry that 
NATO has poured into Ukraine and 
nestling closer to the centre of govern-
ment.”

The Morning Star has shown less re-
straint:

“This [the Maidan] led to the fascist 
coup. Hundreds of trade union lead-
ers and activists were murdered by the 
new right-wing Ukrainian government. 
The fascist Ukrainian government vis-
ited persecution on ethnic Russians 
everywhere in Ukraine.”

Socialist Appeal, too:
“Neo-nazis provided the shock battal-

ions of the Maidan. The Kiev authorities 
have been incorporating neo-nazi par-
amilitary groups into the state appara-
tus. They are using these fascist groups 
to attack those who disagree with the 
government’s policies and to destroy 
democratic rights.”

An extension of the same argument is 
the writing-off of the Israeli and Ukrain-
ian working classes and trade union 
movements.

Histradut
The Histadrut trade union movement in 
Israel, where repressive governments 
can “always count of the support of Is-
raeli workers”, is targeted for — some-
times successful — calls to be boycotted 
by European and American trade un-
ions.

And the voice of Ukrainian trade un-
ions — unanimous in their opposition to 
the Russian invasion and in their sup-
port for the provision of weaponry by 
the West to defeat that invasion — is sys-
tematically silenced by the likes of the 
Stop the War Coalition and the Morn-
ing Star.

Israel and Ukraine are portrayed as 
the recipients of vast amounts of US 
and European military aid given so they 
can act as local watchdogs of Western 
imperialism.

The SWP writes:
“The US poured funding into Israel 

so it could build up its military. In 2008 
Congress passed a law to ensure that 
Israel keeps a ‘qualitative military edge’ 
over all other states in the Middle East. 
To make sure Israel’s military is the most 
powerful, in other words. In fact, the US 

has given at least £95 billion worth of 
aid to Israel — and this is increasingly in 
the form of military aid.” (The US gave a 
lot of military aid to Israel after the 1967 
war. But not before. And the weight of 
the aid has dwindled. Israeli journalist 
Anshel Pfeffer writes: “$3.8 billion in 
military ‘aid’ is actually an American in-
vestment in its own arms industry”; Is-
rael would be better off without it.)

The West has likewise supposedly 
flooded Ukraine with weaponry in 
order that it can act as a proxy for the 
US and NATO.

According to the Morning Star, “US 
President Biden is arming Ukraine to 
the hilt [in 2021, prior to the invasion]. 
Since 2014 the USA and other western 
powers, including Britain, have poured 
arms into Ukraine.”

And according to the SWP, in March 
of last year:

“Weaponry is pouring into Europe at 
breakneck speed as the US and its al-
lies have opened the floodgates to arm 
Ukraine. It took just a matter of days 
for the US to complete its largest ever 
transfer of weapons to another country. 
A constant flow of British and US cargo 
planes shuttle between European air-
bases and Poland and Romania, bris-
tling with anti-tank missiles, rocket 
launchers, guns and ammunition.”

Both Israel and Ukraine are slotted 
into the same stereotype: right-wing 
outposts of imperialism, armed to the 
teeth by it, carrying out the role allotted 
to them on the chessboard of geopol-
itics.

Some factors which explain how Is-
rael has been viewed — the influence 
of Stalinist antisemitism, or straightfor-
ward financial corruption (in the case of 
the now defunct Workers’ Revolution-
ary Party) — do not apply in the case of 
Ukraine. The analogy is not perfect.

But the same underlying politics are 
at play in both cases: A bogus version 
of “anti-imperialism” which mystifies 
rather than explains the nature of the 
world, and which allows its adherents 
to ally with, or at least soft-pedal criti-
cisms of, reactionary forces in the name 
of “anti-imperialism”.

Bad politics has practical conse-
quences.

The unintended consequence of the 
demonisation of Israel by sections of 
the left is a default antagonistic attitude 
towards Jews.

The consequences of how sections 
of the left portray Ukraine and, on the 
basis of their “anti-imperialism”, misrep-
resent the nature of the war in Ukraine 
will be on display on 25 February.

Tens of thousands, maybe hundreds 
of thousands, of Ukrainians will be 
demonstrating across Europe in pro-
test at Putin’s invasion of their country. 
But sections of the left which usually 
never miss an opportunity for a paper 

sale will be absent from those demon-
strations.

Instead they will be staging their 
own protests — opposing the supply of 
weapons which Ukraine needs to de-
fend itself, and making vacuous calls 
for negotiations.

On occasion, the bad politics of sec-
tions of the left on Israel has had the 
practical consequence of the emer-
gence of red-brown alliances: left an-
tisemitism and “anti-imperialism” result 
in formal or informal co-operation with 
the forces of “traditional” antisemitism.

In a world in which the vast majority 
of the far right and outright fascists 
back Putin against Ukraine and op-
pose western support for Ukraine, the 
bad politics of sections of the left on 
Ukraine necessarily has the same po-
tential consequences.

In Germany, for example, the organ-
isers of the 24-25 Feb “pro-peace” rally 
in Berlin have found it necessary to ap-
peal for the far right not to mobilise for 
their demonstration:

“We request that people refrain from 
bringing party flags and national flags 
of any kind [i.e. presumably no Ukrain-
ian ones either]. Right-wing-extremist 
flags, emblems and symbols have no 
place at our rally.”

Rather than issue appeals for the far 
right to be discreet (and equate with 
them Ukrainians who, understandably, 
want to wave a flag banned in Rus-
sian-occupied Ukraine), the organisers 
should ask themelves:

What is it in the politics of sections 
of the left on Ukraine, as has been the 
case with their politics on Israel, that 
makes those politics a pole of attraction 
for the right? □

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen 

to our pamphlets including:

• The German Revolution: selected 
writings of Rosa Luxemburg

• For Workers’ Climate Action
• Two Nations, Two States 
• Workers Against Slavery
• How to Beat the Racists
• Shapurji Saklatvala: Socialist 

Rebel in Parliament
• Stalinism in the International 

Brigades
• The story of Sylvia Pankhurst
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and 

How to Fight it
• Arabs, Jews, and Socialism: So-

cialist Debates on Israel/Palestine
• The Occupation of the Cammell 

Laird Shipyard, Birkenhead 1984
• When workers beat the fascists
•Automation and the working 

class □
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Connolly and Marxism: 
introduction
By Sean Matgamna 

JJames Connolly’s Marxism was ex-
plicitly confined to the class strug-

gle in economics and politics. He made 
propaganda in relation to those two 
fronts of the class struggle, while explic-
itly denying that Marxism recognises a 
third front, the ideological front — that 
Marxism could be a general philosophy 
covering such things as morality.

Connolly was in fact at odds with 
the prevailing socialist morality, on 
marriage and the family for instance. 
(See Solidarity 624, on Connolly’s con-
flict with Daniel De Leon). He asserted 
that being a Catholic was no barrier to 
being a socialist — that at a time when 
the Catholic Church taught that So-
cialism was incompatible with being a 
Catholic. You couldn’t be both.Connolly 
said that you could — that the Church, 
in anathematising socialism, thereby 
overstepped its proper authority. He 
has been compared to the “Liberation 
Theology” Catholics of the 1960s.

Both Connolly and Jim Larkin were 
children of the Irish diaspora, for whom 

Catholicism, to others and to them-
selves, was a big part of their identity. 
Larkin was born in Liverpool but gave 
out that he was born in Ireland, in Co. 
Down; Connolly was born in Edinburgh 
but said he was from Monaghan, from 
where his parents came.

Connolly gave contradictory ac-
counts of himself. To his Scottish De 
Leonite friend, Matheson, he wrote 
(January 1908) that he only posed as a 
Catholic: “In reference to the question 
you ask about [an encyclical from the 
Pope about] Modernism. Theoretically 
it was not ex cathedra, therefore was 
not binding. For myself tho’ I have usu-
ally posed as a Catholic I have not gone 
to my duty for 15 years, and have not 
the slightest tincture of faith left. I only 
assumed the Catholic pose in order to 
query the raw freethinker whose ridic-
ulous dogmatism did and does annoy 
me as much as the dogmatism of the 
Orthodox. In fact I respect the good 
Catholic more than the average free-
thinker”.

Connolly’s behaviour, and the prop-
aganda he made, suggests that it 
was Matheson with whom he was not 
being truthful. At best he was a lapsed 
Catholic. Daniel De Leon accused him 
of being an agent of the Jesuits in the 
socialist movement. Awaiting his mur-

derers in May 1916, Connolly made his 
confession, received Extreme Unction, 
the last sacrament, and died a Catholic, 
believing his soul would survive the at-
tentions of the British firing squad and 
go straight to eternal life in heaven. A 
proselytising Catholic, he persuaded 
his wife, Lillie, a Dublin Protestant in or-
igin, visiting him in Kilmainham jail, to 
convert to Catholicism.

Connolly, according to Connolly, be-
lieved in adapting himself politically to 
his surroundings. It is sometimes diffi-
cult to divine what he really thought, 
but there is no doubt that he died a 
Catholic.

Archbishop Walsh, to whom Connolly 
wrote his open letter of November 
1913, had repeated in public that the 
women who came to take strikers’ chil-
dren to homes in England and Scotland 
for the duration of the strike, might be 
recruiters of prostitutes. He had helped 
move the thugs of the Ancient Order 
of Hibernians who attacked strikers and 
strike supporters. It was to that man that 
Connolly wrote his open letter.

In it he wrote in the tones, attitudes 
and ideas about the labour movement’s 
proper relationship to the Catholic hier-
archy that would intensify and predomi-
nate in the 26 County labour movement 
for many, many decades to come. In his 

obituary of Keir Hardie, Connolly as-
serted that the labour movement can 
be entirely self-sufficient and needs no 
outside help in ideas. He was also re-
flecting on himself. □

James Keir Hardie
By James Connolly

By the death of Comrade 
James Keir Hardie labour 

has lost one of its most fearless 
and incorruptible champions, 
and the world one of its high-
est minded and purest souls.

It is not easy for us who 
knew him long and personally 
to convey to the reader how 
much of a loss his taking away 
is to the labour movement. We 
feel it with the keenness of a 
personal loss.

James Keir Hardie was to the 
labour movement a prophetic 
anticipation of its own possi-
bilities. He was a worker, with 
all the limitations from which 
no worker ever completely 
escapes, and with potentiali-
ties and achievements such as 
few workers aspire after, but of 
which each worker may be the 

embodiment. James Keir Har-
die himself was ever too mod-
est to say, but we who were his 
comrades often thought, that 
he was a living proof of the 
truth of the idea that labour 
could furnish in its own ranks 
all that was needed to achieve 
its own emancipation, the 
proof that labour needed no 
heaven-sent saviour from the 
ranks of other classes.

He had been denied the or-
dinary chances of education, 
he was sent to earn his living at 
the age of seven, he had to ed-
ucate himself in the few hours 
he could snatch from work 
and sleep, he was blacklisted 
by the employers as soon as 
he gave vent to the voice of 
labour in his district, he had to 
face unemployment and star-
vation in his early manhood 

and when he began to cham-
pion politically the rights of his 
class he found every prosti-
tute journalist in these islands 
throwing mud at his character, 
and defaming his associates.

Yet he rose through it all, and 
above it all, never faltered in 
the fight, never failed to stand 
up for truth and justice as he 
saw it, and as the world will yet 
see it.

When the vultures of capi-
tal descended upon Dublin, 
resolved to make Dublin the 
grave of the new unionism, 
James Keir Hardie was one of 
the first to take his stand in the 
gap of danger by our sides. 
And when many of our friends 
weakened or were led astray, 
in the midst of the clamour 
of reviling tongues, and ris-
ing above it, we could always 

catch the encouraging accents 
of James Keir Hardie bidding 
the Dublin fighters to stand 
fast.

And when the latest great in-
iquity was being rushed upon 
the world, and the contending 
hosts of Europe were being 
marshalled by their masters 
for the work of murder, James 
Keir Hardie stood resolutely 

for peace and brotherhood 
among the nations — refusing 
to sanction the claim of the 
capitalist class of any nation to 
be the voice of the best inter-
ests of that nation.

May the earth rest lightly 
over his bosom. □
• Workers’ Republic, 2 October 
1915

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

Connolly politically 
unexpurgated
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The children, the Irish Transport 
and General Workers’ Union, 
and the Archbishop
By James Connolly

Our good friend the Daily Citizen 
describes the scenes attendant 

upon the intended departure of some 
Dublin children to Great Britain, under 
the auspices of a committee organised 
there for the purpose of taking care of 
children of the locked out workers; as 
“the most extraordinary scene in this 
most extraordinary industrial conflict in 
this country.”

We do not wonder at our British 
friends being surprised, nor at them 
being horrified, nor at them being scan-
dalised and shocked at the treatment 
to which they have been subjected, 
and the vile aspersions cast upon their 
motives. For ourselves we anticipated 
it all, and have never been enthusiastic 
towards the scheme.

We realised that their children are 
about all the workers of Dublin have 
left to comfort them, that amidst the 
squalor and wretchedness of their sur-
roundings the love of their little ones 
shines like a star of redemption, and 
that to part with their dear ones would 
be like wrenching their hearts asunder. 
We realised, further, what it is very dif-
ficult to make even the most friendly of 
the British realise, that Great Britain is 
still an alien country to Ireland, and that 
even the splendid comradeship and 
substantial aid of today can hardly ex-
pect to obliterate immediately the evil 
results upon our intercourse of long 
generations of oppression during the 
period when class rule stood in Ire-
land for Great Britain, and symbolised 
all Britain’s relations with Ireland. And 
we also knew that some of the darkest 
memories of Ireland were associated 
with British attempts to stab the heart 
of Ireland through systematic abduc-
tion of the bodies and corruption of the 
minds of Irish children.

Therefore we felt instinctively that the 
well-meant move of Mrs. Montefiore 
and her colleagues would arouse in 
Ireland hostilities and suspicions they 
could not conceive of, and would not 
believe were we to attempt the task of 
making the matter clear. Hence, while 
placing no obstacle in the way of its 
fulfilment, and feeling deeply a sense 
of gratitude towards the noble British 
men and women of our class who have 
so unreservedly thrown open their 
homes for the purpose of sheltering 
our stricken little ones, we have never-
theless felt that the scheme was bound 

to be taken advantage of to our detri-
ment by all the hostile elements who 
surround us, but usually fear to reveal 
their hostility. We know that people 
“willing to wound, and yet afraid to 
strike,” swarm everywhere on the flanks 
of the labour movement in Ireland, and 
we also know that the men and women 
in charge of that labour movement 
know how to keep these people dis-
armed and ineffective; but that the men 
and women in the British labour move-
ment have none of that knowledge of 
our enemies nor of our methods for 
neutralising their hostility.

But when we have said this we have 
said all that our own position demands. 
Having said it, we must protest in the 
name of the whole labour movement of 
this country against the foul and libel-
lous accusations brought against the 
noble-minded ladies who have been in 
charge of the scheme. One scoundrel 
in clerical garb is said to have stated 
on Wednesday that the children were 
being “brought to England by trickery, 
fraud and corruption for proselytising 
purposes.” Nothing more venomous 
and unfounded was ever spewed out 
of a lying mouth in Ireland since the 
seoinin clergy at the bidding of an 
English politician hounded Parnell to 
his grave. Mrs. Montefiore had given 
his Grace Archbishop Walsh her assur-
ance that wherever the children went, 
the local Roman Catholic clergy would 
be given their names and addresses, 
and requested to take charge of them, 
and see that they attended to their du-
ties as Catholic children.

His Grace felt that, despite that as-
surance, and without doubting it in the 
least, there would still be dangers. But 
not for one moment did he impugn the 
motives of the ladies in question. His 
instincts as a gentleman, and his own 
high sense of honour forbade. But what 
these instincts and that honour forbade 
his Grace to do was unblushingly done 
on Wednesday by a cleric destitute of 
both. We leave the gentleman in ques-
tion to be dealt with by his Grace, who 
will assuredly see that in his diocese the 
garb of a priest is not made a shield for 
the acts and language of a scoundrel.

The utterances of his Grace the Arch-
bishop on the question at issue deserve 
and no doubt will receive, the earnest 
consideration of every thoughtful man 
and woman in Ireland. Nobody wants 
to send the children away — the Irish 
Transport and General Workers’ Union 

least of all desires such a sacrifice. But 
neither do we wish the children to 
starve. We love the children of Ireland, 
we are sacrificing our own ease and 
comfort in order that the future of these 
children may be sweeter and happier 
than the lot of their fathers and moth-
ers. We know that progress cannot be 
made without sacrifice, and we do not 
shrink from the sacrifice involved in 
fighting for freedom now in order that 
future generations may build upon the 
results of our toil. But the master class 
of Dublin calmly and cold-bloodedly 
calculate upon using the sufferings of 
the children to weaken the resistance 
of the parents. They wish to place us 
upon the horns of a dilemma. Either 
the parents should resist, and then the 
children will starve, or the parents will 
surrender, and the children will grow 
up in slavery, and live to despise the 
parents who bequeathed to them such 
an evil heritage.

Your Grace, we are resolved to fight 
Death itself — the death some of us 
have already suffered, the death your 
humble servant has in the same cause 
looked in the face without flinching — 
it would be preferable to surrendering 
the Dublin workers again to the hell of 
slavery out of which they are emerging. 
Your Grace, we will fight!

But if your Grace is as solicitous about 
the poor bodies of those children as 
we know you to be about their souls, or 
even if you are but one tenth part as so-
licitous, may we suggest to you or your 
laymen that your duty is plain. See to it 
that the force of public opinion, that the 
power of the press, that all the engines 
at your command are brought to bear 
upon the inhuman monsters who con-
trol the means of employment in Dub-
lin to make them realise their duties 
to the rest of the community. We have 
done our part, we have told the Lord 
Mayor, we have told Sir George Ask-
with, we have told the Dublin Industrial 
Peace Committee, that we are ready to 
negotiate. All of these admit that our 
position is reasonable, all of them have 
been spat upon with scorn by the em-
ployers, and all of them shrink in cow-
ardice from taking the next logical step 
and concentrating public feeling and 
public financial support in favour of the 
workers, the only party to the dispute 
that all along has declared its readiness 
to bow to public opinion.

These people, we repeat, have shrunk 
in cowardice from their manifest duty. 

Will you undertake it? It is your duty 
equally with theirs. To you we repeat 
our offer: we are willing to accept the 
mediation of any party whose functions 
will be strictly limited to bringing the 
two parties together in a conference to 
thrash out their differences. We are pre-
pared to meet the representatives of all 
the employers, or meet any individual 
employer, as we have done satisfacto-
rily in many cases already. This is our 
offer to you. And we repeat to you what 
we have said to the others:

If the employers reject your offer 
of mediation and still declare their 
contempt for any public opinion they 
cannot rig in advance, then it is your 
manifest duty to organise public sup-
port for the workers to defeat their 
soulless employers.

We have read your Grace’s charac-
ter in vain if you shrink from that task, 
or fail in that duty. The plight of the 
children, and your concern for them 
should be your warrant for acting, if any 
warrant other than your high position 
was needed. Meanwhile, come weal or 
woe, in good repute or evil, we are pre-
pared to fight, because we feel that this 
fight is a fight for the future, a brighter 
future for
“The children who swarm and die,
In loathsome dens where despair is 
king;
Like blackened buds of a frosty spring
That wither, sunless, remote they lie,
From the hour that quickens each soul 
and
Whilst vice and hunger and pestilence 
–
Breast-poisoned nurses — the babes 
drain dry.”

• Forward, 1 November 1913

The story 
of Sylvia 
Pankhurst 
including her 
working-class 
organising in 
the East End 
of London. £4 
(inc. post) □
bit.ly/shop-wl
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Lesbian life in the Section 28 era
By Zack Muddle

Georgia Oakley’s riveting and im-
pressive debut, Blue Jean, is both 

moving and apposite.
Jean, excellently performed by Rosy 

McEwen, struggles to navigate a dou-
ble life. In her new job as a PE teacher 
in 1988 Newcastle, Jean is a newly-di-
vorced and reserved individual, always 
making excuses to not socialise with 
her co-workers.

She’s fretfully anxious to keep work 
life apart from her other life with her 
new girlfriend Viv, and other boister-
ous, more openly lesbian friends.

But in 1988, set against the backdrop 
of the AIDS crisis, a moral panic against 
homosexuality is being whipped up as 
the Tories move towards and then in-
troduce Section 28. Section 28 prohib-

ited the “promotion of homosexuality” 
by schools and local authorities. A new 
student, Lois, joins Jean’s class. Lois is 
lesbian, and bullied for it: Jean’s worlds 
start to collide.

The parallels with the current anti-LG-
BTQ moral panic are stark. From talk of 
“vulnerability of young minds” to para-
noia about lesbians in changing rooms, 
from allusions of potential grooming to 
insistence by family on celebrating pre-
queer identities — what then centred 
primarily on gays and lesbians, now 
centres on trans people.

I don’t think this parallel is intention-
ally portrayed. The film’s excoriation of 
homophobia does not feel laboured 
or “preachy”, but human and personal. 
Oakley was a (queer) student at school 
when Section 28 was, as she only dis-
covered later, in force. The film takes 
inspiration — and McEwen took in-
struction — from the story of a lesbian 
then-PE teacher, Catherine Lee.

“We spoke at length” says Lee “about 

what it was like to be permanently anx-
ious at school, never in the moment, al-
ways thinking two steps ahead in case 
somebody was going to ask you what 
you did at the weekend, or ask you to 
go to the pub, and cross the profes-
sional into the personal.

“Seeing Rosy as Jean embody that, 
and be so small and anxious and timid 
in those school scenes — it affected me 
really profoundly.

“I went from feeling sorry for her and 
wanting to put my arm around her 
and tell her that it would all be OK, to 
wanting to shake her and feeling really 
angry with her for not being bolder.”

The inescapable anxiety impacts 
Jean’s behaviour more widely: she 
never fully drops her reservation, or 
the emotional turmoil lurking behind 
it. We are immersed in Jean’s personal 
hell through repeated reminders of 
the wider anti-gay crusade, in the form 
of news broadcasts, billboards, and 
judgemental neighbours. This, and the 

frequent use of blue, evoke a sense that 
our whole world, like Jean’s, is being 
coloured by fear of outing and perse-
cution.

I won’t reveal spoilers. But the protag-
onist is far from a hero: she isn’t out and 
proud, she doesn’t want to be political, 
and she makes many bad choices as 
well as good. This less celebrated but 
more widespread queer experiences 
heightens the perpetual angst of being 
trapped between a rock and a hard 
place. □
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Uni strikes: stop the sell out
By AWL members in HE 

On the evening of Friday 17 Febru-
ary, University and College Union 

(UCU) members received an email 
from the General Secretary announc-
ing that strikes in Higher Education 
(HE) had been suspended by all unions 
to allow a “period of calm” in negotia-
tions at ACAS. But the joint statement 
makes clear that employers are refus-
ing to move on the headline pay offer 
of 5-8%, to be paid over 18 months. 
Part will be paid from 1 February 2023 
and part from August 2023. So it is not 
even 5-8% for this year; it represents a 
further cut on top of years of below-in-
flation settlements. They have yet to 
make any concrete commitments on 
casualisation, workload or equalities.

There has been most movement on 
the USS pension scheme (which covers 
higher-grade staff in the older pre-92 
universities), but this is largely a mat-
ter of the stock market improving and 
costs employers little to concede. The 
restoration of (some) USS benefits is 
good news, but many lower-paid staff 
feel their interests have been aban-
doned in favour of benefits for bet-
ter-off colleagues.

Those Unison HE branches involved 
in pay strikes and gearing up for new 
ballots have responded angrily to the 
suspension of action and the seeming 
lack of anything more for their grades. 
London branches met on 18 Feb and 
agreed to send a letter of complaint to 
the union about the failure to consult 
affected branches before suspending 
action. 

ACAS rules of confidentiality make it 
hard to know why Unison negotiators 
thought there was enough progress 
to suspend hard-won strikes. Activists 
are promised a statement at the start 
of week but at the moment it feels like 
Unison confidence faltered and they 
bent to pressure from the better organ-
ised UCU.

The “pause” has also been decided 
without reference to UCU democratic 
structures. The Higher Education Com-
mittee, which calls action, has not been 
consulted, nor has the group of elected 
UCU officers, nor the lay negotiators. 
With the next strike due on Tuesday 
21st there was ample time to hold an 
emergency online meeting over the 
weekend to vote on whether to accept 
the pause. Instead it has been imposed 
by the General Secretary and President. 

Whatever went on inside the talks, by 
abandoning strike action without com-
mitments, the unions are giving up lev-
erage precisely when it is most needed.

Unlike the headline pay claim, all the 
“pay-related” elements have the devil 
in the detail. There is little if any im-
provement on what was on the table 
in 2020 as Covid hit. There has been a 
lot of fanfare about a promise to end 
zero-hour contracts, but we know from 
institutions where this has already been 
won locally that management use it as 
a way to make redundancies. Workload 
cannot be fixed without hiring extra 
staff — yet we know from the pay nego-
tiations that the employers say there’s 
no more money. Any concessions we 
do get are likely to be national frame-
works with detail to be negotiated 
locally. There is some space to force 
concessions — for example the prom-
ised review of the pay spine could look 
at the pay differentials between pre- 
and post-92 universities where senior 
lecturers are often paid a full grade 
apart. But this is not the time to be giv-
ing up on action.

The Higher Education Committee of 
UCU will meet on Friday 24 February. It 
is vital that serious action is reinstated 

for the remainder of term. A reballot 
will begin on 22 February to ensure 
the mandate continues past April. That 
opens the possibility of a marking and 
assessment boycott to hit final exams, 
plus action to target Clearing and En-
rolment in the summer. This is not 
where we would want to be, but there 
is still time to fight.

UCU NEC elections (closing 1 March): 
Solidarity is recommending votes for 
independent left candidates including 
James Brackley for Treasurer, Laura 
Loyola-Hernández for Migrant Rep, 
Sam Morecroft and Ansh Bhatnagar 
for Casually Employed Members’ Reps 
and Vicky Blake for UK-Elected NEC 
member. □

More 
online

Nicola Sturgeon
Step-down unlikely to bring 

Scottish Labour revival
bit.ly/ns-snp

Jon Rogers 1960-
2023

Lambeth Unison pays 
tribute to its longtime 

branch secretary
bit.ly/jr-ob

NHS: escalate and co-ordinate
By Jayne Evans

We have seen some impor-
tant announcements in 

the ongoing NHS pay dispute.
Re-ballots in Unison: from 

ten ballots run in England, Uni-
son got a mandate for strike 
action in another nine trusts.

Junior doctors vote to strike: 
A ballot by the British Med-
ical Association, junior doc-
tors went 98% for strikes, on 
a 77% turnout: they will strike 
for 72 hours in March. Junior 
doctors in the smaller Hospi-
tal Consultants and Special-
ists Association already voted 
for strikes in January (97% for, 
75% turnout), and will be out 
on 15 March.

The next RCN strike is 
planned to start 6am on 
Wednesday 1 March and run 
for 48 hours to 6am on Friday 
3 March. All the trusts where 
RCN members voted for indus-
trial action are being brought 
out this time. The RCN have 
also stated that there will be 
no wide-ranging derogations 
in place, and increased strike 
pay to £120 a day for mem-
bers striking for a fourth day.

The RCN is also winding up 
its strike committees, rather 
than allowing lay control there, 
and dealing with emergency 
cover by assuming members 
of other unions will do it and 
having full-time officials de-
cide beyond that. We are for 
emergency cover under work-
ers’ control, but in its way the 
RCN is escalating.

Health workers meeting at 
Unison women’s conference 
agreed that in the strikes so 
far management have used 
the “derogations” to insist on 
more cover than was needed 
and to dictate what should and 
shouldn’t be covered rather 
than those decisions being in 
the hands of striking workers. 
The RCN decision to refuse 
co-operation at the same level 
as last time is right.

But we need to do much 
more to escalate the action. 
The health union leaders seem 
to think that it’s possible to win 
a dispute through a slow and 
drawn-out dribble of one or 
two day strikes. All experience 
shows that escalating action 
from the start is the best way 
to win disputes quickly.

In the USA, nurses at Mount 
Sinai and Montefiore in New 
York won contracts that in-
clude enforceable nurse-to-
patient staffing ratios and 19% 
increase in pay after 7,000 
nurses took part in three days 
of indefinite strike. Strikes have 
also won in Minnesota and 
California. 

We need to move to all-out 
indefinite action, with all un-
ions and all sectors which have 
won ballot majorities, fast, if 
we are to be successful. 

Coordination
There has also been very lit-
tle co-ordination of action 
by health unions whether at 
a local, national or regional 
level. The RCN called its 1-3 
March strike at the last possi-
ble date for the 14 days’ no-
tice required by law, making 
it almost impossible for other 
unions to join in on those days.

There are some signs that 
the unions’ failure to escalate 
action quickly and the lack of 
co-ordinated action could re-
sult in the strike action wave 
slowing down.

NHS workers in Wales have 

been offered 3% (1.5% con-
solidated and 1.5% one-off 
payment). This offer is being 
put to RCN members from 10 
to 27 Feb. A new offer in Scot-
land, with an average pay rise 
of 6.5%, is goes to the vote 
from 28 Feb to 20 March. RCN 
members rejected the previ-
ous offer in Scotland, but RCN 
then called no strikes, instead 
coming back weeks later with 
a marginally improved deal.

These meagre offers will 
hopefully be rejected by 
health workers. We need local, 
regional and nationally co-or-
dinated industrial action. 

The running of the disputes 
should also be in the hands of 
union members. So far in this 
dispute national union lead-
erships have been firmly in 
charge with few attempts to 
encourage union members 
to make the decisions on the 
day-to-day running of the ac-
tion.

Members’ committees, joint 
union strike committees and 
democratic accountability in 
the organisation of the dis-
pute should be a priority over 
the coming weeks if we are 

to build structures that will 
strengthen union organisation 
in the NHS. 

Disputes will only be suc-
cessful only if strike action is 
co-ordinated and democratic.

NHS workers are attempting 
to co-ordinate action across 
the health unions. If we are 
successful, we can win this dis-
pute and begin to put in place 
the rank-and-file organisations 
to lay the basis for future co-or-
dinated action. □
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The services the Tories have broken

By Alice Hazel 

Part of the reason I moved from the 
ambulance service into working at a 

GP was because I was fed up of taking 
patients to sit for hours outside A&E. 
I thought there’d be more chance to 
access the services people needed 
directly by seeing them in the commu-
nity.

Michael came into the surgery. He’d 
had a few episodes of chest pain when 
walking up the stairs recently. We have 
a great referral system for someone 
like Michael. He didn’t need acute A&E 
treatment, but it was important that he 
got a fairly quick specialist assessment 
for cardiac disease. So, I referred him to 
the “Rapid Access Chest Pain Clinic”. It 

says on the form that they call patients 
the next day and see them within the 
week. “Right place right time” is the slo-
gan that management in the NHS go 
on about.

Excellent... except, I followed it up 
this week to find out his diagnosis. 
Three weeks later he’d not been con-
tacted. I called the clinic to check if I’d 
made the referral correctly. “Yes you 
did it right, but we’ve got a waiting list 
of 3 months,” I was told. Rapid access?

Home visit
I went out to see Steven on a home 
visit. He lived with his mum, who was 
in her late 80s. He wasn’t well at all and 
after a brief assessment and discussion 
we agreed he needed to be admitted 
to hospital. I chatted to his mum, Mary, 
and realised as Steven had got ill she 
had been struggling too. She was frail 
but amazingly fit and had been caring 
for him for months without help. She 

didn’t have any clinical problems, but 
it seemed as if she might need support 
once her son was in hospital.

Another referral, this time for “Emer-
gency Social Care Support”. Assess-
ment within 24 hours is the criterion. 
I called in on my way home to check 
she was OK and arranged for a friend 
to visit the next day, in case it took more 
than 24 hours.

I followed up this week. Two weeks 
later she’d been taken into hospital 
after a fall and with hypothermia. No 
social care assessment had happened. 
Emergency Support?

A woman waits seven months for an 
incontinence referral. Another over six 
months for physio. The list is endless. 
When I see the queues of ambulances I 
know for each one there are thousands 
of others waiting elsewhere for ser-
vices that the Tories have deliberately 
broken. □

My Brilliant Career

By John Cunningham

Long overdue in Kino Eye: a film 
from Australia. Gillian Armstrong’s 

My Brilliant Career (1979) was 
adapted from Miles Franklin’s novel 
of the same name, written in 1901 
when Franklin was only 16 years old, 
and published in Britain by Virago 
in 1980. It tells the story of Sybylla 
Melvyn (Judy Davis), who lives on an 
isolated farm and dreams of becom-
ing a writer. Her parents are not ex-
actly overjoyed at this prospect and 
pack her off to board with their ma-

ternal grandparents, who they hope 
will make her see sense.

She becomes close to Harry Bee-
cham (Sam Neill), and he proposes, 
but Sybylla turns him down (twice) 
partly because she wants to concen-
trate on her writing, leaving open the 
possibility of marriage in the future. 
Eventually, Sybylla returns home. She 
finishes the manuscript of her book, 
My Brilliant Career, and sends it off to 
a publisher.

Seen by many as part of the Aus-
tralian New Wave, My Brilliant Career 
was an important film in terms of its 
portrayal of women, and probably 
Armstrong’s best work. Miles Frank-
lin wrote a follow-up, My Career goes 
Bung, which has never been made 
into a film. □

Help make our 
Ukraine speaker 
tour a success
The launch of a specific drive 

(within our £35,000-total fund-
raising effort) to help us fund the two 
Ukrainian speakers who are due to 
tour the country in March (see page 
i) has got off to a healthy start.

Our aim is to raise £2,000 to pay 
for rooms, publicity, travel and other 
expenses. So far we have raised 
£1172.22 bringing us to a total of 
£2728.22. A big thank you to Joe, 
Pat, Mick, Dave, Steve, Kelly, Brian, 
John, Chris, Zack, and James and 
everyone else who has made dona-
tions. □
• Please continue to make donations 
to either www.workersliberty.org/
fund or our dedicated Gofundme

Scottish teachers keep up the pace
By James Rink 

Teachers in Scotland are 
striking again after the 

EIS union Salaries Commit-
tee unanimously rejected 
the latest pay offer from the 
Scottish Government and 
local authorities (COSLA) on 
15 February 2023.

The employer’s proposal 
was a marginal improve-
ment on the previous 5% 
offer to 6% for this year, 
combined with a proposed 
5.5% for 2023-24. The EIS 
first heard of the proposal 
from the press and has yet 

even to submit a pay claim 
for 2023-24.

There is a real anger 
among teachers at the lack 
of real progress on the em-
ployers side and the way 
that they are attempting to 
news-manage this dispute. 
As the EIS statement put it:

“Proper negotiation mech-
anisms have been com-
pletely side-lined as the 
Scottish Government and 
COSLA have sought to ne-
gotiate through the media 
rather than with teacher 
trade union representatives. 
The Scottish Government 

claims that 5.5% will be paid 
to other sections of the local 
government workforce. 
This is yet further flouting 
of negotiating mechanisms 
in favour of the One Work-
force ‘pay suppression for 
all’ agenda in which both 
COSLA and the Scottish 
Government are complicit”.

Selective strikes start in the 
week beginning 20 Feb in 
the constituencies of some 
of the key political decision 
makers in both the Scottish 
Government and COSLA.

Then EIS has two days of 
national all-out action on 28 

February and 1 March, and 
more rolling strikes over 20 
days from 13 March to 21 
April. (Scotland’s school year 
ends a month earlier than 
England’s, in late June).

The resolve of Scottish 
teachers is as strong as ever 
and the Scottish Govern-
ment knows this. With a new 
First Minister on the horizon, 
and the Scottish Highers 
exams just round the corner 
(they start 24 April), teach-
ers are in no mood to back 
down. □

What we stand for

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• Independent working-class rep-
resentation in politics

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

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

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

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

• A workers’ movement that fights 
all forms of oppression

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

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

• Black and white workers’ unity 
against racism

• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global 

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

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

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

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

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

• workersliberty.org/join-awl

Kino Eye

Diary of a 
healthworker
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New rail strikes 
from 16 March
From Off the Rails

The rail union RMT has called new 
strikes in the national disputes with 

the Train Operating Companies (TOCs) 
and Network Rail.

TOCs workers will strike on 16 March, 
18 March, 30 March, and 1 April. Net-
work Rail workers will strike from 02:00 
on 16 March to 01:59 on 17 March. Net-
work Rail workers will have overtime 
bans 17-23 March, 31 March-6 April, 
and 14 April-20 April (maintenance), 
and 26 March-1 April, 9-15 April, and 
23-29 April (operations).

It’s good further action has been 
called, following the rejection of the 
shoddy offers from the Rail Delivery 
Group (representing the TOCs), and 
Network Rail. Having rightly binned 

those pay-cut deals, calling further ac-
tion to press for improvements was an 
absolute necessity. We all need to work 
to ensure the strikes are as strong as 
possible, with effective picketing that 
actively seeks to persuade members of 
other unions, and non-union members, 
to join the strikes.

But we have to ask ourselves whether 
the action that’s been called is really 
sufficient to force concessions. There’s 
no magic formula for judging exactly 
what will be necessary, but a sober as-
sessment of the evidence from striking 
sporadically, in 24 or 48-hour blocks, 
since June 2022, suggests that two 48-
hour strikes (TOCs) and one strike plus 
an overtime ban (Network Rail) isn’t 
going to cut it.

There are risks in significant esca-
lation. In the midst of a cost-of-living 
crisis, members may feel the financial 
sacrifice involved is too great. That can 
be partially mitigated by effective use 
of hardship funds, but it also requires 

leadership from union reps and ac-
tivists — nationally and right down to 
workplace level — to persuade mem-
bers that attempting to avert the dam-
age that’ll be done by the bosses’ cuts 
is worth making the sacrifice. Our na-
tional leadership seems stuck on the 
idea that members will only tolerate a 
certain level of strikes and can’t be per-
suaded to step up. If that’s really the 
case, the dispute is lost.

We don’t think that’s where we’re at. 
Having come this far, we believe that 
there are enough members who are 
prepared to do what it takes to win to 
build that mood throughout the rest 
of the membership. So let’s get back 
on the picket lines from 16 March, and 
organise within our union to push for 
an escalating programme of further 
strikes. □
• The RMT executive decided not to 
strike on 1 February with the PCS and 
NEU. This was a missed opportunity. 
Read more at bit.ly-rmt-miss

Continue and 
escalate!

Our strikes continue to be solid. 
We can see the impact at work-

place level through things like the 
closure of the British Museum. Al-
though nothing substantive came 
out of our last national-level meeting 
with the Cabinet Office, it was note-
worthy that, on the day of that meet-
ing, there was a story in the Financial 
Times reporting that the government 
was considering altering the pay an-
niversary date to set it in January, 
which means that, whenever a pay 
deal is settled, our members would 
receive a greater amount of back 
pay.

We have had no formal notification 
of that proposal, but it is obviously 
something that has been fed to the 
FT by a government source, poten-
tially directly from No. 10. We don’t 
think that story would be out there if 
the government felt under no pres-
sure from our strikes.

So we are having an impact — al-
though not, as yet, a sufficient one 
to force a new offer that meets our 
demands. That’s why we have to con-
tinue and escalate our strikes.

The main tactical debate inside the 
union remains around the question 
of the balance between selective, 
department-by-department action 
and all-out national strike. My view 
remains that both have their place, 
and it’s about ensuring the most ef-
fective blend between the two.

It’s likely we’ll commence a 
re-ballot in April in order to ensure 
continuity of our industrial action 
mandate. Depending on the exact 
timing of that, the result could be 
known shortly before our national 
conference on 23-25 May, which 
would allow emergency motions 
to be submitted to that conference 
with different proposals for the next 
steps. To me, this would be a great 
thing: it would put the decisions 
about the strike strategy directly in 
the hands of rank-and-file delegates 
and maximise democratic control. □
• John Moloney is assistant general 
secretary of PCS, writing here in a 
personal capacity

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

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

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

Contact us
020 7394 8923

solidarity@workersliberty.org

Write to: 20E Tower Workshops, 
Riley Road, London, SE1 3DG

Production team: Martin 
Thomas (editor), Sara Lee, 

Sacha Ismail, Dan Katz, Simon 
Nelson, Zack Muddle □

Post workers vote for more strikes
By Ollie Moore

Communications Workers Union 
(CWU) leaders have warned of a 

“new wave of disruption” in Royal Mail, 
after postal workers voted by a 95.6% 
majority, on a 77% turnout, to renew 
their industrial action mandate. How-
ever, the union is yet to announce any 
further strikes.

Postal workers have struck 18 times 
against the company’s plans for job 
cuts and changes to the working ar-
rangements, as well as to win a decent 
pay settlement.

But Royal Mail has not budged, and 
has begun to unilaterally impose its 

changes and to victimise reps.
CWU’s last phase of strikes saw work-

ers strike multiple times in December. 
A further strike was called for 16 Febru-
ary, but was cancelled after a legal chal-
lenge from Royal Mail, which claimed 
the strike, which would have run into 
17 February, was invalid because the 
CWU’s ballot mandate expired on 16 
February.

Although December’s strikes repre-
sented an escalation relative to pre-
vious action, strikes are yet to extend 
beyond 24 or 48 hours consecutively. 
Given Royal Mail’s commitment to its 
restructure plans, it is unlikely anything 
other than sustained, and possible in-

definite, strikes will force meaningful 
concessions. □

New York nurses win
By Lewis Joyes

Seven thousand nurses in two major 
New York City hospitals struck in 

January for three days, and won sig-
nificant improvements to their con-
tracts. For many strikers the key issues 
related to unsafe workloads and low 
pay. The promised deal will provide 
nursing staff a 19% pay rise (spread 
over three years), and — in a bid to 

tackle chronic under-staffing of hos-
pitals — the introduction of 170 new 
nursing jobs across the two sites and 
guaranteed patient staffing ratios. 
Their short, sharp action won the day, 
and is inspiring others.

Earlier this month, 800 nurses 
nearby on Long Island voted 99% to 
strike (from 27 Feb) if similar staffing 
and pay issues were not resolved by 
their employer. □
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Labour left: Stay in there! 
Starmer: Let Corbyn stand!
By Keith Road

Keir Starmer used a speech welcoming the 
Equality and Human Rights Commission’s 

(EHRC) end to its monitoring of the Labour Party 
for antisemitism to rule out Jeremy Corbyn stand-
ing as a Labour candidate in the next election.

In Labour’s rules, Starmer has no power to 
making that ruling. But selections in the last 18 
months have shown the right-controlled National 
Executive (NEC) doing effectively whatever it 
likes. Previous guarantees that candidates with 
enough branch or union backing would automat-
ically make longlists or shortlists have vanished. 
Former MPs have been prevented from standing. 
Some candidates who have shared just one so-
cial media post deemed problematic have been 
excluded.

So the NEC will exclude Corbyn from the Is-
lington North shortlist, and members won’t be 
allowed to choose him as the Labour candidate. 
Corbyn indicated in his statement following 
Starmer’s speech that he will at least attempt to 
seek the nomination. Some say he will run as an 
independent if he is barred from nomination.

Corbyn is right to say that the decision should 
be down to Islington North Labour party mem-
bers, and that he is entitled to stand. Corbyn 
should be reinstated as a Labour MP.

Whether he should stand as an independent, 
and what he would represent by doing so, de-
mands more consideration. His statement after 
the publication of the EHRC report was crass, 
wrong, and as if calculated to get the whip re-
moved. He should and could still apologise for it.

Torn
Islington North Labour Party being torn apart by 
its members being expelled for backing Corbyn 
against an imposed Labour candidate would not 
be a good coda to the Corbyn years. The left 
must move on from Jeremy Corbyn.

Momentum has signalled that it will not back 
Corbyn against Labour, but organisations includ-
ing Momentum, CLPD and others, have made the 
reinstatement of Corbyn a shibboleth. For them, 
over the two and a half years since the EHRC re-
port, it has become a red-line for whether Labour 
remains an organisation for socialists to be mem-
bers of.

That misses the point. We should fight the bu-
reaucratic exclusion of Corbyn and thousands of 
other members. But individuals, or even large 

constituency groups, quitting the Labour party 
in this political down-phase, as some tens of 
thousands have already quit and dispersed, only 
helps the clique of Blairite revivalists standing be-
hind Starmer. That Labour remains the party with 
formal ties to the wider labour movement, and 
that we can win space to fight within it, is decisive. 

The EHRC report published on 29 October 
2020 had institutional weight to push the Labour 
party into dealing with a genuine problem of anti-
semitism. But a focus on disciplinary matters and 
structures could never resolve the political prob-
lem of antisemitism on the left. Workers’ Liberty 
has long argued that education, free debate, and 
discussion is the way to overcome the simmering 
antisemitism which has been widespread in parts 
of the left since the 1980s and flooded into La-
bour with the Corbyn-era “returners”. Neither the 
adoption of the IHRA definition nor the conclu-
sions of the EHRC report could be the final word 
on the matter. And Labour’s continued focus now 
on “training” rather than education continues to 
hamper efforts to get political clarity on the issue 
of antisemitism.

Happy
The EHRC is now happy that Labour has taken the 
steps it recommended, particularly to have an in-
dependent complaints system walled off from the 
Leader’s Office and with third party legal advice. 
For individual members the new processes con-
tinue to mean many summary expulsions, at times 
just for social media likes, without due process.

For Starmer and the Blairites around him, expel-
ling or losing thousands of members is positively 
desirable if it remodels the party away from the 
Corbyn years. The expulsions and proscriptions 
include Workers’ Liberty and others vocal against 
antisemitism long before Corbyn became leader 
or Starmer became prominent, but the “discipli-
nary” focus in dealing with antisemitism fits neatly 
into the general purge.

As we said when the EHRC report was pub-
lished in 2022, “the issue of antisemitism can-
not be tackled without also having a sustained 
drive to educate the left on the actual history and 
politics of the region. The Labour Party policy is 
(rightly) for a democratic ‘two states’ settlement in 
Israel-Palestine, and despite all the noise and fury 
no section of the post-1980s left in the Labour 
Party ever tried to challenge that. We need to nail 
the argument down”. □

Far right outnumbered 
in Rotherham
By Sam Myerson

Three or four hundred people came to Man-
vers, near Rotherham, on 18 February 2023 to 

confront the fascist-organised mobilisation tar-
geting a hotel where refugees are being housed.

The far right will have hoped to build on their 
four hundred-strong crowd which fought police 
outside a hotel with asylum-seekers in Knows-
ley, near Liverpool, on 10 February. Only around 
fifty fascists came, Patriotic Alternative, York-
shire Rose, and British Bulldog being the known 
groups among them. They were held by the po-
lice on a roundabout on the main road, while the 
counter-demo was outside the front of the hotel, 
kettled between a fence and a police line.

Trade unionists, the left, and students, along 
with migrant action groups, turned out in signif-
icant numbers, with three coaches and a convoy 
of cars. Sheffield Trades Union Council organised 
and funded coaches from Sheffield. Without that, 
numbers would have been much smaller.

The police issued a Section 14 notice for the 
day with fixed positions for the demo, and threats 
of arrest if it was ignored. They insisted on a demo 
in a car park rather than a confrontation to run the 
far right out of town.

Moves were made to break through the police 
line to confront the fascists. Each attempt was 
shut down by the police, aided by the SWP call-
ing on people to remain where they were and not 
“cause trouble”. A small group did break through 
to confront the group of fascists on the rounda-
bout, then were surrounded and brought back to 
the designated zone.

Placards displayed in the windows of the hotel 

communicated with the demo with messages 
saying “Thank you” and “We are not illegal”.

The demo was low on politics. Placards from 
Sheffield Solidarity Group stood out with the 
slogan “Jobs and Homes not Racism”. Speakers 
were controlled by the SWP, though one from 
Orgreave Truth and Justice and the chair of Shef-
field TUC got in.

It was an impressive and important mobilisa-
tion, but only the beginning. We have to learn 
from today, and continue the work fighting the 
hate and division pushed by the far right. That 
means on-the-ground organising in workplaces 
and in the community.

The areas where the far right are mobilising are 
towns that have been abandoned by the govern-
ment, and the Labour Party locally is weak and 
inadequate. □

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

haul collective effort to spread the so-
cialist ideas you read in Solidarity, and to 
link together activities in diverse campaigns 
and conflicts around that consistent socialist 
thread? Then take some copies of Solidarity to 
sell each week, and contact us to discuss join-
ing Workers’ Liberty, the group that produces 
and sustains this paper. Check it out and con-
tact us via workersliberty.org/join-awl □
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SOLIDARITY WITH THE 
UKRAINIAN LEFT
By Dan Katz

Olenka Gulenok and Kat-
eryna (Bri) Kostrova, two 

activists from the Ukrainian so-
cialist organisation Sotsialniy 
Rukh (Social Movement, SR), 
are visiting Britain in March.

The comrades will meet ac-
tivists, trade unionists, socialists 
and feminists as they briefly 
tour the country, speaking at 
conferences and public meet-
ings.

Workers’ Liberty is helping to 
organise these comrades’ visit 
because we believe that Olenka 
and Bri carry an important mes-
sage. These activists are au-
thentic representatives of the 

socialist movement in Ukraine: 
socialists who back Ukraine’s 
war against Russian imperial-
ist aggression but also defend 
workers’ interests against the 
Ukrainian capitalist class.

Unfortunately, such voices 
have rarely been heard in the 
UK. Sadly, and stupidly, much of 
the far left is hostile to Ukraine’s 
war to defend its right self-de-
termination and so has compre-
hensively alienated itself from 
the entire Ukrainian left and la-
bour movement. 

All of Ukraine’s trade unions, 
and left organisations back 
Ukraine’s fight. The Ukrainian 
labour movement knows that 
it will be destroyed if Putin 

overruns their country. Elected 
councils and government will 
be abolished if Russia imposes 
its rule in Ukraine and, instead, 
a regime of terror will be in-
stalled.

Stop the War have had to 
make do with a single, right-
wing Ukrainian pacifist and 
oddball to speak on their plat-
forms. Groups like Socialist 
Worker and the Stalinist Morn-
ing Star cannot find a single left-
wing Ukrainian who supports 
their position and will speak on 
their platforms.

The Ukrainian diaspora in the 
UK has been appalled by the far 
left that refuses to back them.

Workers’ Liberty hopes that 
as many British activists as pos-
sible will hear Olenka and Bri 
speak. As Russia begins a new 
offensive right across the Don-
bas frontlines hearing the voice 
Ukraine’s left is more important 
than ever.

We need to know exactly what 
we can do to help the Ukrain-
ian left and we need to listen 
to the comrades’ perspectives 
and thoughts about the current 
situation. We also hope Ukrain-
ians living in the UK will join us 
and discover that there are ra-
tional Marxists, Workers’ Liberty 
activists, who want to help their 
struggle.

Workers of the World, unite! 
□
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≫Only faster strike tempo will win
≫Tax rich to pay public sector wages
≫Coordinate strikes for 15-16 March
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