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WHAT REDFLAG FIGHTS FOR
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of 
the Labour Party has inspired 
hundreds of thousands of 
people to campaign for an 
alternative to the diet of 
austerity, racism and war force 
fed by previous governments.

As Marxists, we stand 
for a revolutionary solution 
to the exploitation and 
conflict inherent in the 
capitalist system. That’s why 
we campaign for a socialist 

programme - a democratically 
owned and planned economy 
which meets the needs of the 
millions, not the millionaires.

To carry out a radical 
transformation of society, 
we need a radically different 
kind of party; a party led 
by its members, rooted in 
working class campaigns and 
communities, and committed to 
a revolutionary break with the 
British state and capitalist class. 

In Britain we campaign 
for a grassroots democracy 
in the labour movement, an 
anticapitalist programme for the 
Labour Party, and international 
solidarity in cooperation with 
our sister groups in the League 
for the Fifth International. 

Red Flag stands for the 
revolutionary class struggle and 
international socialism. 

Join us today!
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AS WE GO TO PRESS, THE EUROPEAN ELECTION  
results are just emerging. Nigel Farage’s right populist 
Brexit Party was the clear winner with 31.6 per cent of 
the vote and 28 MEPs. The parties that stood on a clear, 
anti-Brexit, ticket collectively outperformed Brexit-plus-
UKIP, with 38 per cent, and that leaves out of account 
those Labour voters who also oppose Brexit.

So, as a mini-referendum on the UK’s membership 
of the EU, the results show a nation divided, but with a 
majority now in favour of remaining: grist to the mill of 
those campaigning, like us, for a people’s vote.

The big story of the night was the disastrous showing 
for Labour. With Scotland and Northern Ireland still to 
declare (which will only deepen the gloom) Labour’s 
share of the vote was slashed from 25 per cent to 14 per 
cent.

The party lost London to the Lib Dems, who came 
second to Brexit nationally, is likely to come fifth in 
Scotland, behind just about everybody, and could muster 
only 15 per cent of the vote in Wales.

Emily Thornberry started the post mortem on the 
BBC shortly after the first results, in the North East, 
were declared. She was spot on when she said, “There 
should be a referendum and we should campaign to 
remain”. Another senior Shadow Cabinet member, John 
McDonnell, tweeted, “we must unite our party and 
country by taking [the] issue back to people in a public 
vote”.

David Lammy told Radio 4, “In this election we put 
out poor literature… Our activists did not want to come 
out for us. We had Labour members who did not feel able 
to vote Labour”. Absolutely true: presented with leaflets 
that ignored Brexit completely, thousands of party voters, 
members and activists stayed at home or voted for the 
Greens or the Liberals.

Many no doubt did that with a heavy heart but, for 
some, like Alistair Campbell and Andrew Adonis, voting 
for the Tories’ junior partners was an easy choice; they 
oppose Brexit because they support the interests of the 
majority of British capitalists who know their future 
depends on the protection offered by the EU. No doubt 
many of those who voted Green saw this as a “left” 
alternative to Labour.

While the results do not change anything, the 

campaign did enormous damage not only to the party 
but to Jeremy Corbyn’s reputation as a “straight talking, 
honest” politician, the very qualities that brought him 
the support of hundreds of thousands of members in the 
leadership campaign four years ago.

His strategy of “constructive ambiguity”, in other 
words avoiding a clear position on the central question, 
Leave or Remain, guaranteed that he came across as 
evasive, unable to answer a straight question with a 
straight answer. Worst of all, it was based on preventing 
the membership of the party discussing and deciding the 
party’s policy.

All that must now change. Corbyn should convene a 
meeting of the NEC and propose a Special Conference at 
which clear alternative policies can be debated, amended 
and voted on. We oppose Brexit because it is a reactionary 
nationalist project that obstructs the development of an 
internationalist working class movement that can fight 
the pan-European policies of the biggest corporations 
and banks. 

Moreover, whatever its supporters might think, Brexit 
plays right into the hands of the US asset strippers who 
cannot wait to get their hands on the NHS and dismantle 
the welfare state, workers’ rights and environmental 
protection. Consequently, we will support motions that 
commit the party to fighting to stop Brexit, either via a 
general election with a manifesto commitment to revoke 
Article 50, or via a second referendum, in which we 
campaign to remain.

If the NEC fails to deliver this, then we must start 
now to submit clear motions against Brexit to the annual 
conference in September. This time, delegates should 
refuse to accept decisions being taken behind closed 
doors and insist on alternative motions being debated 
and voted upon on the conference floor.

This is the acid test for Corbyn’s leadership. If he fails 
it, then the surge of support that placed him at the head of 
the party will ebb away as quickly as it flooded in.

If he succeeds, then the transformation of Labour 
can get back on track, we can start to replace Blairite 
MPs with candidates who are committed to a socialist 
transformation of the UK, and to taking on the powers 
of Brussels from within the EU, alongside working class 
forces across the continent and beyond.
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To regain the initiative, Labour must 
become the party of a socialist Europe

EDITORIAL 
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LOCAL ELECTIONS

Labour stagnates as Tories slump

THE LOCAL ELECTION RESULTS 
were a disaster for the Tories with 
the loss of 44 councils and 1,330 
councillors. Labour’s performance 
was disappointing with the loss 
of six councils and 84 councillors 
– well below John McDonnell’s 
expectant 400 gains.

The media hardly noticed the 
difference between Labour and 
Tory results as they branded them 
all poor and deduced that Labour 
lost ground in Leave areas. This is 
of course rubbish. Tory losses were 
of a far greater magnitude than 
Labour’s. Brexit obviously featured 
in voters’ intentions but Labour 
made losses and gains in both 
Leave and Remain areas.

Labour did well in the south 
and even took control of Gravesham 
in Kent, a big Leave area. In the 
north Labour didn’t do so well 
but this was not mainly Labour 
Leave voters deserting for UKIP. 
UKIP lost 145 councillors. More 
likely, as Bridget Phillipson MP for 
Sunderland, where Labour lost 10 
seats, suggests, “it was because the 
Labour vote went off to the Greens, 
Lib Dems or stayed at home rather 
than turning to the far right”.

The national pattern seems 
to be that both Labour and Tory, 
parties that wanted to do a deal to 
leave the EU, saw votes they had 
previously gathered go elsewhere to 
parties that want to remain. So the 
idea that the electorate was sending 
a message to Labour to “get a deal 
done”, as Jeremy Corbyn suggested, 
is totally wrong.

Labour is clearly trying to 
satisfy both its Leave and Remain 
supporters, risking the alienation 
of both. As a result it tried to shift 
the emphasis onto the cuts in 
local government funding in the 
elections, no doubt remembering 
its strong anti-austerity message in 
the General Election. It didn’t work 
this time. The political situation 
now is quite different after three 
years of chaotic Brexit negotiations 
constantly in the headlines.

Cuts bite back
Labour’s ploy backfired as Remain 
voters gave Labour a bloody 
nose. But it backfired for another 
crucial reason. Labour councils 
have faithfully implemented the 
Tory cuts, fearful of breaking the 
law by overspending, so it appears 
for all to see that Labour is not 
fighting austerity. The consequence 
of cutting services and making 
working people’s lives poorer is 
not unconnected to the fact that 
over 600 Independents and smaller 
parties gained councillors.

Local elections are also about 
local issues. Independents took 
control of councils, for example, in 
Bolsover, Derbyshire and Ashfield 
in Nottinghamshire. Both were 
Labour strongholds. Independent 
councillors were organised as 
groups and won their appeal 
from largely local problems. One 
independent councillor in Ashfield 
explained their success as, “a gap 
between council and local support 
offered”. In other words, Labour 
cutting in already deprived areas.

The problem stems from the 
local government policy adopted by 
Jeremy Corbyn, John McDonnell 
and Jon Trickett in 2015, when they 
wrote to all party members saying 

they did not support illegal, i.e. no 
cuts budgets. Instead a national 
campaign (which we have never 
seen) was to place the blame on 
Tory central government cuts. 
However, while those cuts were real 
– 50 per cent on average – people 
don’t forgive the administrator of 
poison just because someone else 
made the poison.

So some on the left of the party, 
like economist Grace Blakeley and 
Novara Media editor Ash Sarkar, 
promoted the Preston model as 
the answer: doing more with less, 
and doing it locally. By making 
local businesses preferred bidders 
for council contracts, subsidising 
workers’ co-operatives and setting 
up a bank to specialise in loans to 
small businesses, it hopes to keep 
council money circulating locally. 
A form of trickle-down economics.

This is essentially a petit 
bourgeois programme, protecting 
native suppliers against the winds 
of the national (and global) 
marketplace. But the working class 
will pay for this through higher 
costs. Moreover if it is copied widely, 
let alone when the next recession 
hits, then many of the benefits will 
fall away, as other markets are shut 
out, co-ops fail and the “people’s 

bank” calls in debts or folds. 

Moving forward
If we are to maintain or even regain 
the momentum created by Corbyn’s 
anti-austerity drive, then Labour 
has to address two key dilemmas. 
Firstly it has to come clean on the 
consequences of any form of Brexit 
deal. Quite apart from the economic 
disaster looming for working class 
people and their living standards, 
there will be a poisonous political 
climate of nationalism and racism 
driven by the far right. Labour 
should oppose to this divisive 
narrative – and oppose Brexit.

Secondly Labour should put 
its stand against local government 
funding cuts into action and call 
on its councillors and the trade 
union movement to defy the Tories. 
Instead of presiding over cuts or 
protecting local small businesses 
at the expense of others and 
consumers, Labour councils should 
pass no cuts budgets and involve 
service workers and users to draft 
“needs budgets”. It should welcome 
resistance to the Tories, including 
the use of industrial action against 
the cuts, and also commit a future 
Labour government to reinstating 
all the Tory cutbacks.

BERNIE MCADAM

"I think it's going to rain today." - Corbyn on the campaign trail in Manchester 
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REPORTS

SOAS Students protest against 
racist lecturer

PROTESTS ERUPTED ON THE 
campus of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies (SOAS) in 
the University of London after 
reports that Gunnar Beck, a 
reader in law, was standing for the 
far-right Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) in the European Parliament 
elections. Staff trade union 
members soon joined it.

SOAS UNISON, which 
organises professional and 
support staff at the school, has 
backed the students’ demand for 
Beck’s dismissal. And the SOAS 
branch of the University and 
College Union’s (UCU) decision 
that members of racist parties 
do not have a place in the union 
is the right one. They should go 
further and stand in solidarity 
with the students’ demand for 
Beck’s dismissal.

Students have demanded 
Beck be sacked, not only because 
of his membership of a far right 
party that targets immigrants and 
refugees in Germany and foments 
racist hatred, but also because 
of complaints about Becks own 
xenophobic and oppressive 
behaviour over many years 
towards students in his classes. 

At the hundreds strong 
demonstrations students spoke 
out about their ordeals and of the 
school’s consistent failure to look 
investigate. They showed how the 
formal complainants procedure 
was heavily biased in favour of 
those with institutional power 
over students grades and futures 
and against survivors of hate 
speech and violence, especially 
women and those from those 
socially oppressed groups.

Students and staff unions have 
demanded that SOAS initiates 
a full enquiry into allegations 
against Beck, one that protects 
the complainants and witnesses 
against discrimination of 
victimisation. 

SOAS management’s response 
so far is merely to hint at Beck’s 
dismissal on the grounds that 
he is  an AfD member of the 
European Parliament, evading the 
question of his racist politics.

Free speech?
Since the start of the campaign, 
students have categorically 
demanded the dismissal of the 
AfD member from SOAS. As 
a leading member of a racist, 
chauvinist and anti-working class 
party, we want Beck out so that he 
does not have the platform from 
which to indoctrinate students 
with his reactionary ideology 
and thus normalise far-right 
politics on campus and in public 
discourse.

SOAS management has 
defended Beck’s employment by 
referring to the “right to academic 
freedom of speech” ignoring 
the fact that this is a party 
denies freedom of movement 
to migrants, rejects freedom of 
religion and states in its party 
programme that “Islam does not 
belong to Germany”. 

In Germany, it also wants 
to make deep cuts in education 
that would reduce opportunities 
for working class and poorer 
students. The AfD topped the 
polls in the provinces of Saxony 
and Brandenburg and presents a 
real threat there.  

Of course these arguments 
would carry little weight with 
SOA management since they 
themselves are carrying out a 
neoliberal restructuring that 
threatens the livelihoods of 
the many while protecting the 
privileged few. This fits perfectly 
well with the bourgeois class 
interests the SOAS management 
loyally serves. For the same 
reason they also have a history of 
targeting trade union leaders and 
progressive faculty members. 

Students and staff need to 
press on with the demand that 

racists should have no platform in 
the school. It should follow in the 
footsteps of St Edmunds College, 
Cambridge, that sacked eugenicist 
Noah Carl after uncovering 
evidence of his collaboration with 
far-right extremists. 

And if Beck hangs on, in the 
next semester we should organise 
lecture hall picket lines, office 
sit-ins, and link up with similar 
protests, such as at King’s College 
London where senior lecturer 
Niall McCrae called a Black 
Remain campaigner a “fucking 
traitor” and poked at a union jack 
in his face. 

The Beck case raises an issue 
that has been raised many times 
by radical student movements -  
taking the power to hire and fire 
out of the hands of management 
and into those of the students, 
teachers and other campus 
workers’ unions.

International solidarity
In a period when there is a 
worldwide rise in right wing and 
racist populism, students and 
campus workers have to reach 
out to build alliances with student 
and workers’ movements on other 
campuses.

We also need to link up 
internationally, with students 
like Shehla Rashid at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University in India, who 
are raising their voices against the 
brutal repression in Kashmir or 
Pashtun students in Pakistan who 
are presently suffering repression 
by the military. 

In Brasil too students 
are fighting back against the 
arch-reactionary President 
Jair Bolsonaro who praises 
the country’s brutal military 
dictatorship.

Therefore, protests against all 
such racist agendas should be in 
full solidarity with one another 
across all borders. Let’s seize the 
time to make this international 
unity a reality.

BY GEORG ISMAEL & MINERWA TAHIR

"The case of Gunnar 
Beck raises an 
issue central to the 
programme of radical 
student movements 
- taking the control 
of hiring and firing 
out of the hands of 
managements and 
placing it under the 
democratic control of 
workers and students"
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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ELECTION

Farage and the threat of racist populism

NIGEL FARAGE HAS MADE 
A remarkable comeback, thanks 
to the widespread indignation 
and contempt at the sheer chaos 
and the infighting in parliament. 
Launching the Brexit Party, he 
raised over £750,000 in a few days. 
Yet it has no “members” – just a 
claimed 100,000 online registered 
supporters.

Former Tory donor Jeremy 
Hosking gave £200,000 and Arron 
Banks has also chipped in. Indeed a 
clutch of hedge funds millionaires, 
the most parasitic section of 
international capital, seems to be 
the basis of this “nationalist” party.

In the Sunday Telegraph Farage 
said he is “running a company, 
not a political party”. He claimed, 
“I’ve watched the growth of 
the 5 Star Movement [in Italy], 
from its inception, with absolute 
fascination: the genius of setting 
up this new way of doing politics, 
an online platform.”

He has used it to advance his 
highly antagonistic brand of right 
wing, racist populism.

Farage ignores the fact that the 
difficulty in implementing Brexit 
is the real challenge presented by 
disengaging Britain from the EU 
where it has been growing for 45 
years. He even ignores the fact 
that at least half the people do not 
want any form of Brexit, with a big 
majority against the No Deal crash 
Farage now advocates. Instead he 
presents the issue as one of the elite 
(politicians and journalists) versus 
the rest, dubbed “the people.”

On this basis he identifies his 
opponents as traitors to the nation 
and to its will, as expressed once 
and for all in the referendum of 
23 June 2016. The day after this 
he gushed, “Dawn is breaking on 
an independent United Kingdom”, 
and called it a victory for “real 
people”. That three years later it has 
not happened can, he says, only be 
down to conscious and immoral 
betrayal.

“We have been betrayed! Not 
just by the Conservatives, Labour 
have done the same thing, too,” he 

told Andrew Marr, on the BBC, 
His subsequent triumph in the 
European elections humiliated 
both major parties and contributed 
to the downfall of a Prime Minister: 
could a self-promoting egotist ask 
for anything more? Well yes.

Racism
Farage turned the Leave Campaign 
into a full-throated roar of rage, 
targeted at “free movement”. He 
was responsible for the poster 
showing a column of Syrian 
refugees, captioned “Breaking 
Point - We must break free of the 
EU and take back control of our 
borders”.

The poster was widely 
condemned as racist, even by 
fellow Leave campaigners. Marr 
asked him if he still stood by it, 
given it had nothing to do with 
European workers seeking work 
here. Unabashed Farage not only 
not only claimed it was true, but 
expanded his boast: “It was the 
truth, and if you think about that 
poster it’s transformed European 
politics.”

Last year Nigel Farage wrote 
the foreword to Enoch Was Right: 
‘Rivers of Blood’ 50 Years On, a 
book by Raheem Kassam, former 
editor of British editor of the alt-
right Breitbart News and organiser 
of the Free Tommy Robinson 
campaign. In it he said: “50 years 
on from the most dramatic post-
war speech in Britain, this updated 
view is a VERY important part 
of the continuing debate. Enoch 
never goes away.”

So what did “Enoch” say? 
He claimed the native, i.e. white 
British “found themselves made 
strangers in their own country. 
They found their wives unable to 
obtain hospital beds in childbirth, 
their children unable to obtain 
school places, their homes and 
neighbourhoods changed beyond 
recognition.”

Powell concluded: “The 
immigrant communities can 
organise to consolidate their 
members, to agitate and campaign 
against their fellow citizens, and to 
overawe and dominate… As I look 

ahead, I am filled with foreboding; 
like the Roman, I seem to see the 
River Tiber foaming with much 
blood.”

Populism
Farage justifies his racism with 
the claim to represent the “real 
people”: “The problem is this: the 
country very clearly wants us to 
stand up and be who we are. Our 
political class do not believe in 
Britain. They simply don’t think 
we’re good enough to run our own 
affairs.”

He jeered at Marr’s claims 
that the Brexit Party had no 
policies beyond leaving the EU as 
“ridiculous” and or “ludicrous”. 
The Brexit Party has no manifesto, 
he said, because “manifesto to me 
has a word association with lie”.

These themes have been 
identified as populism. Populism is 
a term that has hit it big over the 
last few years, especially since the 
“shock” victory of Donald Trump 
and fellow right wingers Matteo 
Salvini of Italy, Hungary’s premier 
Victor Orban and Brazil’s Jair 
Bolsonaro.

Dutch political scientist Cas 
Mudde has provided a useful 
definition in his article The Populist 
Zeitgeist (2004):

“I define populism as an 
ideology that considers society to 
be ultimately separated into two 
homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the 
corrupt elite’, and which argues that 
politics should be an expression of 
the volo nté générale (general 
will) of the people. As a result 
populism is “moralistic rather 
than programmatic” and is not 
a fully formed political ideology 
like socialism or liberalism – it is 
instead a ‘thin’ ideology, made up 
of just a few core beliefs.”

As a result it can be easily 
combined with opposed “thicker” 
ideologies, such as communism, 
ecologism, nationalism.

Certainly we can see this in 
Farage’s moralistic denunciations 
of opponents, his claim to embody 
the people’s will, and his scorn 
for detailed policy. Parties fail to 

DAVE STOCKTON
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Far right remains a threat

ON 23 NOVEMBER 2018, UKIP 
leader Gerard Batten appointed 
Tommy Robinson – real name 
Stephen Yaxley-Lennon – as his 
personal advisor. Nigel Farage 
resigned in protest, subsequently 
endorsing the Brexit Party – 
despite the fact that its former 
leader Catherine Blaiklock had 
herself endorsed Robinson’s views, 
retweeting seven of his Twitter 
posts and declaring that “Islam = 
submission – mostly to raping men”.

Tommy Robinson rose to 
prominence as the demagogic leader 
of the English Defence League, a 
far right street organisation known 
for its violence and harassment of 
marginalised groups. Its supporters 
have plotted to bomb mosques and 
have links to the Norwegian far 
right terrorist Anders Breivik.

Prior to this, Robinson was 
a member of the fascist, white 
supremacist, antisemitic and 
Islamophobic British National Party 
(BNP), and in 2012 served as vice-
chairman of the British Freedom 
Party, one of the BNP’s offshoots.

Like Farage, Robinson brands 
himself as an “ordinary bloke”, 
despite sitting on millions of pounds 
donated by international capitalist 
financiers and like-minded 
fascist sympathisers. During his 
imprisonment for contempt of court 
in 2018 right wing politicians rallied 
to his defence, including former 
White House Chief Strategist Steve 
Bannon and the leader of the Dutch 
Party for Freedom Geert Wilders. 
Robinson has become a glorified 
“British icon” to the American alt-
right. 

More recently, Robinson 
stood as a candidate in the 
European parliament elections 
for the North West England 
constituency. Robinson’s campaign 
was a barefaced attempt to exploit 
the insecurities and tensions 
surrounding austerity and Brexit for 
his own cynical ends.

Although Robinson had 
boasted about walking “into 
Brussels like Connor McGregor”, in 
the end he snuck out of the count 
early to avoid the humiliation of 
coming eighth with 2.2 per cent 
of the vote. He blamed the social 

media companies, the government, 
police, mainstream media… if he 
had the wit he would have blamed 
McDonald’s for selling milkshakes 
too.

Milkshakes
Indeed local residents did not take 
kindly to Robinson’s presence. 
While campaigning in Warrington 
and Bury, Robinson was hit twice 
with projectile milkshakes. Since 
then both Nigel Farage and UKIP 
MEP candidate Carl Benjamin have 
likewise been splattered.

This resulted in the hashtag 
#MilkshakesAgainstRacism 
trending on Twitter and McDonald’s 
receiving instructions from local 
police to stop selling the product 
near right populist rallies. We’re 
glad to report, however, that one 
Burger King employee in Scotland 
tweeted in response, “We’re selling 
milkshakes all weekend. Have fun.”

Two weeks later bussed-
in Robinson supporters were 
surrounded and heckled in 
Liverpool with chants such as “Nazi 
scum off our streets!” before being 
escorted away in a police vehicle for 

their own protection. As he arrived 
in Bootle on 19 May Robinson’s van 
was again pelted with milkshakes 
and eggs, as more than 50 police 
officers protected and separated his 
supporters – recognisably not from 
the area – from local protesters.

Speaking at Derby Park on 18 
May Jeremy Corbyn warned of the 
rise of the far right and the threat it 
poses to our communities, calling 
on voters to come out in support of 
the Labour Party in the European 
elections. But voting alone will not 
defeat fascism. Only the working 
class, united across intersectional 
lines and including BAME and 
LGBT+ workers, can guarantee the 
lasting defeat of Tommy Robinson 
and the broader far right.

Defence committees must 
be established to train activists 
in the protection of anti-fascist 
demonstrations from far right 
violence. Only a genuine united 
front against fascism that penetrates 
every street and every workplace 
can successfully halt the rise of 
the far right both in Britain and 
internationally. Join Red Flag in the 
fight to help build such a movement.

DAVE GREEN

implement their manifestos for all 
sorts of reasons but he puts this 
down to “lies” or a “conspiracy”.

Populism on its own is not so 
much an ideology, therefore, as 
a political method which centres 
on fostering profound distrust 
of parties and representative 
institutions, of programmes and 
elected leaders. Instead it prefers a 
method where an all-powerful and 
wise leader emerges who embodies 
or represents not only the 
supporters, but the entire people. 
This involves excluding an “other” 
from the “real” people.

When right wing populism 
emerges, the other is always 
a national, racial or political 
minority – as w ell as the “corrupt 
elite”. Today, because of nearly two 
decades of wars “against terrorism”, 
waged by Western imperialism 

in the Middle East, Muslims are 
its natural target, in ‘defence’ of 
Judeo-Christian civilisation.

How to combat populism
The terrible confusion of Brexit – 
the impotence of parliament and 
the “old parties”, including the 
failure of Labour under Corbyn to 
put itself at the head of a movement 
of resistance to Brexit, rather than 
passively waiting for May and the 
Tories to discredit themselves – 
has played into Farage’s hands. 
Faced with such an enemy, waiting 
for a general election could be 
fatal.

We now face a very dangerous 
conjuncture, where Farage’s 
movement can consolidate and 
grow, picking up lots of Tories 
and some Labour supporters too. 
Simply concentrating on its racism 

will be insufficient. Farage had the 
good sense to break with UKIP 
and the fascist Tommy Robinson. 
The British ruling class at the 
moment neither requires, nor will 
it tolerate street marching forces 
picking fights with the Muslim 
community.

The antifascist campaigns 
organised by Lexiters, like Socialist 
Worker and the Morning Star, 
will have big problems handling 
Farage and his party, because they 
can only claim he has “ hijacked 
Brexit”, whereas in fact he is a 
legitimate expression of it.

The truth is right wing 
populism can only be beaten 
by a force which bases itself on 
the working class movement, 
and which identifies the entire 
capitalist class not just “the elite” 
as the enemy.
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Nationalise British Steel 

STEEL IS IN TROUBLE AGAIN. 
British Steel has gone into 
administration while the Tories, 
refusing to nationalise the firm, are 
desperately searching for a buyer. The 
workforce – 4,500 workers spread 
over two sites, the bulk at the giant 
Scunthorpe plant – face an uncertain 
future, with knock-on losses of up to 
20,000 local jobs. Unless the plant is 
nationalised, workers will doubtless 
face demands for cuts to their jobs 
and conditions - or the sack.

Labour has rightly called for 
nationalisation, as has the Unite, 
GMB and Community unions, 
but the workers need to take 
action quickly to prevent any asset 
stripping, block the closure and pile 
on the pressure for nationalisation.

Labour should spearhead a 
massive solidarity movement that 
could not only help the steelworkers 
win but politically destabilise Tory 
attempts to keep their grip on power 
under a new, hard right leader.

More Brexit fallout
It is widely recognised that without 
support of some kind, this will 
only be the latest crisis in the steel 
industry’s long decline, caused by 
low investment and productivity in 
steel since its privatisation in 1988, 
but more fundamentally a global 
glut of steel due to overproduction 
and the post-2008 stagnant world 
economy,

Global steelmaker SSI shut the 
big Redcar plant in 2015, while Tata 
cut workers’ jobs, pay and pensions 
before selling its operations for £1 
to vulture fund Greybull Capital, 
who then renamed it British Steel, 
in 2016. Liberty House, mooted as 
a potential “rescuer” of Scunthorpe, 
also chopped 270 jobs after buying 
up Tata’s Scottish plants. Overall 
7,000 jobs, nearly one out of five steel 
workers, disappeared in the 2016 
crisis.

But then came the Brexit 
referendum and Trump’s victory 
in the US. The endless Brexit 
uncertainty led to an exodus of EU 
customers – 70 per cent of British 
Steel’s base – and drove down the 

pound, so the price of imported iron 
ore rose.

Trump’s escalating trade war 
with China has spilled over to the 
EU, with the US hiking tariffs against 
EU steel. Then the EU reciprocated 
with quotas for steel imports to 
be followed by a 25 per cent tariff. 
Britain will be outside all these tariff 
walls if it crashes out of the EU.

Vulture capitalism
There is a twist in the British Steel 
saga that shows what a swindle 
government support for private 
buyers in these cases is.

Greybull bought British Steel for 
a song via a parent company based 
in the Jersey offshore tax haven. 
Greybull makes its money by buying 
up “distressed” firms, squeezing 
them for value, and then selling 
them on – or not. It made a cool 
£10 million from buying up then 
collapsing Monarch Airlines.

British Steel is simply the next 
victim, with Greybull charging it 
fat management fees and lending 
it £50 million at exorbitant interest 
rates – despite the fact it “owned” 
BS. And Greybull will be near the 
front of the line to recoup its money 
in the liquidation process – tax-
free, because it’s registered in Jersey. 
Notwithstanding this scam, Greybull 
has repeatedly gone cap in hand 
to the government for low-interest 
loans, like £120 million it received 
to cover its EU carbon emissions bill 
this year.

Workers should put no faith 
in the search for another private 
investor. It didn’t work in 2016. It 
won’t work now.

Steel in a capitalist world
Labour and the unions need to stop 
sitting on the sidelines, waiting for a 
buyer; with Brexit hanging over the 
sector there may be none. Even if the 
Tories are forced to nationalise it, it 
will be a state capitalist intervention, 
like at RBS, leading to massive job 
cuts, wage and pension givebacks, 
and hiked exploitation.

Dr Richard Curry, a steel expert 
at Swansea University, has warned: 
“Like most steel plants in the UK, 
the assets were tired and needed 

regeneration. Its Eighties and 
Nineties technology competing with 
the most modern in the world… 
buyers won’t accept steel unless it is 
carbon neutral. British Steel needs a 
buyer willing to spend, but is ready 
to accept a 20 or 30-year return. Is 
there anyone like that in the capitalist 
world?”

The short answer is, no.

Brexit means breakdown
The only solution to British Steel 
is for it to be nationalised, under 
workers’ control, where it can be 
transformed to become carbon-
neutral, and to fight for a continental, 
democratic plan of production as 
part of a socialist Europe. If that 
means defying EU – and WTO – 
rules, so be it.

But that means starting a fight 
now. The Financial Times warns that 
the official receiver is likely to wrap 
up British Steel one way or another in 
the next month or two. The unions, 
Unite, GMB and Community, are 
merely calling on the Tories to pay 
wages and production costs “until a 
buyer for this world-class business 
can be found”. 

Instead shop stewards and 
rank and file workers should call 
mass meetings and organise an 
immediate occupation of the plants 
to keep the furnaces going and 
prevent administrators or Greybull 
from stripping the assets out of the 
company.

Flying pickets should put their 
case for a national steel strike to 
workers in other plants, regardless of 
their ownership, and build the strike 
from below, while demanding their 
“leaders” lend them the full support 
of their union machines.

Such action could force the 
Tories’ hand to concede British 
Steel’s nationalisation. What’s more, 
it could open the way for a struggle 
across borders to solve the wider 
steel crisis on a working class basis: 
nationalisation under workers’ 
control, without compensation to 
Greybull and the other venture 
capitalist owners, and co-ordinated 
through a socialist plan of production 
for socially useful, carbon-neutral 
steel products, not financial greed.

ANDY YORKE

"Eighties and Nineties 
technology competing 
with the most modern 
in the world... British 
Steel needs a buyer 
willing to spend and 
accept a 20 or 30 
year return. Is there 
anyone like that in the 
capitalist world?"
Dr Richard Curry, Swansea University
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royal mail bins union agreement

ROYAL MAIL ANNOUNCED A 
new five year strategy on 22 May to 
increase automation and develop 
later parcel deliveries without 
informing the CWU postal workers’ 
union. Many outside the company 
would have been surprised the next 
day when the union, in a video to 
members, denounced these new 
plans as “a wolf in sheep’s clothing” 
threatening up to 20,000 job losses 
and more office closures. But few 
CWU members would have been 
shocked.

The fact is for months the “Four 
Pillars (4P)” agreement, negotiated 
last year to end a high-profile 
strike threat, has been coming 
apart from above and below. It 
promised a change of culture in 
Royal Mail from shopfloor bullying 
to management working with the 
union to develop “an agreed joint 
mutual interest vision”, together 
planning to harness technology and 
target the growing parcel market. In 
return the workforce was promised 
a 35-hour working week in stages, 
improved pensions for 30,000 staff 
and extended legal protections 
against zero hours contracts and 
any break-up of the company.

In reality the culture of bullying 
has got worse, as directors pressured 
managers to claw back the costs of 
the pay rise and the first reduction 
in the work week to 38 hours.

According to union officials 
the result has been the biggest 
spike in four years of unofficial 
walkouts, canteen sit-ins and ballot 
requests, overwhelmingly against 
bullying and victimisation and with 
the verbal backing of the union’s 
leaders. Just last month unofficial 
walkouts have occurred in Medway 
mail centre in Kent, and delivery 
offices from Paisley, Scotland to 
Bristol and Birmingham. And no 
doubt there are even more canteen 
sit-ins or threats.

This pressure in part led to the 
emergency motion at the CWU 
national conference earlier in May, 
which accused Royal Mail of a 
“growing toxic workplace culture” 
and resolved to take national 

industrial action to defend the 4P 
agreement if necessary.

Privatisation comes home to roost
At the top, Royal Mail’s board 
changed its management team, 
appointing as CEO the anti-CWU 
Rico Back from its European 
operations – built on casualised 
contracts, long hours and no union 
– and placing a host of old anti-
union managers into key positions.

The 4P’s joint management-
union bodies to oversee the 
redesign of postal operations were 
sidelined for new management 
structures going round the CWU 
and its new plan, developed behind 
closed doors with the consultancy 
firm KPMG. That exposes the 
company’s briefing to staff as a lie, 
with its claim to be “committed to 
working collaboratively with our 
unions on the strategy, detailed 
design and deployment”. As one 
official said at a recent national 
reps’ meeting, “it’s the shortest 
honeymoon ever after a new 
agreement has been signed off, 
barely months”.

Billing the new plan as 
“investment” in a “second daily 
parcel delivery”, they aim to strip 
shoe-box sized parcels out of walks 
for later delivery concentrated in 
300 out of 1,400 Delivery Offices, 
downsizing the current delivery 
staff in line with the shrinking 
letters market while hiking 

their walkspan (hours spent on 
physically delivering letters).

While extending parcel 
deliveries to Sunday, the company 
has privately floated the idea of 
slimming the USO commitment 
to deliver letters from six to five 
days a week, cancelling Saturdays. 
Meanwhile Royal Mail managers 
have said they want to use the 
tech agreed in the 4P agreement to 
introduce an Amazon-style “data-
led” management of individual 
workers, while using infotech 
to change staff shifts, possibly 
weekly, to fit traffic. This will create 
a pressure-cooker workplace, 
messing up workers’ lives and 
commitments, 35 hour week or not.

Company PR is hypocritically 
billing the new strategy as a 
massive investment in Royal Mail, 
after shareholders have stripped 
£1 billion in profits out of the 
company since 2014. It announced 
at the same time it would increase 
this month’s dividend! The new 
five year plan is the fallout from 
privatisation, as Royal Mail bosses 
move to reap its fruits by taming or 
breaking the union.

‘Were we naïve?’
Deputy General Secretary (Postal) 
Terry Pullinger explained in his 
video to members, “We thought, 
new managers, new leadership, new 
thinking, that’s what we thought – 
were we naïve?”

Yes. Without some miraculous 
change in the postal market, and 
with other companies and the giant 
Amazon increasingly entering it, 
Royal Mail was always going to 
claw back the cost of its promises.

The fact is every deal cut in the 
last decade starts with affirming 
the “mutual interests” between the 
workers and bosses, and they all 
melted down on the fact that our 
interests are opposed – our wage 
rises and shorter working week are 
a deduction from their profits.

A deal brokered around 
a conference room table with 
ACAS couldn’t force Royal Mail 
millionaire shareholders to 
even temporarily accept these 
deductions from its profits. Only 
a strike that brought them to their 
knees could have forced this, 
though not permanently. Now 
the company wants to go forward 
without the union.

In December 2017 during 
the 4P dispute a court injunction 
stopped us striking – the basis of the 
4P’s legal clauses, now incorporated 
into the 4P itself, which bar strikes 
– and forced the union into ACAS 
talks and the current deal. Now 
as the union prepares for another 
likely battle, postal workers, 
activists and reps need to develop 
our rank and file organisation to 
provide the power and members’ 
control that can mean we fight and 
win.

A CWU REP

Shirley DO in Birmingham is balloting over the dismissal of a staff member who missed work due to depression – as the Royal Mail makes a big PR splash around its new focus on “mental health”.
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PCS CONFERENCE 2019: WE NEED A RANK AND FILE MOVEMENT TO rebuild the union

THE CIVIL SERVICE UNION  
PCS held its annual conference this 
year at a time of stagnant wages 
and declining strike action. Public 
sector pay in particular has suffered 
from the government’s pay freeze. 
Yet last year saw only 273,000 days 
of strike action, the sixth lowest 
number since records began in 
1891. 

The proportion of workers in 
trade unions is the lowest since 
1995. New jobs are increasingly 
precarious: zero-hours, temporary 
and fixed-term contracts the norm. 
Underemployment and bogus self-
employment blight the workforce.

These forms of employment 
make it harder for unions to recruit, 
and weaken their struggle. We are 
also fighting, one hand tied behind 
our backs. Britain’s draconian anti-
union laws have made effective 
strike action illegal, and raised 
multiple barriers to legal strike 
action.

Real wages in the civil service 
have fallen by 10 per cent since 
2010. The Pubic and Commercial 
Services union has twice balloted 
its members over the past year 
for industrial action aimed at 
recouping those lost earnings and 
twice “lost” – not because there 
was no majority (the Yes vote won 
by more than 4:1 both times), but 
because of the undemocratic anti-
union laws which demand a 50 
per cent turnout but don’t allow 
workplace or digital voting.

The civil service workforce was 
reduced by a fifth between 2010 and 
2016, with only Brexit upsetting 
the government’s plans for further 
cuts. PCS recruited more members 
in 2018 than at any other time in 
the past decade. Yet membership 
still fell by a thousand. With every 
round of redundancies, the union 
has lost not only members, but 
experienced activists.

How to win strike ballots
The failure of two successive strike 
ballots must, therefore, be seen 
in this context. The 47 per cent 
turnout in the last ballot was an 

improvement on the first and a huge 
improvement on earlier campaigns. 
However, for the hundreds of PCS 
activists who met in Brighton, 
representing thousands of 
underpaid and overworked union 
members, the leadership seemed 
unclear how we could go forward 
with a programme of industrial 
action – except to try, try, try again. 

There were three counterposed 
motions on pay, which were 
debated together: the NEC’s 
motion to call another aggregated 
ballot on pay this year; another 
motion to call for a disaggregated 
ballot so that departments that met 
the 50 per cent threshold could take 
strike action; and a third to go back 
to the branches and work out why 
the first two ballots had failed and 
how we could win a third.

The debate ended with 
conference passing the leadership’s 
motion by a very small margin: 
62,676 votes to 60,991. The NEC’s 
argument for the motion was that 
we could get the 50 per cent turnout 
required in another aggregated 
ballot in the coming months.

However, this is pure 
guesswork. The disaggregated 
ballot option would at least have 
allowed the stronger sections to 
start the fight for pay, while work 
was undertaken to bring other 
groups into the strike.

Left disunity
Among those backing the third 
option against the leadership’s 
motion were Socialist Party 
members, previously the dominant 
part of the union’s ruling faction, 
Left Unity. Over the past year, 
Left Unity has been consumed 
by an internal struggle between 
supporters of PCS General 
Secretary Mark Serwotka and 
supporters of key Socialist Party 
figures in the union.

With the Socialist Party and 
its Left Unity faction riven with 
divisions and standing rival 
candidates in the Assistant General 
Secretary election, a member of 
the Independent Left won the 
position. No doubt the candidate’s 
commitment to taking a workers’ 

wage rather than the £68,000-
£93,000 per year bureaucrat’s salary 
helped tip the scales and is an 
important challenge to bureaucratic 
privilege. 

The leadership’s internal crisis 
also allowed a censure motion  
to be passed overwhelmingly by 
conference. The Chair of PCS 
Proud, the union’s LGBT network, 
introduced the motion, criticising 
Mark Serwotka for signing an 
open letter in the Morning Star on 
behalf of PCS that painted trans 
activists as violent and attempted to 
“otherise” them in the trade union 
movement.

It took the PCS NEC a month to 
reaffirm the union’s commitment to 
transgender rights, in a statement 
that failed to mention the letter or 
acknowledge the concerns of the 
union’s LGBT members. 

A motion criticising the IHRA 
definition of antisemitism and the 
slanders against Jeremy Corbyn 
passed with a large majority.

Another important step was 
a motion to produce a pamphlet 
critiquing the current benefits 
system and proposing alternative 
policy – an important commitment 
from the union representing DWP 
staff.

Labour Party
Jeremy Corbyn addressed the final 
day of the conference and reaffirmed 
his commitments to repealing the 
most recent anti-union legislation, 
equalising wages across the civil 
service, bringing back centralised 
collective bargaining, and undoing 
the cuts made to facility time.

In his speech introducing 
Jeremy Corbyn, Mark Serwotka 
questioned why last year’s decision 
to review how PCS could help bring 
a Corbyn government to power 
had gone unimplemented, and 
whether divisions over Labour may 
have soured relations between his 
supporters and the Socialist Party. 

PCS support for Labour in the 
next general election would be an 
historic step forward for the union 
and one desperately needed when 
a government opposed to austerity 
and supportive of the unions is on 

REBECCA AND SARAH, PCS ACTIVISTS

"If we want to win the 
new pay ballot and 
rebuild the union, we 
need to reorganise 
and strengthen 
our grassroots by 
building a rank and 
file movement that 
campaigns for a 
democratic, class 
struggle union."



JUNE 2019 / REDFLAG / 11

PCS CONFERENCE 2019: WE NEED A RANK AND FILE MOVEMENT TO rebuild the union

TRADE UNIONS

offer.
Nobody is yet advocating a 

“wait for Labour” strategy but 
the danger is there for the fight 
for a Corbyn government to 
become an alternative to industrial 
action. There was certainly no 
acknowledgement from the top 
table that a Labour government, 
still dominated by the same MPs we 
fought over pensions and cuts, may 
not feel able to honour the promises 
made in opposition.

Rebuilding the PCS
The key task resulting from the 
conference is a renewed effort to 
overcome the ballot threshold 
and finally launch a pay strike. 
Even though many activists will 
be disappointed by the decision 
to undertake another aggregated 
ballot, there’s no doubt that 
enormous efforts will be made once 
again to breach 50 per cent.

If we are successful, the union 
will be in a far better position to 
rebuild its strength. It is likely 
that the union will undertake a 
combination of one-day national 
all-member strikes and longer, 
paid selective strikes by members 
best placed to disrupt the day-to-

day running of the state. Strikes 
always mean recruitment, not just 
of members but activists, who will 
help to expand the mobilising and 
organising capacity of the union. 

But if we are to rebuild the 
union, whether or not we win the 
pay ballot, failing twice to persuade 
enough members to vote in a ballot 
means we need to take a long 
hard look at how we organise and 
strengthen our grassroots. This year 
an organisation called PCS HMRC 
Rank and File was founded, with 
ambitions to spread and organise 
across the union.

HMRC Rank and File calls for 
the election and recallability of 
all officials, who will be paid the 
wage of an average worker, strike 
committees to control industrial 
disputes, and decisions made in 
mass meetings. Their website 
notes, “We won’t be able to do all, 
or even most of this overnight. The 
strength of branches within HMRC 
varies wildly, and both the office 
closures and a decade of defeats 
and mismanaged disputes have 
taken their toll. But we have to start 
somewhere.”

This rings as true for other 
departments as it does for the Tax 

Office. Rather than wait until we 
need strike committees, we must do 
what we can to lay the groundwork 
now: spread the idea, rally together 
the reps who are looking for a way 
to build our industrial strength, and 
build a rank and file organisation 
capable of making PCS a truly 
member-led union ready to take on 
this government or the next.

But it’s no use just re-running 
the ballot hoping to get a few more 
votes. We should be aiming for an 
80 per cent plus turnout and Yes 
vote to really frighten the bosses. 
An action plan to win the new pay 
ballot should include:
• Holding  workplace members’ 

meetings and electing 
strike reps, one for every 20 
members 

• Recruiting new members, 
including temps and outsourced 
staff, demanding permanent, 
civil service contracts, pay and 
conditions for all 

• Linking the strike reps 
together in branch-wide 
action committees with the 
resources and authority to 
run a Yes campaign, using 
Facebook, bulletins, members’ 
meetings and awareness raising 

activities 
• Campaigning for the leadership 

to endorse national and 
regional strike committees, 
elected from below, with full 
control of organising the strike 
ballot, the strike itself and 
negotiations

• Preparing to defy the law if 
the anti-union laws block a 
democratic decision to strike 
by any group of workers

• Building rank and file groups 
in every office, both within 
and across departments, on 
the same or similar basis to 
the HMRC Network Rank & 
File (pcsrankandfile.com see 
Organising and About pages).

Rank and file was a phrase on the 
lips of many conference delegates. 
With the election of Maloney on 
a workers wage, the chaos in Left 
Unity and the founding of a rank 
and file organisation in HMRC 
there is the opportunity to create a 
rank and file movement across the 
union. A conference supported by 
all factions and organisations in 
PCS who see the need for a rank 
and file movement and open to all 
union activists is clearly the next 
step if we are to rebuild PCS as a 

OUTSOURCED CLEANERS  AND 
catering staff at the Department 
for Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy (BEIS) took 
four consecutive days of strike 
action between 21 and 24 May, 
demanding a real living wage of 
£10.55 an hour and other working 
conditions comparable to civil 
servants in the same department.

The workers, organised 
through the Public and 
Commercial Services union, 
are employed by facilities 
outsourcing giants ISS and 

Aramark, which are known 
for poverty wages and union-
busting. Alongside their 
immediate demands, the workers 
are campaigning for their 
contracts to be brought back in-
house.

ISS have additionally been 
accused of mismanagement, 
resulting in staff being paid late 
or not at all, and forcing PCS 
reps to set up a food bank for 
workers unable to afford basic 
necessities.

This is the fifth time BEIS 
workers have gone on strike, 
escalating from shorter actions 

to a four day walkout, and ISS 
are clearly rattled. In the week 
before the strike, ISS employees 
at BEIS received a threatening 
letter emphasising the various 
consequences workers might 
face for taking strike action.

The striking workers have 
also been supported by the 
International Workers of Great 
Britain (IWGB), which organises 
precarious workers and 
campaigns to bring outsourced 
workers back in-house. The 
action reflects a growing trend 
of industrial militancy among 
outsourced and precarious 

workers, which has spurred 
mainstream trade unions to 
take an increasingly active 
approach in the service sector, 
following limited successes by 
independent unions like the 
IWGB and United Voices of the 
World.

Representatives of the 
strikers also travelled from their 
picket line to the PCS annual 
conference to speak at a fringe 
meeting about how to build union 
membership in outsourced areas. 
With no word on concessions 
from the employers, the strikes 
are expected to continue.

URTE MACIKENE

BEIS CLEANERS STRIKE FOR THE LivING WAGE
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the limerick 
soviet 

THE LIMERICK SOVIET TOOK PLACE 
during the War of Independence. Until very 
recently this period was regarded as something 
sacred in Irish history. The narrative of 
patriotic sentiment driving a unique period 
of heroism, culminating in national liberation 
was unchallenged. The Limerick Soviet, with its 
socialist nature and its betrayal by Sinn Fein, the 
Catholic hierarchy and the leadership of Irish 
Labour did not fit into this picture and so was 
omitted from historical accounts.

The story begins with the death of Bobby 
Byrne on 6 April 1919. Bobby was an officer in 
the IRA as well as a trade unionist, a delegate 
to the Limerick Trades and Labour Council. He 
was arrested following the discovery of arms in 
his mother’s house and went on hunger strike 
for political status. An attempt at forced feeding 
left him gravely ill and he was removed to 
hospital, where the IRA botched an attempt to 
free him. This left a police constable dead and 
Bobby himself fatally wounded. He died on the 
same evening.

On 10 April a huge crowd, estimated at 
15,000, attended Bobby’s funeral. Interpreting 
this as a gesture of defiance, the newly 
appointed British military commander for the 
area, General Griffin, designated the city and 

surrounding area as a “special military area” 
using the almost unlimited powers conferred 
on him by the Defence of the Realm Act.

Griffin set up checkpoints on the bridges 
over the Shannon where the citizens had to apply 
for a pass. This could only be procured by means 
of a letter from the Royal Irish Constabulary 
(RIC). This was a huge imposition. Limerick 
City straddles the Shannon and for many a 
daily commute to work or a shopping trip 
involved crossing one of the two bridges. This 
also applied to the delivery of supplies for shops 
and businesses. This amounted to collective 
punishment. The city reacted with collective 
indignation and defiance.

The Soviet
The Limerick Trades and Labour Council 
unanimously decided to call a general strike. 
The city’s entire workforce walked out. 
About 14,000 workers went on strike. The 
Council controlled the supply of water, gas 
and electricity and created sub-committees to 
take charge of food, finance, propaganda and 
vigilance. A publication called the Workers’ 
Bulletin was produced throughout the strike. 
With the Russian Revolution hot news, the city 
wits named the committee the Soviet. During 
the two weeks of the Soviet no looting took 
place and no civil crime was recorded.

The members of the Soviet were working 
class men (typically enough for the time they 
were all men; Mike Finn’s play Bread not Profit 
premiered in Limerick for the centenary makes 
this point very cleverly; “what sort of revolution 
is it when the women are making the tea?”). 
The Soviet came to an agreement with the city’s 
bakers, which ensured fresh bread was baked 
every day. They authorised shops to sell food 
at fixed prices. The prices were publicised on 
posters throughout the city. The shops displayed 
notices announcing they were “trading with 
permission” of the Soviet.

The Soviet was also capable of daring and 
imagination. They commandeered the cargo 
of a ship in the Limerick docks, securing 7,000 
tons of grain. That they were willing to risk what 
might be considered the theft of property worth 
a considerable sum testifies to their radicalism.

Selected sites outside the military cordon 
were allocated for food collection and supplies 
delivered there were smuggled in by supporters. 
Many ingenious wheezes to outwit the 
blockades are part of the city’s folklore to this 
day. The people were actually better fed under 
the Soviet than they had been during the war.

The populace also harangued and cajoled 
the soldiers charged with operating the system. 
In many instances the soldiers (working class 
lads themselves) relented and let people and 

EAMON MAGUIRE
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supplies through. In the course of the strike 
an English unit replaced a Scottish one, as the 
Scots were thought to be too susceptible; 1919 
was also the year of the Battle of George Square 
in Glasgow, Red Clydeside.

As practically the city’s entire workforce 
was on strike, no one was getting paid. Having 
received offers of support from many quarters, 
including trade unions in England, the Soviet 
had the confidence to create a truly revolutionary 
solution. They issued their own currency. Local 
traders accepted the notes. These notes went 
into circulation, along with a poster listing 
the shops that would take the Soviet’s money. 
(The notes have been reproduced in honour of 
the centenary and are in circulation as a local 
currency).

With massive solidarity behind them, the 
leaders of the Limerick Soviet began to believe 
they could not only overcome the local issue 
of military tyranny but create a revolutionary 
paradigm for the whole country. The Sinn Fein/
IRA guerrilla war was still a small and scattered 
affair and its effectiveness open to question.

Many of the strikers were members of 
the Irish Transport and General Workers 

Union (ITGWU) and the National Union of 
Railwaymen (NUR). They took the initiative in 
attempting to broaden the base of the action. On 
16 April the Limerick branch, seeking solidarity 
action from their comrades across Ireland, sent 
delegates to other branches.

Motorised transport was a negligible 
quantity in Ireland at the time and anything 
that had to be transported in bulk or any 
distance went by rail. People (including 
soldiers), medical supplies and most postal 
communication went by rail, as did agricultural 
produce, the country’s largest single export to 
Britain.

A national NUR strike would certainly have 
caused more trouble for the ruling establishment 
than any number of countryside ambushes. 
In a way the IRA never could, the NUR had 
their hands on the system’s windpipe. The trade 
unionists however were to be betrayed.

Betrayal
With the NUR debating whether to go on strike 
in support, the Irish Labour Party and Trade 
Union Council (ILPTUC) intervened to delay 
the possibility. William O’Brien, leader of the 

ITGWU and chair of the ILPTUC, instructed 
the NUR to delay the action, promising an 
emergency meeting of the national executive to 
debate the matter.

The Soviet members concluded that 
this meant that the ILPTUC would call a 
general strike in the near future. John Cronin, 
Chairman of the Soviet, told Ruth Russell of 
the Chicago Times that the ILPTUC national 
executive would meet in Limerick and, if there 
were no concessions, proclaim a national strike. 
(Ms Russell, along with many other journalists, 
was in the vicinity to cover an air race which 
was cancelled. This left a large number of 
disappointed journalists looking for copy and 
serendipitously secured a huge amount of press 
coverage for the Soviet.)

Cronin’s trust in O’Brien and the ILPTUC 
was misplaced. Instead of a general strike, 
the trade union leadership declared that they 
would evacuate the strikers to other locations 
in Ireland, where fellow trade unionists would 
put them up. It was a spineless and shameful 
climbdown and a complete betrayal of the 
strikers and the basic principles of trade 
unionism. Instead of standing up to oppression 

Bruree Workers' Soviet Mills, County Limerick, declared on 26 August 1921
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they would run away.
O’Brien’s actions are a puzzle. On the face 

of it a lifelong socialist, friend and associate 
of both James Connolly and James Larkin, his 
response to the Soviet and the possibility of a 
national strike amounted to sabotage.

O’Brien, it appears, had bought into the 
Sinn Fein agenda that all other considerations 
were secondary to national self-determination. 
They completely subordinated every aspect of 
the class struggle to the nationalist leadership. 
The first Dail (Parliament), entirely composed 
of Sinn Fein, would not endorse a national 
strike in support of Limerick. 

Up until this point the city was solidly 
behind the Soviet. This came to an end, along 
with the prospect of a general strike. On 
Thursday 24 April, the Sinn Fein Mayor of 
Limerick, Phons O’Mara, and Bishop Dennis 
Hallinan negotiated with General Griffin and 
issued a letter the following day to put their 
authority firmly behind ending the strike.

With this intervention the middle classes 
and the Church, in the persons of the mayor and 
bishop, reasserted their primacy in decision-
making and cut the ground from under the 
strikers. This set the pattern for the remainder 
of the War of Independence and the shape of 
the state to follow.

The Soviet leaders understood that this was 
the end, and on the 27th announced that only 
those who were affected by the pass laws would 
continue the strike. There was a backlash. Some 
of the posters announcing this were torn down 
and there was talk of a “new Soviet” but it all 
petered out.

The military conceded some ground to the 
unholy partnership of the Sinn Fein mayor and 
Catholic bishop. For example they accepted 
letters from employers as opposed to the passes. 
But the strike’s huge potential as a weapon of 

resistance was coldly and deliberately stamped 
out by the supposed leaders of the labour 
movement in Ireland in collaboration with the 
nationalists and the Catholic Church.

Conclusion
So ended one of the more interesting “might 
have beens” of Irish history. The strike was 
a spontaneous reaction to the collective 
punishment imposed by the military. But did 
the leaders have time to prepare the wider 
labour and trade union movement for the 
possibility of a nation-wide general strike? 
Inspirational though the actions of the Limerick 
workers were (and still are), there was a distinct 
lack of preparation. O’Brien and the ILPTUC 
might say they didn’t have time to prepare 
themselves for a general strike but there is a 
counter-argument that revolutionaries should 
be prepared to seize such moments of popular 
anger, as opposed to nurturing long term plans. 

Another drawback of the time was the 
limitations of nationalism. It came to be seen 
as the highest political good, to which all other 
aspirations had to be subordinated.

The patriotic movement had hundreds 
of years to build its cultural arsenal of songs, 
novels, poems, interpretations of historical 
events. This vast cultural construct is only now 
beginning to be questioned and dismantled. 
Only in the very recent past has any kind of 
analysis of the role of the working class in Irish 
history begun to make headway against the 
accepted nationalist version. 

The nationalists eventually realised their 
ambition, albeit in a very limited form. The 
limitations of the eventual settlement sparked a 
vicious civil war between the former comrades 
of the armed nationalist movement. The 
opposing sides eventually coalesced into two 
political parties (Fine Gael and Fianna Fail) 

that dominated Southern Irish politics for the 
majority of the state’s existence.

The material conditions of life under the 
Free State and its successor, the Republic, were 
not notably altered. Poverty remained endemic 
and emigration continued to drain youth and 
energy from the country, as it does to this 
day. The primacy of the Catholic Church was 
enshrined in the workings of the new state in 
theory and practice.

This had many baleful effects. The Church’s 
obsession with Catholic purity led to a level of 
censorship and suppression that left the country 
a cultural and intellectual desert for many 
decades. Politics was equally constrained. In the 
1970s the then leader of the Irish Labour Party, 
Brendan Corish, felt obliged to announce that 
he was “a Catholic first and a socialist second”.

All of these are relatively minor in 
comparison to the Church’s dominance of 
social institutions, colluded in by the state. 
The “reform schools” (for young offenders), 
orphanages, the now infamous Magdalen 
laundries were the Church’s exclusive zone of 
control for more than 70 years.

Given the revelations that have emerged 
detailing the vicious sexual, psychological and 
physical abuse that raged unchecked in these 
places, the misery produced is incalculable. We 
will never know how many lives were wrecked 
under this ghastly system. Such was “national 
self-determination” for the unfortunate victims 
of this state of affairs.

What the Soviet shows us is that another 
revolution was possible. Instead of a narrow 
national state dominated by the Catholic 
Church, we could have had a worker-led, 
socially conscious political entity. Above all, for 
a brief period, it appeared possible that working 
class people could defeat an empire. We could 
do with some of that belief today.

THE EASTER RISING OF 1916 AND THE END OF   
the First World War had opened up a 
revolutionary period in Ireland. After the defeat 
of the Dublin lockout in 1913 Ireland’s young 
and growing working class was beginning 
to flex its muscles again. The Bolshevik 
Revolution was inspiring the international 
working class.

A general strike in Ireland had already 
scuppered Britain’s attempt at introducing 
conscription in 1918. Working class militancy 
was to reach its peak during the War of 
Independence. The question posed, after the 
execution of Ireland’s leading socialist James 
Connolly - was there a revolutionary socialist 
leadership capable of leading the working 
class to the overthrow of capitalism and 
imperialism in Ireland?

The experience of the Limerick Soviet 
suggests the answer was a resounding no. 

Sinn Fein didn’t want strikes, the union leaders 
didn’t want political strikes. Even worse the 
trade union leaders, many of them comrades 
of Connolly, had no notion of challenging 
Sinn Fein for the leadership of the national 
independence struggle. Even declining to 
stand against them in elections.

Irish Labour Party and Trade Union 
Congress (ILPTUC) leaders like William 
O’Brien and Thomas Johnson would rather 
sell their members short rather than call for 
a major escalation in support of the Limerick 
Soviet. Johnson was to explain this as a fear 
of armed revolt even though ‘there might be 
an occasion to decide on a down tools policy 
which would have the effect of calling out the 
armed forces of the Crown. But Limerick was 
not the occasion.’

Of course for Johnson the occasion never 
came. He would never be prepared for this, 
thus giving Sinn Fein and the IRA a clear run, 
refusing to challenge their strategy for driving 
out the British. It meant ‘labour must wait ’ or 

workers must not prosecute their independent 
interests lest national unity be threatened. 
All they got in return in the long run was 
a draconian anti-worker ‘free state’ and a 
northern partitioned state run by unionist 
bigots.  

A Bolshevik revolutionary leadership 
would have called for the widest possible 
support for the Limerick Soviet throughout 
Ireland and Britain. Escalating the industrial 
action was vital to achieve victory. This would 
have inevitably triggered clashes with the 
British Army, just as a national rail strike would 
have done so. In this scenario a mass workers’ 
militia to defend the strikers and the Soviet 
would have been necessary.

A call for democratically run Soviets 
throughout Ireland should have been made. 
Such Soviets had to democratically decide 
the course of their struggle through mass 
meetings of workers with accountable and 
recallable delegates as with the Russian 
Soviets. This did not happen in Limerick and 

as a result it made the sell out easier when it 
came despite Cronin’s good intentions.     

An Irish Bolshevik party would have 
stressed the need for a mobilisation of the 
working class, with the support of small 
farmers and landless labourers, in pursuit of 
their interests as a class. This would not have 
been counterposed to national independence 
but fought for alongside the anti-imperialist 
struggle. The working class is the only class 
who have a genuine stake in driving out the 
imperialists and therefore the only reliable 
force in such a struggle.

Indeed the only guarantee of a 
successful struggle against Britain was for 
workers to take the lead by using working 
class methods of struggle e.g. the general 
strike, the Soviet, the workers’ militia, etc.  
rather than the ‘labour must wait ’ antics of the 
ILPTUC leaders and the limitations of a guerilla 
war of the republicans. In this way a strategy 
for Permanent Revolution might just have put 
Ireland on the road to a Workers Republic.

BERNIE MCADAM

BEIS CLEANERS STRIKE FOR THE LVIING WAGEBEIS CLEANERS STRIKE FOR THE LVIING WAGEPERMANENT REVOLUTION AND IRISH LIBERATION
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Donald Trump: the Great Destabiliser
THE US PRESIDENT’S STATE 
visit comes at a time when Britain’s 
version of him – Nigel Farage – is 
basking in the glory of his European 
elections triumph. Back in 2016, 
while still campaigning for the 
presidency, Trump jumped for joy 
at the Brexit vote and welcomed 
Farage and Boris Johnson to his 
bling palaces in New York and 
Florida.

Although Trump is inimitable, 
his aggressive populist campaigning 
style finds an echo on all continents. 
India’s Narendra Modi, the 
Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte, 
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro all play the 
nationalist tune and otherise their 
opponents as not part of the real 
people they themselves embody. 

Across Europe Matteo Salvini, 
Marine Le Pen and Viktor Orbán 
also see themselves as natural 
allies of Trump, merciless critics 
of neoliberal globalisation and 
defenders of European “culture” 
against migrants and Muslims. 
Trump’s alt-right advisor, Steve 
Bannon, has come to Europe, to 
set up a “gladiator school” to train 
racist populists.

In Britain both Farage and the 
Tory leadership candidates backing 
No Deal look eagerly to Trump’s 
promised “great trade deal” with 
them. If they were to succeed, they 
would soon discover the costs of 
being a province in Trump’s Empire. 
For the rest of us Trump’s project to 
“repeal and replace” the Affordable 
Care Act (Obamacare) gives a 
glimpse of what trade rules and US 
courts would do to the NHS.

Trump’s rallies with their “Build 
That Wall!” chants, his foul tweets 
about Mexican migrants being drug 
dealers and rapists, his anti-Muslim 
ban and attempt to deport the 
migrant minors are examples of the 
methods of racist populism. They 
are designed to stir up his base to 
vote and stigmatise the “liberal élite” 
in the courts and the Congress.

The president’s appointments of 
ultra-conservatives to the Supreme 
Court have emboldened 28 States to 
enact new restrictions on abortion 
rights since January. Alabama’s law 

makes abortion a Class A felony, 
equivalent to murder, rape, and 
armed robbery. It not only makes 
abortion a crime punishable by 
imprisonment for up to 99 years 
for providers, but it allows no 
exceptions for victims of rape or 
incest.

Trump abroad 
Trump’s “Make America Great 
Again” slogan sums up the fears of a 
ruling class that feels the hot breath 
of unexpected rivals on the back of 
its neck only two decades into the 
“Second American Century”.

The rise of China, the partial 
recovery of Russia, the European 
Union’s federalist project, the “pink 
tide” in Latin America already 
forewarned America’s rulers that 
a period of intense rivalry was 
underway. Concern grew about 
China’ s trade and currency rate 
practices. Was the US losing out in 
the multilateral trade agreements, 
which characterised the “era of 
globalisation”?

Though Trump has yet to launch 
a major war, he has supported 
bombing in Syria, threatened to 
invade Venezuela, armed and sent 
billions in arms to support Saudi 
Arabia’s genocidal war in Yemen, 
and is presently threatening “the 
official end of Iran”, sending a battle 
group into the Persian Gulf. Indeed 
appointing the neocon warmonger 
John Bolton as his National Security 
Advisor reveals the bogus character 
of Trump’s “isolationist” credentials.

In fact the real danger of a 
future hot war can be seen in the Far 
East, where he is continuing Barack 
Obama’s “pivot to Asia”, a policy 
of military containment, lining up 
allies fearful of China’s rise. Though 
the Middle East is today the powder 
barrel, with Trump’s threats to 
obliterate Iran, the whole US ruling 
class, are preparing for a long-
term conflict with China for world 
domination.

Growing Opposition
Naturally the radical character of 

Trump’s racism and sexism has 
created a wide range of opposition 
from the conservative House 
Democrats like Nancy Pelosi to 
the movements on the streets, like 
Black Lives Matter and Me Too. The 
Democrats have sought constantly 
to find the grounds to impeach him 
but so far his control of the wide-
ranging “emergency” executive 
powers has blocked them.

His use of the “national security” 
excuse to override decisions he does 
not like testifies to the power of 
what Arthur Schlesinger Jnr, back 
in the 1970s, called “the imperial 
presidency” – what Marxists call 
Bonapartism, present in all capitalist 
states. These powers can be used to 
by-pass parliamentary bodies and 
the courts.

However Trump’s outrages 
have stimulated a revival of 
resistance from below too. It is 
here, rather than in the Democrats 
impeachment efforts, that we must 
look for forces that can really resist 
Trump and bring him to his knees.

The massive women’s marches 
and Me Too, Black Lives Matter, the 
wave of education workers strikes, 
defying state and federal anti-union 
ordinances, all mark a revival of 
mass resistance to Trump.

There are also signs of a 
political challenge to the business 
as usual reliance on the Democrats. 
Following on from Bernie Sanders 
campaign in the Democratic 
primaries, a number of “democratic 
socialists” have gained office. 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida 
Tlaib were elected to the US House 
of Representatives, and Julia Salazar 
to the New York Senate.

All are members of the 
Democratic Socialist of America 
(DSA) which has increased tenfold 
since Trump, with 60,00 members. 
Trade unions too, after long decline, 
are beginning to recruit once again.

But only if the movements of 
resistance and the rank and file in 
the unions go beyond sectional 
campaigns to create a new Labor 
Party, armed with an anticapitalist 
programme, can the reign of Trump 
be the forcing house for a real mass 
socialist breakthrough in the USA.

DAVE STOCKTON
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TIANANMEN SQ
T H I R T Y  Y E A R S  O N

IN THE EARLY HOURS OF JUNE 
4, 1989, tanks and infantry of the 
People’s Liberation Army advanced 
into the vast Tiananmen Square 
which lies in front of Beijing’s 
“Forbidden City”, the seat of 
government. The Square itself was 
occupied by tens of thousands of 
supporters of the “Democracy 
Movement”, mainly students, who 
had been camped there for several 
weeks. The tanks did not stop their 
advance, their tracks crushed the 
tents and all who could not escape, 
many more died as troops opened 
fire directly into the crowds. 

As news of the Tiananmen 
Massacre spread, tens of millions 
mobilised in protests in all the 
main cities of China, general strikes 
brought much of the country to a 
standstill. Martial law, first declared 
in Beijing on May 18, was extended 
to the whole of the country and 
all mobilisations were repressed 
as ferociously as in the capital. 
By July, all resistance was ended, 
what activity remained was limited 
to hiding activists and trying to 
document the dead and the missing.    

The movement that ended so 
bloodily echoed the “Democracy 
Wall” mobilisation of a decade 
earlier. Like that, it reflected a 
division in the leadership of the 
Communist Party of China, CPC, 
over economic policy. In 1978, 
the debate ended with the victory 
of Deng Xiaoping’s proposals 
to stimulate growth by “market 
reforms” to the system of state 
planning. By the mid-80s, however, 
those had produced contradictory 
results; the re-introduction of 
private farming had increased 
annual production by up to 13 
percent and stimulated the growth 

of private light industry, but 
increased managerial autonomy in 
state industry had not brought any 
significant development.

The debate over how to resolve 
this contradiction did not only 
exercise the leaders of the CPC. In 
the universities and the ministries, 
experts, some of whom had been 
allowed to study in “Western” 
universities, clashed over the way 
forward. Such arguments naturally 
found their way into journals and, 
thus, into the lecture halls and 
seminar rooms. Hu Yaobang, the 
General Secretary of the CPC, 
encouraged such debates and made 
it clear that he favoured not only 
more “marketising” reforms but 
also a political relaxation. 

In January 1987, Hu was 
replaced by Zhao Ziyang but this did 
not produce any immediate change 
in policy. Matters were made worse 
in September 1988 when the party 
leadership was unable to agree on 
price reforms. This paralysis at the 
highest levels could not be publicly 
acknowledged, but it was well 
enough known, especially amongst 
the intelligentsia. 

What brought the issue into 
the public domain, and gave birth 
to the Democracy Movement, was 
the death of Hu Yaobang or, rather, 
his funeral, in April 1989. As a high 
ranking Party leader, this was a 
public event, but one that became 
an opportunity for demonstrations, 
especially by students, of support 
for the man who had championed 
political debate and even pluralism. 
Demands were raised for a free 
press, for action against corrupt 
officials and for the recognition of 
independent student organisations. 
The demos were enthusiastically 
cheered by the people of Beijing 
and this, coupled with the official 

mourning for Hu, ensured no 
repression.

Emboldened by the experience, 
the students called a demonstration 
to commemorate the May Fourth 
Movement of 1919. Tens of 
thousands responded and the demo 
entered Tiananmen Square without 
the expected official opposition. 
More, Zhao Ziyang himself publicly 
declared that much of what the 
students wanted was in keeping 
with Party policy. 

Nonetheless, nothing actually 
changed and the students decided 
to call further demonstrations to 
greet the Soviet leader, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, on May 15. Gorbachev 
himself was associated with the 
introduction of “glasnost” and 
“perestroika”, openness and 
reconstruction, in the Soviet Union 
and the students’ message to the 
CPC leadership could hardly have 
been clearer.  

So huge were the crowds in 
Tiananmen Square that Gorbachev 
had to enter the Forbidden City 
unseen through a side entrance 
and it was now that the permanent 
occupation of the Square began. 
Hundreds of students began 
a hunger strike in support of 
their demands. Three days later, 
the Standing Committee of the 
Politburo, the day to day leadership 
of the Party, rejected Zhao’s proposal 
for concessions on some of the 
students’ demands. After he visited 
the students, he was removed from 
office and the next day, Li Peng, the 
Premier, declared martial law in 
Beijing. 

The immediate response, was 
a massive protest by the people 
of Beijing. More than a million 
now occupied the square, strikes 
paralysed the whole city and 
prevented trooops from reaching 

PETER MAIN the centre. In the evening, the 
Beijing Autonomous Workers’  
Organisation was founded. For two 
weeks, the stand-off continued but, 
away from Beijing, the Democracy 
Movement was growing in 
provincial cities and many decided 
to send delegations of students and 
workers to the capital.

It was their arrival in 
Tiananmen Square, coupled with 
the increasing fraternisation 
between local garrison troops 
and the demonstrators, which 
convinced Deng, the “paramount 
leader”, that the whole movement 
had to be stopped, definitively. By 
the end of May, there was a separate 
and quite distinct “workers’ section” 
occupying the north western 
corner of the square and the first 
sign of what was to come was 
the forcible arrest of the leaders 
of the Autonomous Workers’ 
Organisation on May 31. Over the 
next two days, repeated attempts 
to occupy central Beijing with 
unarmed troops collapsed in the 
face of fraternisation. Meanwhile, 
however, troops from distant 
provincial garrisons had reached 
the capital and it was these that were 
used to clear the Square on the night 
of June 3-4. 

At the time, and ever since, the 
leaders of the CPC have justified 
the Tiananmen Massacre as a 
necessary suppression of a “counter-
revolutionary riot”. That it was not 
a riot is clear from the character of 
the events, no riot lasts more than 
a month and involves actions in 
every major city, but was it counter-
revolutionary? For Marxists, and the 
CPC leaders say they are Marxists, 
that would mean a conscious 
attempt to restore capitalism in 
China, that is to dismantle the 
planning system, remove the state 
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planning brought growth rates 
close to zero. Just as it had no 
fundamental commitment to the 
planned economy, neither has it 
any to the spontaneous operation 
of capitalist competition, let alone 
the democratic political institutions 
that are sometimes associated 
with capitalism. This opens the 
possibility of conflicts of interest 
between the bureaucracy and the 
capitalist class that it has brought 
into existence. Until now, China’s 
capitalists have been content to put 
up with bureaucratic rule because 
it guaranteed profits but, with the 
emergence of globally significant 
capital, that could, in time, change. 

Under the pressures of slowing 
economic growth and Trump’s trade 
war, the assumption that the Party is 
the guarantor of social stability will 
be put in question, even by those 
who have profited from it in the 
past. In such a scenario, the labour 
movement, which already exists 
but is denied any rights, should 
throw its huge social weight into the 
struggle for democratic demands. 
As in 1989, such a movement could 

grow on a national scale 
very quickly, its victory 
will be dependent on the 
working class forming 
its own organisations, 
above all, a political party 
independent of all factions 
of the bureaucracy 
and all currents within 
the capitalist class. 
Its goal should be the 
overthrow of the whole 
system of bureaucratic 
dictatorship and its 
replacement by a workers’ 
government, based on, 
and accountable to, the 
fighting organisations of 

monopoly of foreign trade and 
privatise state property.

Not one of those measures 
figured in the demands of the 
Democracy Movement, which, 
instead, focussed on democratic 
rights; freedom of the press, 
freedom of assembly, for a pluralist 
political system, the right to form 
organisations such as trades unions 
and student unions. Moreover, 
far from trying to overthrow the 
apparatus of the state, the movement 
limited itself to calling for that 
apparatus to introduce those rights 
as reforms. At most, then, this was 
a mass, radical, democratic protest 
movement. 

With the formation of 
workers’ organisations, such 
as the Autonomous Workers’ 
Organisation in Beijing, the 
fraternisation with the soldiers and 
the division within the ruling party 
leadership, the movement certainly 
had the potential to develop into 
a revolution against the party 
dictatorship, which we would 
characterise as a political revolution 
that left intact the existing economic 
structures. That would 
have been comparable to 
the many “people power” 
revolutions we have seen 
against dictatorships in 
capitalist countries, which 
also did not affect the 
capitalist character of the 
economies. However, the 
movement in China was 
drowned in blood before 
it could develop that 
potential.

What has to be noted 
is that, in 1992, Deng 
Xiaoping, the very same 
“paramount leader” of the 
CPC, himself proposed 
the dismantling of the 

planning system, the setting aside 
of the state monopoly of foreign 
trade and the privatisation and 
trustification of much of state 
owned industry. In order to allow 
the new system to work, the regime 
also removed workers’ rights to 
jobs, housing, medical insurance 
and education for their children. 
Thus, it was the leadership and the 
apparatus of the Communist Party 
of China that was the truly counter-
revolutionary force and it was only 
able to complete its retoration of 
capitalism because in Tiananmen 
Square it destroyed the ability of the 
working class to defend itself and its 
interests. 

To this day, the Party will not 
allow any reconsideration of the 
events of 1989 and at first sight 
this might appear odd; the damage 
done by the “Cultural Revolution” 
has been criticised and even Mao 
Zedong is recognised as having 
“made mistakes”. The point is that 
those were matters of internal 
dispute within the bureaucratic 
apparatus upon which the Party is 
based and the “reassessments” have 

been made by the victorious faction. 
The Democracy Movement was 
able to grow to a nationwide scale 
because of the divisions within the 
bureaucracy but, as a movement, 
it was a threat to the entire party 
dictatorship; therefore, anything 
less than complete condemnation 
would imply denial of the “leading 
role of the Party”.

The bureaucratic party’s 
continued hostility to any 
democratic limitations on its own 
power is clear to see from its vicious 
suppression of national minorities 
such as the Uighurs of Xinjiang, 
the steady erosion of civil rights in 
Hong Kong and the use of the most 
advanced technologies to monitor 
the entire population whilst denying 
it access to information. Those 
measures themselves virtually 
guarantee that democratic demands 
will play a central role in any future 
mass movement.

There is, though, another lesson 
to be drawn. The bureaucratic 
dictatorship restored capitalism 
in order to preserve its own rule 
when its control of economic 

Just three years after denouncing the 
Democracy Movement as a counter-
revolutionary riot, Deng Xiaoping led the 
way in dismantling the planning system 
and opening the road to the restoration 
of capitalism.
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ANC retains power despite rising 
challenge from the left 

IN THE END IT WAS A  
comfortable victory for Cyril 
Ramaphosa’s ANC and their 
allies, the trade union federation 
COSATU and the South African 
Communist Party (SACP). With 
57.5 per cent of the vote on a 
historically low turnout of 66 per 
cent, they kept the swing against 
them to less than 5 per cent, 
maintaining an outright majority in 
the parliament.

However, this owed more to 
the support the ANC gains through 
having led the anti-Apartheid 
struggle than it did to enthusiasm 
for the party’s record in government 
for the past 25 years. The ANC also 
profited from disunity both in the 
neoliberal opposition party, the 
Democratic Alliance, and within 
the workers’ movement.

What can we expect from the ANC?
During the campaign Ramaphosa 
again demonstrated that he is 
willing to stoop into the gutter 
to retain power. He launched 
his campaign with a speech in 
Durban, scapegoating migrants 
from neighbouring countries 
and promising to crack down 
on undocumented workers. Two 
months later rioters killed three 
migrants and attacked foreign 
owned businesses in the bloodiest 
racist violence in four years.

Here we should not forget it was 
Ramaphosa who emailed chief of 
police urging him to treat striking 
miners at Marikana as “dastardly 
criminals”. The next day the cops 
mowed down 34 unarmed pickets. 

In a country where 
unemployment stands at 35 per 
cent, i.e. 9 million, with little or no 
state benefits, the ANC chose to 
campaign on creating 275,000 jobs 
a year, though even this inadequate 

measure is predicated on attracting 
R1.2 trillion (£65 billion) of private 
investment. And this is far from 
likely to emerge, considering South 
Africa’s stagnant economy.

South Africa is the world’s most 
unequal country, with 65 per cent 
of the population subsisting below 
the “upper bound poverty line” of 
US$3.33 an hour.

Not that this means much to 
President Ramaphosa, reckoned 
by Forbes magazine to be worth 
$450 million. The breakaway union 
federation, the SAFTU, launched a 
general strike last year against the 
pitiful minimum wage of $0.75-
$1.33 an hour, though Cosatu 
dutifully applauded it.

But South Africa also holds 
another, far more hopeful record; 
according to the World Economic 
Forum its trade unionists have 
been the most confrontational for 
seven years running. And it is they, 
who are in the ANC’s sights. More 
attacks, following on from last 
year’s anti-union legislation, which 
imposed postal votes before a legal 
strike, are likely.

Its land reform programme 
sounds more promising in ending 
Apartheid-era inequality in the 
countryside. The ANC promises 
to change the constitution to 
allow land to be expropriated 
from the rich white farmers. But 
it also promises to crackdown on 
illegal squatters and the landless 
movement’s seizures of property. 
Moreover Business Day reassured 
its readers that “the land debate is 
largely a political tactic to neutralise 
the EFF and radical elements in the 
ANC”.

Likewise with Ramaphosa’s 
anti-corruption programme: the 
Zondo Commission of Inquiry 
into “state capture”, by ex-president 
Jacob Zuma’s cronies the Gupta 
brothers, was appointed by the 

ANC government. Few have any 
confidence it will bring many to 
justice, given Zuma supporters’ 
continued strength in the party. 

Opposition and the EFF
Despite scoring some points on 
all these issues, as well as over the 
blackouts widely blamed on the 
mismanagement of state-owned 
electricity supplier ESCOM, the 
Democratic Alliance (DA) and 
Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) 
could not overhaul the ANC’s lead 
in the polls.

In fact the DA lost five seats 
after the defection of its Cape Town 
Mayor and her deputy, and as a 
result of the unpopular austerity 
programme it unleashed in the 
municipalities it runs, many in 
coalition with the EFF. 

The EFF, on the other hand, 
emerged as the election’s real 
winner, gaining 1.9 million votes 
and 19 new seats, taking its total 
number of MPs to 44 (DA on 84, 
ANC 230). Its manifesto could 
point to its support for important 
social movements, like the 
#FeesMustFall student campaign 
and the movement for land 
redistribution, including important 
reforms it has forced out of the 
ANC on both issues and a plethora 
of minor ones.

Its iconic and identical red 
berets and uniforms have now 
established themselves as ever-
present on marches and in rallies. 
Compared to the ANC’s reliance on 
the past and older South Africans, 
the EFF looks young and points to 
the future: The Coming Revolution, 
as Julius Malema’s biography (in 
fact hagiography) is called.

The EFF’s manifesto Our 
Land and Jobs NOW! Runs to 168 
pages and is subtitled “A People’s 
Manifesto and Plan of Action”. It 
is deeply flawed. Not only is it a 

JEREMY DEWAR

South Africa is 
the world's most 
unequal country, but 
its trade unionists 
have been the most 
confrontational for 
seven years running. 
It is they who hold the 
key to the future of the 
ANC. 
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totally reformist programme, it is 
neither consistently anticapitalist 
nor anti-imperialist. Despite 
headline demands to nationalise 
the National Reserve Bank and the 
mines.

Worryingly it makes almost no 
reference to the trade unions, the 
social movements in the townships, 
the landless workers’ movement or 
solidarity with migrants. Do a word 
search on “strike” and you’ll find it 
doesn’t appear. This is a manifesto 
to be delivered from on high, not 
an action programme as Marxists 
understand it.

Student reforms and the 
student movement are mentioned, 
in contrast and in depth. And 
good they are too. But place this 
in the context of the EFF’s record 
of abstaining from wider social 
movements that it cannot control 
or at least influence, and the seeds 
of Stalinist sectarianism begin to 
emerge.

The important issue of land 
redistribution highlights the 
authoritarian methodology 
of the EFF. Though land is 
to be nationalised without 
compensation, distributed, for free, 
and women and youth will be given 
half the land, there is no mention of 
squatters’ rights and it is silent on 
the question of land seizures, which 
are presently cruelly suppressed. 
Indeed the EFF promises to 
massively increase the size of the 
murderous police force.

Instead a People’s Land Council 
will redistribute the land and an 
EFF government pledges it “will 
not abolish the rights of traditional 
leaders in the allocation and 
redistribution of land”.

Again a significant raise in the 
minimum wage and millions of 
new jobs are promised. But they 
come at a huge price – for the poor. 
For the rich, special economic 
zones, including all the most 
important townships, will offer 
zero taxation, so long as they create 
2,000 new jobs. Trade union rights 
are notoriously abandoned in SEZs.

The BRIC countries, especially, 
are targeted for inward investment, 
while South Africa seeks to develop 

the African market for itself. For 
all the well-aimed invective against 
Western imperialism, Malema 
is a pushover for Oligarchs and 
Chinese mega-corporations.

The EFF does couples this with 
the “protection and localisation of 
industries which produce basic and 
daily used goods through import 
substitution mechanisms” covering 
items ranging from spoons and 
soap to light bulbs and processed 
food. These might save a few jobs 
at the expense of South Africa’s 
neighbours, but it won’t worry 
China’s steel industry.

Democratic “reforms” are 
envisaged which will centralise 
the state by abolishing provincial 
government and making local 
councils answerable directly to 
the government. In international 
relations the EFF would align 
South Africa with Russia and 
China, which is held up as a model 
to follow.

Where was the SWRP?
The biggest disappointment of 
the election was the disastrously 
poor showing of the Socialist 
Revolutionary Workers Party. The 
SRWP was only launched a month 
before the election. However, 
despite the backing of the NUMSA 
metalworkers’ union, it garnered 
just 24,439 votes. To put this into 
context, NUMSA has 339,000 
members. As the Daily Maverick 
sardonically asks, “How did the 
339,000 members translate into 
24,439 voters, a loss of 93%?”

The new party was launched 
on 4-8 April 2019, though it was 
a long time coming, having first 
been declared for in 2014, at the 
same time Numsa and Cosatu 
General Secretary Zwelinzima Vavi 
were expelled from Cosatu. The 
militant metalworkers union called 
for “a Movement for Socialism, 
as the working class needs a 
political organisation committed 
in its policies and actions to the 
establishment of a socialist South 
Africa”.

But such a movement was 
never built. Numsa leader Irving 
Jim had seemingly alienated so 
many people en route that even 
Vavi, who is now leading the new 
union federation Saftu, of which 
Numsa is a member, told SABC 
News on May Day that Saftu had 
yet to discuss the new party, and 
Numsa’s support “doesn’t mean that 
SAFTU therefore suddenly support 
the SRWP without a discussion 
internally”.

The CWI section WASP also 
criticised the formation of SRWP 
for its disengagement with the 
Workers Summit, which Numsa 
itself called only last July, the 
packing of leadership positions 
by Numsa loyalists and the lack 
of transparency over where all the 
money came from for the launch.

The party’s manifesto, Equality, 
Work, Land does not shy away from 
making revolutionary declarations. 
The preamble to the programme 
states that the party, “guided by 
Marxism-Leninism”, aims to guide 

the working class “in their historic 
mission to defeat imperialism 
and capitalism and to establish a 
Socialist South Africa, Africa and 
World, as a prelude to advancing to 
a truly free and classless society: to 
a Communist South Africa, Africa 
and Communist World”.

It continues: “The SRWP shall 
nationalise all strategic industries, 
particularly the mines, the land 
and commercial farms, the 
banks, the big factories and the 
big businesses… [and] integrate 
all nationalised industry into 
a democratic socialist plan of 
production for human need and 
not profit.”

But presenting a cut and dried 
Marxist programme before there 
has been any serious attempt to win 
the militant unions to it was a big 
mistake. A much better method 
would be to fight to win the mass 
organisations, in the workplaces 
and communities, to forming a 
workers, or labour party as set out 
by Leon Trotsky in his writings 
to his followers in the USA. In 
founding the SRWP there was no 
prior discussion, engagement of 
other forces or trade union leaders. 
As a result the party looks stillborn.

Rank and file Numsa members, 
along with the participants of 
the Workers Summit and other 
radical working class forces, like 
the AMCU miners’ union, need to 
discuss the need for political unity 
on a fighting programme. Not a 
parliamentary “plan of action”, like 
the EFF leadership’s, designed to be 
a bargaining chip in coalition talks 
with the class enemy. We’ve seen 
that before. We don’t need an ANC 
Mark 2.

In addition no new party 
can go round the EFF’s young 
workers and students, who are 
undoubtedly an important part 
of the vanguard of the class right 
now. If revolutionaries can find 
ways of struggling alongside them, 
placing demands on their leaders 
and winning them to revolutionary 
Marxism and the programme of 
permanent revolution, then a new 
workers’ party in South Africa can 
be formed.

EFF supporters attend an election rally in Soweto
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