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NO COMPROMISE
WITH TORY BREXIT

Labour:
Stop Brexit!
New public

vote!

After the Parliamentary votes on 29 Jan-
uary, which gave Theresa May a mandate
to try to tear up commitments to an “in-
visible” border in  Ireland, Jeremy Corbyn
said he would meet her to discuss Brexit
terms.

Not a good move after previously refus-
ing, since Parliament had just voted to seek
an “alternative” to the “backstop” which
protects Ireland.

On Monday 28 January the Labour front
bench said it would abstain on Tory legisla-
tion to enable the Tories to write restrictive
new immigration laws which would bar
many workers and make others insecure
with temporary visas.

After an outcry, they switched to voting
against, but only after allowing many
Labour MPs to be absent. As a shadow min-
ister said off the record, “our immigration

policy stance is subservient to the needs of
Lexit” — that is, to dreams and speculations
about a “left-wing” version of Lexit.

It’s urgent for Labour to face facts. Theresa
May’s talk of going back to the EU for rene-
gotiation offers no light. The EU is unlikely
to budge much on the “backstop” — and
that’s a good thing — and there is no sign of
light on any other aspect of Brexit.

The risk of crashing out of the EU with a
“no deal” Brexit, with great damage to eco-
nomic life, to our rights, and to Ireland, is
still there despite the non-binding Spelman
amendment voted through on 29 January..

A 13th-hour tweaked deal, or a substantial
postponement of Brexit, are still possible; but
there’s no chance of the tweaked deal being
a real improvement.

More page 5

See page 3

Ollie Moore indicts China’s reign of ter-
ror over its ten million Uighur Muslim
citizens

See page 2

Corbynism,
critique and
Marxism

Venezuela: soft
coup

Uighurs face
state terror

Eduardo Tovar warns against the
Trump-backed ploy by Juan Guaidó to
get Venezuela’s military top brass to
turn against Maduro

Renew Labour!

No capital 
controls?

See page 4

Interview: 
see pages 6-8

Labour: call a Special Conference!
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China: 10 million Uighurs face state terror
By Ollie Moore
Jen Kirby, writing for American
news website Vox, has de-
scribed the system of surveil-
lance and repression in Xinjiang
put into place since 2016, when
Chen Quanguo was appointed
head of the regional govern-
ment.

Xinjiang, in the north west of
China, is home to ten million
Uighur Muslim people.

“Increased surveillance and po-
lice presence accompanied [Quan-
guo’s] move to Xinjiang, including
his ‘grid management’ policing
system.

“As the Economist reported, au-
thorities divide each city into
squares, with about 500 people.
Every square has a police station
that keeps tabs on the inhabitants.
So, in rural areas, does every vil-
lage.

“Security checkpoints where res-
idents must scan identification
cards were set up at train stations
and on roads into and out of towns.
Authorities have reportedly used
facial recognition technology to
track residents’ movements. 

“Police confiscate phones to
download the information con-
tained on them to scan through
later. Police have also confiscated
passports to prevent Uighurs from
travelling abroad.

“Some of the targeted ‘de-ex-
tremification’ restrictions gained

coverage in the West, including a
ban on certain Muslim names for
babies and another on long beards
and veils.

“The government also made it il-
legal to not watch state television
and to not send children to govern-
ment schools. The government re-
portedly tried to promote drinking
and smoking, because people who
didn’t drink or smoke — like de-
vout Muslims — were deemed sus-
picious”.

United Nations reports estimate
that up to one million people may
now be held in internment camps.
After a previously denying their
existence, in October 2018 the re-
gional government declared them
official, claiming they are “re-edu-
cation camps” to tackle extremism.

The Uighurs are a Turkic, Sunni
Muslim ethnic group. The majority
of the world’s Uighurs live in
China. There are around 223,000
Uighurs in Kazakhstan; no other
country has a population over
60,000.

Most Uighurs live in Xinjiang.
Uighur nationalist-separatists call
the territory East Turkestan.

The East Turkestan Indepen-
dence Movement (ETIM), the main
Uighur separatist movement, is Is-
lamist. The East Turkestan Free-
dom Centre, based in the USA, is
more moderate. The World Uighur
Congress, perhaps most main-
stream of the Uighur movements,
is based in Munich.

“East Turkestan” has been under

Chinese control since 1949, largely
against the will of the majority of
the populace. State-sponsored mi-
gration of Han Chinese, China’s
majority ethnic group, to Xinjiang
has occurred since the 1950s.

Uighurs have been largely ex-
cluded from the economic develop-
ment of the region.
Uighur-majority areas remain over-
whelmingly agricultural and small-
business-based, whereas areas
where Han Chinese have settled
have seen rapid industrialisation
and development.

In 2009, there were widespread
riots, with 200 people dying in the
unrest. In 2014, Uighur public em-
ployees were banned from fasting
during Ramadan. The state has also
imposed forced shaving of Uighur
men’s beards.

There is a history of bombings
and other terrorist attacks in the re-
gion, which China attributes to
ETIM and other Uighur separatists.
The state insists its actions in the re-
gion are merely a response to ter-
rorism. 

Chen Quanguo was awarded his
latest posting after overseeing sig-
nificant repression in Tibet.

According to a BBC report: “For-
mer prisoners of the camps have
told the BBC of physical as well as
psychological torture there. Entire
families had disappeared, they
said. In July, a former teacher at one
of the camps who fled to Kaza-
khstan told a court there that ‘in
China they call it a political camp

but really it was a prison in the
mountains”. The New York Times
quoted former detainees as saying
that they were forced to sing songs
such as ‘Without the Communist
Party, There Would Be No New
China’ and those who could not re-
member the words were not given
breakfast.

“‘In the end, all the officials had
one key point. The greatness of the
Chinese Communist Party, the
backwardness of Uighur culture
and the advanced nature of Chi-
nese culture,’ former detainee Ab-
dusalam Muhemet told the
newspaper.”

Many Uighur activists use the
language of “ethnic cleansing”, or

even “cultural genocide” to de-
scribe China’s repression.

Xinjiang is a potentially key hub
for industry and logistics, so the
economic development of the re-
gion is significant for China’s re-
gional and global imperialist
economic aspirations.

But the repression of the
Uighurs is also fundamentally
ideological for a Chinese Com-
munist Party, and a state, which
is profoundly Chinese nationalist
and deeply hostile to the aspira-
tions for national rights, or even
basic civil liberties, of ethnic,
cultural, and national minorities
within its borders.

By Daniel Randall
Momentum’s official Twitter ac-
count, followed by 120,000 peo-
ple, has tweeted a link to the
online text of That’s Funny, You
Don’t Look Antisemitic, a 1984
book by Jewish socialist Steve
Cohen analysing left anti-
semitism.

Momentum’s tweet is welcome.
A political-educational campaign
to confront left antisemitism is ur-
gently needed within the Labour
Party, and Cohen’s book is one of
the best and most accessible texts
on the topic. For Momentum
groups to organise reading groups
or workshops around the text
would be excellent.

Steve Cohen, who died in 2009,
was a socialist activist in Manch-
ester. He was politically idiosyn-
cratic, describing himself as an
“anti-Zionist Zionist” to express
his complex and contradictory
feelings towards contested Jewish
nationhood and the state of Israel.
He was also a dedicated cam-
paigner for free movement, help-
ing write the 2006 pamphlet
Workers’ Control not Immigration
Controls, which remains one of the
best political resources on the
topic.

Although differing from us po-

litically in many ways, he wrote
for both Solidarity and Workers’
Liberty, and worked with us in
several campaigns, including
campaigning in the labour
movement for a policy of direct
links and solidarity with the
workers’ movement and the left
in Israel/Palestine, rather than a
root-and-branch “boycott Is-
rael” approach.

bit.ly/sc-br

Rosa Luxemburg on film
Margarethe von Trotta’s classic 1986 film Rosa Luxemburg will be re-released in DVD and other digital formats on 4
February by Studiocanal, and available on iTunes; Amazon; Google; Sky; and Microsoft.
The film tells the story of the Polish-German Marxist revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg (1871-1919) using material from
her letters and writings.
It starts with her in jail in 1916, and builds up the story through flash-backs — to Luxemburg in Warsaw in 1906, in
Warsaw again as a child, at a 1900 New Year’s Day party with the leadership of the German Social Democratic Party
at the height of its confidence...finishing with Luxemburg in the maelstrom of the German revolution of 1918-19 and
being murdered in 1919.
It is vivid and cinematic, but never obscure, never difficult to follow for viewers who don’t already know the story.
A good choice for a local socialist film evening.

A Uighur protest against Chinese repression in Washington DC in July 2018

Momentum says: read Steve Cohen!



NEWS 3@workerslibertyWorkers’ Liberty

By Dale Street
Former Scottish National Party
(SNP) leader and Scottish First
Minister Alex Salmond appeared
in court on 24 January after hav-
ing been charged the previous
day with two attempted rapes,
nine sexual assaults, two inde-
cent assaults, and a breach of
the peace.

In line with Scottish legal proce-
dures for “solemn” serious cases,
the hearing was held in private and
Salmond was not required to enter
a plea. After the hearing Salmond
told reporters that he was “inno-
cent of any criminality whatso-
ever”.

Scotland’s strict contempt of
court laws limited the scope for
comment about the case, in line
with the basic principle that people
are innocent until proven other-
wise.

That did not stop the outer
fringes of Scottish nationalism
claiming that the charges were yet
another British conspiracy. Their
Unionist counterparts waxed
delirious about the court appear-
ance of “the fat pieman”, while re-
maining just short of crossing the
line into contempt.

The legal proceedings could
easily continue for a year or
more.

By Hugh Edwards
“The moment we have been
waiting for 50 years has arrived,
the cycle has of anti-fascism
has closed — determinate ideas
have entered the hearts of the
Italian people”.

Roberto Fico,veteran fascist, and
now national secretary of Forza
Nuovo, one of Italy’s fast growing
neo-Nazi forces, was addressing a
conference on “From Populism to
Revolution”.

Whatever one might think of the
self-regarding Fico and his posse
of thugs, his estimate of the signif-
icance of the 4 March 2018 election
victory of the populist Five Star
Movement of Luigi di Maio and its
governmental alliance with
Salvini’s La Lega is perfectly com-
prehensible.

Salvini has unleashed a storm of

racist propaganda and measures
against the country’s actual or po-
tential migrants. First he targeted
people from Libya.

Now migrants given “humani-
tarian protection” status (abol-
ished in December) are being
expelled from state-funded care-
centres — tens of thousands
pushed into the streets and left to
the charitable mercy of the hypo-
critical pieties of the Vatican.

REMNANTS
The routed and ever-more-di-
vided remnants of the main
“centre” parties, PD (Demo-
cratic Party) and FI (Forza Italia),
voice pieties about the populist
threat to “the democratic insti-
tutions” and the suffering of the
migrants, but during their long
periods in power they paved the
way for Salvini.

The CGIL, the largest and histor-
ically the most radical union feder-
ation, is currently electing a new
leaders. Its historic equivocation
— to put it mildly — before gov-
ernments of every stripe has be-
come a deafening silence.

The “radical left” is in woeful
and shameful decline, having half-
endorsed the “libertarian”: clap-
trap of di Maio and co.

Over the 25 years or so since the
political scandals around 1992-3
which broke up the old major po-
litical parties, Italian society and
politics has been, and is still being,
re-forged under the blows of
decades of setback and defeat on
every front for the labour move-
ment.

Come another severe eco-
nomic recession, the European
revolutionary left will face a real
threat of restored fascist power
in Italy.

By Eduardo Tovar

On 23 January 2019, Juan
Guaidó, member of Voluntad
Popular and leader of the oppo-
sition, declared himself
Venezuela’s interim President. 

Thousands have taken to the
streets, to support Guaidó or to op-
pose him and back incumbent Pres-
ident Nicolás Maduro.

The US, Canada, Brazil, and the
UK, and others have recognised as
Guaidó as president. Maduro has
severed diplomatic relations with
the US; Russia and China continue
to support him.

Maduro still holds actual govern-
ment power, largely thanks to the
Venezuelan military leadership’s
enduring loyalty.

On 10 January the opposition-
held National Assembly disputed
Maduro’s second inauguration as
president, alleging that the May
2018 Presidential election that
brought him to power had been
rigged. Although the National As-
sembly is Venezuela’s de jure legis-
lature, there have been de facto
parallel legislatures since 2017,
when Maduro called elections for a
special Constituent Assembly by
Presidential decree.

The opposition boycotted those
elections, denouncing the Con-
stituent Assembly as nothing more
than a trick to keep the incumbent
Partido Socialista Unido de
Venezuela (PSUV) in power. Now
the National Assembly has retali-
ated by declaring the 2018 Presi-
dential election result void.

The international left should re-
sisting the Venezuelan right’s at-
tempt to gain control of the country,
and foreign intervention by impe-
rialist powers into Venezuela’s in-
ternal political processes.

Maduro is deeply unpopular and

the turnout for the 2018 election hit
a record low of under 50% even on
official figures, but Guaidó has not
even an ostensible popular man-
date he can point to for his as-
sumed presidency. And if he were
to gain meaningful power, Guaidó
surely would pursue neoliberal
policies directly harmful to the
working class, including mass pri-
vatisation and the dismantling of
social welfare programmes.

It is not clear what level of re-
pression Guaidó would employ if
the military top brass swings to his
side and he wins. Many have in-
voked the 1973 coup in Chile, but
the Venezuelan right’s actions so
far do not yet amount to a coup in
the literal sense of a seizure of
power by or with the assistance of
the military.

Guaidó’s a kind of “soft coup”,
with Guaidó seeking to draw high-
ranking officers away from
Maduro. Indeed, by timing his self-
declaration as President for the an-
niversary of the 23 January 1958
overthrow of the Venezuelan dicta-
tor Pérez Jiménez, Guaidó is very
consciously distancing himself

from the likes of Pinochet.
In the absence of a direct foreign

military intervention, Guaidó
would probably not be able to exert
the kind of suppressive violence
seen from the Venezuelan right in
such past events as the unsuccess-
ful 2002 coup against Hugo Chávez
or the 1989 Caracazo. But he still
would have to act repressively to-
wards workplaces in sectors where
there remains social support for
Maduro (or for Chavismo more
broadly).

Moreover, the Venezuelan right’s
evident coordination with the gov-
ernments of the US and of other
Latin American states should cause
concern. So should Trump’s ap-
pointment of Elliott Abrams, an of-
ficial convicted for his role in the
Iran-Contra scandal, to “restore
democracy” in Venezuela.

Although, on balance, it appears
that the Venezuelan workers would
be at greater risk if Guaidó wins the
current power struggle and, on this
basis, resisting the soft coup is our
priority, we should not understand
this as positive support for
Maduro’s regime.

The PSUV retains a Mafia-like
grip on the trade unions. Most of
the Communal Councils vaunted
as truly participatory venues for
working-class democracy are little
more than passive feedback mech-
anisms for the bureaucracy.
Maduro’s policies have systemati-
cally attacked both working condi-
tions and the natural environment
in Venezuela.

We in Workers’ Liberty have
never accepted Chavismo as “actu-
ally existing socialism” or as in
transition to socialism. Many of us
instead see it as a kind of Bona-
partism because of how it main-
tains an uneasy alliance between
sections of the working class, the
national bourgeoisie, and the mili-

tary. Under both Chavez and
Maduro, the military has been cen-
tral to state administration, even in
respect of the social-welfarist “Bo-
livarian missions” that did bring
material benefits to the Venezuelan
workers.

Much of the international left re-
mains far too inclined to attribute
the catastrophic hyperinflation and
food shortages in Venezuela, which
have resulted in Venezuelans losing
11 kilograms (24 lbs) in body
weight on average and an esti-
mated 2.3 million people fleeing
the country, to an inevitable crisis
of capitalism or to economic sanc-
tions from the US.

Both Chávez and Maduro could
have taken steps to avoid the obvi-
ous hazards posed by how
Venezuela’s entire economy is built
around oil, which predictably dev-
astated the country when oil prices
plummeted from late 2014, yet they
did not do so. (Moreover, oil prices

have risen again since early 2016,
and are markedly higher than they
were in 2008 or before 2006).

Even if we could absolve Maduro
of blame for Venezuela’s economic
ruin, that would not lead us to for-
give Maduro’s ever-increasing au-
thoritarianism. The reports of
torture and extra-judicial killing are
not all Western or capitalist propa-
ganda.

Although left-oppositionist
groups in Venezuela, such as Marea
Socialista, remain politically side-
lined by both the Venezuelan right
and the Chavista mainstream, it is
our responsibility as socialists and
internationalists to spotlight and
engage with them, and to build
links with labour organisers who
realise the need to free the rank-
and-file from the grip of the bu-
reaucracy.

In short, Venezuela needs in-
dependent working-class organ-
ising more than ever.

Sorry about an error in Solidarity
492: the 1990s TV program al-
luded to in the headline of the re-
view of Mary Queen of Scots was
‘Sex and the City’, not ‘Sex in the
City’. itsh.bo/2HC6Ydy

The “soft coup” in Venezuela

Juan Guaido

Salvini pushes Italy to right Salmond and “conspiracy”

By Mike Zubrowski
On Saturday 26 January the
Labour Party called a national
day of action. Against no-deal
Brexit?

For migrant rights? Against the
academy rip-offs recently exposed
by a parliamentary report? For the
NHS? Over Universal Credit?

No — to “say no to police cuts”.
Leaflets implicitly linked “deep
Tory cuts to the police” to rising
violent crime, and called for
10,000 extra officers and more re-
sources for the police.

Many BAME and working-class
people directly experience high
levels of police harassment and vi-

olence which make their commu-
nities feel *less* not *more* safe.

Socialists aim to limit the pow-
ers of the police and increase
democratic oversight, and to shift
towards community self-policing,
not to throw more money into the
current structures.

The Metropolitan Police’s own
studies show that stop and search
is useless in tackling violent crime.
Many studies show that more and
longer jail sentences also fail, and
sometime makes things worse.

Expanded social provision,
with early intervention pro-
grams, youth, family and mental
health support, in communities
and schools, reduces crime.

Wrong priority
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By Mike Zubrowski
Hitachi has shelved plans for a new nu-
clear plant at Wylfa, Wales, months after
Toshiba scrapped plans in Moorside,
Cumbria, and Horizon suspended work at
Oldbury, Gloucestershire.

These withdrawals by three private
Japanese corporations leave gaps in the UK
government’s already bad climate and en-
ergy strategy.

Many old reactors are due to retire
through the 2020s, and coal-fired power sta-
tions are due to be phased out by 2025. These
new nuclear plants were due to fill the en-
ergy gap while contributing to the UK’s (in-
sufficient) climate goals. 

Recent analysis from the Committee on
Climate Change, the government’s official
advisors, shows that the UK could meet all
these goals at low cost without any new nu-
clear beyond the Hinkley Point C plant now
being constructed. But we should aim
higher: the UK should as rapidly as possible
move towards a zero carbon economy with
an integrated and internationalist energy
strategy.

To do this the energy sector should be na-
tionalised, with as much investment neces-

sary to bring about this transition, funded
through expropriating the wealth of the rich.
This requires funding for schemes to reduce
energy consumption, such as through insu-
lating houses. It also requires major invest-
ment in green energy sources, and energy
storage systems.

After the Fukushima disaster, Germany
committed to ending nuclear power. It has
significantly increased the proportion of en-
ergy from renewable sources. It has also sig-
nificantly increased the proportion from
coal-fired power stations, many of which
burn a particularly polluting form of “brown
coal”.

The UK should not follow similar ap-
proaches, either consciously or through let-
ting the balance be decided by “market
forces”. The government currently supports
an expansion of gas power, including from
fracking. Nuclear may have a part to play in
the alternative. It is a green form of
“baseload” power, and is nowadays rela-
tively safe, especially compared to fossil fuel
power stations.

Many on the left oppose nuclear power
due to links – sometimes real – with nuclear
weapons. We should of course oppose nu-
clear weapons, but nuclear power stations
need not and should not have any such links.

A socialist strategy for energy generation
would be worker-led and consider a range
of factors: greenhouse gas emissions, energy
output with a range of demands and

weather conditions, retraining of workers
into comparable jobs, availability of re-
sources for similar transitions internation-
ally, cost, and more.

It may be that nuclear is not most use-
ful in the UK — the exact balance of
sources shouldn’t be pre-determined. As
far as we can see now, though, probably
some of the shelved nuclear schemes
should be continued, but nationalised.

Replacing nuclear by... gas? McDonnell says no
capital controls
By Martin Thomas
“I want to make it absolutely explicit that
capital controls would not happen under
a Labour government”, said Shadow
Chancellor John McDonnell to the Finan-
cial Times on 23 January.

That, he said, is the answer he gives to re-
assure City plutocrats in a series of meetings
now underway.

In the faster-moving global financial mar-
kets which have developed since the early
80s, even mildly reformist governments can
suffer capital flights like the one which in
1983 switched the Mitterrand administration
in France from its initial policies (nationalisa-
tions, shorter working week by law, in-
creased social benefits, etc.) to an “austerity
turn”.

Without controls on capital movements
governments cannot stop that blackmail.

LEXIT?
Lexiters often argue that, inside the EU,
international (EU) constraints would hob-
ble a Corbyn government.

But McDonnell was making his promise of
“no capital controls” on the basis of expecting
Brexit. And capital controls are possible
within the EU: Greece has had them since
2015.

To exclude capital controls is to exclude
any policies which disturb high finance.

By Jim Denham
Conspiracy theories are on the rise in pol-
itics these days. Traditionally conspir-
acism has tended to be associated with
the right but – increasingly in the UK – it’s
coming to characterise sections of the
left.

Conspiracists see the world in terms of
shadowy groups of individuals controlling
finance, the media and institutions. Insofar
as they oppose capitalism, it’s not through a
critique of basic social relations: no, it’s be-
cause sinister forces (often characterised as
finance capital or just “the bankers”) are in
control.

This kind of thinking has nothing to do
with Marxism even when it uses some Marx-
ian terminology.

A favourite word of the conspiracists is
“elite”. 

The whole Brexit row is apparently about
“elites” (sometimes “oligarchs” or even “plu-
tocrats”) against “the people”(or “working
people” or “the voters”).

That terminology originated not from the
left from that curious mixture of former left-
ists and outright 1920s fascists, Gaetano
Mosca, Vilfredo Pareto, and Robert Michels.

To put it simply, they thought elites in-
evitable and saw the fundamental clash in
society not as between classes but between
the elite and the people.

So it is strange and disturbing to find the
Morning Star, a publication under the control
of the ostensibly Marxist Communist Party
of Britain, increasingly using such language,

and the conspiratorial approach that goes
with it, in its coverage of Brexit.

On Friday 25 January the Morning Star
went into full conspiratorial mode with an
editorial warning:

“The danger is clear. Every suggestion, ex-
plicit or subliminal, that exit from the EU is
an option that can be deferred, either for now
or infinitely, threatens Labour’s hard-won
credibility with its core electorate of working
people.

“The serial undermining of Jeremy Cor-
byn’s pledge to respect the referendum result
has many seats of subversion.

“Some can be found in the shadow cabi-
net, even among those charged with imple-
menting conference policy. Some on the back
benches where unfulfilled ambition ends in
speculation about forming a new centre
party of class collaboration or reconstituting
a Blairite tendency to the same ends.

“There are many subterranean channels of
communication between elements in Labour
and the EU powers that be.”

In addition to this conspiracy theory stuff,
something else was finally revealed: the
Morning Star is in favour of a no-deal Brexit: 

“One reflection of popular feeling is the
rising sense that a no-deal Brexit is preferable
to the alternatives 

“This is fed by the pervasive sense among
millions of people that an elite is stealing the
popular verdict on Brexit.”

No mistaking the Faragist influence there.
But, equally, note the dissembling cowardice:
the unwillingness to simply state that no-
deal is what the Morning Star favours: why
not, when it’s so obvious?

Could it be that the Morning Star, which
has deliberately positioned itself as a
Corbyn fanzine, now finds itself in oppo-
sition to the one clear policy that Corbyn
has on Brexit: opposing no-deal?

Morning Star goes for “no-deal”

The UK power mix in the first quarter of 2018,
Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy.

By Ben Tausz
An outcry from Labour’s grassroots and
a threatened backbench rebellion
dragged the leadership back from a dis-
graceful capitulation on the Tories’ Im-
migration Bill on 28 January.

The Bill will end free movement for EU
citizens and, rather than setting out the
new regime of immigration controls, will
hand over a blank cheque for Ministers to
write the law themselves – so-called
“Henry VIII” powers. December 2018’s
White Paper indicated their intentions.

This is a charter to serve the capitalist
class, and to turn more migrants into a seg-
regated, hyper-exploitable layer of workers
stripped of rights and security.

Hours before the 28 January vote on the
Bill’s second reading, Shadow Home Secre-
tary Diane Abbott shamefully announced
that Labour would whip its MPs not to op-
pose it but abstain at this stage, and then
table amendments later. Her harsh criticism
of some aspects of the Bill was undermined
by her saying that Labour accepts that free
movement must end.

There was an immediate
and substantial backlash
on social media, including
from prominent pro-Cor-
byn commentators. MPs
from various wings of the
party spoke out. Even
Blairites who had previ-
ously opposed free move-
ment were able to cynically
pose as the champions of
migrants.

The front bench back-
tracked within two hours

and issued a single-line whip against the
Bill. It passed its second reading easily, 297-
234. Many Labour MPs had already left
Westminster after the initial instruction to
abstain.

Corbyn’s ascent was supposed to mark a
break from previous leaders’ “strategic” tri-
angulation to right-wing politics.

Yet here were Abbott and Corbyn, previ-
ously life-long pro-migrant campaigners,
proposing an abstention, with the exact
same “tactical” argument against which
they famously rebelled when Harriet Har-
man whipped for abstention on the second
reading of the Tories’ 2015 Welfare Bill.

Off the record, insiders point to the “4
M’s”, in and around the Leader’s Office —
Seumas Milne, Andrew Murray, Len Mc-
Cluskey and Karie Murphy — as pushing
the abstention.

The slavish culture of performative
“loyalty” that has been built on the
Labour left, the fear of dissent and dis-
agreement, and the measures taken –
for instance in Momentum – to insulate
the leadership and its political decisions
from the base, stand indicted.

“Abstention” ploy shocks Labour



A parliamentary committee report on 23 January confirmed and summarised evidence about how
“academy trusts” — private enterprises which receive central government money to run state
schools — often generate rip-offs.

Academy trusts are now responsible for about half the state-school children in England, but
“parents and local people have to fight to obtain even basic information about their children’s
schools” and their finances.

The report cites the example of Durand Educational Trust, where “a company owned by the
former headteacher was contracted to manage the accommodation and leisure facilities on the
school site [in South London]... The previous executive headteacher was entitled to a lump sum
payment when the contract was terminated... potentially... £1.8 million [eventually reduced to]
£850,000”.

Activists are still fighting for Labour to commit to returning academies and free schools to
public control.
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£10,268 so
far, target
£15,000
£314 in new contributions this week to-
wards our £15,000 fund target.

That includes £259 so far in sales income
for our new book on 1919: Janine Booth
has paid the production costs of the book

as her contribution to the fund appeal, so
all the sales income counts as fund-rais-
ing.

We also thank Patrick Yarker for £30 and
Matthew Hockridge for £10.

In a phone conversation on 28 January,
a veteran of the left (since the early 60s)
whom we’d called to ask to speak at our
summer school in June 2019 commented
to us that the Brexit crisis “must be un-
usual” for us. “You’ve been used to being
the contrarians on the left. This is differ-
ent. It has to give you a chance to draw a
lot of new people in”.

We have never deferred to “broad left”
opinion, but our aim has never been to be
right in isolation, but to win a majority, as
quickly as we can, as patiently as neces-
sary.

It is good to find our anti-Brexit views,
long regarded as “contrarian”, shared by
the majority of those in society regarding
themselves as broadly left-wing. The
“upper crust” of the left, however, the
committee-member and office-holder
types, still mostly defer to the Labour
leadership on the issue, or are quietly pro-
Brexit.

We need the means to reach out
around, beyond, and through that
“upper crust”. Every donation, £10,
£100, or £200, helps.
• www.workersliberty.org/donate

Stop Brexit!
New public
vote!

From page 1

There is no “left-wing”  Brexit. The only vi-
able "Plan B" is to stop Brexit by way of a
new public vote in the light of what we
now know. 

We want an early general election, and
Labour must go to that general election with
a clear reassertion of the line of "Remain and
Reform" and defending free movement
which we had in 2016.

That reassertion is the only way:
• to keep borders low
• to press forward from what Europe has

achieved in economic and social integration
• to gain scope, through working-class and

labour-movement solidarity across Europe,
for Europe-wide levelling-up of social and
democratic rights

• to gain a broad terrain for the struggle for
a socialist Europe

• to keep the Irish border "invisible" and
open the way to a united Ireland

• to defend the right of free movement
across Europe.

Labour should call a special conference to
end its wavering.

At best Theresa May may get some cos-
metic and marginal qualifications to or addi-
tions to the long-negotiated deal. Seeking
"alternatives to the Irish backstop" will not
get far when the whole point of the "back-
stop" is to be... a backstop. The EU has al-
ready said that the "backstop" can expire
when the UK finds a working alternative,
only it hasn't found one yet.

All outcomes are now improbable, and yet
some improbable outcome will surely hap-
pen. Just possibly the EU will grant enough
tweaks, and the Tories will scrape a 13th-
hour majority for that marginally-tweaked
deal. But that will be no better than the cur-
rent Tory deal. And the only visible Brexit al-
ternative is a crashing-out with "no deal" and
economic chaos.

The Labour leadership has been "triangu-
lating", trying to find ambiguous formulas
which (they hope) escape responsibility for
the Tories' Brexit, and yet don't fight against
it.

They talk vaguely about "uniting the coun-
try" or even "uniting Parliament", i.e. uniting
with the Tories. Until 29 January, and then
only in a roundabout way, they did not even
call for postponement of the Brexit date,
though we have already gone way past the 

They suggest that they could back the To-
ries if only the Tories go for a permanent cus-
toms union with the EU (like Turkey).
Theresa May won't do that, because the Tory
right wing is fiercely opposed. Even if she
did, that would leave Brexit meaning the loss
of the decades-old free movement between
Britain and the EU, a reversion to outdated
nationalist economics, and new barriers to
solidarity and cooperation between labour
movements and peoples across Europe.

None of this stance is in line with the com-
posite shoved through the Labour conference
in September 2018, except in the sense that
the hodge-podge composite did not explicitly
rule it out.

What the composite indicated, what the
labour movement wants, what the major-
ity of the electorate wants, is a chance to
call a halt on the rush to disaster that the
Brexit process has become.

For a united Ireland
The Irish "backstop" is no more than
common sense, and it is hard to see how
the EU can or will do other than offer
some "cosmetic" changes.

Norway is in the Single Market. There are
border posts between Norway and Sweden.
Turkey is in a customs union with the EU.
There are border posts between Turkey and
the EU.

To avoid border posts, Northern Ireland
has to be in the same customs regime, and
the same market-regulations regime, for
goods anyway, as the Republic.

In its Chequers Plan of July 2018, the Tory
government suggested a  tricksy
workaround, based on as-yet-undeveloped
high technology and the UK collecting tariffs
for the EU without being in the EU.

The EU replied: if that works, fine, but
guarantees are needed until a working
model is in place. Thus the "backstop":
Northern Ireland remains in a customs union
with the EU, and in the Single Market for
goods, until a working alternative comes.

The very fact that the Tories are worried
about the "backstop" continuing indefinitely,
and so keeping Britain in a customs union
with the EU and in most of the Single Market

indefinitely, shows that they themselves are
not confident about a working alternative.

Having got to this point after two and a
half years of talking and haggling since June
2016, that  they can persuade the EU of a real
working alternative within a few weeks or
months is unlikely.

The border between Northern Ireland and
the Republic, for almost all its length, has al-
ways run across Irish nationalist communi-
ties, rather than between the Republic and
the "British-Irish" of the further-north-east
parts of Northern Ireland.

For decades it was highly policed and mil-
itarised. Between 1956 and 1962 Irish Repub-
licans ran a "Border Campaign" of guerrilla
raids across the border.

From the early 1970s, many smaller roads
were made impassable, bridges were de-
stroyed, and the remaining major crossings
had British Army posts at them.

The British Army watchtowers were even-
tually taken down over some years after the
end of major Republican and Loyalist mili-
tary campaigns in Northern Ireland and the
Good Friday Agreement in 1998.

Northern Ireland and the Republic both
being in the EU Single Market and Customs
Union then made it possible for the border to
become largely invisible, like many borders
in the EU on the continent of Europe.

About 110 million crossings are made by
people each year, at hundreds of crossing
points. Maybe 30,000 people cross the border
each day to travel to work; tens of thousands
more cross to shop, to deliver supplies, to at-
tend hospitals, or to visit friends.

Keeping the border "soft" is vital to
keep the road open to a united Ireland.

Buy online for £4.50 including

postage: bit.ly/j-1919 

Labour for a Socialist Europe:
the stop-Brexit Labour
campaign
labourforasocialisteurope.org
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Harry Pitts and Matt Bolton, authors of
the book Corbynism: A Critical Approach,
published in September 2018, talked with
Martin Thomas from Solidarity.

The full discussion is published at
www.workersliberty.org/b-p. Here we pub-
lish an extract. It starts with the authors’ re-
sponse when asked how they came to be
involved in Labour politics, and how they
came to write the book.

P: I first became politically aware in oppo-
sition to the Iraq war when I was 15. My in-
volvement with the Labour Party started in
2008 in one of Labour’s only traditional
strongholds in Cornwall.

I held various committee and campaigns
roles in my constituency, and I stood for
council. I got involved in trade union activity
with Unite. I studied whilst working sales
and admin jobs, and a lot of my involvement
in this stuff initially came out of being inter-
ested in Marxism, which for me at the time
meant Raymond Williams, E P Thompson,
writers like that. I was a subscriber to Soli-
darity for a while.

Reading Hardt and Negri’s Empire in 2009
changed the way I thought about how the
kind of work I was doing – call centres, ser-
vice sector – related to the world around me,
although I’ve since become a critic. My big
intellectual turning point was reading the
writings of Moishe Postone, Michael Hein-
rich, and Werner Bonefeld.

B: I was a student at Cardiff university
around the time of the Iraq war, and in-

volved in anti-war and Palestinian solidarity
activity. Then, for a period, I didn′t do much
politically.

In 2010-11, when the student protests over
university fees started, I went to a lot of the
demonstrations, and I started reading a lot
of theory, Negri and the autonomist writers.
I did an MA at Birkbeck on critical theory,
and read Adorno, Benjamin, and Marcuse.
Now I′m doing a Ph D at Roehampton on the
concept of justice in philosophy.

I had been a member of the Labour Party
over the years, on and off. I rejoined in 2015

in order to vote for Corbyn and became ac-
tive in my local party.

Theoretically, as I moved on to Bonefeld,
Heinrich, and Postone, that started to under-
mine a lot I had previously taken for granted
politically. I read Postone′s arguments on an-
tisemitism, and Robert Fine′s Political Inves-
tigations. I started questioning the ascribed
status of Israel in the commonplace leftist
worldview.

In the first year of Corbynism, I felt there
were a lot of contradictions in the way it was
developing, and that was re-emphasised
during the 2016 Brexit referendum cam-
paign. I wasn′t that aware of Corbyn′s his-
tory on Europe, and I hadn′t thought
through my own position properly. That,
combined with the theoretical shifts, made
me re-evaluate my political positions. 

P: After Corbyn’s election as leader, I was
involved in setting up a Momentum branch.
Previously I′d worked with Labour centrists
whose commitment I respected, if not their
politics. But Momentum was my first sus-
tained organisational experience of the
wider left.

As Momentum mobilised against the vote
in late 2015 on air support to forces fighting
ISIS in Syria, I came to see it as a vehicle for
a kind of foreign policy politics I wasn′t quite
signed up for. For a variety of reasons I
scaled down my involvement, but continued
being active in the Labour Party at a branch
and constituency level.

At the time of the so-called coup [by
Labour MPs against Corbyn, in July 2016],
Matt had put out a couple of pieces about the
Corbyn movement which resonated with
me... A lot of that has been proved wrong.
But it was interesting to see someone using
a likeminded theoretical framework in that

context. 

S: There is some common ground be-
tween you and us. You refer to Robert
Fine, who was one of us, and Moishe Po-
stone, who wasn′t, but whose ideas
we′ve discussed and publicised on the
British left because we consider them
valuable.

You argue that Corbynism tends to substi-
tute, for a critique of the social relations of
capitalism, a moralising populist critique of
the greed of a few. (And, we could add, it
proposes not to eliminate the inequality be-
tween the “many” and the “few”, but only
to rebalance it a little).

You say that this replacement of critique of
social relations by critique of the greed of a
few opens the door to conspiracy theories, to
what you call “two-campism” in interna-
tional politics (siding with whatever is hos-
tile to the USA), to demonisation of Israel as
the world′s arch-imperialism, and to anti-
semitism. It also, we could add, nurtures
anti-intellectualism, hostility to debate, and
the claims to represent “mainstream” or
“common sense” opinion.

But then you label the views you criticise
as “orthodox Marxism”. We would see them
as the products of Stalinist influence on and
seepage across the left over decades.

P: We never passed through any sort of
Trotskyist or Leninist political education to
get where we are now, so our work is not a
dialogue with those strands.

B: I think there are two versions of Marx,
which often contradict each other within his
own work. The one I′d refer to is not just
highlighted by Postone, but the Neue Marx-
Lektüre [Michael Heinrich and others: see
www.oekonomiekritik.de/], and others such
as George Comninel. They don’t see Marx-

Corbynism, critique, and  

Robert Fine, who died in 2018, was a longtime
contributor to Workers’ Liberty, to Solidarity,
and to their predecessors, since the mid-70s.
He was professor of sociology at Warwick
University, and author of several books
including Democracy and the Rule of Law,
Beyond Apartheid, and (with Philip Spencer)
Antisemitism and the Left.

Moishe Postone, who also died in 2018,
inaugurated a whole new strand of social
theory based on ideas from Marx in his 1993
book, Time, Labour, and Social Domination. He
was a professor at the University of Chicago,
and wrote also about the malign influence of
“pseudo-emancipatory”, apparently
anticapitalist, forms of antisemitism.

Left Against Brexit campaigners in Nottingham on the day of the vote on May’s Withdrawal Deal. One of Matt Bolton’s and Harry Pitts’s criticisms of
the current Labour left is that “alter-globalisation has been thrown out for a cynical retreat into the nation-state as a bulwark against global
capital”. But does it follow that we should rally to the “liberal centre” to defend minimal bourgeois cosmopolitanism? Or better to raise a voice for
outright working-class internationalism?



ism as being based on the exposition of a sin-
gle transhistorical trajectory travelling inex-
orably through different modes of
production and ending in communism,
powered by unchanging notions of “forces
of production” and “class struggle”...

Postone and the Neue Marx-Lektüre look
instead at the logical critique Marx develops
in the first few chapters of Capital. They tend
to emphasise the historical specificity of
value, which suggests that concepts of class
and class struggle should be specific to cap-
italism too.

That throws into doubt understandings of
Marxism as an explanation of “history” as a
whole, and instead focuses on the develop-
ment of capital or value as a historically spe-
cific social relation. The effects of the
unfolding of this relation are different at dif-
ferent times...

Traditional Marxism mistook the develop-
ment of the Soviet system, in which the
workers’ state took control of production
and distribution, as the overcoming of the
value relation. Postone shows how that’s
wrong, and that value works at much more
abstract level than particular property rela-
tions, or particular visions of the “prole-
tariat” based on a shared culture or certain
occupations...

We′re for an open Marxism. Our argument
is not that we′re right, and everyone else is
wrong. It is that Marxism is an open-ended
project.

S: Yes, but what you describe as “ortho-
dox Marxism” is decisively shaped not by
this or that reading of Marx, but by politi-
cal currents like the one round the Morn-

ing Star. The Morning Star has become
surprisingly influential. A lot of the Labour
left-wingers who have come back into
activity with Corbyn after being largely
out of politics since the 1980s have
drifted towards Morning Star politics
through such experiences as the Stop
The War campaign around 2003.

It is instructive that STW now has its office
at the same address as the Morning Star: the
SWPers who thought they were using An-
drew Murray and such people as a bridge to
new young activists have ended up with the
political flow going the other way, and them-
selves being hegemonised by Morning Star
politics.

“NGO politics” — seeing NGO activity as
the main challenge to the dominant politics,
and NGO methods as the template for ac-
tivism — which became influential in the
Blair era, when labour-movement activity
was eclipsed, is not the same as Stalinist pol-
itics, but it has enough in common, bureau-
cratism and so on, that it can synergise with
that Stalinist or semi-Stalinist politics...

P: I′m interested in the way that the left
has moved from “alter-globalisation” to
more nationalist perspectives.

The NGO world has arguably retained a
keener internationalist commitment. But
what is interesting is how, amidst inchoate

elements from the Occupy generation [the
spate of camps and other protests in 2011-2]
and the implicit influence of Negri′s ideas
about “the multitude” [designated as the
new revolutionary force in the book Empire],
alter-globalisation has been thrown out for a
cynical retreat into the nation-state as a bul-
wark against global capital.

B: There is a lot of talk in the Corbyn
movement about democracy and the return
of politics, but in fact, I think, internal dissent
and debate are not that welcome there.

There are a lot of internal contradictions
and different strands in the Corbyn move-
ment, but none of them are that keen on dis-
sent. We argue that the figure, or myth, of
Corbyn personally, serves to hold them to-
gether. He acts as a blank slate enabling dif-
ferent factions to project themselves onto
him.

I′m influenced here by David Hirsh′s cri-
tique of the “politics of position” [politics in
which you are defined not by the arguments
you advance but by the moral identity you
claim]. He looks at the debate in the Univer-
sity and Colleges Union over boycotting Is-
raeli academics as prefiguring what is
happening in Corbynism. Reason is
swamped by moralism: you′re either good
or bad... It means that you don′t have to ex-
amine antisemitism — “we′re good people,
so we can′t be antisemitic”...

S: You deplore Corbynism′s lack of a rad-
ical critique of the social relations of cap-
italism, suggesting that a more
combative critique is called for. And then
you write about “a welcome spirit of com-
promise with the world as it is”.

You say that there is “there is no ‘side’ to
take in the movement of class struggle”, and
“the era of the ‘workers’ movement’” is over.
You deplore attempts to compose “a popular
subject that cannot exist…”, and end up ad-
vocating that we, as left-wingers, help the
liberal centre to hold.

B: We’re trying to hold a space open, rather
than rushing to pick up on the first things
available. It’s important to recognise what

capitalism is — a historically specific set of
social relations which imposes abstract dom-
ination on society. If you don’t recognise
that, you can end up with movements that
make things worse. Better a holding posi-
tion.

P: At the present time, anyway. I’ve heard
Adorno characterised as a combination of
Leninist and liberal. Transformation had to
be total, but when there aren’t the conditions
for it – if ever – you have to work with the
reality you have. There’s no external posi-
tion, outside that reality, to work from.

B: Robert Fine takes a similar position in
his later work. Our attitude to the EU is an
example. We accept a lot of the usual left-
wing criticisms of the EU, particularly over
the Eurozone and austerity.

But there are other elements of the EU, as
a transnational normative project set up in
the wake of World War Two and a fascist Eu-
rope, which are not just reducible to impera-
tives of capitalist accumulation. Overturning
the EU in the hope that something better will
come automatically is not the answer.

S: At a certain level [your] emphasis on
being unsure and uncertain turns into a
political factor favourable to the dema-
gogues. As in Yeats’s lines: “The best lack
all conviction, while the worst/ Are full of
passionate intensity”.

B: Well, you can’t be uncertain about anti-
fascism. That’s the baseline of any leftist pol-
itics.

S: Your theory ends up a bit like neo-clas-
sical economics read backwards. For
neo-classical economics, present-day
economic relations have always existed,
only in more or less developed forms.
Nothing was ever outside them. For you,
capitalist social relations stretch for-
wards indefinitely into the future, with
nothing within them with the potential to
subvert and replace them.

B. Orthodox Marxism also sees present
day economic relations as ever-present, ex-
cept it argues that its path of development
does not end in capitalism but in commu-
nism. Postone and others like him see that
idea of the development of the self-same
forms as deriving from misrecognition of the
movement of capital.

The idea of that movement having a ter-
minus is a hangover from writers like Adam
Smith, a matter of misrecognising the dy-
namic of capital as the dynamic of history as
a whole. The idea of an inevitable endpoint
is not inherent in the critique of capitalism.

That said, in a Hegelian sense, as soon as
you perceive a limit — which is what a cri-
tique is, the perception of a limit — that is
the first step to overcome that limit. It’s im-
portant to have a clear definition of what
capital is.

But equally theories which, for example,
blame Nazism or the Holocaust just on cap-
italism alone – like Adorno and

Horkheimer’s early attempts to grasp Nazi
antisemitism — are unsatisfactory. There are
things in history we need other concepts to
understand.

To be oppressed is not a good state of af-
fairs, or a guarantee of bringing improve-
ment. It doesn’t automatically provide a
transcendental perspective. But not every-
thing is fixed in advance. To be involved in
workers’ struggles can open up new per-
spectives.

P: Yes, to be on a picket line is a poten-
tial moment of de- and re-mediation, and
does open things out.

On www.workersliberty.org
About Robert Fine:

Tributes on his death, with a list of his
writings on the website, and articles on the
website by others discussing his writings:
bit.ly/fine-r

About Moishe Postone:
Discussion and critique of his book

“Time, Labour, and Social Domination”:
bit.ly/mp-mt

Obituary: bit.ly/mp-ob
Interview on work, time, and the work-

ing class: bit.ly/mp-wt
Interview on Zionism, anti-semitism and

the left: bit.ly/zasl-p
Interview on anti-semitism and reac-

tionary anti-capitalism: bitx.ly/mp-as

About Michael Heinrich:
Review of his Introduction to the Three Vol-

umes of Marx’s Capital, by Paul Hampton:
bit.ly/mh-ph

Another review of Heinrich’s book, by
Martin Thomas: bit.ly/mh-mt

HISTORY 6-7

   “Orthodox Marxism”

Michael Heinrich is a professor in Berlin, and
author of many books on Marxian economics,
important in the so-called Neue Marx-Lektüre
(“new reading of Marx”).

Theodor Adorno (1903-1969) was the most
famous writer of the so-called “Frankfurt
School” of academic Marxists, which
originated in Frankfurt in the 1920s,
continued in exile in the USA in the 1930s and
40s, returned to Frankfurt in the 1950s, and
continues today. They were anti-Stalinist and
contemptuous of social democracy, but also
believed that the working class was unable to
become a revolutionary force.
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By Andrew Coates
“The force of things and the behaviour of
men have contradicted all Lenin’s opti-
mistic forecasts, his hopes in a superior
democracy as much as his semi-libertar-
ian ideas expressed in the State and Rev-
olution and other writings of the same
period, at the dawn of the revolution.
Nothing in the individual theses of Trotsky
has stood the test any better, in particular
his wordy and abstract theory of the ‘per-
manent revolution’.” — Boris Souvarine,
Stalin. A Critical Survey of Bolshevism,
1939. 

The labour movement is striving “to
renew and reconstruct itself in politics”,
writes Sean Matgamma in his Introduction
(The Labour Movement and Bolshevism) to In
Defence of Bolshevism by Max Shachtman.
How can this take place? The AWL’s best-
known activist-writer observes that many
who identify with Jeremy Corbyn’s leader-
ship have “no conception of socialism at all
as the negation of capitalism.” 

Most Corbynistas are enthusiastic and
open-minded people. It would be a mistake
to patronise them. But some, the observer of
past left wing surges states, may be first of
all looking for a career in politics, think tanks
and NGOs.

Predictably there is plenty of flotsam and
jetsam floated in the “social media age”. A
half-thought out “anti-imperialism” linked
to “absolute anti-Zionism” has become a
minefield of “left anti-semitism”. There are
“posh Stalinists”, close to the party chief,
who reheat a Boy’s Own view of the gallant
Soviet Union fighting Fascism. Socialism in
One Country reappears behind efforts to
portray Brexit as a working class revolt
against elites.

And, let’s not forget, in cyberspace, there
are over-educated Corbyn supporters. Some
see capitalism’s replacement, through Nick
Land’s “accelerationism”, pushing forward
immanent tendencies, as re-worked by
Aaron Bastani, into “fully-automated luxury
communism”. 

The opening essay, “The British labour
movement and Bolshevism” is a settling of
accounts with those who have returned to
politics after Corbyn’s win and who have
been supporters of the British “toy-town Bol-
sheviks”.

The “Little Great Men” of the far-left have
considered their groups the revolutionary
Party. One stands out. The Workers Revolu-
tionary Party (WRP) was sold to the “Libyan
government and secret service”. Their state
sponsored hatred of “Zionism” lingers on, in
some cases through those who had been di-
rectly associated with the WRP such as one-
time London Mayor, Ken Livingstone,

Matgamna’s sketch of the history of let-
wing opposition to the European Union is
also highly relevant. This became a defining
feature of the 1970s Broad Left (alliances of
Labour left and the Communist Party of
Great Britain, CPGB).

An early version of a People’s Brexit, the
Alternative Economic Strategy (AES) advo-

cated “an amalgam of World-War-Two-style
state controlled ‘siege economy’ and Stalinist
models of planning, but linked to bourgeois-
democratic liberalism”. (p.43) At present the
Morning Star and its supporters, including
advisers to Jeremy Corbyn, are fixated on the
last point, asserting national sovereignty
against “Brussels”. 

This is not the centrepiece of In Defence of
Bolshevism. To open a dialogue with Corbyn
supporters and talk about socialism
Matgamma offers the practice of the Bolshe-
viks in the years immediately after the 1917
Revolution. They created a “democratic class
dictatorship exercised by the elected work-
ers’ councils…” In this they are due honour
amongst the “glories of the working class’s
past”.

The writer that is chosen to shed light on
the Bolshevik achievement is Max Shacht-
man. For Sean Matgamna, the American
one-time leading figure in Trotsky’s Fourth
International was the founder of “hetero-
dox” Trotskyism.

Shachtman broke from Trotsky over the
defence of the USSR when Stalin ordered the
invasion of Finland in 1939. Shachtman’s
current supported the judgement that the
USSR under Stalin had become a new form
of class society that could not be uncritically
supported. The AWL has convincingly ar-
gued that this turned out not to be anything
“new” but a blood-stained historical by-way
in capitalist development, not any “transi-
tion” to socialism. 

Under the Banner of Marxism, the main
polemic reprinted here, was, as Alan John-
son indicates (Solidarity 5.12.18), directed
against an attempt by Ernest Erber to trace
the origins of Stalinist totalitarianism in
Lenin’s political theory and practice.

Most people, including this reviewer, will
have never heard of Erber, or his split from
the Shachtman group, which was a small mi-

nority within a small minority of Trotskyists
on the already marginal American left. What
is the importance of the writings from this
dispute? 

This document, and the articles also in-
cluded in the book from New International
and Labor Action, offer an independent de-
fence of Bolshevik practice in 1917 and the
immediate aftermath.

They are clearly of their time and place.
This is not entirely a bad thing. Shachtman
was concerned not just to teach “muddle-
head “ Erber a thing or two, with echoes of
the purple prose of Engels’ Anti-Dühring and
Lenin’s “polemical” style.

The heterodox Trotskyist that he was at
this point aimed to stand against “apostates”
who moved from revolutionary socialism to
an acceptance of the “American Way of Life”
and who “identify Stalinism with Bolshe-
vism”. His pages are concerned with the
“bourgeois struggle against socialism.” In
other words, he stood up for Marxism and
communism at the onset of the Cold War 

A wide range of quotations from the writ-
ings of Marx and Lenin supports the defence
of the Russian revolution. His authorities in-
clude the Communist Manifesto, and Anti-
Dühring. Lenin’s State and Revolution is cited
to defend the power of the Soviets against
the Constituent Assembly. The Soviet type of
state is the best “genuine democracy”. As for
the Bolshevik dissolution of the Constituent
Assembly, elections in nation-wide ballots
are no great shakes. “Like the prettiest girl in
all of France, universal suffrage cannot give
more than it has.” (p.127)

Shachtman is a relentless user of the argu-
ment “by circumstances”. This blames any
repressive anti-democratic action of the Bol-
sheviks when Lenin was at the levers of
power on conditions beyond his, the Bolshe-
viks’, and the democratic soviets’ control.
Lenin gambled. They were “summoned to
hold the first revolutionary citadel against
frenzied and maddened besiegers until the
relief columns of the Western proletariat
could be brought forward” (p.175).

One may accept that the alternatives to the
Bolsheviks in that fight were worse without
having a present need to join the defence on
the battlements.

Russia, telescoping democratic and work-

ing class stages of the uprising together, did
not just fail to trigger any successful socialist
revolution in Europe. It did not just set the
path for the rejection of democratic represen-
tative forms, as Johnson rightly point out. It
did not only, from early expulsions and splits
and moral annihilation, turn to the policy of
physically eliminating opponents. The Bol-
shevik leadership eliminated workers’
democracy in the Soviets themselves. 

Inside the workers’ movement the Bolshe-
viks assumed the right to lead the proletariat
above the wishes of wage earners. In June
1918 the All-Russia Soviet CEC decided that
the Left and Right Socialist-Revolutionaries,
and the groups of the Mensheviks, should be
deprived of their mandates in the Soviets.
They resolved that, “all soviets of workers’,
soldiers’ peasants’ and Cossack deputies re-
move representatives of these fractions from
their midst”.

In these conditions it is a bold claim that
Soviets run in the early 1920s — under
Lenin’s rule — exclusively by one party plus
“non-party Bolsheviks” were a model for
workers’ democracy and socialist practice. 

Whatever the misdeeds of their political
opponents, how could any different opinion
be expressed freely without opposition par-
ties? How exactly can socialist forms of the
economy be run without open democratic
debate?

The purge included those, Mensheviks,
who had been comrades in the same Russian
Social Democratic and Labour Party
(RSDLP) as Lenin, a party marked by a re-
markable “freedom and an openness that
was known to no other working-class organ-
isation of the time and has certainly had no
equal since the rise of Stalinism.” (p.202)

Sean Matgamma states, “The Bolsheviks
did not say the last word on socialism. If
there is a last word, it has not been said yet.
But they said much that socialists now need
to heed, learn, remember and work to apply
in our conditions.” (p.68)

Indeed. Some socialists, including Cor-
bynistas, explain the crack down on opposi-
tion by the disastrous Maduro regime in
Venezuela and the repression in Nicaragua
on the grounds that these “citadels” have to
be defended against imperialism.

They might learn from the Bolsheviks
that eliminating democratic institutions is
nothing but a deviation from the road to
socialism.

A deviation from the road

Andrew Coates is a longtime labour-
movement activist, who blogs at
tendancecoatesy.wordpress.com. He reviews
In Defence of Bolshevism by Max Shachtman.

Coming soon...
Once again, the pages of Solidarity are
oversubscribed. We do have an abridged
version here of our interview with Matt
Bolton and Harry Pitts, but articles ad-
journed to future issues include other re-
views of In Defence of Bolshevism, a reply to
Alan Johnson’s “defence of Erber”, and a
number of articles on science in Russia
after 1917 by Les Hearn. Also coming soon,
but probably only on www.workerslib-
erty.org, will be a reply to the recent long
article criticising Workers’ Liberty and Sol-
idarity by the Communist Workers’ Organ-
isation in their magazine Revolutionary
Perspectives.

In Defence of Bolshevism by Max
Shachtman, edited and introduced by Sean
Matgamna, and published by Workers’
Liberty.

Buy the book online for £12 including
postage, and find a study guide and more, at
workersliberty.org/idob 
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By Len Glover
1919 is rightly being celebrated as the
year of revolution, but there is another
centenary to celebrate: that of the
Bauhaus.

There is a song, “Bread and Roses”, much
sung on the left, which draws attention to
the fact that not only do we need bread to
survive but we also need roses. The world
we want to build not only has to provide
food, warmth, work, shelter for all, but it
must be beautiful too.

Marxists do not worship ugliness or de-
pravity, nor do we recognise a world where
beauty is monopolised by the wealthy and
the elite. We do not trash old buildings or
gardens, burn oil paintings or sneer at clas-
sical music. We read literature that was writ-
ten before 1900.

We also want to build a new world where
there is space and light both at home and at
work, an environment that is something to
be proud of and to work for and not some-
thing to be, at best, tolerated. Echoing the
sentiments (if not the letter) of the early
French utopian socialist Saint-Simon, we en-
visage the artist’s role as drawing a vision of
the future. 

It was in 1919 that probably the most fa-
mous art and design centre in the whole of
human history was established in Germany
in the historic city of Weimar. It was officially
the Staatliches Bauhaus, but is known simply
as the Bauhaus (Bau = building, haus =
house).

Soon it attracted an array of talent rarely
gathered in one spot either before or since.

What was the Bauhaus? It was more than
just an art and design college. Yes, there were
students and courses and there were teach-
ers, but both were experimenters, designers
dedicated to an idea of aligning art and de-
sign to the industrial age – an approach em-
phasised by the Bauhaus’ first public
exhibition, Art and Technology: A New Unity.

The founder was Walter Gropius, a Ger-

man architect who had run an art college in
Weimar. He re-organized and redesigned the
college and the Bauhaus was born on 1 April
1919.

The Bauhaus received funding from the re-
gional government (with its Social Demo-
cratic Party majority). It lost that after the
SPD took an electoral hammering in 1924,
but then the Social Democratic mayor of
Dessau offered the Bauhaus a new home. It
also charged students a fee for enrolling in
its courses.

In the 1930s the Bauhaus came under in-
creasing pressure from the far right. It had to
move to Berlin in 1932-3, and was closed
down under Nazi pressure in 1933.

Here are some of the courses that the
Bauhaus ran, with their teachers’ names:

•Printing (Lyonel Feininger)
•Ceramics (Gerhard Marcks)
•Metal workshop (Oscar Schlemmer)
•Book binding and glass painting (Paul

van Klee)
•Wall painting (Wassily Kandinsky)
The Hungarian László Moholy-Nagy

joined the staff in 1923 and ran workshops
on metal work and experimental approaches
to photography. He also made several films
and became one of the most influential of the
staff members.

All students at the Bauhaus underwent an
introductory one-year foundation course. Al-
though the group photograph shows an
overwhelmingly male teaching staff (only
one woman!), more female applicants ap-
plied to study at the Bauhaus than male.

Most of the female students attended
classes for textile design, weaving, pottery,
sculpting and set design – what might be
considered the “traditional” subjects for
women. They weren’t helped by the views
of Gropius, who thought that women only
had a two-dimensional view of the world,
while men saw in three dimensions!

One woman who broke this mould was
the metal worker Marianne Brandt, who de-
signed the famous globe lamp and the Kan-
dem bedside light in 1926. These became
icons of the Bauhaus era, along with the fa-
mous Model B3 or Wassily Chair designed
by Marcel Breuer.

Gropius and other prominent
“Bauhauslers” were architects, so architec-
ture was central to the Bauhaus project, and
in later years it came to dominate. Even
today Bauhaus-inspired buildings are easy
to spot, with their flat roofs, all white exteri-
ors and extensive use of steel and glass. (Ac-
tually the roofs were usually sloped. They
looked flat because they were surrounded by
parapets). 

Traditionalists disliked the Bauhaus’s mix
of utility, industry, and craft. The Nazis
loathed the Bauhaus’s modernism, anti-tra-
ditionalism, internationalism, cosmopoli-
tanism, and the large number of Jews both in

the student body and in the teaching staff.
After 1933 the Bauhaus shut down. Many

of the staff and students fled abroad. Some
stayed in Germany and on occasion collabo-
rated with the Nazis. The position of
Gropius (who fled in 1934) and Mies van der
Rohe (the last director of the Bauhaus, who
stayed in Nazi Germany until fleeing in
1937) was at best ambiguous.

László Moholy-Nagy, after a period in
England where he collaborated (not too suc-
cessfully, it has to be said) with Alexander
Korda on the film Things to Come (1936),
moved to Chicago where he established his
own art and design college. It is still operat-
ing today. 

The Bauhaus teaching staff held a variety
of views, some coloured by mysticism and
oddball ideas. In the late 1920s there was
some leftist influence and there were ex-
changes between artists and designers at the
Bauhaus and those from the Soviet Union.
Overall, however, the Bauhaus was moti-
vated by what might be called “designer hu-
manism” and a vague and never clearly
articulated sense of, somehow, making the
physical world a better place to live in.

The fees meant that the student body was
middle class. The creations of the Bauhaus
when they were manufactured were not
cheap; if they were available to the working
class at all, it was only through housing pro-
jects initiated by town councils run by the
Social Democrats.

Today the famous Wassily chair can stretch
you to a neat £1000+. I once visited someone
in London who had a Wassily chair in their
living room but I was forbidden to sit in it!
Designed for its simple beauty and utility, it
had now become an art object to be contem-
plated and revered. 

Yet is is partly because of the influence
and ideas of the Bauhaus that we proba-
bly think more about our built environ-
ment now more than at any time in
history. The Bauhaus influence can be
seen all over the world. “Glory O…” to the
Bauhaus!

Building utility with beauty
Mies van der Rohe designed a “momento of Revolution” to
commemorate Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. Erected in 1926,
in Berlin, it was razed by the Nazis in 1935.

Bauhaus staff, from left to right: Joszef Albers, Hinnerk Schipper, George
Muche, László Moholy-Nagy, Herbert Bayer, Joost Schmidt, Walter Gropius,
Marcel Breuer, Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee, Lyonel Feininger, Gunta Stözl,
Oskar Schlemmer.

www.workersliberty.org/books

The chair I couldn’t sit in – the famous
Bauhaus Model B3 Wassily designed by
Marcel Breuer, between 1925-6

The Kandem table lamp, designed by Marianne
Brandt, 1928



By Gerry Bates
The Eastern region of the Fire
Brigades Union (FBU) has voted
to back the Free Our Unions
statement – the second FBU re-
gion to do so, after the West Mid-
lands – and purchase 200 copies
of the Free Our Unions pamphlet
produced by the Labour left
group The Clarion.

The two regions have also ar-
ranged to raise the campaign at
FBU national conference in May.

On 21 January Clarion editor
Sacha Ismail attended the Eastern
regional committee of firefighter
and control representatives from

across six counties to give a presen-
tation.

On 23 January Bakers’ Union
member Justine Canady followed
up by leading a workshop at a Fire
Brigades Union training event for
new reps on fighting the anti-trade
union laws and on the Free Our
Unions campaign.

Firefighter and FBU regional sec-

retary Riccardo La Torre told The
Clarion:

“In an industry that has faced
over a decade of austerity and cuts,
firefighters and fire control staff un-
derstand all to well the shackles
that the anti-union laws place on
us, as workers fighting to defend
our jobs and the vital life-saving
service we provide to the public.

“The FBU is the only organisa-
tion defending the fire service from
savage, life-threatening cuts, and
these laws are designed to stop us
from doing so effectively. Since the
1980s governments and have been
putting a crop of legislation in place
to stop workers from organising
and fighting back.

“It’s time for the Labour Party
to act as the voice of workers
and, together with the trade
union movement, send a clear
message. Enough is enough –
we must call unapologetically for
the repeal of all anti-trade union
laws”.

• Full reports at theclarionmag.org

Student Left Network meets 2-3 March
By Maisie Sanders

On 2-3 March 2019, at Sheffield
University, students will be gath-
ering to coordinate action on a
national and regional scale,
share activist and campaigning
skills, and debate and discuss
political ideas. 

At the Student Left Network con-
ference, tinyurl.com/y9cxr7uc,
you’ll meet students from across
the UK and get involved in coordi-

nating student left activism for the
coming year. There will be work-
shops, discussions, debates, votes
on motions (and socials). We will
also elect a National Committee to
coordinate things for the coming
year.

A section of the Saturday will be
dedicated to discussing student
union democracy and the cuts in
the National Union of Students,
what they mean for the student left,
and how we can fight them to build

a democratic, campaigning na-
tional union that supports, links
up, and spreads local struggles on
campuses and fights for students
and alongside the labour move-
ment on a national scale. 

Workshops include: fighting
the far right and racism on cam-
pus; organising at work: lessons
from the Deliveroo strikes; di-
vestment and the fossil fuel in-
dustry; how is our education
system making us ill? and lots
more.

@workerslibertyWorkers’ LibertyMore online at www.workersliberty.org

Today one class, the working
class, lives by selling its labour
power to another, the capitalist
class, which owns the means of
production. 
The capitalists’ control over the

economy and their relentless drive

to increase their wealth causes

poverty, unemployment, the

blighting of lives by overwork,

imperialism, the destruction of the

environment and much else.

Against the accumulated wealth

and power of the capitalists, the

working class must unite to

struggle against capitalist power

in the workplace and in 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 recallable at any

time and an end to bureaucrats’

and managers’ privileges.

We fight for trade unions and

the Labour Party to break with

“social partnership” with the

bosses and to militantly assert

working-class interests.

In workplaces, trade unions,
and Labour organisations;
among students; in local
campaigns; on the left and in
wider political alliances we
stand for:

• Independent working-class

representation in politics.

• A workers’ government,

based on and accountable to the

labour movement.

• A workers’ charter of trade

union rights — to organise, to

strike, to picket effectively, and to

take solidarity action.

• Taxation of the rich to fund

decent public services, homes,

education and jobs for all.

• A workers’ movement that

fights all forms of oppression. Full

equality for women, and social

provision to free women from

domestic labour. For reproductive

justice: free abortion on demand;

the right to choose when and

whether to have children. Full

equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual

and transgender 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

society, from the smallest

workplace or community to global

social organisation.

• Equal rights for all nations,

against imperialists and predators

big and small.

• Maximum left unity in action,

and openness in debate.

If you agree with us, please
take some copies of Solidarity

to sell — and join us!

Where we
stand

By Colin Foster
Esmail Bakhshi and Sepideh
Gholian, are still in Iran’s jails
but Ali Nejati has been allowed
into hospital.

Bakhshi is a leader of the Haft
Tappeh sugar-cane workers, in
south-west Iran; Nejati, a former
leader of those sugar-cane work-
ers; Gholian, a social activist and
supporter of the workers.

All three are known to have
been tortured in jail, and their
jailing is part of a response by the
Iranian government to action by
the sugar-cane workers, and by
steelworkers in nearby Ahvaz,
which has seen dozens jailed and
then released since late last year.

Mohammad Khanijar, another
Haft Tappeh worker, was ar-
rested on 27 January.

On Saturday 19 January a gov-
ernment TV channel ran with a
program smearing the sugar-
cane workers as linked to the
governments of the USA and Is-
rael.

Amnesty International, in a re-
port on 24 January, estimates that
more than 7,000 workers,
protesters, and opponents of the
regime were arrested last year on
essentially political grounds.

“Hundreds were sentenced to
prison terms or flogging, and at
least 26 protesters were killed.
Meanwhile, nine of those ar-
rested died in custody under sus-
picious circumstances”.

One journalist, Mohammad
Hossein Sodagar, from the Azer-
baijani Turkic ethnic minority,
was flogged 74 times in the city
of Khoy after being convicted of
“spreading lies”.

A human-rights website ad-
ministrator, Mostafa Abdi, was
sentenced to 26 years and three
months in prison, 148 lashes, and
other punishments.

Many women were arrested
for taking part in the “White
Wednesdays” actions against
forced veiling. 

“Shaparak Shajarizadeh was
sentenced to 20 years in prison,
18 of which were suspended, for
her peaceful protest against
forced hijab. She fled Iran after
she was released on bail, and has
since described in media inter-
views how she was denied access
to her lawyer and subjected to
torture in solitary confinement”.

The Shahrokh Zamani Action
Campaign is working to raise
solidarity for the workers and
the protesters.

• shahrokhzamani.com/

7,000 jailed
in Iran

Workers against Brexit
By Caroline Jeffries
On 27 January an initiative called
Spoons Workers Against Brexit
was launched, calling on the
Wetherspoons pub chain to re-
move the in-store propaganda
for a no-deal Brexit.

“We refuse to propagandise for
politics that will only do us harm if
enacted. Studies have consistently
refuted claims that immigration is
linked to low wages. Migrants
don’t drive down wages; but
wealthy, exploitative bosses like

[‘Spoons chief and ultra-Brexiter]
Tim Martin do.”

The workers also demand to be
paid a Living Wage and trade-
union recognition of the Bakers’,
Food and Allied Workers Union
(BFAWU).

BFAWU advocated for Brexit, but
is for defending and extending free
movement of all migrant workers.
It is hard to see how the union can
agree with Tim Martin’s form of
Brexit.

It’s good to see a worker-led,
class struggle campaign against
Brexit. bit.ly/sp-br.

The 2019 Ideas for Freedom — Workers’ Liberty summer school —
has been set for 20-23 June, in London.

As well as main sessions on the weekend 22-23 June, there will be a
walking tour on the evening of Thursday 20 June, and a debate on the
evening of Friday 21 June.

We’re only just beginning to organise the agenda, but it will include
presentations and debates on issues round Brexit, antisemitism, climate
change, 1919, and 1989, and more.

Super Early Bird tickets are now on sale, and until 24 February at half
of what will be the price “on the door” — £25 waged, £12 low-waged
and student, £5 unwaged.

After 24 February, ticket prices will go up in instalments.
Book now, fix the date in your diary, and be ready to book your

transport to London at cheap rates when they become available
(probably late March). www.workersliberty.org/ideas

Ideas for Freedom 20-23 June

Union rights campaign wins support
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John Moloney is the Indepen-
dent Left candidate for Assistant
General Secretary of the civil
service union PCS. Nominations
opened on 17 January, and close
on 7 March. Voting will run from
16 April to 9 May.

Three rival candidates from the
“broad left” bloc which has run the
union for many years are also in
play — Chris Baugh (the incum-
bent), Stella Dennis, and Lynn Hen-
derson — though one of those may
withdraw.

Moloney has given an interview
to The Clarion outlining his plat-
form in detail. One of the questions
was: why is there so little to show
for a decade and a half of “left” and
“Marxist” leadership of the union?
He responded:

The broad left bloc has won elec-
tions. They′re a very effective elec-
toral machine. But all that′s meant
is that good activists have become
full-time officials.

The would-be left in the union
has become a conveyor belt for full-
time officials. People have become
very well-paid in cushy jobs. Left
Unity [the dominant left-wing bloc
in the union, historically led by the
Socialist Party] has solved the pay
problems of people who were ac-
tivists in the past by getting them
jobs as full-time officials. It′s be-
come a career mechanism. 

There was never an attempt by
the left leadership to change union
culture. When Left Unity got a ma-
jority on the NEC [activists in what
would become Independent Left]
starting proposing motions for full-
time officers to be on, not even a
worker’s wage, but merely a wage
closer to the average wage of mem-
bers.

TOP-DOWN CULTURE
Left Unity and the Socialist Party
vehemently opposed that. They
never wanted to change the cul-
ture; they were content with a
top-down, TUC culture. 

They were the people who be-
came the full-time officials and en-
riched themselves. They didn′t
want to change things because that
would′ve meant adversely affect-
ing their own material circum-
stances.

If I′m elected, that won′t change
things dramatically by itself. The
AGS is just one person...

I urge people to vote for my com-
rades standing for the National Ex-
ecutive Committee as part of the
Independent Left slate. But even if
we had a majority, that wouldn′t be
enough. This is a long-term strug-
gle to turn the union around. 

One person isn′t going to change
much, but one person can help.
One person can report back to
members what′s happening, and be
a voice for alternative strategies.
You can say to members, “this is
what′s happening, this is why you
should mobilise”.

If we engage enough members in
the project of transforming the
union, I believe we can change PCS
from what it is currently — a top-
down, typical TUC-affiliated union
— into what I believe a trade union
should be, a class-struggle union.
Q. The PCS NEC has announced

pay demands of 8% or 10% in its
national pay campaign. Do you
support this?
A. The main issue for civil ser-

vants, in my view, is equality.
Equality of pay, and equality of
process. We have a situation now
where men and women across dif-
ferent departments are paid differ-
ently. The union’s main demand
should be equalisation of pay
across the civil service and associ-
ated industries.

Our procedures are riddled with
racism, sexism, and other biases.
We should tackle that head on.
Q. How can the PCS’s prospec-

tive national pay ballot be won?
A. At last year’s conference, we

all knew we’d be having a ballot
this year, but we as a union haven’t
been working since then, so we’re
now doing preparatory work we
should’ve done much earlier. 

There needs to be an insistent
campaign of propaganda amongst
members. We should’ve been
doing that from last May. My con-
ception of a pay campaign is
around equality, with propaganda
that highlights the inequalities
within the civil service. That could
be a vital motivator of members.

Our key task is to propagandise
amongst our members. It’s vitally
important we mobilise the rank-
and-file.

The union must also seriously
take on the employer directly in the
workplace itself. What we have at
the moment is a shutdown on free-
dom of speech and freedom of as-
sociation in the workplace. We’re
effectively banned from going
around talking to members. We
have to challenge that head on —
legally, politically, but also industri-
ally.

Q. What would you do, if
elected, to more directly involve the
union rank-and-file in the process
of negotiation?
A. Negotiations should be open.

While we probably can’t go as far
as Solidarnosc and do live broad-
casts of negotiations to mass meet-
ings of members, partly because
many people would be bored to
death by it, we should clearly
refuse confidentiality agreements.

We should be open with mem-
bers and tell members what’s hap-
pening in negotiations.

The bulk of all negotiating teams
should be lay reps and officials.
Full-time officials should be there,
but to help make the tea, go out and
get legal advice, or whatever. They
should be auxiliary to the main
people, who should be the rank-
and-file members.
Q. How will Brexit feature in

your campaign platform?
A. I’m pro-Remain, and believe

there should be another referen-
dum. I’m for freedom of move-
ment. I do not accept the argument
that workers coming into this coun-
try depress wages; the people who
depress wages are employers. We
should say that straightforwardly. 

Both my parents are immigrants
who came to this country for eco-
nomic reasons. I couldn’t sign up to
policies that would’ve meant my
parents would never have come to
this country.

I’m for every EU citizen having
the right to work for the civil ser-
vice, and I’m for new migrants
coming into this country having the
right to join the civil service.

I also want a different kind of
Europe. Instead of the Europe
we have now, dominated by big
corporations, I want a Europe of
a united working class. That’s
the kind of Europe we should be
going for. In the here-and-now,
our key task is to defeat Brexit.

• Excerpted from the full interview,
which is at theclarionmag.org

PCS: how to change the union

By Jay Dawkey

A planned campaign by Tube union RMT has staved off the threat of
massive job cuts to London Underground cleaners. 

Cleaning contractor ABM had previously announced its intention to cut
around 700 posts. After RMT launched a campaign of workplace and depot
visits, and planned a demonstration and Parliamentary rally on 29 January,
ABM have reinstated 550 of the jobs.

The union says it will use the momentum of the victory to continue
fighting the remaining 150 job cuts.

By a Cambridge UCU
member

Since 15 January, Higher Educa-
tion (HE) members of the Univer-
sity and College Union (UCU)
have been voting in the pay and
equality ballot.

The ballot covers 143 universities
and will close on 22 February. In
last term’s ballots (counted univer-
sity by university) on this same
issue, most UCU branches failed to
meet the 50% turnout requirement
imposed by the Trade Union Act
2016. This time, the ballot is aggre-
gated, so all results will be counted
together.

Although UCU activists are
working energetically to get the
vote out, members face consider-
able difficulties meeting the
turnout threshold.

68.9% of all members who voted
in the previous ballot were in
favour of strike action, but it is a
fact that many UCU members do
not want us to go on strike. Worse,
they know that, because of the 50%
turnout threshold, it is easier for
them to prevent their own union
from striking by not participating
in the ballot than by voting “No”.

Activists are campaigning for
“Yes” to strike action and to ac-
tion short of a strike!

UCU HE ballot closes 22 February

UCU members at 15 Further
Education colleges are striking
over pay on the last days of
January. This new wave of in-
dustrial action follows the
strikes at six colleges last
November.

College staff pay has fallen by
25% over the last ten years, and
the pay gap between teachers in
colleges and schools currently
stands at £7,000.

The 1% pay rise offered by the
Association of Colleges (AoC) is
nothing short of insulting. Last
November, staff at the three Lon-
don colleges that make up the
Capital City College Group
(CCCG) voted to accept a new
pay deal worth 5%. 

Yet, after the industrial
strength shown by UCU mem-
bers in Higher Education (HE)
during the 14-day pensions
strike, the union is slipping back
into its routine of two-day
strikes.

It will probably take more to
bring the bosses to the table
with a better deal.

UCU FE fightback
underway

Tube cleaners win on job cuts
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By Zack, a Bristol Courier
Bristol couriers working for the
meal-delivery company Deliv-
eroo have voted to strike again
on Friday 1 February, this time
to be joined by couriers from at
least four other cities.

Like many courier companies,
Deliveroo falsely categorise us as
“self-employed independent con-
tractors”, so depriving us of any
workers’ rights, and paying us
only per order with no hourly
minimum. The net weekly pay
has steadily reduced over the last
six months or so.

We have been demanding
higher pay and a hiring freeze
(full demands at bit.ly/de-
mandsBC). Bristol previously
struck on 4 October alongside
couriers and fast food workers in
various cities, spontaneously in
December following an unpro-
ductive meeting with manage-
ment, and again on 18 January.
Each strike caused significant dis-
ruption, and we “flash-occupied”
four restaurants in the most recent
one.

We expect more couriers to
come out for this strike than the
last one in Bristol, and on Monday
28 January, 50 Deliveroo couriers
struck in Birmingham.

The current campaign in Deliv-
eroo goes back to 4 October 2018,
when fast-food workers planned
strike action around the same time
in Chile, Colombia, the US, Bel-
gium, Italy, Germany, the Philip-
pines, Japan and the UK.

In London UberEats couriers
and workers at Wetherspoons,
McDonald’s and TGI Fridays
struck, with some UberEats couri-
ers and Uber drivers occupying
Uber’s headquarters. The couriers
and drivers organised through

and were supported by the IWGB
and IWW unions, and the workers
in the restaurants through
BFAWU, the bakers’ union. 

Restaurant workers also struck
in various outlets outside of Lon-
don. IWW had called for a na-
tional strike, and couriers struck
or protested in London, Bristol,
Brighton, Newcastle, Plymouth,
Southampton, Glasgow and
Cardiff.

While many couriers work for
both UberEats and Deliveroo, in
Bristol Deliveroo dominates, and
our Bristol action had enough im-
pact that we had the highest
“boosts” to our pay per delivery
in the country for a month. 

Nationally, there was no
planned follow-up to those
courier strikes. But in Bristol, the
“Bristol Couriers’ Network” was
born.

Our main way of reaching out
to other riders is through talking
to them in restaurants – then giv-
ing them leaflets and taking their
contact details – plus existing
communication channels between
couriers.

Riders frequently come together
at certain key restaurants, while
waiting for food. Even though you
may only see one or two riders in
every second or third restaurant,
and may only have the chance to
talk to them for five minutes, that
builds up. (In Bristol, anyway: it’s
harder in London.) Even a small
number of initial organisers can
talk to a large number of people
over a few days, while working,
and without having management
looking over our shoulders.

Our categorisation as “self-em-
ployed” deprives us of many
workers’ rights, but it also means
we aren’t shackled by the UK’s
anti-union laws. The law does not

oblige us to meet any particular
quota of workers completing
postal ballots in order to strike, or
bar us from picketing and briefly
occupying restaurants.

Then again, we have few legal
protections against being “termi-
nated” i.e. sacked. This has some-
times made building the
confidence of couriers to stand up
to Deliveroo more difficult. Like-
wise, the low pay makes many re-
luctant to strike.

In many workplaces, longstand-
ing unions are conservative or de-
featist, with union bureaucrats
damping and delaying action,
making many union members
feeling demoralised. The chal-
lenges we’ve faced are different –
we’re building workplace organi-
sation and recruiting union mem-
bers more-or-less from the ground
up.

On 23 January we voted to affil-
iate to the IWGB, a union founded
in 2012, largely comprising low-
paid migrant workers. They have
experience winning against vari-
ous courier companies in London,
and are very supportive. A grow-
ing number of couriers in Bristol

have joined. 
The diversity of the workforce,

with a large proportion being mi-
grants, has I believe been very
beneficial to our campaign so far.
Many migrants come from coun-
tries with more culture of striking
in recent decades than the UK.

Many also have links among
themselves which build tighter
courier communities. Brazilian
motorcyclists, for example, have
good links among themselves,
and have often turned out very
well for strikes.

The flipside: language issues
(we have done leaflets in English
and Portuguese); and sometimes
“tribalism”, motorcyclists or car
couriers feeling themselves a dif-
ferent “tribe” from bike couriers,
for example.

It is a very male-dominated
workforce, particularly for cy-
clists. Among some cyclists there
is a macho culture, a sense of
pride and competitiveness in their
ability to cycle fast and for long
hours.

A small number of riders will
suggest that we aren’t cycling fast
enough, and that if you do so the

pay is good, and there are no
problems. But even if the pay was
good – which it isn’t for most peo-
ple – Deliveroo still pockets
around £6 or more for every £4
they give us.

Compared to some strikes,
we’ve had a reasonable amount of
positive media coverage, and sup-
port from the broader labour
movement. But it could be much
more. More established unions
and Labour party branches could
mobilise significant numbers to
support our demonstration.

Crucially, they could power-
fully organise contributions to
our strike fund to support those
who need it to strike. We’ve
raised almost £1,400 in just over
two weeks – a good start and
we’re very grateful to all the
donors. But with several hun-
dred couriers, it isn’t enough by
a long way.

•www.gofundme.com/bristol-
couriers039-strike-fund
•www.fb.me/bristolcouriersnet-
work
•couriersnetworkbristol@gmail
.com
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