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JOIN XR ACTION 
21-24 APRIL
By Stuart Jordan

Extinction Rebellion (XR)’s 
“Big One” plans action and 

workshops across London on 
21-24 April: details bit.ly/xr-
prog. This is the first XR action 
where there are no official plans 
for road blockades and civil dis-
obedience. XR activists hope 
that veering away from their 
previous “maximum arrests” 
tactic will broaden their appeal, 
and more than 200 organisa-
tions are now supporting the 
event including the PCS civil 
service union.

On Friday and Monday, XR 
plans “people’s pickets” of all 
major governmental depart-
ments. These “pickets” have 
been billed as a way to lobby 
civil servants and decision-mak-
ers on the variety of campaigns 
activists are bringing to this 
event. On Saturday there will be 
a large demonstration for Earth 
Day (assemble 13:00 near Par-
liament).

Over the four days workshops 
bringing together trade union-
ists and environmentalists who 
are developing workers’ plans 
for the ecological crisis. These 
include aviation workers from 
Safe Landing, and activists in-
volved in developing a just 
transition plan with North Sea 
oil workers. On Sunday XR 

plans to mingle with London 
Marathon spectators. On each 
day there will be an afternoon 
rally in Westminster.

The XR wave of climate activ-
ism has undoubtedly brought 
greater awareness that we face 
escalating ecological crises on 
multiple fronts, including mass 
extinction, as well as a climate 
crisis. However, XR promotes 
no real understanding of the 
social drivers of ecological cri-
sis, and, tactically, with its focus 
on acts of individual sacrifice 
or testimony, it is a regression 
from some previous phases of 
activism more focused on mass 
organising and action.

Week-to-week
Without a clear analysis and 
strategy for revolutionary 
change, waves of activism will 
always tend to dissipate. A solu-
tion to the climate and ecologi-
cal emergency will emerge only 
when one of the great waves of 
climate activism combines with 

strategy and tactics that can 
lead to solid week-to-week or-
ganising and the revolutionary 
change that we need.

The ecological crises are pro-
duced by wage workers follow-
ing their bosses’ orders. Our 
bosses direct our productive 
activity according to the logic 
of capital accumulation, regard-
less of the human or ecological 
costs. Instead we must place so-
ciety’s productive forces under 
the direction of democratic 
organisations that are able to 
direct production and distribu-
tion according to human and 
ecological need.

Hundreds of millions of work-
ers are already organised in 
trade unions and routinely take 
collective action in defiance 
of their bosses. Transform-
ing these organisations into a 
movement capable of revolu-
tionary change requires years 
of patient (urgent, but patient) 
activity, but it is possible. Activ-
ists interested in building the 
ecologically-conscious revo-
lutionary workers’ movement 
we need should check out the 
XRTU hub (opposite the south 
end of the Houses of Parlia-
ment, just past Old Palace Yard) 
and get in touch with Workers’ 
Liberty to start that patient but 
hopeful work. □
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Revive the strike wave!
The strike wave which started in June 

2022 had been sagging in recent 
weeks. Even now (15 April), leaders 
of the CWU union in Royal Mail have 
announced a deal with Royal Mail, 
ominously giving no detail but visibly 
pushing for union members eventually 
to endorse it as a fait accompli.

The vote by RCN members on 14 
April to reject the rotten NHS pay deal, 
recommended by all the unions except 
Unite (no recommendation), has turned 
that round.

Nurses’ strikes (1 and 2 May) will now 
combine with teachers (27 April, 2 May) 
and civil service (28 April), in a new up-
tick.

The road to victory remains as Soli-
darity has argued since summer 2022: 
speed up the strikes. Spread them. 
And coordinate them. Marathon win-
ners triumph with final sprints. And the 

finishing line is in reach. Middling (me-
dian) overall pay for CEOs at the top 
one hundred companies on the Stock 
Exchange rose 12% in 2022, according 
to the Financial Times, so that the mid-
dling CEO is now on £4.15 million, as 
much as two hundred NHS health care 
assistants.

A few weeks earlier, the Financial 
Times reported that profit margins of 
US companies in 2022, in post-lock-
down revival, hit their highest level 
since soon after World War 2; and the 
eurozone firms in 2021-2 had their 
biggest boost to profitability since the 
2008 crash.

With Brexit, UK profits will not have 
risen as much. But official figures show 
profit rates sharply up for “UK conti-
nental shelf” (fossil-fuel) firms and for 
banks, and steady for others. Share 
prices for the top 100 firms, an index 
of current and expected profitability, 
have risen pretty steadily since dips in 
the early-2020 and 2021-1 lockdowns.

The Tories will pay about £100 billion 
this year in interest to holders of those 

government IOUs (bonds) with pay-
ments linked to the Retail Price Index.

A mild wealth tax and other tweaks 
could raise £37 billion a year.

The cost to the government of a 
10.1% pay rise across the public sector 
would be about £8.5 billion if we factor 
in the state recouping some of the rise 
through tax revenue. Small change by 
comparison with profits, payments on 
bonds, or bosses’ revenues.

The Tories’ stubbornness on pub-
lic-services wages is not because the 
state “can’t afford” wage rises. They 
want limit the taxes they raise on the 
well-off to make good spending dur-
ing the heights of Covid (much of it 
wasted, on crony PPE contracts, ineffec-
tual test-and-trace, never-repaid loans 
to business), and ratchet the overall 
wage-profit ratio down for the future. □

Education: capitalism warps its own work

By Martin Thomas 

Over the last fifty years or 
so, universities have ex-

panded hugely, in Britain and 
in other countries. The world 
average “enrolment” rate is 
now around 40% of the age 
group.

In Britain it’s about 50%: it 
was 8% in 1970, about 2% in 
1950.

The driver seems to be the 
thirst of capital for more ver-
satile, ready-to-learn-further 
workers, rather than capital 
hoping that the schools and 
universities will turn out work-
ers with the exact skills in de-
mand.

Something like three-quar-
ters of workers in richer 
capitalist countries use com-
puters in their jobs, and with 
ever-changing software.

In many countries, anyway, 
the “premium”, the wage ad-
vantage for workers with uni-
versity degrees over those 
without, has risen even as de-
grees become more common.

As Marx put it, “large-scale 

industry… necessitates varia-
tion of labour, fluidity of func-
tions, and mobility of labour… 
fitness of the worker for the 
maximum number of different 
kinds of labour”.

In broad terms the expan-
sion of schools and universities 
is part of the work of capital-
ism in developing productive 
forces to create the technolog-
ical and human basis for a soci-
ety of generalised abundance 
and free cooperation. A study 
in the UK found that “achieving 
a university degree reduces 
an individual’s authoritarian-
ism and racial prejudice and 
makes an individual more eco-
nomically right-wing”. Since 
more students come from 
working-class backgrounds, 
even with the right-wing push 

most university students re-
main leftish economically, so 
that generally more education 
is correlated with leftism.

But capitalism warps its own 
work.

Every government recog-
nises that it cannot allow ed-
ucation to be allocated by 
free-flowing markets. Fees 
for secondary schools were 
charged in Stalin’s USSR from 
1940 to 1956, and are still 
charged in China today, but 
declining. A good few coun-
tries have many private sec-
ondary schools with fees (46% 
of secondary students in Aus-
tralia, for example), but usually 
subsidised by the govern-
ment. Where there are univer-
sity fees, states usually provide 
loans to offset market forces.

But markets or pseudo-mar-
kets warp education in many 
ways.

Education serves employ-
ers for “job market signalling” 
— bosses hire people with de-
grees, or degrees from “good” 
universities, because the de-
gree “signals” that the person 
can jump through hoops, stick 
at wearying tasks, and do as-
signments on time, as much 
as because it is a certificate of 
specific knowledge or skills.

Exam factories
As schools have become more 
and more “exam factories”, uni-
versities have become more 
and more “certificate factories”.

Business and management 
are now the most popular 
courses in British universities, 
with nursing and medicine. 
Medical-related courses “cer-
tify” specific knowledge and 
skills. Business courses “cer-
tify” very little of that.

The other most popular 
courses are in social sciences, 
design and creative arts, and 
psychology. Many of these 
give few specific job skills, 
or specific job skills in areas 
where there are many fewer 
jobs than students (design). 
Students choose them be-
cause they are interested 

(good) or because they seem 
a convenient way to get a cer-
tificate (not so good). If they’re 
expensive to run, universities 
may cut them (archeology at 
Sheffield) in favour of cheaper 
ways of providing certificates.

The education system is 
hugely inefficient. It gears 
students to passing the exam 
and getting the certificate, so 
that often they gain no fluency 
with adapting what they have 
“learned” in everyday work 
and life, and anyway quickly 
forget it.

While more and more 
18-year-olds are crammed 
through “certificate factories” 
(and maybe at a stage when 
really they don’t want to spend 
more years that way, but would 
prefer more “real-life” work), 
“adult” education, in the flow 
of life, has shrivelled. Between 
2010-11 and 2020-21, there 
was a 50% fall in spending on 
classroom-based adult educa-
tion and the number of (mostly 
older) students on part-time 
undergraduate degrees went 
down almost 50%.

A socialist society will both 
integrate education more with 
productive work, and unequiv-
ocally provide for education as 
a lifelong “public good”. More 
on this next week. □

Socialism vs 
Capitalism

Editorial
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The lessons about union officialdom
By Rhodri Evans

The strike wave is reviving. Why did 
it sag in early 2023? One big lesson 

is about the role of union officialdom.
After almost 35 years of low strike lev-

els, a strike wave started in June 2022, 
with workers striving to match wages to 
prices, especially of food and energy, 
rising much faster than at any time 
since the early 1990s.

Unemployment was and is low, with 
bosses hiring anew for post-lockdown 
expansion, so workers have also sought 
to reverse the decline since 2008 in real 
median weekly wages, especially in 
public services.

On the rail, on the Tube, and in Royal 
Mail, workers have also been battling to 
save conditions against restructurings 
attempted by the bosses after losses 
during lockdowns.

In the private sector, a number of 
strikes, such as the Liverpool dockers’ 
and some busworkers’, have won sizea-
ble rises and rejuvenated workplace or-
ganisation. With public service workers, 
it’s been more difficult.

The public services have large, 
sprawling workforces in which organ-
isation is often poor in many patches 
and difficult to renew. They face a stub-

born government. Most public service 
workers lack the capacity to make their 
strikes bite directly into profits.

Those difficulties have bitten harder 
because, while the private-sector 
strikes have generally been indefinite, 
or with large schedules of action, the 
public-service strike campaigns have 
taken a form never seen before on this 
scale: what CWU (post union) Deputy 
General Secretary Postal Terry Pullinger 
called “a marathon, not a sprint”. And 
stop-start marathons at that.

Stop-start
A sally of one-day, two-day, or occa-
sionally longer, strikes would be an-
nounced. After that sally, then a pause, 
sometimes explained as helping ne-
gotiations with the employers, but 
often just a pause. Then another small 
schedule. After six months, a re-ballot 
as mandated by anti-strike law. Then 
more small schedules, more pauses.

From early 2023, the pauses became 
longer, the sallies scantier and more 
subject to cancellation, the recommen-
dations to accept poor offers more fre-
quent. And those recommendations 
were often made by union leaders to 
members already demobilised while 
they waited on talks.

From a Marxist point of view, a central 
factor here is full-time paid union offi-
cialdom as a social layer.

Beyond a certain size, unions need 
some full-time paid officials to function. 
Over the decades, the layer of full-time 
paid officials (and usually of “career” 
full-time paid officials) has mutated 
into an independent social and politi-
cal factor. The top officials are paid like, 
and live like, capitalist managers. They 
come to see trade-unionism as primar-
ily as matter of their negotiating skills, 
and working-class action as a supple-
ment to nudge the bosses when they’re 
slow about negotiating.

Bureaucrats 
Pat Cullen of the RCN takes £190,000 in 
salary and benefits; Gary Smith of the 
GMB, £259,000; Mick Lynch of the RMT, 
£149,000 (though he got the union to 
cut his official payment by 20%); and 
most others comparable amounts.

There are three union leaders who 
pay back to the union some of their 
high salaries: the General Secretary of 
the Fire Brigades Union, Matt Wrack, 
who takes the wage of an experienced 
firefighter in London; the Assistant 
General Secretary of PCS, John Molo-
ney, who takes the much lower average 
wage of the most numerous grade in 
the civil service; and BMA council dep-
uty chair Emma Runswick, who takes a 
junior doctor wage to match what she 
would have received had she not been 
elected. But the rule in all the sizeable 
unions is: high salaries and benefits.

Even the highest-paid union leaders 
aren’t capitalist managers. They want 
to get a better deal for their members. 
They also want to avoid risk to their 
union machine (offices, salaries, etc) 
and to longer-term “collegial” negoti-
ating relations with bosses.

The fear of risk bites especially in 

times when union workplace, branch, 
and committee organisation is weak, 
as it has been in recent decades; when 
union democracy is weak, in terms of 
rules, or in terms of active engagement, 
or both; and when energy and strength 
is lacking for networks of rank-and-file 
activists organised specifically to put 
pressure on the officials, to call them 
to account, to surveil them, and to re-
place where necessary (and where pos-
sible: many high-up union officials are 
appointed from higher-up, not elected 
from below).

Democracy
When they call for workers to vote for 
action, they often phrase it as calling on 
workers to “support the union”, as if a 
workers’ vote for action is back-up for 
skilled negotiators, rather than skilled 
negotiators being a back-up for work-
ers’ action, and as if “the union” is the 
negotiators. The idea is often not really 
that strikes would force bosses to make 
an offer, but that strikes will “nudge” 
bosses into reasonable negotiations, 
where the officials’ skills will triumph.

The answer is to fight for union de-
mocracy, to organise rank-and-file net-
works, and to organise within those 
networks a nucleus of activists (Marx-
ists) who have studied the theory and 
the history and learned about the logic 
of class struggle. As Leon Trotsky put 
it: to “strive not only to renew the top 
leadership of the trade unions, boldly 
and resolutely in critical moments ad-
vancing new militant leaders in place 
of routine functionaries and career-
ists, but also to create in all possible 
instances independent militant organ-
isations corresponding more closely to 
the tasks of mass struggle against bour-
geois society”. □
• More, including links to classic texts 
on the issue: bit.ly/union-o

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, and unless otherwise stated those 
below are online over zoom. We have many local (in-person) meetings, see online. 

Thursday 20 April, 3pm: The working-class revolt in France (Tubeworker meet-
ing)

Friday 21 - Monday 24 April: Extinction Rebellion, The Big One

Sunday 23 April, 2pm: Reading group — The Politics of Emotional Life, by Alba 
Gotby. At Effra Social, London

Friday-Sunday, 14-16 July: Ideas for Freedom 2023, London, 
a weekend of socialist debate and discussion. Watch this space!

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

Strikes
3 April-6 May: Passport office work-
ers (PCS) strike

4-28 April, then discontinuous ac-
tion until 23 June: Trades workers at 
Dundee City Council (Unite) strike 

5-28 April: Rolling regional strikes by 
DVSA workers (PCS) 

14-15 April: Outsourced railways 
cleaners at several companies (RMT) 
strike

16-18 and 21-23 April: Workers at 
Amazon’s BHX4 warehouse in Coven-
try (GMB) strike

24-25 April: Outsourced ISS domes-
tic and catering staff at South London 
and Maudsley NHS Trust (GMB) strike

24 April-21 May: St. Mungo’s charity 
workers (Unite) strike

27 April: Teachers in England (NEU) 
strike

28 April: Civil servants in England 
and Wales (PCS) strike

1-2 May: Nurses in many NHS trusts 
in England strike (RCN: starts 8pm 30 
April)

2 May: Teachers in England (NEU) 
strike

Until 4 May: Serco workers at De-

vonport naval dockyard (Unite) strike 
every weekend, and every weekday 
evening

Ballots
20 March-9 May: Civil servants (PCS) 
re-ballot to renew mandate for indus-
trial action over pay and conditions

29 March-5 May: Junior doctors in 
Scotland (BMA) ballot for industrial 
action over pay

From 31 March, “for several 
weeks”: Amazon workers at ware-
houses in Mansfield, Coalville, Keg-
worth, Rugeley, and Rugby (GMB) 
conduct consultative ballot for strikes

31 March-28 April: NHS workers in 
Unite vote on whether to accept the 
government’s pay offer

3 April-28 April: NHS workers in 
GMB vote on whether to accept the 
government’s pay offer

6 April-4 May: Workers at mainline 
Train Operating Companies (RMT) 
re-ballot to renew mandate for indus-
trial action

From early May (tba): RCN to re-bal-
lot nurses on pay strikes

23 May to 4 July: Local government 
workers (Unison) ballot for action over 
pay and conditions

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/events
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/story/2023-03-21/working-class-struggle-and-union-officialdom
https://workersliberty.org/events
https://workersliberty.org/events
https://workersliberty.org/iff2023
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Protest hits Sheffield snooping
By Tam Charles

As part of a crackdown on 
student activism, the Uni-

versity of Sheffield has hired 
Intersol Global, a private in-
vestigator firm, to investigate 
its own students for building 
occupations. It paid Intersol 
Global £40,000 in an extraor-
dinary escalation against free 
expression on campus.

On 15 April, Sheffield Sol-
idarity Group organised a 
protest during the university’s 
offer-holder open day. The 
goal was to rally students and 
the local labour movement in 
support of the investigated 
students. Student offer-hold-
ers wield economic influence, 
and universities try to entice 
them with slick marketing. The 
purpose was to show them the 
realities of campus, where the 
university has a history of treat-
ing its students as cash cows to 
exploit.

In reaction to the protest, the 
university relocated the open 
day from the concourse to 
the nearby Jessop West. This 
demonstrates how suspicious 
and fearful the administration 

is of its own students. The pro-
testers simply walked to the 
new site.

Protest
Despite the fact that it was 
the Easter holidays and most 
students were away from 
Sheffield, the protest drew 
a group of twenty who leaf-
letted around the open day. 
Good discussions were had 
with offer-holders about the 
university’s methods and the 
university staff’s strike. Pro-
testers carried a banner with 
the slogan #OneOfUsAllO-
fUs. Several student activists 

and UCU members from the 
University of Sheffield and the 
outsourced International Col-
lege delivered speeches.

Solidarity is a two-way street, 
and student activists have 
worked tirelessly to support 
industrial action and educate 
students about the UCU dis-
pute. The university’s activi-
ties are intended to create a 
wedge between staff and stu-
dents. If this trend continues, 
trade union activists will be 
next on the university’s chop-
ping block. □

The “Global South”, “multipolarity”: 
what about class?
By Jim Denham

The Morning Star used to hedge 
articles on the Ukraine war with a 

formal condemnation of the Russian 
invasion. Sometimes, too, there’d be a 
reminder to readers about the reaction-
ary nature of Putin’s regime. No longer.

A recent (3 April) editorial contains 
no hint of criticism of the invasion or 
of Putin. In fact, it gloats over the fact 
that “a resolution before the United Na-
tions calling for Russia to withdraw from 
Ukrainian territory failed to attract votes 
from all but a tiny handful of states out-
side the North Atlantic alliance.”

The obvious satisfaction taken in this 
vote (described as a “setback” for “the 
imperial alliance”) is strange, given that 
Russian withdrawal remains the official 
policy of both the Morning Star and of 
its political masters at the Communist 
Party of Britain.

The answer to this apparent contra-
diction lies how the editorial explains 
the UN vote: “Abstentions, including 
from a host of African, Asian and Latin 

American states, and some big players 
like Brazil, India and South Africa, con-
firmed the increasingly settled views of 
the global South.”

The “global South” is a phrase that 
turns up in the pages of the Morning 
Star with increasing frequency, al-
though it is never quite clear what ex-
actly it means and who is included. It 
seems to be a less loaded term for what 
used to be called the “Third World”. 
At times it seems to mean any “non 
aligned” country, and sometimes the 
so-called BRICS group — Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa.

Multipolarity
Another concept has been cropping 
up in the MS with increasing frequency 
and evident enthusiasm: “multipolar-
ity”. For instance China’s brokering of 
the recent agreement between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia was hailed in the 
paper as foreshadowing “a new period 
in history. One where the multipolar 
world is an undeniable fact, to the great 
benefit of the world’s population.”

None of these geopolitical concepts 
has anything to do with socialism or 
class struggle. Nor do they have an-
ything to do with human rights — a 
phrase often misused by Western 

powers, but positively 
opposed (or redefined 
into economic well-be-
ing) by China and other 
proponents of multipo-
larity. In Multipolarity, 
the Mantra of Authoritarianism (2022), 
the Indian Marxist feminist Kavita Kr-
ishnan explained how advocacy for 
multipolarity against a US-led unipolar 
order has, in effect, defended authori-
tarianism across the world. 

In a particularly telling passage, she 
writes: 

The Russian fascist ideologue Alek-
sandr Dugin (much like Putin) states that 
“Multipolarity [...] advocates a return to 
the civilizational foundations of each 
non-western civilization (and a rejection 
of) liberal democracy and human rights 
ideology.”

Modi has repeatedly attacked human 
rights defenders as anti-Indian while 
declaring that India is the “mother of 
democracy”, and India’s democracy 
must been viewed not through a “west-
ern” lens but as part of its “civilisational 
ethos.”

The influence goes both ways. Dugin 
favours the caste hierarchy as a social 
model (Dugin 2012). Directly incorpo-
rating the brahminical Manusmriti’s val-

ues with international fascism, Dugin 
sees “the present order of things”, rep-
resented by “human rights, anti-hierar-
chy, and political correctness” as “Kali 
Yuga”: a calamity which brings with it 
the blending of castes (a miscegenation 
which in turn is brought about by wom-
en’s freedom, also a calamitous aspect 
of Kali Yuga) and the dismantling of hi-
erarchy. He has described Modi’s elec-
toral success as representing a victory 
for “multipolarity”, a welcome assertion 
of “Indian values,” and a defeat for the 
hegemony of “liberal democracy and 
human rights ideology.”

Yet the Left continues to use “multipo-
larity” without betraying the slightest 
awareness of how fascists and author-
itarians couch their own aims in the 
same language.

Unsurprisingly, Krishnan’s important 
essay has never even been mentioned 
by the MS or any publication associ-
ated with the CPB. It’s a safe bet that it 
never will be. □

Musk’s banning culture

Matt McGowan’s article in 
Solidarity 668, misses 

one side of the problem. 
The purported “free-speech 
absolutism” of twitter’s new 
dictator, Elon Musk, only ap-
plies to his allies. In Decem-
ber several journalists and 
other accounts who criticised 
Musk were suspended from 
Twitter. After push-back this 
was reversed. Facing a mass 
exodus the same month, 
Twitter blocked links to other 
platforms — Mastodon, Face-
book, etc. — and threatened 
suspensions. This too was re-
versed following outcry.

Sustained silencing of eas-
ier targets is more concern-
ing. Numerous accounts of 
USA antifascist organisers 
and researchers, and of an-
archist organisations, have 
been suspended for five 
months now — after far-right 
activists requested these 
bans.

In January the BBC doc-
umentary was released ex-

posing India’s now-prime 
minister Narendra Modi’s 
role in the 2002 anti-Mus-
lim pogroms in Gujarat. 
Within days, the Indian gov-
ernment announced a ban. 
YouTube and Musk’s Twitter 
were quick to enforce this 
ban. Pre-Musk, Twitter had 
pushed back against Modi’s 
censorship demands, albeit 
inconsistently, through court 
cases and restoring accounts. 
In March, over 100 prominent 
politicians, activists, and jour-
nalists had their accounts 
blocked on Twitter in India.

With the sacking of the li-
on’s share of Twitter’s staff, it 
increasingly relies on auto-
mated content moderation 
to deal with malicious spam 
and abuse. This automated 
systems can be gamed. The 
Chinese state appears to 
have done so to get anti-CCP 
dissidents suspended since 
November. Others have 
been silenced more recently 
in more subtle ways. Champi-
oning free speech remains a 
vital cause for the left. □

Zack Muddle, Bristol

Pic: [@sheffsolgroup]
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Curbing capitalism on the high seas
By Stuart Jordan

After nearly two decades of 
talks, the UN has agreed a 

treaty to protect the high seas 
from overfishing, shipping and 
extractive industry. The High 
Seas Treaty is the latest and 
potentially the most extensive 
curb on maritime capitalism 
to date.   Although the treaty 
is very limited due to the com-
mitment of the world’s capi-
talist states to the growth of 
fishing, mining and shipping 
capital, it is a significant step 
forward.

Until recently, the seas have 
been treated as both inex-
haustible resource tap and 
infinite waste dump. But this 
illusion is becoming difficult 
to sustain as the ocean ecosys-
tems are overwhelmed by the 
scale and relentless growth 
of capitalist activity. Various 
forms of waste are now caus-
ing significant problems. Farm 
waste is creating hypoxic dead 
zones. Between 2008 and 
2019, the number of these 
zones nearly doubled, from 
400 to 700. It is now estimated 
that 200 million tonnes of plas-
tic is in the oceans, including 
microplastics that enter the 
food web along with other an-
thropogenic toxins.

Oceans have absorbed 50% 
of historic CO2 emissions, 

leading to ocean acidification, 
often referred to as “climate 
change’s evil twin”. Oceans 
also absorb 90% of the heat 
caused by global warming, 
leading to marine heatwaves. 
Those factors make the ma-
rine environment ever more 
hostile to life. Ocean acidifi-
cation is already causing coral 
bleaching (coral reefs support 
25% of marine species) and 
may reach tipping points that 
damage fragile shell-forming 
zooplankton that are crucial 
for many marine food webs.

Waste
The living organisms that live 
in the sea have been the vic-
tims of capitalist societies use 
of the ocean as an infinite 
waste dump. But it is the es-
calating capitalist plundering 
of the seas that is the biggest 
threat to marine life.

For many decades the 
world’s governments and sci-
entific authorities thought that 
the world’s fisheries were in-
exhaustible. Then in 1992 the 
Canadian government was 
forced to impose a moratorium 
on cod fishing to prevent the 
collapse of a fishery that had 
sustained generations since 
the earliest days of European 
colonialism. Ever more power-
ful fishing vessels were chas-
ing ever dwindling fish stocks. 
The illusion of inexhaustible 
fisheries was sustained on a 
global scale because Chinese 
state bureaucrats were system-
atically distorting the fisheries 

statistics. When these distor-
tions were taken into account 
in the early 2000s, global fish 
stocks were shown as in termi-
nal decline.

Capitalist industry has re-
sponded by expanding and 
intensifying fishing operations 
and by developing systems of 
aquaculture. The world pop-
ulation now consumes more 
farmed fish than the entire 
wild fish catch. Aquaculture 
systems are extremely energy 
and resource intensive. Atlan-
tic blue fin tuna ranches which 
capture young tuna and then 
fatten them up consume 25 
kg of fish for every 1kg of tuna 
they produce. Acquaculture 
also produces a lot of waste, 
including hypoxic zones and 
antimicrobial resistance asso-
ciated with terrestrial farm an-
imals.

Conservation
There have been some suc-
cessful attempts to protect 
marine environments from un-
restrained capitalist exploita-
tion. Scallop trawling in Lyme 
Bay was destroying some of 
the UK’s richest marine habi-
tats but local fishers and envi-
ronmentalists managed to win 
a partial ban on dredgers and 
bottom trawlers, which has led 
to a revival in biodiversity.

Atlantic blue fin tuna ap-
peared to be entering an “ex-
tinction vortex” in the early 
2000s. Originally used as pet 
food, bluefin tuna became 
a luxury commodity with in-

creased popularity of sushi in 
the late 20th century. Prices for 
these giants soared, leading to 
investment in large scale fish-
ing which outcompeted the 
traditional Mediterrean ton-
nara. 

Following the market signals 
car manufacturer Mitsubishi in-
vested heavily in freezer capac-
ity and now handles 35-40% of 
the tuna catch and has thou-
sands of tonnes in storage. As 
wild tuna become increasingly 
rare, the prices soar. Whatever 
the subjective intentions of 
Mitsubishi bosses, they have 
a business interest in hunting 
the last wild tuna to extinc-
tion. Against those efforts, an 
effective campaign managed 
to impose restrictions on wild 
tuna fishing, and stocks now 
appear to be making a revival, 
with tuna being sighted off the 
coast of Britain and Norway for 
the first time in decades.

The High Seas Treaty is a 
further step along the path of 
restricting capitalist exploita-
tion of the oceans. But it is 
very limited. It will allow states 
or groups of nation states to 
make proposals for “marine 
protected areas” (MPAs) set-
ting out the environmental 
threats and how they will be 
regulated. But the amount of 
protection in currently existing 
MPAs is limited by the lobby-
ing power of the large fishing 
corporations. 97% of MPAs in 
UK waters are bottom-trawled, 
the most ecologically destruc-

tive fishing technique.
The treaty does not prevent 

activities that are currently 
regulated by other interna-
tional bodies. That means that 
there is no way to stop China’s 
plan to create a shipping route 
through the melting Arctic 
Ocean. Nor is there any mech-
anism for stopping the mining 
companies that are currently 
exploring the Pacific seabed 
for metals needed to build 
batteries to drive the shift from 
fossil fuels. There are further 
problems about who pays to 
police these MPAs when they 
are set up.

Ownership
Despite these limitations, the 
treaty and associated meas-
ures demonstrate clearly that 
free-wheeling capitalism is 
incompatible with a sustaina-
ble future. Only measures that 
limit profit-making activity are 
effective. The limitations of 
the treaty and currently exist-
ing MPAs are due to the dif-
ficulties capitalist states have 
in restraining capitalist profit 
making, especially when its 
activity takes place far from 
human habitation.

This points to the need for 
public ownership and demo-
cratic control of these indus-
trial sectors so they can be run 
on a rational and ecologically 
sound basis, rather than in 
ways that create ever-growing 
risk of catastrophe. □

Women’s protests in the Balkans
By Katy Dollar

In the Serbian capital of Belgrade, 
protests have been held since Sep-

tember 2022, when a pro-government 
newspaper published an interview with 
Igor Milošević, who had served a 15-
year sentence for numerous rapes and 
physical assaults on women. The piece 
instructed women on how to protect 
themselves during sexual assault.

“While I was raping and robbing, I felt 
freedom,” said Milošević. He reportedly 
threatened the female journalist who 
interviewed him, telling her, “If I decide 
to rape you, I will.”

Ženska Solidarnost (Women’s Sol-
idarity), a Belgrade-based women’s 
collective, began calling protests. The 
collective began in 2018 as a Facebook 
group where women shared stories 
about domestic violence. The demon-
strations helped it evolve into a real life 
movement.

Slogans seen on placards and ban-
ners read “no more”, “rage in the 
streets — justice for women and girls”, 
“these witches don’t burn”. People also 
chanted “women’s revolution”, “edu-
cate your sons”, and “woman to woman 
solidarity”.

Across the border to the east, in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, women also took to 
the streets from autumn with placards 
saying “Enough — no more”.

There is some backlash. The Inter-
national Women’s Day march in the 

Bosnian city of Banja Luka was verbally 
and then physically attacked because 
of one of the participants was carrying 
a rainbow flag.

Gordana Katana, one of the organis-
ers of the march marking International 
Women’s Day, said four young men first 
verbally called out the participants be-
fore the march officially began. 

Demands
The protesters are calling for a legal 
definition of femicide and its intro-
duction as a criminal offence; the ap-
plication of the Istanbul Convention 
(the Council of Europe’s convention 
on preventing and combating violence 
against women); and consistent sen-
tences for perpetrators. They also want 
state institutions to work together to 
provide better prevention and protec-

tion against violence against women.
Women support each other across 

the border, knowing they have the 
same fight a universal fight for women’s 
rights.

Belgrade feminist Jelena Riznić said: 
“The problem of violence against 
women is a problem that transcends 
national borders — and we had mes-
sages at the protest that took place on 
the same day to support friends from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina,” said Riznić.

And Bosnian feminist Enisa Raković: 
“Femicide knows no borders. It does 
not know age, skin colour, religion, eth-
nicity or nationality, place of residence. 
On every part of the planet, abusive 
men tell women — you’re only good if 
you’re dead. And we say ‘No more!’ We 
will not live in fear. We will not die in 
silence”. □

Environment

Women’s Fightback
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Solidarity, not saviour complex 
A guest article by Hein Htet Kyaw

In the last few months, I’ve encoun-
tered a slew of campist leftists, mostly 

from the West, on Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine and other issues. The major-
ity of them are purposefully equating 
the Ukrainian resistance to Nazism by 
emphasising the minority of right-wing 
nationalist elements in the Ukrainian re-
sistance, acting as useful idiots for Putin 
and his Russia’s colonial war.

Despite many Ukrainian socialists 
and anarchists speaking out about their 
needs for weapons and aid, and Rus-
sian soldiers whispering about the war 
crimes committed by the Russian mili-
tary, these campist leftists are cheering 
for Russia by cosplaying as anti-imperi-
alists, as if the United States and NATO 
were the only imperialist camps on the 
planet. That reminds me of a phrase by 
a Syrian anarchist, Leila Al-Shami: “the 
anti-imperialism of the idiots.”

Historically speaking, such an igno-
rant political stand was not too foreign 
for most of the western leftist groups, 
especially those with a Stalinist, Maoist, 
or Trotskyist background. For exam-
ple, the International Committee of the 
Fourth International, the organisation 
behind the World Socialist Web Site, 
has consistently refused to recognise 
Iran’s and Russia’s imperialism in Syria 
and other Middle Eastern countries. In 
one of the WSWS articles, “Australia’s 
pseudo-left covers up for US imperial-
ism in Iraq,” the author, Patrick O’Con-
nor, claimed that “Iran is an oppressed 
nation that is entirely dependent on 
energy exports while being subjected 
to a US economic blockade for more 
than three decades and repeatedly 
threatened with military attack in recent 
years.”

Apparently, a lot of Iraqi, Iranian, and 
Middle Eastern organic communist 
wings were disappointed with such Eu-
rocentric conclusions. Rahman Bouzari, 
an Iranian journalist, regarded the such 
kind of political stance on Iran’s impe-
rialism as shallow anti-imperialism. The 
Worker-Communist Party of Iran, one 
of the most active communist groups 
in Iran, also stated that Iran is an impe-
rialist country.

“The International Magazine,” a Mao-
ist magazine, used to claim “Iran as an 
anti-imperialist state” amidst the Iranian 
protests of 2022, in one of their articles, 
“In Defense of Iran,” which was deleted 
but mirrored by me. The article was 
written by Adele Cain from Sweden. 
The articles stated that “Iran has good 
relations with China, Cuba, Venezuela, 
Algeria, and Russia.” Moreover, the arti-
cle also stated that “it is our duty to de-
fend Iran against imperialist attempts to 
launch a right-wing counterrevolution.”

Apparently, according to the article, 
“The International Magazine” chose to 
show its solidarity with the Iranian Is-
lamic Republic regime despite the fact 

that a lot of Iranian children, women, 
men, and working-class people were 
holding the banners “No more kings, 
no mullahs!” “All the powers to Shuras” 
amidst the inhumane suppression of 
the regime and its forces. While peo-
ple in Iran were calling for the “workers’ 
council,” “The International Magazine” 
was standing in solidarity with the Is-
lamic regime.

“Communists”
A significant number of Stalinists and 
Maoists all over the world still think of 
China, Cuba, Venezuela, Algeria, and 
Russia as communist regimes, just as 
the mainstream media portrays them. 
This explains how illiterate they are 
when it comes to socialist theory. They 
are betting on the side of China, Cuba, 
Venezuela, Algeria, and Russia against 
the USA and its allies.

Even in Burma, there are a lot of pro-
CCP communists from the Communist 
Party of Burma who are silent about the 
Uyghur genocide but use the Rohingya 
genocide as a weapon against the 
NUG, the exiled government, to gain 
political points among the opposition 
forces. There were a lot of such Bur-
mese Maoists and Stalinists who were 
currently living in the USA, Australia, 
and Canada on social welfare. Despite 
betting on the side of China, Cuba, 
Venezuela, Algeria, and Russia against 
the USA and its allies, it’s irony and hy-
pocrisy for them to choose to apply for 
protection visas from these imperialist 
countries while relying on the social 
welfare benefits that were gained from 
the taxes of working-class citizens, mi-
grants, and other immigrants. They 
should be ashamed of calling them-
selves revolutionary vanguards while 
living as lumpenproletariat. 

In the western world, those who want 
to be seen as politically correct, anti-im-
perialist, or left leaning tend to support 
the Palestinian cause. They also tend to 
talk, speak, or comment about complex 
issues such as Kashmir issues, Israel-Pal-
estine issues, or the Russia-Ukraine 
war without proper knowledge of the 
history and theory. As a result, instead 
of choosing pragmatic methods to 
show their solidarity, they appropriate 
the causes to serve their own political 
agendas to gain power or popularity.

Instead of helping the Palestinian left-
wing groups such as the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine, the Dem-
ocratic Front for the Liberation of Pal-
estine, and others, most of the western 
left spent all of their time on the ques-
tions of a one-state or two-state solu-
tion. As a result, these groups had to 
rely financially on neighbouring states, 
such as Iran, which later led to conflicts 
over political values among the groups.

Consider the PFLP being reliant on 
the Islamic Republic and being forced 
to remain silent about ongoing Iranian 
protests. It’s such a shame. Dr. Habash 

wouldn’t think twice about standing 
with the people of Iran who are fed 
up with the Islamic theocracy. Likewise 
Leila Khaled and other PFLP members 
who are actively advocating for secular-
ism in Turkey’s politics.

The International Socialist Alterna-
tive, a Trotskyist group that demanded 
two secular-democratic states, appears 
to be the only one with organic work-
ing-class leftists and party cells all over 
the region among the western left. Iron-
ically, those western Maoist and Trot-
skyist groups that are hostile towards 
the two-state solution proposed by the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty and the 
International Socialist Alternative don’t 
even have affiliated working-class in-
dividuals or groups in both Israel and 
Palestine.

Nowadays, the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine, the Dem-
ocratic Front for the Liberation of Pal-
estine, the Palestinian People’s Party, 
the Palestinian Democratic Union, and 
the Palestinian National Initiative, the 
progressive and left-leaning political 
parties, are becoming weaker and less 
influential compared to the populist Is-
lamist groups such as Hamas. All these 
progressive parties have formed the 
Democratic Alliance List and struggled 
together against both Israel’s occupa-
tion and Islamist far-right fascism.

When the statement of the Palestin-
ian National Initiative is seriously stud-
ied, this can be seen: “Only through 
the establishment of a sovereign, in-
dependent, viable, and democratic 
Palestinian state on all of the territories 
occupied by Israel in 1967, with East Je-
rusalem as its capital, can a just peace 
be achieved.” Apparently, this “occu-
pation by Israel in 1967” suggests the 
two-state solution by an organic left-
wing Palestinian political party. PFLP 
had always been loyal to its one-state 
solution.

Regardless, it should be the Pales-
tinian working class that gets to de-
cide whether it’s a one-state, two-state, 
three-state, or tiny state. In contrast, 
most western leftist groups appear to 

be content with bossing around on uni-
versity campuses, daydreaming about 
how Palestine and Israel will become 
a secular unitary state. Worse, most of 
the groups and individuals don’t even 
know the differences between the 
PLO and Hamas, as well as the PFLP 
and DFLP. Furthermore, there are even 
some fractions of the western left that 
failed to inform themselves that the Pal-
estinian working class used to demon-
strate against Hamas.

Some on the western left even 
adopted some random Muslim fun-
damentalists as their recruits simply 
because they support Hamas and 
hate the idea of an Israeli state. When 
working-class politics are excluded, no 
Marxist elements remain in the politi-
cal insights. It’s not about Muslims and 
Jews. It’s not about Israel’s right-wing 
government versus Hamas. It’s about 
the sovereignty of Palestine and the 
success of both the Israeli and Pales-
tinian working classes. Let the Pales-
tinian working class decide whether 
Palestine is one state, two states, three 
states... The solidarity between these 
groups can only be established when 
the divisive politics of religious fun-
damentalism are pushed back and a 
multicultural, pluralistic society is estab-
lished. None of these can be attained 
by favouritism and fostering commu-
nal enmity while ignoring the needs of 
other communities.

Seriously, the last time the western 
people decided on behalf of another 
nation, that nation and its people suf-
fered greatly. The western colonisers 
drew certain lines on the map of India. 
Nowadays, the country is split into 
multiple countries with different sepa-
ratist groups. India and Pakistan have 
become rivals despite sharing a lot of 
cultural and historical roots. Kashmir is 
occupied by both India and Pakistan. 
Such a kind of history shouldn’t repeat 
itself again in Palestine. Historically, the 
contemporary Israel state was there 
simply because of British colonialism. □
• This is part 1. Part 2 next week
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Sudan coup: against both factions!
By Sacha Ismail

In October 2021 a military 
coup overthrew the joint mil-

itary-civilian government sup-
posed to be leading Sudan to 
democracy. 

Now (since 15 April 2023) 
two factions of the military re-
gime are fighting each other in 
the streets. 144 are confirmed 
dead as of 18 April.

The government over-

thrown by the 
2021 coup was 
brought about 
by a dramatic 
popular revolu-
tion in 2018-19: 
generally liber-
al-democratic but 
with more radical 
elements repre-
sented by some 
trade unions and 
local “resistance 
committees”. For 
18 months since the coup 
this movement has kept up 
impressive resistance to the 
military, including strikes and 
regular mass demonstrations.

In the current conflict, the 
regular military is backing gen-
eral Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, 
head of the armed forces and 
effectively of the government. 
The ex-paramilitary Rapid Sup-
port Forces (RSF) is backing his 
deputy, its leader Mohamed 
Hamdan Dagalo (also known 
as Hemeti).

I’ve read that Hemeti is en-
gaging in pseudo-democratic 
rhetoric criticising the 2021 
coup. But the RSF is an integral 
part of the coup regime, and 
was the successor of the Jan-
jaweed militia that committed 
genocide in Darfur (2003 on), 

killing hundreds of thousands.
Part of the conflict is no 

doubt the personal ambitions 
of Burhan and Hemeti and 
those around them. Part is 
tensions about whether, how 
and how fast the RSF will be 
integrated into the ordinary 
armed forces. Perhaps both 
sides also relish the opportu-
nity to overthrow the plan for 
elections within two years that 
the regime made with the lib-
eral opposition in December.

Sudan’s mass movement 
for democracy — particularly 
the grassroots working-class 
and popular forces within it — 
needs solidarity.

•  More on Sudan: 
workersliberty.org/sudan and 
on menasolidaritynetwork.
com

Anti-strike law: what “defiance” means
From the Free Our Unions blog

Fire Brigades Union leader Matt 
Wrack has called for a “mass move-

ment of non-compliance” against the 
Minimum Service Legislation.

That’s good. But as I understand the 
legislation, “non-compliance” begs the 
question.

A union can refuse to enter into con-
sultation about “minimum service” lev-
els. Then, under the law, the levels are 
set by the government.

A union can refuse to talk with the 
employer about which people will re-
quired to work on strike days to pro-
vide those levels. Then, under the law, 
the employer can name people unilat-
erally.

If the union refuses to “take reason-
able steps to ensure that all members 
of the union who are identified in the 
work notice” will break the strike, then 
a court can grant an injunction against 
the whole industrial action.

And if the union can finesse it by a 
tongue-in-cheek “instruction” to mem-
bers to comply, coupled with tacit 
union signals not to comply, then the 
boss can discipline those workers not 
complying. Under already-existing leg-
islation, a court will grant an injunction 

against industrial action opposing the 
disciplinary action. There is really no 
option of “non-compliance” just by 
folded arms.

A union can really defy the legislation 
only by striking in direct conflict with an 
injunction.

Unions’ choice is to submit to the new 
law, or to go for high-stakes direct de-
fiance (not just “non-compliance”) by 
strikes in conflict with injunctions.

Those strikes will make the union lia-
ble to a fine, or even to having its assets 
seized. The only answer then is further 
direct defiance, i.e. the union to appeal 
for wildcat action against the fine or 
seizure.

That will be a break from union pol-
icy ever since the Thatcher laws of the 
1980s. We have had many strikes, gen-
erally workplace-level, in conflict with 
those laws, which the bosses and the 
government have considered too hot 
to handle with those laws. But not un-
ions directly defying the courts.

Transferring assets abroad, as the Na-
tional Union of Mineworkers tried to do 
in 1984-5, is not really an answer. Hav-
ing accounts abroad so that the union 
cannot pay rent on its offices, wages to 
its officials, or strike-pay to its members, 
and has difficulty getting dues from its 

members, would paralyse union func-
tioning as much as the government 
fining it.

In Australia, where anti-strike laws are 
harsher than they would be in Britain 
even with the Minimum Service Law, it 
has been fairly common for unions to 
strike in conflict with the law and pay 
the ensuing fines. But unions do that 
less and less. It’s not a long-term an-
swer, because it erodes union capaci-
ties.

Defiance
Direct defiance, breaking injunctions, 
can work, for the same reason that 
the bosses and the government have 
chosen not to deploy the laws against 
strikes. Strikes could push courts into 
imposing only nominal fines, and thus 
prepare the way for the Minimum Ser-
vice Law to be abandoned as unwork-
able.

It won’t be easy. If employers and 
the government are cunning, they will 
make the prescribed “minimum ser-
vice” really minimal, at first anyway. 
Employers will avoid naming union ac-
tivists for the “minimum service” work. 
When individual workers defy “mini-
mum service” prescriptions, strategi-
cally-thinking employers will impose 

only minor discipline (a written warn-
ing, say).

There will be many in the unions say-
ing that we should box clever and find 
ways of effective industrial action while 
formally complying with “minimum 
service” law. In the short term it may be 
plausible.

Increments
Then, in the longer term, the govern-
ment and employers can tighten the 
grip of the law, making the “minimum 
service” ever larger, the penalties for 
individual workers sharper, so that the 
law bites harder.

Cunning workarounds can also be 
counterproductive in the coming years, 
by giving an incoming Labour gov-
ernment an excuse on its promise to 
repeal the law — it seems to be doing 
little harm, Starmer can say, and in the 
meantime there are other priorities.

The first step is to get a proper na-
tional demonstration against the Mini-
mum Service Law.

But the next step — and it starts now: 
we walk on two legs — is to commit un-
ions to defy injunctions introduced to 
implement that law. □
• bit.ly/fou-msl

Ban prepayment meters 
outright
By Colin Foster

The regulator Ofgem is lift-
ing the pause on forced 

installation of pre-payment 
energy meters (PPMs) agreed 
in February after an outcry 
over around 10,000 new 
PPM installations per month 
during high energy prices. 
Solidarity advocates:

• pre-payment meters 
should be banned outright 
(not impossible: there are 
none in France)

• public ownership of the 
whole energy industry, to 
mop up the vast profits cur-
rently made (under the To-
ries’ energy subsidy scheme) 
by oil and gas companies, 
and to speed transition to re-
newables and nuclear.

• every household should 
get a basic quota of energy 
free (even if that means 
higher unit prices for above-
quota energy for better-off 
households)

• the government should 
finance improved insula-
tion, and conversion of 
home-heating to heat pumps 
and other low-carbon tech-
nologies

Ofgem proposes, and says 
it will make mandatory, a ban 
on forced PPM installation 
but only where all residents 
are aged over 85. The BBC 
reckons that it could be some 
months before forcible instal-
lations restart at all. The Tories 
have said they will legislate 
to stop households being 
charged more for energy via 
pre-payment than via direct 
debit.

Four million households, 
including 600,000 which Age 
UK classifies as “older”, are 
currently on PPMs. Record 
numbers of new PPMs were 
installed in 2022. Households 
on PPMs frequently “self-dis-
connect” because they just 
don’t have the cash. □

Hemeti

Fundamental to Connol-
ly’s socialism was the 

idea of industrial unionism, 
workers’ solidarity across 
grades and trades, and 
sympathetic strikes. That is 
how he saw his work in the 
Irish Transport Union. 64 
pages £5 □ 
w o r k e r s l i b e r t y . o r g /
publications
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James Connolly’s Marxism, part six

Socialism or the Catholic Church
By Emil Vandervelde

This article by the Belgian socialist Emil 
Vandervelde, printed by De Leon in the 
Weekly People, started the controversy, 
together with the People’s promotion of 
German Marxist August Bebel’s book 
Woman And Socialism.

In the United States, where religion is a 
private matter, an affair of conscience, 

where no religious sect dominates, or 
pretends to dominate others, it must be 
difficult indeed to realise the bitterness 
of the contest that rages in most of the 

countries of Western Europe between 
the Roman Catholic Church and its op-
ponents. It is not alone in France that 
this contest grows in intensity.

During the last few years through-
out Western Europe there has been a 
marked reaction toward clericalism. The 
Catholics have organised themselves 
into powerful and well-disciplined par-
ties. The covert authority of the con-
vents which had been abolished by the 
Revolution has been developed under 
new forms, and religious associations 
have attained a greater control over ed-
ucation, while the political influence of 
the Church since the beginning of the 
pontificate of Leo XIII has made itself 
felt on all sides.

In our little Belgium the Conserva-
tive party, made up in large part of the 
supporters of the Church, has been a 
power for the last nineteen years. In 
the Netherlands the majority in the 
States-General (the two legislative 
houses) belongs to a truly extraordinary 
coalition of Catholics and Protestants 
— of disciples of Loyola and of Calvin. 
In Germany the Centre (the Catholic 
section of the Reichstag), though it 
declines in influence among the work-
ing class, appears more and more the 
hub of the Government majority, Prot-
estant Conservatives pay their court 
to it; while the Lutheran Emperor be-
takes himself to Rome to bow before 
the Pope. In England, where frequent 
conversions to Catholicism are loudly 
advertised and where the Established 
Church reveals a growing disposition to 
imitate the Roman Church, Mr. Balfour’s 
Ministry grants equal appropriations to 
all the religious sects in the Education 
bill and makes important concessions 
to Rome in order to conciliate the Irish 
Catholics.

In short, all the countries of Western 
Europe, in Germanic or Anglo-Saxon 
as well as in the Latin countries, cleri-

calism gains, or at least seems to gain, 
ground. When in the minority its oppo-
sition becomes more aggressive; when 
in the majority, or holding the balance 
of power, its domination waxes heavier.

But, by a natural reaction, anti-cler-
icalism, which had been relegated 
to the background on account of the 
pressure of socio-industrial issues, has 
again appeared, and is spreading in 
every direction. In France, in Italy, and 
even in Catholic Spain, the old cry of 
“A bas la calotte!” [priest’s skullcap] 
resounds on all sides. The veterans of 
former battles return to the ranks. The 
youth are divided again into Catholics 
and anti-Catholics.

But it would be an illusion to believe 
that nothing is changed, and that the 
reviving struggle between the cleri-
cals and the anti-clericals has the same 
meaning as had that of the epoch of 
Pius IX and his syllabus. First of all, it is 
clear that since the rise of Socialism the 
efforts of the Catholic Church are not 
directed against the same enemies as 
of old. From having defended the no-
bles and the kings of “l’Ancien Regime” 
against the liberal, republican, revolu-
tionary middle class, it turns to-day to 
defend the middle class, which has be-
come conservative, and even reaction-
ary, against the assaults of the Socialist 
proletariat.

Fifty years ago Catholics denounced 
Liberalism as “a pest and a frenzy!” To-
day clericals chant the Marseillaise, 
since it has become, through strange vi-
cissitudes of things, the national hymn. 
Clericalism calls itself liberal when, as 
in France, it is the minority. It disdains, 
or, at most, uses the Liberals when, as in 
Belgium and Holland, it is in the major-
ity. But always and everywhere it attacks 
Socialism, and by cunningly encourag-
ing the fears which Socialism inspires in 
the classes which have property to lose, 
it succeeds in holding its old positions, 

and even advancing to further ones.
It would be a great mistake — and 

far-seeing Catholics have no illusions 
on this subject — to suppose that the 
present revival of clericalism means 
an awakening of religious faith, even 
among Catholics. Doubtless, a certain 
number of persons of conservative re-
ligious instincts, fearing the logical con-
sequences of rationalism, return to the 
Church, and by interpreting symboli-
cally the old articles of faith, construct 
a new creed, which contents them. But 
these are only superficial drifts; they are 
but eddies of the great tide that bears 
the people of Europe in a diametrically 
opposite direction.

One of the heads of the Belgian 
Catholic party, M. Woeste, acknowl-
edged this in an article published 
some time ago. “The Roman Church in 
Europe may gain voters,” he says, “but 
it continues to lose souls”. Even in Bel-
gium where the Church reigns through 
intermediaries; where the Government, 
in its complete subservience, chooses 
magistrates and functionaries, imposes 
a religious teaching in the schools and 
grants appropriations as authority and 
wealth command, there is no doubt 
that the masses reveal a growing disaf-
fection to the ecclesiastical power.

It is an indubitable fact that, notwith-
standing appearances to the contrary, 
Europe is decatholicising herself. One 
might even go further with safety and 
say that she is dechristianising herself. 
Slowly but surely, with the irresistible 
movement of a geological subsidence, 
faith is waning among the industrial 
workers, and even among the peas-
ants. One can safely assert that about 
twenty years ago nearly every one held 
to some religious creed. Free-thinkers 
were few and to be found only in the 
middle class. Societies for promoting 
secular marriages and burials existed 
only in the larger cities. To-day we 

Introduction

By Sean Matgamna 

This is a “full-dress” rehearsal of Con-
nolly arguing on religion, and for 

the monogamous form of marriage, 
sex and the family, against a Marxist, 
Daniel De Leon, and in the first part of 

Connolly’s life as a revolutionary mil-
itant. Connolly debated with De Leon 
on three subjects in 1904: on whether 
trade unions could make real wages 
rise, on the family, and on religion. He 
developed an important difference on 
the need for, nature and role of a rev-
olutionary party, but he did not, as far 
as I know, explicitly argue on that with 
De Leon.

Two of the three subjects are dealt 
with here. The third, that trade unions 

can raise real wages, is no longer con-
troversial in the labour movement, and 
is omitted here.

It is worth remembering the account 
of his thinking on these questions 
which Connolly gave to his Scottish De 
Leonite friend, John Carstairs Mathe-
son, in a letter of 30 January 1908:

“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 usually 
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”. □

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. 412 pages £25 □
workersliberty.org/publications

Connolly politically 
unexpurgated
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Connolly’s defence
By James Connolly

Connolly wrote a polemic, which we 
reprinted in Solidarity 624; Daniel De 
Leon, editor of the Socialist Labor Par-
ty’s Weekly People, responded, and 
went on to have Connolly “investigated” 
by the SLP. The following are the sec-
tions on marriage and the Church from 
Connolly’s “defence” in the “investiga-
tion”. The whole exchange is online at 
bit.ly/c-del.

I stated that I believed in monoga-
mic marriage and disagreed with 

Bebel who taught otherwise; also that 
I thought his book was too prurient to 
do good as a propagandist work, al-
though there was valuable propagan-
dist material in it. I repeat all that. Bebel 
not only unnecessarily introduces long 
drawn out tales of sexual excesses but 
often explicitly approves of them. It has 

been said that his work is based upon 
that of Morgan but the most delicate 
minded could read Morgan without a 
blush and the same cannot be said of 
Bebel. Thus on page 65 after telling 
of the brutal lusts and sexual outrages 
of the kings and knights of the Middle 
Ages he speaks of them approvingly as 
“a healthy sensualism, that sprung from 
a rugged and happy native disposition 
among the people.” A fine summing up 
of a period of unbridled lust and out-
rage! Healthy sensualism indeed; brutal 
animalism would be a better charac-
terisation. On page 323, he says “The 
satisfaction of the sexual instinct is as 
much a private concern as the satisfac-
tion of any other natural instinct.” This 
from the man whose book is supposed 
to be based upon that of Morgan, al-
though Morgan expressly teaches that 
the satisfaction of the sexual instinct is 

a social act intimately related to and 
acting upon the economic conditions 
of society at large. On page 19 (Bebel) 
says: “If with monogamy paternity is 
often doubtful, it is impossible of proof 
with polygamy.” What does that mean? 
I do not know. I have read it backwards 
and forwards and up and down and 
diagonally. I have studied it when the 
sun was high in the heavens at noonday 
and have wrestled with it through the 
weary watches of the night and it seems 
to me that if it is not absolute indecency 
then it must be blithering idiocy. Why 
should polygamy make proof of pater-
nity impossible? Or perhaps we will be 
told, that like the omission of an impor-
tant negative from Vandervelde’s letter, 
this also is a typographical error. On 
page 37, Bebel says: “It is the custom 
in the Netherlands when the host has 
a dear guest that he lets his wife sleep 

with him on faith.” This is introduced 
out of all bearing to its intent, clarifies 
no obscure point and is told apropos 
of nothing in particular. It was probably 
some more “healthy sensualism.” I have 
used the word “pruriency,” let me make 
it stronger and say indecency, and ex-
plain what I mean by indecency in this 
respect. I consider that whosoever tells 
of the sexual act needlessly or in any 
other manner, but as a scientist would 
speak of his investigations or a surgeon 
of his operations, is acting indecently. 
Bebel declares openly and avowedly 
that under Socialism the modern mo-
nogamic marriage will collapse, and yet 
his work we are told is based upon that 
of Morgan, and Morgan declares as un-
reservedly his belief in the beauty and 
permanency of modern marriage. Let 
me quote Bebel, page 346, “Bourgeois 

see them spreading and multiplying 
throughout the industrial centres, and 
wherever mining and manufacturing 
are carried on. In Belgium, in France, in 
Germany, the workmen who follow no 
particular creed number hundreds of 
thousands — yes, millions — and as their 
hopes of a heavenly kingdom dissolve 
other hopes assert themselves with 
a growing intensity. Wherever free-
thought penetrates, Socialism enters 
also. We know, it is true, many work-
men who become Socialists without 
relinquishing, or without totally aban-
doning, their religious convictions; but 
aside from yellows and blacklegs, act-
ing solely from mercenary motives, we 
neither know nor can conceive of any 
freethinking workman who is not at the 
same time a Socialist.

What wonder, then, that this con-
servative middle class, instinctively 
antagonistic to Socialism, should be-
come more and more antagonistic to 
free thought! Just as the coming of 
spring in the mountains dissolves the 
glaciers and sends down floods of icy 
water, which cools the atmosphere of 
the lowlands, so under the sunshine of 
free thought the breaking up of the reli-
gious creeds of the proletariat chills the 
rationalistic tendencies of the middle 
class. Frightened by the socio-industrial 
consequences of free thought, an in-
creasing section of the rich class leans 
toward the Church, and especially to-
ward the Catholic Church, which is re-
garded by all as the strongest bulwark 
of the capitalists’ interest. The terror of 
revolutionary ideas drives this section 
to at least the pretence of believing; 
and sometimes, thanks to the efforts of 

the Jesuits, it succeeds in inculcating 
belief in its children.

It is thus that the apparent clerical 
reaction is explained. Far from its cor-
responding to general awakening of 
religious faith, it is, in fact, a corollary of 
the decline of faith among the masses. 
But it is, nevertheless, true that the al-
liance of priest and capitalist, the coa-
lition of spiritual and temporal power, 
against Socialism and free thought, fur-
nishes the conservative and reactionary 
parties with formidable means of action 
and constitutes the most redoubtable 
threat against the immediate future of 
European civilisation. Progressists have 
not only clericalism to fight, but also, 
under different forms and labels, mili-
tarism, protectionist imperialism, and, 
in most countries, a marked tendency 
on the part of the sovereigns to enlarge 
their personal power to the detriment 
of the sovereignty of the people.

What else than proletarian power can 
we oppose to this reactionary power? 
Can we depend upon the middle class 
as a class, or on Liberalism as a party? 
Facts answer. In Belgium, in Holland, in 
Germany, the Liberals are terribly weak-
ened; the fear of Socialism demoralises 
them. It is only too often that the reac-
tionary majority in the election is due to 
their votes. In England the division and 
melting away of the Liberal opposition 
made possible the South African war, 
and rendered possible, if not probable, 
the success of Mr. Chamberlain’s fiscal 
plans.

Justice forbids, however, to reproach 
English Liberalism as a body with the 
reactionary complaisance of the right 
wing. In France, too, there is a distinc-

tion to be made. The Republican mid-
dle class and the radical democracy 
do hesitate to accept the help of the 
Social Democracy in the fight against 
the Catholic Church by enrolling Mill-
erand in the Ministry and electing Jau-
res Vice-President of the Chambers of 
Deputies.

France
But we must not lose sight of the fact 
that France is, above all, a country of 
bourgeois and small landholders. The 
industrial centres are far apart, except 
in the territory bordering on the Bel-
gian and German frontiers. The organi-
sation of the working class is, therefore, 
comparatively weak. Socialism itself is 
often in France but the idealistic ex-
pression of an advanced radicalism. 
It thus seems natural enough that the 
middle class parties should not show 
it, but should be anticlerical rather than 
anti-Socialistic. But let industry develop 
on a large scale, let the antagonism of 
the classes accentuate itself, let the 
French proletariat strengthen and ex-
tend its organisation, and we shall see 
in France, as in the rest of Western Eu-
rope, the middle class facing about and 
asking pardon of the Church for the ills 
it has suffered through her.

Thus it is, in the Old World, that two 
gigantic coalitions are formed by the 
elimination of intermediaries — the 
Black International and the Red Inter-
national. On the one hand are all those 
who hold that authority should descend 
from above and who find in the Catho-
lic Church the most perfect expres-
sion of their ideal, the most inflexible 
guardian of their class privileges; on 

the other hand are those who insist that 
authority shall come from the people, 
and who, by the logic of circumstances, 
can found their hopes on nothing but 
Social Democracy.

Between these two extremes Protes-
tantism hesitates and Liberalism shifts 
from place to place. One may see 
clearly the truth of the prediction that 
was made fifty years ago by the Catho-
lic writer, Donose Cortes:

The Liberal school honours equally 
darkness and light. It has undertaken 
— extravagant and impossible under-
takings — to govern without the people 
and without God. Its days are num-
bered. One sees already on the two 
opposite points of the horizon, the 
rising sun that proclaims God and the 
ominous cloud that announces the mad 
rage of the people. In the terrible day 
of battle, when the whole arena shall 
be filled with the Catholic and Socialist 
phalanxes, no one will know where to 
find the forces of liberalism.

One may welcome or deplore, the 
fact of this coming concentration of 
forces about the Catholic Church on 
the one side, the Social Democracy on 
the other. But none can deny that this 
concentration is inevitable, and that the 
future struggles will have to be fought 
out between these two armies. To 
those, therefore, who are interested in 
the social movement of Europe, we say: 
Observe, above all else, if you wish to 
consider only the essential factors, the 
political activities of the Roman Catho-
lic Church and those of International 
Socialism. □
• Weekly People, 19 March 1904

continued on page 10 →

https://youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
https://workersliberty.org/events
http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2022-02-15/connollys-critique-de-leons-marxism
https://www.marxists.org/archive/connolly/1904/condel/index.htm


10 fb.com/workerslibertyworkersliberty.org workersliberty.org/audio

marriage is the result of bourgeois 
property relations.” In future society 
there is nothing to bequeath. The mod-
ern form of marriage is thus devoid of 
foundation and collapses. He might 
as well say: “The concentrated tool of 
production is the result of bourgeois 
property relations; in future society 
these relations will have disappeared, 
therefore the concentrated tool of pro-
duction will collapse.” Comrade De 
Leon also believes that the monogamic 
marriage will remain, yet he declares 
that the book he disagrees with is the 
best aimed shot at the existing social 
system. Either De Leon has not much 
faith in his own marksmanship or else 
he believes the best aimed shot is that 
which proceeds from correct premises 
to wrong conclusions.

Comrade De Leon says it was super-
fluous for the S.L.P. to vote upon the 
merits of this book, one of whose most 
important conclusions he himself re-
jects. But surely we all have a right to 
reject as well as De Leon. If it is permis-
sible for De Leon to reject one conclu-
sion drawn by Bebel, surely every other 
member of the party has the same right, 
and has even the right to accept the 
conclusions De Leon rejects. I person-
ally reject every attempt, no matter by 
whom made, to identify Socialism with 
any theory of marriage or sexual rela-
tions. I believe that no matter what may 
have been the force which gave birth to 
any institution, its permanency will and 
must be tested not by its origin but by 
its adaptability to the institutions — the 
economic institutions, of the future.

Coming next to the question of reli-
gion. I must first correct a totally wrong 
impression which has been sedulously 
fostered by The People and by some 
correspondents. This is the impression 
that I have stated that the S.L.P. attacked 
theology or religion. One correspond-
ent puts it bluntly that the question to 
discuss is not whether we should attack 
theology or not, but, he says, whether 
we do; Connolly, he adds, says we do. 
This I most emphatically deny. I never 
made any such statement and would 
be the first to contradict such a state-
ment if made by others. What I did 
say and what I repeat, is that there is a 
tendency in the party to attack religion 
when Socialism is criticised by clerics. 
The mere fact that some correspond-
ents have written to The People saying 
that we should attack theology proves 
my point as to the tendency.

Comrade Janke of Indianapolis, and 
Comrade Twomey of New York City say 
we should. Comrade De Leon says it is 
never done, and Comrade Janke says 
it is and should be done. Comrade 
Twomey says I am wrong and then 
quotes a number of instances in which 
he says it was done, and finds fault with 
De Leon for taking up a different atti-
tude now. Both these comrades deny 
my case, and then proceed to prove 
it by their arguments. A little more re-
flection on the value of a word would 
save our comrades a lot of blunders. 
If I had said in 1898 that there was a 

tendency in the S.L.P. to play fast and 
loose with Socialist principles, our 
comrades would probably have said 
I was attacking the party and was tell-
ing a falsehood. Yet there was such a 
tendency, and it came to a head in the 
Kangaroo attempt to capture the party. 
To say that there is a tendency in the 
party to attack theology, as theology, 
is not declaring that the party does so, 
but that some of its members do, and 
the truth of that statement is by at least 
Comrades Janke, and Twomey volun-
teering themselves as “horrible exam-
ples” so to speak. As the three principal 
witnesses on my behalf I present Janke, 
Twomey and De Leon. In my second 
letter to The People — I mean the one 
Comrade De Leon thought the mem-
bers could not be trusted to read — I 
quoted where some priest had fired off 
the usual foolishness about Socialism, 
and our comrade answered him by tell-
ing about Catholic belief in miracles. In 
the same letter I answered his question 
as to whether his attitude or the reli-
gion of Czolgosz and other anarchists 
was an attack upon theology by saying 
it certainly was, and faulty logic into the 
bargain, if not absolute misstatement. 
But as our comrade promises to lay all 
correspondence before the National 
Convention, I will not go more fully into 
it at this stage, except to say that the 
statement that I left all the questions 
unanswered was worthy of the spirit 
that inspired it.

De Leon
I now propose to wind up my de-

fence by quoting a few of the opinions 
expressed by De Leon in the past, and 
in the present. I propose to show you 
that he has completely changed front, 
and that the head and front of my of-
fending is that I would not change with 
him. In other words, to use a classic ex-
pression which he would understand, I 
propose to appeal from Philip drunk to 
Philip sober.

Let us take the Vandervelde article, 
but for which I may say my first article 
in this controversy would never have 
been written. In that article Vandervelde 
quotes a string of utterances against 
Socialism by leading Catholic writers, 
and in his reply to my article, De Leon 
asks me triumphantly: “What about the 
allegations of fact?” “If the allegations 
of fact are ‘absurd’ why not expose 
them by counter allegations so that the 
reader may verify the allegations on 
both sides, and see on what leg the ‘ab-
surd’ boot lies”. Of course the thought-
ful readers of The People were not 
taken in by such clap-trap as this; they 
realised that my allegations of “absurd” 
was applied not to the “fact”, but to 
the inference Vandervelde drew from 
the fact. The supporters of Capitalism 
and Socialism have both the same set 
of facts to go upon, but how opposing 
are the inferences drawn therefrom! 
The inference Vandervelde drew, and 
I characterised as absurd, was that the 
Catholic Church was a barrier to Social-
ism and should be fought as a church. 
De Leon champions that in his reply. 

But listen to him in The People, Satur-
day, April 26, 1902.

There is quite extensively a notion that 
the organised Catholic Church is a bar-
rier to Socialism. The language of many 
a dignitary of the Catholic Church jus-
tifies, and the language of the Depews 
“The Catholic Church is the best po-
lice” tends to strengthen the notion. 
[Chauncey Depew was a US Republi-
can politician]. Probably the attitude of 
the Catholic or clerical party in Belgium 
may be quoted as further confirmation. 
We hold otherwise. What is going on 
in Belgium is proof that the Catholic 
Church, much as it would like to, can-
not for all times control the masses to 
their injury. The masses in Belgium now 
out on a general strike, and the many 
more in sympathy with them, have been 
brought up as Catholics, at least most of 
them. A time was when these clericals 
controlled all these people. Do they 
to-day? Obviously no priestly or other 
influence can for all times dominate the 
masses. The “police” upon which the 
Depews lean to scuttle Socialism will at 
the right moment be found by them a 
hollow reed to lean upon.

Thus you see that in 1902 our com-
rade ridiculed this very inference 
which he finds fault with me for styling 
absurd in 1904. That inference being 
that it is necessary to fight the Catholic 
Church as a church — the central idea 
of Vandervelde’s letter. Now, take up 
the article written in reply to mine [The 
People 9 April 1904] and see how our 
comrade describes theology.

Theology or religion is a delicate 
and occult thing. No man of sense and 
surely no man of feeling will hit back at 
that tender vein.

Judaism
Now see how the editor of The Peo-

ple, July 5, 1903 treats that “tender 
vein.” He speaks of Judaism as “The 
idea of being a preselected and sole 
supporter of gods and their pursuiv-
ants,” and of Christanity he says, “Such 
a monstrous, preposterous conception 
as Gentile theology breeds ‘semitism’ 
as inevitably as cheese breeds mag-
gots.” In other words for the purpose 
of scoring a point against your humble 
servant he describes as “delicate,” “oc-
cult” and “tender” that which he had 
previously branded as “monstrous” and 
“preposterous.” But listen further:

The whole Catholic hierarchy in cho-
rus slandered the socialists as murder-
ers of rulers, and disturbers of the State 
at the time of the Czolgosz affair. They 
never ‘hit back’ by citing a long list of 
murderers of rulers down to the present 
days, including Czolgosz himself, all of 
whom were Catholics, and by showing 
that their theory of society, terrestrial so-
ciety ... was, under given conditions, a 
natural breeder of assassins of rulers as 
the long list showed.

This is definite enough. Here he 
states that the Catholic theory, that is 
to say the theory taught by the Catho-
lic creed, of terrestrial society, breeds 
assassins. Now, take up The People of 
October 5, 1901 and in the Letter Box 

answer to ‘H.R.H.’, Providence, R.I., we 
read as follows: True enough Czolgosz 
was born and brought up a Catholic. 
You might go further. The last four polit-
ical assassinations in Europe; that of the 
Austrian Empress by Lucini, that of Pres-
ident Carnot of France by Santos, that 
of King Humbert by Brescia, and that 
of the Spanish Prime Minister Canovas 
Del Castilio, by a fellow whose name 
now escapes us — all were committed 
by Roman Catholics. But not for that is 
there any reason to impute assassina-
tion by reason of them to the Roman 
Catholic Creed.

Let not the immorality of false rea-
soning in which Archbishop Corrigan 
has set the pace to so many Catholic 
priests, by inducing them to commit 
the immoral act of imputing Czolgosz 
to Socialism, take you off your base.

So that in October 5, 1901 our com-
rade declares a man would be “off his 
base” if he attributed the acts of the as-
sassins mentioned to their religion and 
in his lectures on Anarchism and So-
cialism he apparently goes off his base 
on that very point, and again on April 
9, 1904. First, he said there was no rea-
son to attribute these assassinations to 
Roman Catholic teaching, then he de-
liberatly attributes them to such teach-
ing. I think such a change of mind as 
that justifies the charge of a ‘tendency’ 
to attack theology.

Now try and reconcile these two 
opinions on Marriage. In the translation 
preface to Woman De Leon declares as 
already quoted : “Bebel’s work Woman 
is the best aimed shot at the existing so-
cial system, both strategically and tacti-
cally considered. The Woman Question 
is the weakest link in the capitalist mail.” 
Now listen to the “best shot”. “In future 
society there is nothing to bequeath, 
therefore the modern form of marriage 
is thus devoid of foundation and col-
lapses,” page 346. In The Weekly Peo-
ple of June 22, 1901, I find this Letter 
Box answer to ‘F.H.’, Troy, N.Y.,

Is it not queering Socialism to take 
the position that justifies the notion that 
the sexual or matrimonial question is a 
cardinal Socialist question, when in fact 
Socialism has nothing to do with it.

Here we find that a work which de-
clares that under Socialism the modern 
form of marriage will collapse, is styled 
in 1904, “the best aimed shot at the ex-
isting social system”, and this is written 
by the same man as he who in 1901 de-
clared that Socialism has nothing to do 
with the sexual or marriage question...

Finally here are my last words. I claim 
that the demand of the S.L.P. for abso-
lute unity in all things essential can only 
be maintained when linked with abso-
lute freedom of opinion on all things 
nonessential. And if I am asked how are 
we to know a non-essential principle, I 
reply that any principle which we would 
not feel it to be our duty as Socialists 
to establish by force of arms if neces-
sary is nonessential. Such principles are 
those of theories of Marriage and Re-
ligion. On these, therefore, I claim the 
fullest and most absolute freedom of 
opinion. □

→ from page 9
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Where are the International Brigades?

By WF

The Russian invasion of Ukraine en-
ters its second year. Russian atroc-

ities on Ukrainian soil, against the 
Ukrainian people, continue. The world 
has borne witness to the brutality of 
the Russian invasion: the indiscriminate 
bombardment of civilian homes and 
infrastructure, Bucha and Mariupol. In 
the occupied territories, there is loot-
ing, rapes, round-ups of dissidents, 
forced deportations, summary execu-
tions, and the separation of Ukrainian 
children from their parents to be raised 
as Russians.

We are confronted with the question: 
what is to be done? More specifically: 
what should the Western left be doing?

The people of Ukraine have the right 
to self-determination. It is in their de-
fence of this right that the people of 
Ukraine fiercely resist the Russian in-
vasion and defend the Ukrainian state, 
flawed though it may be. The West-
ern left must support the resistance 
of the Ukrainian people and offer aid 

wherever possible. This includes rais-
ing funds and supplies for Ukrainian 
refugees and aid workers, sheltering 
Ukrainian refugees, platforming Ukrain-
ian left voices, providing organisational 
and material support to the Ukrainian 
left and organised labour and laying 
the groundwork for the inevitable fight 
against the post-war neoliberalisation 
of a Ukraine become reliant on, and 
vulnerable to, NATO and the EU and 
the depredations of their financial vul-
tures. One slogan that Western leftists 
must advance is the cancellation of all 
Ukrainian foreign debt, which is essen-
tial if Ukraine is not to exchange the 
Russian yoke for that of the IMF and the 
World Bank.

What about NATO and Western arms 
to Ukraine? Ukraine has the right to re-
ceive arms from whomever it sees fit to 
demand them. At present, that means 
NATO and the West. At any rate, the 
hue and cry of the fractured left has 
no bearing whatsoever on the Ukrain-
ian state’s decision to ask for arms or 
the decision of NATO states to pro-
vide them. Such is the nature of tooth-
less demands which tyrants are free to 
safely ignore.

Perhaps Western leftists find it dis-
tasteful that support for Ukraine against 
the Russian invasion means tacitly ap-

proving the enmeshment of Ukraine 
with NATO — and by proxy, the United 
States of America — and its imperialist 
and expansionist agenda.

But it is by necessity that Ukraine has 
been forced into the arms of NATO. 
There does not exist a strong and inde-
pendent international socialist move-
ment that can manifest its solidarity 
with Ukraine and pose an alternative to 
NATO by competing with it on the level 
most pertinent to the Ukrainian resist-
ance against Russian imperialism: the 
provision of arms, military support and 
even fighters on the battlefield against 
the invading Russian armies.

Spain
During the Spanish Civil War, France 
and Britain, following a policy of 
non-intervention, hampered the Span-
ish Republican war effort while doing 
nothing to prevent fascist support to 
Franco’s Nationalists. The Comintern, 
by then under Stalinist control, sent 
ample funds, arms and soldiers, and 
organised the International Brigades 
— volunteer units of communists and 
socialists who fought for the Republic. 
The non-Stalinist international socialist 
movement also mobilised in support of 
the contemporaneous Spanish Revolu-
tion, forming their own, smaller units of 

international volunteers. George Or-
well, then part of a contingent from the 
British Independent Labour Party to the 
Spanish anti Stalinist Workers’ Party of 
Marxist Unification (POUM), saw action 
against both the Nationalists and the 
Stalinists.

Where are the International Brigades 
— not in the Stalinist sense, but in the 
sense that they are the ultimate praxis 
of anti-fascist socialist internationalism 
— today?

It is the weakness of the Western left 
that has resulted in its ceding of the 
Ukrainian cause to NATO, who has mo-
nopolised international solidarity with 
Ukraine and twisted it to further its own 
imperialist ends.

There will be other uprisings and 
wars of resistance against imperialist 
oppression in the future. In these crises, 
where the crumbling status quo pre-
sents opportunities for left-wing break-
throughs, whether the Western left can 
make a meaningful intervention or is 
relegated to the sidelines depends on 
their organisational strength and clarity 
of vision and purpose. If international 
working-class solidarity is to be more 
than just an aspiration of the Western 
left, it must begin the work of building 
it today. □

A response: “Fate la rivoluzione in casa vostra!”

By Martin Thomas

I agree with WF in their argument that 
we should support Ukraine’s right to 

seek arms for its self-defence, and with 
WF’s call for us to campaign for strings-
free economic aid to Ukraine to survive 
the war and to reconstruct after it, and 
for cancellation of debt. I don’t think 
WF’s call for “International Brigades” 
for Ukraine could have the meaning or 
effect they wish, though.

The International Brigades in Spain, 
organised by the Communist Parties 
after a Comintern decision in Septem-
ber 1936, and with recruitment vetted 
by the CPs, were not an alternative to 
the Republic being hegemonised by its 
main big-power arms supplier, Stalin’s 
USSR.

On the contrary, they were a comple-
mentary means to the same goal. See 
Stan Crooke’s Workers’ Liberty pam-
phlet on the International Brigades, 
Lions led by Jackals.

In the run-up to the Civil War, the 
Spanish CP was weak compared to 
the anarchists and the social-demo-
crats, and not that much bigger than 
the POUM. The International Brigades 
gave the Stalinists a significant military 

force under their direct con-
trol. They helped the Span-
ish Stalinists to recruit and to 
gain leverage with the mili-
tary commanders inherited 
from the established Span-
ish Army, a large chunk of 
which, outside the colonial 
army stationed in Morocco, 
sided with the Republic in 
June 1936. They served the 
Stalinists’ plan of suppress-
ing the workers’ revolution 
which erupted from June 
1936, while simultaneously trying to 
fend off the fascists.

Aid from the USA, UK, Poland, etc. is 
designed to stall Putin. It is not to sup-
press a workers’ revolution in Ukraine. 
Of course the US, UK, Polish, etc. gov-
ernments would want to suppress a 
workers’ revolution in Ukraine, but 
there is no such revolution there.

Most of the volunteers for the Interna-
tional Brigades saw things differently. 
They thought they were going to Spain 
to fight fascism. They did fight the fas-
cists, and many died. But they did that 
while being duped and coerced into 
Stalinist politics.

The International Brigades were de-
signed to recruit workers (often unem-
ployed workers, in the conditions of the 
mid-1930s) with military experience 
(from World War One, the Irish War of 
Independence, etc.) Although short of 

military and other supplies, they had 
some military effectiveness. The Span-
ish Civil War was a low-tech war. The 
fascists, too, were short of air cover and 
heavy weapons.

The socialist-internationalists who 
went to Spain to join POUM or anar-
chist militias (George Orwell, Benjamin 
Péret...) were too few to make any mili-
tary difference.

Even if we socialist-internationalists 
had mass parties these days, of the size 
of the Popular Front period Communist 
Parties, and large numbers of chron-
ically-unemployed workers with mili-
tary experience were at our disposal, 
any International Brigades we could 
organise would be of little military 
use in the relatively high-tech war now 
underway. And I don’t see that they 
would have political leverage against 
the right-wing direction of the Zelen-

skyy government that the 
left and labour movement in 
Ukraine wouldn’t have. For 
the agency of change, we 
look to systematic organis-
ing among the working class 
where we are, not footloose 
military operations.

To the extent that we can 
send material support to 
Ukraine, better the sort of 
convoys already sent, by ex-
ample, by French unions and 
groups of the left, focused 

on helping the Ukrainian left and la-
bour movement rather than the Ukrain-
ian government. Similar convoys were 
organised by British leftists via Workers’ 
Aid to Kosova and Workers’ Aid to Bos-
nia, and helped develop some political 
as well as material links with leftists in 
those countries.
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If Russia were to conquer large areas 
of Ukraine, and the war then to turn 
into a guerrilla war (relatively low-tech) 
in the occupied areas, then that might 
change the military calculus a bit.

Probably not, though. Generally 
guerrilla wars against occupiers (Ire-
land 1919-21, Vietnam, Algeria, Indo-
nesia) have not sought International 
Brigades. Che Guevara’s efforts to be 
the hero-from-outside of guerrilla bat-
tles in Latin America did not work even 
in their own terms. There has been 
some Islamist “international-brigade” 
recruitment in some recent wars (Af-
ghanistan, Bosnia, Kosova, Daesh in 
Iraq and Syria), but it’s not clear to me 
that it has been militarily very effective, 
and besides, in any case, the politi-
cal-leverage result has been reaction-
ary, not democratic.

The Vietnamese Stalinist leader Ho 
Chi Minh, when asked by a visiting 
delegation of Italian leftists how they 
could help Vietnam’s struggle against 
the USA, had enough echoes from his 
communist past in his head to reply: 
“Fate la rivoluzione in casa vostra!”: 
make the revolution in your own coun-

try. Or, more broadly: pursue the work-
ing-class struggle in our countries, and 
help the Russian and Belarusian leftists 
fighting their governments in their own 
countries.

NATO
Ukraine sought to get closer to NATO 
right from independence in 1991. 
“Partnerships” and such were set up. 
All that was all in accord with Russia, 
and there was even talk in the 1990s of 
Russia joining NATO.

Russia signed treaties with Ukraine in 
1994 and 1997 promising not only to 
respect Ukraine’s borders but also to 
help Ukraine defend them against ex-
ternal attack! The USA and the UK also 
signed the 1994 treaty as “guarantors”.

Russia’s reneging from the treaties 
and its attacks on Ukraine in 2014 and 
2022-3 have probably slowed the pos-
sibilities of Ukraine joining NATO rather 
than accelerated them. The NATO pow-
ers evidently reckon that Finland’s and 
Sweden’s borders are well-established 
enough that a tight NATO “tripwire” 
committing NATO to action if Putin 
invades will deter Putin rather than 
drawing NATO into a bigger war than 
they want. The NATO powers want no 

such tight “tripwire” for Ukraine. They 
want to keep their hands free to coerce 
Ukraine into accepting a deal of some 
sort with Putin breaking the 1994 and 
1997 treaties.

The more military equipment that 
individual NATO powers give Ukraine 
now, the stronger will be Ukraine’s abil-
ity to resist pressure from those and 
other NATO powers for a rotten deal 
with Putin. (And it’s all from individual 
NATO powers, not “NATO as such”; 
some NATO powers such as Hungary 
and Turkey don’t want to aid Ukraine.)

More NATO aid now makes Ukraine 
less subjected to NATO, not more so.

As with Vietnam. Military aid that Vi-
etnam had received from China during 
its war with the USA made it more, not 
less, able to repel the Chinese invasion 
of 1979.

Of course Zelenskyy uses Ukraine’s 
UN votes and such to help sweeten 
NATO powers (and non-NATO powers 
with large military resources, like Israel) 
which he hopes will give Ukraine more, 
or some, aid. He’s a neoliberal bour-
geois politician: was before the 2022 
Russian invasion, still is after it. But it is 
not the case that association with NATO 
compels Ukraine to support predatory 

military action by NATO powers. Sev-
eral major NATO powers vehemently 
opposed the US-led invasion of Iraq in 
2003.

Post-war Ukraine will depend heavily 
on foreign aid to rebuild, and surely will 
be subject to IMF conditions (as it is at 
present). We fight against the strings on 
aid, and to help the Ukrainian left and 
labour movement defend and extend 
social provision and workers’ rights. 
(Obviously we can’t send an “Interna-
tional Brigade” of “alternative”, socialis-
tic, billionaire lenders to Ukraine...)

However, we should be wary of see-
ing evils in Ukraine’s economy as just 
what might follow from “post-war neo-
liberalisation”, as if the pre-war or even 
pre-2014 was somehow preferable. 
It wasn’t. It was a corrupt, oligarchic, 
and very unequal economy. To the ex-
tent that Zelenskyy’s government acts 
as one “for the millionaires, against 
the billionaires”, we counterpose not 
defence of the old billionaire-domi-
nated order, but the interests of the 
working-class millions. In particular, we 
should not corner ourselves into neces-
sarily opposing anti-corruption meas-
ures requested by the European Union 
as steps towards joining the EU. □
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Royal Mail: what “agreement”?
By Ollie Moore 

On 15 April 2023, the Communica-
tion Workers Union reported that 

it had reached a “negotiators’ agree-
ment” with Royal Mail.

The union said its Postal Executive 
would “now meet and consider the 
agreement on Monday and Tuesday 
[17-18 April] and we are putting in 
place plans to brief representatives 
across the union structures. On the 
basis that the negotiators’ agreement 
is endorsed by the Postal Executive, we 

will put in place a full communications 
plan to engage members.”

Rank-and-file
Rank-and-file postal workers may feel 
somewhat frozen out of a negotiation 
process that has taken place substan-
tially over their heads. Postal workers 
will have to wait, maybe for a while, for 
an opportunity to scrutinise the “nego-
tiators’ agreement” and to vote on it.

The union statement, which was is-
sued in the names of general secretary 
Dave Ward and postal deputy general 

secretary Andy Furey, concludes by 
thanking members for their “support 
and patience” which, the statement 
says, “has got us to this point.”

“Patience” is a virtue in many areas of 
life; industrial disputes are rarely one of 
them. Workers should not have to be 
“patient” while union negotiators are 
cloistered in behind-closed-doors talks 
with employers. Workers should, rather, 
be positively impatient for full and com-
prehensive reports from such talks, and 
for a return to industrial action if they 
have not yielded results. □

Opening for industrial unionism in schools
By Bill Davies

Four years after its first con-
ference as a merger of the 

NUT and the ATL, the Na-
tional Education Union (NEU) 
has voted to seek equal rep-
resentation for its support staff 
members.

What tipped the balance this 
year on this issue was a judg-
ment from the TUC upholding 
a complaint against the NEU 
for organising ballots of sup-
port staff members alongside 
the teachers’ ballots in Eng-
land and Wales. The judgment 
included a requirement on the 
union to seek permission from 
Unison, GMB and Unite before 
campaigning on behalf of sup-
port staff members.

The NEU would be breach-
ing its own rules by acquiesc-
ing, and so we had an almost 
unanimous vote for a bold and 
assertive stance. Support staff 

activists in the NEU are now 
discussing how we can push 
forward. 

One pressing matter is to 
re-ballot support staff mem-
bers in England on striking 
to demand a fully-funded, 
above-inflation pay rise. We 
still expect push-back from the 
leaderships of, at least, Unison 
and GMB. However, we also 
know that the beginnings of 
rank-and-file cross-union sol-
idarity already exist at branch 
level, and that we can build on 
those around further teachers’ 
strike days and the local gov-
ernment unions’ pay ballots 
from late spring to summer.

The conference motion (Har-
rogate, 3-6 April: submitted by 
the NEU’s support staff sector 
conference) instructed the 
NEU’s Executive to “seek, at 
the earliest opportunity, recog-
nition and negotiating rights 
for our support staff members” 

and to “end the undertaking 
not to actively or knowingly re-
cruit support staff”.

Support staff
The NEU now has well over 
50,000 support staff members. 
About 6,000 have joined in the 
last few months of the NEU’s 
campaign — including indus-
trial action — on pay and fund-
ing. The big majority of the 
NEU’s support staff members 
work in state-funded schools.

The NEU comes a merger of 
the National Union of Teach-
ers (NUT), a union that only 
allowed teachers to join, and 
the Association of Teachers 
and Lecturers (ATL), which in-
cluded a support staff section, 
carried over into the merged 
union. Ever since the merger 
Workers’ Liberty school work-
ers have been arguing that the 
new union represents an op-
portunity to build a wall-to-wall 

education union, representing 
all grades of workers in educa-
tion.

At every conference since 
2019 we have argued for sim-
ilar motions to the one carried 
this year. Other groups and 
activists in the Education Sol-
idarity Network have joined 
with us on this.

But an agreement brokered 
by the TUC between the NEU 
and the three general unions 
which have negotiating rights 
in local government (including 
for most school support staff 
who work for local authority 
schools), Unison, GMB and 
Unite, prohibits the NEU from 
active recruitment and seek-
ing collective recognition for 
support staff in state-funded 
schools. The leaders of the 
three local government unions, 
in particular Unison and GMB 
(Unite has only a few thousand 
members in schools), fear that 

school support staff will see 
the sense of a union for all 
workers in schools, have been 
determined to keep this obsta-
cle in place.

A similar motion at last year’s 
conference was defeated only 
narrowly, an electronic card 
vote. The leadership factions 
of the NEU, including the SWP 
and others in the “NEU Left”, 
argued that the NEU was not 
yet strong enough, and did not 
yet have enough support staff 
members, to clash with the 
TUC agreement (and the dam-
age to inter-union relations 
would be too high a price). But 
this year we turned it round. □
• NEU pay campaign 
demonstration Tuesday 2 
May, 11am from Belvedere 
Road, Jubilee Gardens, 
London SE1 to Department 
for Education.

Amazon workers step up action
By Darren Westwood

Amazon workers at Coventry’s BHX4 
warehouse are striking again on 16-18 
and 21-23 April, following strikes on 
13-17 March, 2 March, and 27 Febru-
ary. The workers, currently paid £10.50, 
are demanding a £15/hour minimum 
wage. Since 31 March, the GMB union 
has been conducting consultative bal-
lots for industrial action at warehouses 
in Mansfield, Coalville, Kegworth, Ru-
geley, and Rugby, and hopes to move 
to formal ballots in due course. Ama-
zon worker and GMB union rep Darren 
Westwood spoke to Solidarity.

We’re feeling very optimistic. Peo-
ple are looking forward to strik-

ing, we feel like we’re pushing forward 
and winning. The current round of 

strikes coincide with Orthodox Easter, 
which is celebrated by many of our Ro-
manian members, and with Eid, which 
our Muslim members are celebrating. 
More and more people are joining 
the union. We’re very close now to the 
numbers needed for statutory recog-
nition. Amazon are trying to contain 
things and buy us off with a 50p per 
hour increase. That has only made peo-
ple more enthusiastic about the strikes.

Strategy
Spreading the action to other sites is a 
vital part of our strategy. The union is 
conducting consultative ballots in five 
other workplaces. I have said all along 
that there would be a domino effect. 
Once things got going at one site, oth-
ers would follow. We had a Zoom call 
recently with workers from other sites, 

which had a positive effect on our own 
members: prior to that, people weren’t 
necessarily aware things were spread-
ing in the way they are.

People are developing a sense of 
their own power. There’s a feeling that, 
if we stick together, we can win. The 
ballots at the other sites are just con-
sultative at this stage but the plan is 
to move to formal ballots soon after. 

I’m going to the Coalville site on Tues-
day [18th] to speak to workers there 
and give them some encouragement. 
When other sites hopefully get their 
mandates for industrial action, the aim 
will be to go for coordinated action 
across the sites to maximise the impact. 
We feel that, as the strikes continue and 
spread, Amazon will have to start listen-
ing. Anyone who can get to BHX4 on 
the strike days is welcome to come and 
join us. We welcome visits from sup-
porters. And we want to organise visits 
to other strikers’ picket lines, too. Our 
fight is with Amazon, but it’s part of a 
wider workers’ fightback against the ef-
fects of the cost-of-living crisis. They’re 
becoming unbearable for many peo-
ple, but seeing workers fight back and 
stand on the picket line is a source of 
hope. □
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UCU marking boycott from 20 April
By a UCU member

Straight after a ballot of higher edu-
cation workers in the University and 

College Union (UCU) which returned 
comfortable majorities for continuing 
action on both the pay and conditions 
dispute and pension dispute, the un-
ion’s leadership around General Sec-
retary Jo Grady called a consultative 
e-ballot on “offers” in the disputes.

On pay and conditions members had 
been offered three working parties on 
proposals that may be contingent on 
local conditions, i.e. with an implied 
threat of further weakening of national 
bargaining. On pensions, a limited res-
toration of benefits is promised, but 
without guarantees.

Why e-ballot? Because calling pleb-
iscites has been an effective way for 
Grady to slow down and disorganise 
the dispute. However, in line with the 
Higher Education Committee recom-
mendations, members voted to note 
progress on pensions (85%) and re-
ject the pay and conditions proposals 

(56%). “Note” did not mean “accept”, 
but Grady immediately called off in-
dustrial action on pensions claiming 
a great victory had been won. It most 
certainly is not!

Further, unlinking the disputes is a 
poor tactic. It’s what the employers 
want.

On Wednesday 19 April a special 
higher education conference will for-
mally decide whether to go ahead with 
a marking and assessment boycott 
(MAB) from 20 April. It is likely it will. 
Other proposals call for further indus-
trial action on pensions, for the elected 
negotiators (and not just Grady) con-
duct negotiations, and for allowing 
elected bodies, Branch Delegate Meet-
ings and the Higher Education Commit-

tee, as opposed to Grady, to determine 
the shape of the dispute.

A MAB is a difficult form of industrial 
action, requiring a lot of preparation 
and monitoring. It will also need to be 
backed up by strikes if, as seems likely, 
employers make punitive pay deduc-
tions. Motions to the special conference 
call on the union to try, for once, to get 
ahead of the employers, and serve no-
tice of strikes now. □

Unison Health delegates protest
By Jayne Evans

A fringe meeting on pay, organised 
by “Time for Real Change”, on the 

first day of this year’s Unison Health 
sector conference, attracted 40 dele-
gates (17 April).

It decided that we needed an ongo-
ing network of health activists to con-
tinue organising on pay restoration. On 
18 April the conference passed emer-
gency motion 1 from the top table 
which noted the vote to accept the 
offer and which said the union will seek 
implementation. Speeches have been 

made against the Service Group Exec’s 
ballot recommendation to accept the 
offer, but we have been unable to get 
a vote on any wording about that. Con-
ference voted for no return to the Pay 
Review Body. 

The campaign on pay doesn’t end 
here. We need to support the RCN in 
their action and begin to plan for next 
year’s pay round.

The conference began soon after the 
14 April announcement that Unison 
members had voted to accept the offer 
on NHS pay: 74% accept, 26% reject, 
turnout 53%. The pay offer is an uncon-
solidated one-off lump sum for 2021-2 
and 5% for 23-24. It is below inflation, 
so means that continued erosion of pay.

Unison’s Health Service Group Exec-
utive called for members to accept the 
deal and said that failure to vote for it 
would mean the Tories would take the 
deal off the table.

At the conference many delegates 
were unhappy about that recommen-
dation having been made.

The first day of conference also was 
the start of voting by Unison members 
in all sectors for the union’s National 
Executive (NEC). Voting closes on 19 
May. Unison members should support 
the Time for Real Change slate and the 
Socialist Party where TFRC isn’t contest-
ing. □

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

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

The Labour Campaign for Free 
Movement (LCFM) has submitted 

a template motion for Labour con-
ference 2023 on migrant and asylum 
rights to Momentum’s consultation 
on what motions it will push. The text 
is on the LCFM website.

Labour Left Internationalists, on its 
website, has template motions on 
Brexit and on union rights.

The deadline for motions is 21 
September, but some local Labour 
Parties may decide on their motions 
earlier, even in June. Conference is 
8-11 October 2023.

• Links for campaigns and motions 
at workersliberty.org/agenda

The Workers’ Liberty office now faces monthly electricity 
bills in excess of £400 per month. The printing costs for 

our paper are now over £700 per week. Thanks to Colin this 
week our total is now £5,794. 

In 10 days our conference will help us put a bigger dent 
in that total. But we need regular donations every week to 
ensure we reach our goal! □
• Donate at workersliberty.org/fund

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen 

to our pamphlets including:
• China and Trotskyism
• Women’s Fightback
• 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 □
workersliberty.org/publications/

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

Activist Agenda

http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.instagram.com/workersliberty/
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Rail TOCs: a rotten deal
The current deal on the table in RMT 

members’ fight with the Train Oper-
ating Companies (TOCs) is called the 
Dispute Resolution Process (DRP). It is 
a two-year deal, covering 2022-3 (“Year 
One”, last year), and 2023-4 (“Year Two”, 
starting now).

The string attached to the 5% pay 
settlement for Year One is that we 
have to enter the Year Two process 
for restructuring job roles and terms 
and conditions. The employers want 
to consolidate current job roles into a 
single “multi-skilled” grade on stations. 
They also want to overhaul policies on 
attendance, sick pay, rostering parame-
ters and more.

Currently, the 14 TOCs in dispute are 
all part of a national campaign; in Year 
Two it will devolve down to individual 
TOCs.

Year Two as it currently stands is such 
a complete trashing of so many of our 
terms and conditions that we cannot 
accept it. If we reject Year Two after ne-
gotiations and/or consultations (there’s 
some argument on which one it is), they 
won’t offer us a pay rise or any of the 

guarantees on compulsory redundan-
cies that currently form part of the DRP. 
We could then strike to get a better 
deal, but who knows how many TOCs 
would join the action?

Effects
The companies could also stagger the 
enforcement of their changes and the 
timing of when they declare that they 
are going to impose. In that way some 
TOCs would have to respond sooner 
to imposition than others, splitting us 
up further. There is also the possibility 
that when we go into TOC-by-TOC talks 
there may be further splits between 
engineering, stations, and train crew 
grades within each TOC.

If RMT members in a TOC don’t ac-
cept the deal, they might get some 
derisory percentage for Year One and 
nothing in Year Two unless they can 
force the government and employer’s 
hand by striking again. Unless forced to 
change course via the pressure of sig-
nificantly escalated strikes, each TOC 
will move to impose the changes and 
there’ll be no guarantees.

If RMT members in a TOC do accept, 
then companies can rig things so that 
we only get 5% for Year One, and noth-
ing in Year Two. It would work like this: 
our re-ballot will finish on 4 May. Let’s 

say the member consultation on next 
steps takes four weeks; as that process 
has already started, that takes us to, say, 
mid-May, but could be shorter if the 
union gets all the regional meetings 
done and holds a reps’ meeting. If the 
RMT NEC then decides to put the DRP 
to a vote, that would take us to the start 
of June.

If a majority of members in every TOC 
vote to accept the DRP, TOC-by-TOC 
talks on the Year Two process would 
start by mid-June. The DRP contains 
this clause: “These guarantees set out 
below are provided on the clear under-
standing that the three Integral Princi-
ples are successfully addressed and 
concluded in each TOC through their 
respective collective bargaining proce-
dures within an expected three-month 
period following the endorsement of 
this Dispute Resolution Process.”

The three-month limit is quite specific 
and is repeated a few times in other 
parts of the document. Its significance 
could lie in the ability it gives each TOC 
to declare all the talks over by a certain 
date. In the current scenario, with that 
limit, by mid-September, any TOC can 
declare that, according to the DRP the 
agreement to consult/negotiate has 
been concluded, whether we agree or 
not, and that they will move to impose 

everything they want, and we will have 
forfeited the 4% and the “suite of guar-
antees”. And hence, by accepting the 
DRP, we risk ending up with an average 
of 2.5% for both years. We could seek 
to improve that through more strikes 
further down the line, but we will no 
longer have the benefit of a national 
dispute, so strikes could be fragmented 
across the TOCs.

All of this leads to the conclusion 
that we should not accept the DRP as 
currently written. It should be rejected 
without a referendum, as it clearly does 
not meet the demands of our dispute. 
We are stronger together, and al-
though we will have to go into TOC-by-
TOC talks at some stage, it would be 
much better if we could force changes 
in the deal that increase the pay and 
reduce the detrimental changes it con-
tains before we give up the power of 
the national dispute. Our best means 
of forcing further changes is through 
escalated national strikes. □

No to 4.5% for 2023-4!

The government has now imposed 
a pay settlement on the UK civil 

service for 2023-2024. Under this, de-
partments are able to make average 
pay awards up to 4.5% and have the 
flexibility to add an additional 0.5% for 
lower grades.

Those figures are an improvement 
on the 2% that the government was 
considering giving us up to December 
last year but even the “improved” set-
tlement is well short of our demands 
and gives us nothing additional for 
2022.

We are told that there will be “dis-
pute resolution” meetings with PCS 
but given the government’s an-
nouncement, we have to assume they 
will refuse to discuss pay as that is set-
tled — they will only discuss the other 
elements of our claim, for example 
around job security.

In that case, the only way we can re-
open pay is by delivering escalated 

strike action, and renewing our ballot 
mandate. We have another all-mem-
bers strike set for 28 April, and I’m 
confident the strike will be solid. But 
a single day of national action will 
not be sufficient to force concessions 
from the government, so renewing our 
mandate and escalating the action is 
vital.

Beyond the national civil service 
dispute, we recently conducted a sur-
vey of our members in facilities man-
agement, who work for outsourced 
contractors in roles such as cleaning, 
catering, and security. They’re typically 
paid the minimum wage, and almost 
none of them have any occupational 
sick pay, meaning they essentially 
can’t afford to take time off from work 
when they’re ill. The current inflation 
crisis has hit them particularly hard, 
and this impact comes across in the 
survey replies.

We’re building up our membership 
amongst these workers and encourag-
ing people to stand as reps. Relatively 
soon, though, we will need to decide 
whether to go for disputes and bal-
lots for industrial action. I believe the 
process of balloting for action will ac-

celerate membership growth. Many 
of these workers are migrant workers 
from black and Asian backgrounds. 
PCS’s view is that the practice of out-
sourcing, which sees an outsourced 
workforce that is majority-non-white 
subject to markedly worse terms 
and conditions than the directly-em-
ployed workforce, which is majori-
ty-white, represents a form of indirect 
racial discrimination. But we also see 
discriminatory practices within the 
directly-employed workforce, too. I 
instigated a research project that has 
shown that white civil servants are 
twice as likely to be promoted com-
pared to their black colleagues.

The union often talks about putting 
equality at the heart of what we do; to 
me, that means addressing these is-
sues and using them as the basis for 
organising action. Minimally, the union 
will be writing to the employer to raise 
this with them. Beyond that, we need 
to think about how to organise cam-
paigns and disputes to win greater 
equality in the workplace. □
• 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 □

Ukraine appeal
The Ukraine Solidarity Campaign 

is raising funds to buy a vehicle 
for Ukraine’s 80th army brigade — 
which has many members of the 
KVPU union federation, including 
miners and teachers. The appeal 
closes 1 May. It is currently at £5,200; 
USC is trying to reach £7,000: bit.ly/
ukrainefunds

John Moloney

Off The Rails
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RCN nurses to strike RCN nurses to strike 
on 1-2 Mayon 1-2 May

By Alice Hazel

Members of the Royal College of Nursing 
(RCN) in England have rejected the govern-

ment’s derisory offer on NHS pay.
Nurses recognised the offer did nothing to 

redress pay erosion and nothing to solve the 
job-vacancy crisis that is crushing the NHS. It got 
nowhere near the original union claim for infla-
tion plus 5%. 54% of members, on a 61% turnout, 
went against the recommendation made by the 
union nationally.

New strike dates, without derogations, have 
been announced from 8pm on 30 April to 8pm 
on 2 May. These days will allow reignition of the 
dispute alongside the BMA junior doctors action, 
prior to the crucial reballot (the original ballot 
mandate runs out after 2 May). This time the bal-
lot will be nationally aggregated. The consulta-
tion shows that the 50% turnout threshold can be 
beaten, and gives an option to escalate action. 

Unison members voted to accept the offer by 
74%, on a 53% turnout. Unison recommended 
the offer and a practised bureaucracy worked far 
harder to get this vote than for the original pay ac-
tion ballot. With no sign that union leaders would 
fight for anything better, it was no surprise that 
the majority of Unison members, concentrated in 
the lower NHS pay grades, voted yes. The uncon-
solidated payment for 2022-23 was nothing more 
than a bribe to hard-pressed workers to accept a 
shoddy deal.

Unison members have been less engaged in 
the dispute than RCN members. Most have not 
struck, because the union reached ballot thresh-
olds only in a small number of NHS trusts, pre-

dominantly in the ambulance sector. Individual 
branch results, which might show this effect, are 
yet to be released.

Other health unions will announce their full 
results at the end of the week. Unite members 
look likely to reject. Strikes at Guys and St Thom-
as’s NHS Trust and Yorkshire Ambulance have al-
ready been announced for 1 May,

The NHS staff council, on which Unison is the 
biggest union but does not hold the majority, is 
due to meet on 2 May. Unions are not bound by 
the decision of the council, and the RCN will go 
ahead with action irrespective of the positions 
of other unions, but clearly a majority for reject 
on that body would add pressure on the govern-
ment. If the government chose not to implement 
the offer in response to a staff council rejection, 
Unison would be forced back into dispute.

In the course of the “Vote Reject” campaign, 
the NHS Workers Say No group grew and started 
to build a cross-union network of health workers 
across the country. We need to keep this organi-
sation going, pushing for restored pay and effec-
tive strike action.

The priorities for activists in all unions are en-
gaging members in the upcoming strikes, soli-
darity with the BMA, and preparing for the RCN 
reballot. The call for members of Unison not to 
cross the RCN and Unite picket lines will have an 
even greater logic than during the last strikes.

Many engaged Unison members are talking of 
walking out of the union. Instead they should pull 
together those who supported the reject cam-
paign to challenge the union bureaucracy at local 
and national levels. □

Save the NHS!
Give junior doctors 
their pay rise!
By Sacha Ismail

The junior doctors’ strikes for “pay restoration” 
on 11-15 April had a huge impact, with almost 

200,000 hospital appointments and procedures 
in England cancelled — up by 20,000 from the 
strike days in March. The NHS’s national medical 
director publicly described the impact as “colos-
sal”.

This when NHS services are already desperately 
overstretched. But if NHS workers cannot turn the 
tide against a government that is determined to 
run down the health service, that overstretching 
will get worse and worse.

Junior doctor activists pushing for an escalation 
of strikes, and greater coordination with other 
NHS workers in struggle, are right to do so.

After a lot of work by activists to promote the 
idea of “pay restoration”, the British Medical As-
sociation (BMA) is calling for a real-terms pay rise 
and a serious timetable to take pay above its real 
level of 2008, when the cuts began.

Every labour movement activist, socialist and 
supporter of the NHS should find ways to support 
the junior doctors.

We need a fight in the Labour Party to force it 
to back them. The Labour leadership has called 
the BMA’s demands unaffordable, and the Tories 
have cited that repeatedly. □
• BMA strike fund: bmastrikefund.raisely.com

India: drone attacks 
on civilians 
An online statement condemns drone at-

tacks by the Indian state on its own civilian 
population: 

Indigenous (Adivasi) people in Bijapur district 
of Bastar, in the Indian state of Chhattisgarh, 
have been traumatised by yet another aerial 
bomb attack from the security forces which 
have been using drones to carry out these op-
erations. Although the Indian Air Force is not 
officially deployed for combat in Chhattisgarh, 
the repeated use of aerial bombardment on 
civilian populations suggests a new dimension 
to the state terror being inflicted on the Adivasi 
population of Bastar for years. This particular 
bombardment was carried on 7 April 2023 on 
four villages that lie in the Morkemetta hills.

Immediately following the bombing, which 
caused panic amongst the people, the govern-
ment forces deployed three helicopters to dis-
charge heavy machine gun fire on the villagers 
going about their routine activities.

Fortunately, no casualties have been re-
ported, however, one person is known to have 
sustained several injuries. The fact that there 
were no casualties may indicate that the pur-
pose of the attack was to create terror among 
the Adivasi people and make them abandon 
their villages, thus making way for mining cor-
porations to move in the area. As previously, 
the police has claimed that the allegations are 
false and an attempt is made to “mislead” the 
“native” population.

Full statement: bit.ly/drone-i □

Our videos
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and play-

lists, and subscribe to our youtube chan-
nel! Many have subtitles. Playlists include:

• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series
• Black Lives Matter
• The State, Crime, Prisons, and Police
• Socialist Feminism
• The struggle for LGBTIQ rights in the la-

bour movement
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 

parts, with Martin Thomas 
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the 

producers of the bulletins □
Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share: 
youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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JOIN XR ACTION 
21-24 APRIL
By Stuart Jordan

Extinction Rebellion (XR)’s 
“Big One” plans action and 

workshops across London on 
21-24 April: details bit.ly/xr-
prog. This is the first XR action 
where there are no official plans 
for road blockades and civil dis-
obedience. XR activists hope 
that veering away from their 
previous “maximum arrests” 
tactic will broaden their appeal, 
and more than 200 organisa-
tions are now supporting the 
event including the PCS civil 
service union.

On Friday and Monday, XR 
plans “people’s pickets” of all 
major governmental depart-
ments. These “pickets” have 
been billed as a way to lobby 
civil servants and decision-mak-
ers on the variety of campaigns 
activists are bringing to this 
event. On Saturday there will be 
a large demonstration for Earth 
Day (assemble 13:00 near Par-
liament).

Over the four days workshops 
bringing together trade union-
ists and environmentalists who 
are developing workers’ plans 
for the ecological crisis. These 
include aviation workers from 
Safe Landing, and activists in-
volved in developing a just 
transition plan with North Sea 
oil workers. On Sunday XR 

plans to mingle with London 
Marathon spectators. On each 
day there will be an afternoon 
rally in Westminster.

The XR wave of climate activ-
ism has undoubtedly brought 
greater awareness that we face 
escalating ecological crises on 
multiple fronts, including mass 
extinction, as well as a climate 
crisis. However, XR promotes 
no real understanding of the 
social drivers of ecological cri-
sis, and, tactically, with its focus 
on acts of individual sacrifice 
or testimony, it is a regression 
from some previous phases of 
activism more focused on mass 
organising and action.

Week-to-week
Without a clear analysis and 
strategy for revolutionary 
change, waves of activism will 
always tend to dissipate. A solu-
tion to the climate and ecologi-
cal emergency will emerge only 
when one of the great waves of 
climate activism combines with 

strategy and tactics that can 
lead to solid week-to-week or-
ganising and the revolutionary 
change that we need.

The ecological crises are pro-
duced by wage workers follow-
ing their bosses’ orders. Our 
bosses direct our productive 
activity according to the logic 
of capital accumulation, regard-
less of the human or ecological 
costs. Instead we must place so-
ciety’s productive forces under 
the direction of democratic 
organisations that are able to 
direct production and distribu-
tion according to human and 
ecological need.

Hundreds of millions of work-
ers are already organised in 
trade unions and routinely take 
collective action in defiance 
of their bosses. Transform-
ing these organisations into a 
movement capable of revolu-
tionary change requires years 
of patient (urgent, but patient) 
activity, but it is possible. Activ-
ists interested in building the 
ecologically-conscious revo-
lutionary workers’ movement 
we need should check out the 
XRTU hub (opposite the south 
end of the Houses of Parlia-
ment, just past Old Palace Yard) 
and get in touch with Workers’ 
Liberty to start that patient but 
hopeful work. □
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≫≫Workers can win by stepping Workers can win by stepping 
up strikesup strikes

≫Bosses get 12% pay rise
≫Defeat anti-union laws
Amazon, rail, unis, 
Royal Mail
Amazon strike widens, 
UCU plans marking 
boycott, and more

Pages 13-15

Striking to defy 
injunctions
The Minimum Service 
law can’t be defied just 
by “folded arms”

Page 7

Lessons about 
union officialdom
Strikes are not just a 
back-up for skilled 
negotiators!

Page 3

Connolly on 
Church, marriage
Where James Connolly 
dissented from the 
Marxism of his day

Pages 8-10

The ideas that Starmer wants to ban
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