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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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WITH THE COMMONS VOTE TO TAKE CONTROL 
of its agenda and the passage of a Bill preventing No 
Deal, the constitutional coup of Boris Johnson and his 
sinister advisor Dominic Cummings has been thwarted 
– for now. If the Bill becomes an act of parliament and 
is transmitted as a request for delay until January then 
a general election becomes a near certainty.   

The attempted coup was why hundreds of thousands 
joined the wave of protests and direct action across the 
country to stop Johnson’s rogue regime. Millions of 
people recognise this for what it was. The suspension 
of parliament to prevent it voting to stop a crash out 
was a Bonapartist coup, i.e. one in which the executive 
raises itself above, and thwarts the operation of, the 
democratically elected (and supposedly sovereign) 
parliament. It revealed some fundamental things 
about the unwritten British constitution – its powerful 
undemocratic element – ones that could be used 
against a Corbyn-led Labour government 

Johnson’s coup was carried out using the unelected 
parts of the British state; the royal prerogative wielded 
by a prime minister who was not elected by the people 
but by 90,000 Tory party members. Marxists have long 
warned that in any deep national crisis the “picturesque 
pageantry” of Britain’s monarchy can suddenly spring 
to life and override the democratic elements of the 
constitution.

Johnson even threatened to ignore a vote by the 
Commons to ask the EU for a postponement or arrange 
a vote of no confidence that would allow him to request 
the Queen to dissolve parliament and go for a general 
election on October 14.

Jeremy Corbyn correctly said Labour will vote 
against dissolution, as long as the October 31 hangs 
like a sword of Damocles over any election campaign. 
It was clear this was a pretext for Cummings to run this 
as Bonapartist plebiscite – ‘the people vs. parliament’. 
But once this is achieved the time is ripe for a vote of 
no confidence that finishes Johnson off and installs a 
Labour government under Jeremy Corbyn. Such an 
interim government should then request from the EU 
an extension in order to conduct a general election 
followed by a referendum on the current deal.

 
Corbyn in Number Ten 
Labour should reject any proposal for a caretaker 
government under a supposedly neutral figure like 
the Tory Ken Clarke, such a compromise would open 

the way to unprincipled alliances in the subsequent 
general election and even to Labour participation in a 
coalition government with Lib Dems or even the anti-
Brexit Tories.

We must step up and keep up the pressure on MPs 
to make all this happen. Intransigence on Labour’s part 
will be necessary to force the Liberals and Tory rebels 
to choose between a Corbyn caretaker government 
and Johnson’s No Deal. Intransigence over principles is 
the only realistic policy in this situation.

Meanwhile, the Labour party and the TUC need 
to throw their full weight behind mass protests in 
every town and city until Johnson is brought down. 
This means occupations, blockades and walkouts. If it 
proves impossible to remove Johnson by parliamentary 
or electoral means, the TUC must be prepared to call a 
general strike to do so. 

The movement in the streets needs to prepare itself 
for this potential next step by setting up committees of 
delegates from trade unions, Labour parties, and the 
wider movement to coordinate the resistance.  

 
Labour’s programme
Unless a general election is called in the next few weeks 
we need to use the time, not only to prepare for it but 
to deploy the maximum pressure from Labour and 
trade union members for a really radical manifesto 
that genuinely delivers ‘for the many, not the few. 
Labour needs to abandon all ambiguity about Brexit 
and declare it is opposed to it full stop. It needs to make 
clear  that it is for free movement, for defending the 
right of workers and students from the continent to 
come to  work and study in Britain. It must pledge to 
end deportations and close the vile detention centres 
and put all these policies in its manifesto. 

This means launching an offensive against the 
institutions of international capitalism from a position 
of strength, including a Europe-wide fight against 
austerity and the EU’s neoliberal treaties and against the 
rising racist right, based on democratic international 
social forums. It should do so in solidarity with the 
working class movements of the continent under the 
slogan “Against the Europe of Capital! For a Socialist 
United States of Europe!”

Labour should denounce as a cynical bribe the 
Tories’ promises of billions for education and the 
NHS, just to buy support for No Deal. Labour should 
abandon its own timid spending limits and pledge a 
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major investment in housing, public 
services, and the environment – 
funded not by borrowing on the 
bond markets or printing money – 
but by taxing and expropriating the 
wealth of the rich, and investing it 
in a democratically controlled plan 
of production.

It should make clear it would 
launch a huge house building 
and environmental restoration 
programme, specifically targeting 
areas that have been left behind 
since the days of Thatcher. That 
would give real substance to the talk 
of a green industrial revolution.

Last, but not least, Johnson’s 
coup has revealed the undemocratic 
reality of the British Constitution 
to millions of people. A Labour 
government should sweep away the 
Fixed Term Parliaments Act, and 
call a Constituent Assembly, elected 
by universal 16+ suffrage, to sweep 
away the reactionary feudal rubbish 
of the monarchy, the Privy Council, 
the unelected House of Lords and 
defend the Scottish parliament’s 
right to call a referendum on 
independence. 

 
The Election Campaign
Labour, Momentum and the 
unions need to mobilise a general 
election campaign that is radically 
different from the usual knocking 
on doors and ticking boxes. We 
need hustings in city centres, 
demonstrations, and mass political 
canvassing, mobilising the youth 
and the working class and black 
and minority ethnic communities, 
including EU workers. We need 
to show beyond all doubt that the 
people, the real working people, are 
overwhelmingly on Labour’s side 
and we must demand a government 
whose anticapitalist measures will 
open the road to a social revolution, 
and a socialist republic of Britain 
within a socialist united states of 
Europe.

IT IS ALMOST EXACTLY FOUR YEARS 
since Jeremy Corbyn defied expectations 
to win the Labour leadership contest on a 
wave of enthusiasm from thousands of young 
activists who joined the party to fight for a 
radical anti-austerity manifesto and a “new 
kind of politics”. 

Despite the youthfulness of the movement 
that brought Corbyn to power, it was years 
before Corbynites made serious inroads into 
Labour’s bureaucratic and virtually moribund 
youth organisations, which had been exploited 
for decades as merely a conveyor belt between 
universities and the party apparatus.

A long, concerted battle against 
the bureaucracy might have left young 
radicals with more appetite for a wholesale 
transformation of Labour’s structures when 
they eventually won control. But the Corbyn 
movement came into ascendancy not through 
a systematic political struggle against the New 
Labour machine, but effectively via an online 
plebiscite. This, along with the right wing’s 
attempts to overthrow Corbyn, fostered a 
bunker mentality among the left, prioritising 
‘loyalty’ to the strategy of compromise on 
Brexit, party democracy, and programme, 
pursued by the Leader’s office. 

Bureaucracy 
This year’s London Young Labour (LYL) 
policy conference demonstrated that the 
ruling clique in the youth organisations is 
content to simply replicate in miniature the 
example set by Momentum and trade union 
bureaucracies, in which the role of members 
is to uncritically carry out policies handed 
down from above. 

The LYL conference - called for the end 
of summer holiday season with only a week 
given for policy submissions - set itself 
the task of clearing a backlog of motions 
previously submitted, as well as developing a 
political strategy for key issues facing young 
Londoners. Attendance was only a fraction of 
the 300+ young members who attended the 
AGM in March 2018, when Corbyn loyalists 
first took control. 

Little has been seen or heard of the 
organisation in the intervening months. 
This year’s AGM passed only a single motion 
backing Corbyn’s continued Brexit fudge after 
a comical series of errors and delays. Many 
of LYL’s leading figures of recent years have 
decamped to higher positions, leaving behind 
a disintegrating organisational infrastructure 

and a toxic culture based on the politics 
of social cliques as opposed to democratic 
debate. 

The recent policy conference was no 
different, with democratic debate allotted 
a paltry 50 minutes of a full day’s agenda. 
Despite the ruling clique’s enthusiastic 
support for Brexit, the severity of the 
unfolding political crisis was enough for a Left 
anti-Brexit motion, similar to the national 
conference motion promoted by Labour for 
a Socialist Europe, to end up amongst those 
prioritised for debate. 

The overriding priority of the organisers 
was to prevent even the pretence of a debate 
over the party’s policy. The organisers’ 
training in the worst bureaucratic abuses of 
the student movement caused the conference 
to rapidly degenerate into a series of ‘points 
of clarification’ designed to filibuster out any 
discussion of the Brexit motion. 

Our movement’s apprentice bureaucrats 
may have walked away laughing, but their 
control freakery left their political immaturity 
and contempt for party members exposed in 
equal measure, and more importantly, has 
rendered Young Labour irrelevant to the 
growing youth movements.

Conclusion
Young people in Britain today are faced with 
the prospect of immediate economic shocks 
post-Brexit, a looming worldwide recession, 
and the threat of catastrophic climate change. 
Young Labour should be mobilising its 
members to take action against a No Deal 
Brexit, bring down Boris Johnson, and bring 
Corbyn to power on a radical anti-austerity 
programme. It should be organising for the 
student climate strikes and supporting young 
workers to link the up workplace struggles 
with the climate movement. It should be at the 
forefront of campaigns to support migrants 
and refugees, save our public services, and 
democratise the trade unions. Labour’s youth 
movement could lead by example in forging 
links with similar campaigns across Europe 
and the world, pressuring Labour to take 
responsibility for co-ordinating a worldwide 
working class fightback.

LYL’s ‘left’ leaders have cosily settled into 
the playpen formerly the training ground 
of New Labour’s apparatchiks. If we want to 
actually organise Labour’s tens of thousands 
of young members and relate to the youth 
movements passing us by, we need to act 
now to clear out the cliques and rebuild 
an autonomous, fighting socialist youth 
movement fit for the struggles to come.

ULA MARCH

London Young Labour conference:
Not fit for purpose
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HOW DEMOCRATIC IS CORBYN'S LABOUR?

THANKS TO NEIL KINNOCK’S  
counterrevolution against the 
democratic reforms of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, and Blair’s in the 
1990s and 2000s, Jeremy Corbyn 
and his team inherited a Labour 
Party in which the leadership could 
prevent the membership from 
either determining party policy 
or who should represent them in 
parliament.

For almost all of these years 
the leadership enjoyed the benefits 
of these bureaucratic obstacles, 
merely adding to them whenever 
they felt threatened… or merely 
embarrassed. 

So on Corbyn’s leadership 
campaign in 2015, he made a 
point of opening Labour’s doors 
to all those socialists who had 
been expelled in Kinnock’s witch-
hunt, denied membership by the 
party’s officious officials, or left in 
disgust at Blair’s wars and Brown’s 
privatisations: 

“I was there in 1984 standing 
alongside the miners, and judging 
by the appearance of some of you, 
you were there with me. Welcome 
back!”

 Beyond that too, there 
was much hope for other basic 
democratic rights that had been 
stolen or had been key demands 
of the left over many years, like 
mandatory reselection (open 
selection) of MPs, sovereignty of 
conference (including over key 
planks of the manifesto), and the 
right of socialist tendencies and 
oppressed groups to form platforms 
or caucuses and fight for policies 
and reforms (instead the effectively 
closed list of affiliated organisation 
like the Co-Op Party and the  
Fabian Society).

But these promises and hopes 
have borne little fruit. In the 
meantime there has been a co-
ordinated backlash by the right 
which found in the bogus charge 
that Corbyn and his  followers were 
anti-Semites an opportunity to 
reinstate witch hunting and trial by 
the media.  

Let’s look at some of the 
key areas of Labour Party 
democracy, four years after 
Jeremy’s election and one year 

after the Democracy Review.
 

Witch-hunt
A lot of socialists, who had left 
Labour over the Kinnock, Blair, 
Brown years but now took Corbyn’s 
invitation to return were denied 
entry. Initially they were not 
informed why and were told they 
had no right to appeal. One 70-year 
old sister in my CLP was eventually 
told she was excluded for signing 
the nomination papers of a Left 
Unity candidate.

The world-renowned socialist 
film director was similarly excluded, 
presumably for his support for the 
WRP in the 1970s! What a waste 
of a great tribune for socialism. 
Comrades who supported socialist 
newspapers were regularly stopped 
from joining or expelled, because as  
Tom Watson ridiculously claimed 
tens of thousand of “Trots” were 
infiltrating the party, attempting to 
undo Kinnock’s purge.

After the ill-fated and well-
named “chicken coup” in 2016, this 
phase of the witch-hunt abated, as 
the right increasingly took a new 
turn, aimed at smearing the left and 
Corbyn himself with accusations of 
anti-Semitism.

Countless innocent anti-
Zionists and Palestinian supporters 
were caught in the wide net that was 
cast, suspended or expelled. Many 
of them were themselves Jews, 
which helped launch the hugely 
useful Jewish Voice for Labour.

While there have inevitably 
arisen a few cases of real, vile anti-
semitism – and they should be 
expelled for sure – and others have 
shown bad judgement, very few 
cases have deserved or needed the 
ultimate sanction of expulsion.

Shami Chakrabarti’s excellent 
report into the charge of anti-
semitism in the party cleared 
Labour of being guiltier than 
other parties or the population as 
a whole on the issue, as did other 
surveys. But Margaret Hodge and 
Tom Watson (again) demanded 
more expulsions and said Labour 
was “rife” with anti-semitism 
and “institutionally racist”. The 
mainstream press – led by the BBC 
and The Guardian – gave blanket 
coverage to the accusers and 
silenced the defence.

When Corbyn let himself be 
bullied into accepting  the IHRA’s 
definition of anti-semitism this 
did not stem the tide of allegations: 
rather it encouraged them. The 
zenith came this spring when Chris 
Williamson MP was suspended 
for simply saying the party had 
apologised too much for its record 
of fighting anti-semitism. When he 
was found not guilty, 121 MPs and 
peers and virtually the entire media 
pack demanded the decision be 
overturned. Corbyn stood by, while 
Williamson was suspended again.

 These attacks have a purpose: 
to damage the Labour leadership 
in the eyes of millions of its 
supporters. They are signalling that 
they will not be loyal to a Labour 
Prime Minister who sides with the 
Palestinians against Israel’s military 
might and racist laws.

 Williamson is right; Corbyn 
has not defended himself and the 
party enough. And if he retreats 
under this kind of pressure in 
opposition, what will he do in 
office?

 
Open selection
Sixty-nine per cent of Corbyn 
supporters wanted the re-
introduction of mandatory re-
selection of MPs back in 2015. After 
countless displays of disloyalty 
from the PLP, that number has 
steadily grown.

It is a basic right: to choose 
our own representatives. Without 
it, it will take decades for the 
party to bring the parliamentary 
party into line with the views of 
the membership. And that means 
Corbyn, McDonnell, Abbott and 
co. trying to introduce radical 
reforms with a rebellious bank 
bench thwarting their every move.

We – and Corbyn’s whole 
project – are being held hostage.

Until this year any calls for re-
selection or votes of no confidence 
in MPs led to howls of bullying, 
ingratitude and sexism, racism, 
take your pick – no matter what 
the crimes of the incumbents who 
have grossed it for years without a 
socialist principle in their bones.

 The “compromise” agreed at 
last conference merely tinkered 
with the arcane rules surrounding 
re-selection. The rigmarole of the 

"It is a basic right 
to choose our own 
representatives. 
Without it, the PLP will 
never reflect the views 
of the members and a 
Corbyn government will 
be held to ransom by 
hostile backbenchers"

JEREMY DEWAR
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“trigger” ballot still exists, where 
MPs first stand alone in a field of 
one (!), only now the left “only” 
need to secure 33 per cent of branch 
votes to proceed to consider other 
candidates.

With a general election 
approaching fast, only the first 
such trigger ballots are taking 
place, such is the slowness of the 
process. Labour could win an 
election outright this autumn and 
still be hamstrung with hundreds of 
right wing MPs, who have long lost 
the support of the members they 
supposedly represent.

 
Conference and manifesto
But it is in the field of policy that a 
party’s democracy must ultimately 
be judged. If a party’s membership 
does not democratically control its 
own programme, then all the other 
rights count for nothing. We’re not 
just asking to be treated fairly; we 
are here to fundamentally change 
Britain and the world.

But it is precisely here that the 
Democracy Review achieved so 
little.

The number of constituency 
motions at this year’s conference 
has increased from eight to 20, 
in recognition of – but not in 
proportion to – the increased 
membership, and added a day 
to the conference by moving the 
Women’s Conference to earlier in 
the year. But last year’s conference 
revealed the undemocratic pitfalls 
that await delegates.

First there was the ridiculous 
sight of the vote on mandatory 
re-selection being lost, after 90 
per cent of constituency delegates 
voted for it but 90 per cent of union 
delegations voted en bloc against. 
The MPs understandably were 
overwhelmingly against.

Further anger erupted when 
it emerged that Unite’s Len 
McCluskey cast his block vote 
against the reform, despite his 
union having democratically 
agreed policy in favour. Union 
representation and the use of 
the block vote by overbearing 
bureaucrats have not been touched. 
We need to democratise the block 
vote to get anywhere near members’ 
control over conference.

Then we were treated to a 
12-hour compositing session, 
held behind closed doors, which 
delivered the mother of all fudged 
motions on Brexit. The resulting 
piece of waffle, which left all options 
“on the table” but committed the 
leadership to fight for none of them, 

was passed unanimously. This 
wasn’t clever stage management 
but ducking a fight on the most 
important question facing the 
party: are we for Remain or Leave?

Polls, surveys and 
questionnaires have repeatedly 
shown that the party membership 
is in favour of remaining in the 
EU – and for free movement. Yet 
without any consultation and by 
depriving the Liverpool conference 
of a meaningful vote, to borrow the 
current jargon, Corbyn’s leadership 
has been allowed to steer the party 
against a second referendum until 
the last minute.

Meanwhile even Diane Abbott 
has introduced the idea of an 
Australian style points system to 
allow employers to decide which 
migrants can come and work here, 
which can’t and when they should 
be deported. Again, a complete 
policy reversal without any 
membership say.

Conference must fight to be 
sovereign. That means it must be 
empowered to decide on all major 
manifesto policies and to instruct 
its parliamentary leadership to take 
positions on all the big issues of the 
day.

 
Conclusion
 Jeremy Corbyn once promised to 
turn the Labour Party into a social 
movement not just a vote catching 
party. He stood on a platform of 
“straight talking honest politics”. He 
claimed under him the party would 
be membership-led.

But not only have the reforms 
been too little, too late, the right 
have been allowed to use their 
enormous privileges in order to 
undermine his authority. Without 
vibrant and autonomous youth and 
BAME sections, many of Jeremy’s 
younger and more diverse new 
supporters have left or didn’t see 
the point in joining.

Even in the current crisis, 
Labour is failing to give a lead and 
mobilise its forces and the unions’ 
troops to bring down Johnson and 
stop the No Deal Brexit he is forcing 
through against parliament’s will.

But the Boris coup and the  
crisis it has unleashed has gives 
us another opportunity to turn 
Labour into a democratic, fighting 
party. If branches and CLPs rise 
to the challenge and organise 
action to stop the coup and stop 
Brexit, drawing in the unions and 
working class neighbourhoods, 
and organising direct, i.e. strike 
action this will develop the mass 

membership from passive Corbyn 
fans into activist sin the class 
struggle. 

This would reinvigorate the 
party, attracting the best elements 
of our class, especially the youth, 
to its banner. But another “surge” 
in membership must insist that the 
party’s leaders, MPs and policies 
are under its control.

 However, as Boris Johnson’s 
coup shows, in any real political 
crisis, it is what the great mass of the 
people do that counts. If the Queen 
and the Tory right are prepared 
to suspend parliament to prevent 
Remain MPs from interfering 
in their plans, think what they 
would do to stop a Corbyn-led 
government.

 That’s why any democratisation 
of the party is inextricably linked 
to changing the kind of party 
Labour has always been -  one 
that sees elections as the be all 
and end all of politics. Important 
as defending parliament against a 
coup by the executive is, we have 
to understand that real power does 
not lie in parliament but in the 
unelected machinery of the state – 
the monarchy, the judiciary the top 
state bureaucracy. 

 A party that focuses almost 
exclusively on winning votes 
will naturally tend to privilege 
its parliamentarians and make 
compromises to keep them on 
board and win the votes of the 
“middle ground”. A party focused 
on mass action, however, will focus 
on educating and preparing its 
cadres by involving them in all the 
major decisions and to control its 
MPs and councillors.



SEPTEMBER 2019 / REDFLAG / 07

HISTORY

the popular 
front a warning 
from history 
DAVE STOCKTON

IN RECENT WEEKS SUNDRY SELF- 
appointed advisors to Labour have been 
arguing that if and when Boris Johnson 
succumbs to a vote of no confidence and an 
interim government is needed to eject him 
from Number Ten, because both rebel Tories 
and Liberal Democrats have indicated they 
would never vote for Jeremy Corbyn as prime 
minister even for a short period then he should 
stand aside in favour of a more “neutral’ figure 
like Harriet Harman, Hilary Benn or even the 
Tory veteran Ken Clarke. 

Since a general election would have to 
follow almost immediately, others have gone 
further and suggested that in order to secure 
a parliamentary majority to stop No Deal and 
then Brexit itself, there needs to be an electoral 
pact with Labour standing aside in favour of the 
Liberals, Greens or Nationalists. 

The first victims of this would be Labour’s 
radical anti-austerity programme and Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership. Moreover, even if it 
succeeded in getting rid of Johnson, unless 
Labour won an overall majority (unlikely), it 
would push it towards a longer-term coalition 
with the Lib-Dems etc. to keep the Tories out.

In fact, even in terms of the anti-No Deal 
struggle, this could very likely lose Labour as 
many seats or votes as it gained since a radical 
anti-austerity programme is a vital element to 
winning Labour seats in those “left behind” 
areas where a minority of Labour supporters 
voted Leave in the 2016 referendum and where 

it needs to bring forward a major reconstruction 
and job-creation programme.

In addition, the majority of right wing 
members of the Parliamentary Labour Party 
would certainly press for this as a way of getting 
rid of Corbyn and those on the left who had 
fallen for the lesser evil argument once would 
probably join them. 

The Popular Front reborn
Paul Mason, prolific author, fomer BBC 
Newsnight and Channel Four journalist, now 
working freelance, has offered his solution 
to how to oust Johnson. In a Guardian article 
‘Labour’s best tactic to beat Boris Johnson? 
A popular front’ (Fri 2 Aug 2019), he argues 
correctly enough; 

“For progressives, the last two weeks 
have shown how high the cost of losing that 
general election would be. The country would 
be ruled by a faction of elite Tories who have 
abandoned their moral and intellectual dividing 
lines with the far right. Britain would become 
an appendage of the United States, in foreign 
policy and in trade. It would be goodbye to the 
welfare state and the tolerant society.”

But the problems begin with his solution. 
He asserts:

“There is only one proven response in history 
that beats an alliance of far-right populists and 
conservative amoralists: a temporary alliance of 
the centre and the left.” 

According to Mason this was “the only 
tactic that halted or delayed the march to 
fascism in the 1930s.”

This might come as a surprise to those 
who know that Paul was a member of the 
Trotskyist group Workers Power for the better 
part of twenty years, regularly writing articles 
defending Leon Trotsky’s viewpoint. The 
co-leader of the October revolution was an 
intransigent opponent of the Popular Front. 
True, Paul long ago abandoned Trotskyism 
and now describes himself as a radical social 
democrat. His journey, revealed in his various 
books, took him through utopian socialism, 
anarcho-syndicalism, Marx, Rosa Luxemburg 
and Antonio Gramsci en route. Alas he now 
seems to have arrived at Stalin. 

Paul’s potted history in the Guardian tries 
to obfuscate this by crediting the origin of the 
Popular Front to the Bulgarian communist 
Georgi Dimitrov. True it was he, elevated by 
Stalin to the leadership of the Comintern in 
March 1934, who at the Seventh Congress of the 
Communist International in July-August 1935, 
announced the antifascist popular front tactic – 
a block not only with the reformist parties but 
also with the liberal or progressive bourgeois 
parties. 

But it was approved on the strict condition 
that Stalin’s Third Period policy (1929-33) with 
its characterisation of the social democrats as 
‘social-fascists’ and its refusal of a united front 
“from above and below”, was not criticised. 

While the Nazis were rising from 2.6 per 
cent of the vote in 1928 to 37.3 per cent in 1932, 
aided by their stormtroopers vicious attacks on 
socialists, communists, and Jews, the German 
Communist Party (KPD) were denouncing 



their social-democrat rivals in the SPD as 
‘social-fascists’. At the same time the SPD 
claimed the Communists were as bad as the 
Nazis, since both were enemies of democracy. 
Both the SPD and KPD ignored the fact that the 
Nazis did not distinguish between reformists 
and revolutionaries: their avowed goal was to 
destroy the entire labour movement. 

In fact throughout the 1920s and into the 
1930s the SPD repeatedly formed coalitions 
or electoral pacts with bourgeois liberals and 
conservatives, even voting for the reactionary 
First World War General Paul von Hindenburg 
as a ‘lesser evil’. People who remember the 
sectarian crimes of the KPD in their Third 
Period usually ignore the SPD’s coalitions 
which were ‘popular fronts’ before the term was 
invented. They too were an obstacle to a fighting 
workers’ united front. 

This disastrous policy had prepared the 
way for the triumph of Hitler by obstructing 
the formation a united front between the two 
huge German workers’ parties, each with its 
own militia. There were 130,000 in the KPD’s 
Red Front and some 250,000 in the SPD’s 
Reichsbanner/Iron Front, plus millions of 
members in the affiliated trade unions. At local 
level, rank and file militants of both parties 
sought to collaborate in defence against Nazi 
attacks. But it was Leon Trotsky and the small 
groups of his followers who reflected this thirst 
for unity at an international level. 

They almost singlehandedly fought for the 
united front against fascism against both the 
KPD and SPD’s disastrous policies. Despite 
Hitler’s rise to power and mass arrests of the 
Communists and Social Democrats, for over 
a year the Comintern asserted that nothing 
had been wrong with their tactics, despite the 
fact that both parties’ leaders and activists 
were being tortured in Dachau and other 
concentration camps. 

Stalin continued to believe for most of 
1933 that good relations were possible with the 
Nazi regime; only when Germany began major 
rearmament did the mortal danger to the Soviet 
Union became impossible to ignore. Only then 
did he allow the Communist International 
to propose the united front to the erstwhile 
‘social fascists’. But by then his search for 
collective security with the western imperialist 
democracies prompted a new change of course, 
seeking instead an ‘antifascist alliance’ with the 
‘progressive’ bourgeois parties. 

The Rassemblement Populaire
Stalin’s search for a military alliance with 
French imperialism against Germany went on 
throughout 1934 and culminated in the Stalin-
Laval pact signed in May 1935. On his return 
from Moscow, Pierre Laval (who was to head 
the collaborationist Vichy government during 
the war), declared “Stalin understands and fully 

approves France’s rearmament proposals”. The 
French Communist Party (PCF) immediately 
responded, “Stalin is right”. 

The PCF under its general secretary Maurice 
Thorez had already “improved” the united 
front into the popular front – an antifascist 
alliance with the Radical Party, the main party 
of the imperialist bourgeoisie. He, rather than 
Dimitrov, could really claim the credit for this. 
This meant that the PCF literally overnight 
dropped its opposition to rearmament, 
and abandoned supporting a revolutionary 
perspective for liberation movements in the 
colonies. 

In fact the popular front was no more and 
no less than the Communist parties adopting 
the post-1914 Social Democrats’ patriotism, 
defence of their own imperialist ‘fatherland’, 
and adopting their view that the “main enemy 
is abroad”. Only in this sense is Paul Mason 
right that the popular front is part of the Labour 
tradition.

Mason claims the Popular Front 
government in France was responsible for 
the social reforms carried out by Leon Blum’s 
government (the famous two weeks’ annual 
holiday). This is a travesty of history. The truth 
is that French workers wrung these concessions 
from the hands of the terrified bosses as a result 
of a massive general strike and wave of factory 
occupations. The Popular Front ministers, and 
the PCF in particular, vigorously opposed the 
movement. When the leftwing socialist Marceau 
Pivert wrote an article headlined “Everything is 
possible!” Maurice Thorez the rebuked him in 
the PCF’s L’Humanité with a response headed 
“Not everything is possible!” 

Trotsky analysed this “new” tactic as; “the 
coalition of the proletariat with the imperialist 
bourgeoisie…. The Radical Party, preserving 
for itself complete freedom of action, savagely 
imposes restrictions upon the freedom of action 
of the proletariat.” 

He argued every electoral pact with a 
bourgeois party requires that it be struck on 
the latter’s objectives not those of the workers’ 
parties. Moreover, the revolutionary impetus 
of the workers would have to be restrained, 
indeed broken, to preserve the alliance with the 
bourgeois liberals. He was soon proved right.

In France the popular front government 
between Socialists and Radicals broke up in 
1938 when the Radicals dumped their allies for 
a coalition with the right wing parties. In 1939, 
when Stalin signed the infamous Molotov-
Ribbentrop pact, the Communist International 
suddenly dropped the antifascist popular front. 
After the fall of France in 1940,  the same 
parliament that had led to the popular front in 
1936 elected Marshal Pétain and his dictatorial 
regime that collaborated with the Nazis. 

In Spain the popular front did worse still 
in May 1937, when it crushed the anarcho-

syndicalist workers of Barcelona, the vanguard 
of the Spanish revolution. This ended in 1939 
with Franco’s victory. A great success for 
antifascism! Need we tell the similar story of 
the tragic failure of the Chilean Popular Unity 
government of Salvador Allende in 1973 ending 
in Pinochet’s bloody dictatorship?

Conclusion 
Before, during, and after the terrible failures of 
the popular front in the 1930s, Trotsky pointed 
out the reason for this. Whilst a united struggle 
between mass reformist workers’ organisations 
and more radical, even revolutionary, forces to 
their left can increase the power of resistance 
of the working class as a whole, a united front 
with the enemy, i.e. with bourgeois parties, 
can only diminish or cancel out the resultant 
forces because they have diametrically opposed 
fundamental interests. 

It makes the workers’ parties drop their 
most radical anti-capitalist demands and 
programmes – i.e. those most necessary to 
solving the problems of the most oppressed 
and exploited parts of the working class. It 
also demands the renunciation of the militant 
methods of the class struggle for fear of 
frightening away the bourgeois liberal allies. 
It also stops the petit-bourgeois voting base 
of the conservative and liberal parties from 
gravitating to the workers’ parties if the latter 
project a decisive solution to the crisis. At the 
same time, the most reactionary parties of the 
capitalist class grow stronger and the liberals 
weaker. 

Of course those who argue for an a 
electoral pact or even a “temporary” coalition 
government will probably not make reference 
to the unhappy history of the popular front 
but simply see compromise with the Liberal 
Democrats etc., as a pragmatic necessity to stop 
Johnson. 

But as we explain in our editorial (page 3) 
such a pact or coalition cannot be the starting 
point for defeating Johnson and would obstruct 
the possibility of a radical Corbyn government. 
Instead the way forward must be by deploying 
all the methods of the class struggle – mass 
demonstrations, direct action, and political 
strikes. The bourgeois parties cannot and will 
not support this when it passes beyond mere 
protest - though many of their followers and 
voters will. 

If Labour shows it is a powerful social 
force capable of enforcing its programme it 
can not only win an election but also create 
the organised mass forces able to defend such 
a government against the sabotage of the 
unelected and undemocratic elements of the 
state machine. Thus a workers’ united front can 
end in a workers’ government. A popular front 
can only obstruct this and lead to defeat, as it 
has always done before.

HISTORY
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PCS: BROAD LEFT OR RANK & FILE?

DIFFERENCES WITHIN LEFT  
Unity, the ruling faction of the 
Public and Commercial Services 
Union (PCS), have prompted the 
Socialist Party to launch a faction 
within that faction, the Broad 
Left Network. At the same time, 
the PCS Rank and File Network 
is being launched. This raises the 
question of how best to organise in 
the unions – rank and file or broad 
left?

The Broad Left Network states: 
“We believe that in order for 
PCS to successfully represent its 
members’ interests, it is vital that 
PCS campaigns on the basis of 
socialist policies which reflect the 
class interests of the membership.” 
Surely no socialist would disagree 
with these aims. However, broad 
left and rank and file tactics are not 
two different routes to this same 
goal but instead take us to different 
destinations.

A broad left, whatever its 
precise policies, is an electoral 
machine aimed at the winning the 
positions needed to implement 
those policies. They leave the 
union’s bureaucratic structure by-
and-large in place. In PCS, the only 
elected full-time officials are the 
General Secretary and Assistant 
General Secretary. The National 
Disputes Committee maintains 
tight control over which sections 
of the workforce are allowed to 
take industrial action.

Rank and File 
A rank and file movement would 
of course seek to win elections but 
would primarily be based in the 
workplace and seek to organise 
action – with the officials where 
possible, but without them where 
necessary. It would fight for 
strike tactics and strategy to be 
decided by mass meetings of all 
the members concerned, and elect 
delegates who would then lead the 
dispute and control negotiations.

A rank and file movement 
would call for all officials to be 
subject to election, and immediate 
recall by their electorate, if they 

do not represent their members’ 
views. Officials would be paid 
the average wage of those 
they represent. Without these 
measures, unions develop a 
bureaucracy – a layer of leaders 
standing above the membership, 
largely unaccountable to them 
and acting as masters of the union 
rather its servants.

As it stands, full-timers 
function as negotiators with 
the employer and manage the 
expectations of the members. In 
our pensions campaign in 2011 the 
union leadership called a series of 
one-day strikes as a leverage tactic 
for negotiations, rather than the 
escalating action that was needed 
to defeat the government.

PCS officers certainly argued 
with the other union leaders to 
continue the strike, but they left 
it at that, refusing to go over the 
heads of the bureaucrats from 
Unison, GMB and Unite, and 
directly appeal to the rank and 
file of those unions, where their 
appeal would have been far better 
received. These bureaucratic 
conventions, which leave each 
union leader in charge of her/his 
fiefdom act as a convenient brake 
on rank and file initiative and class 
unity. They should be broken.

The PCS Rank and File 
Network began in HMRC earlier 
this year but is spreading to other 
departments. It is holding a launch 
event this month to discuss what a 
rank and file movement is and how 
one can be built in our union. The 
network describes its aims as:

“We stand for a union which:
• Takes a direct lead from 

members in all negotiations;
• Gives members the right to 

elect and to recall all officials 
who negotiate on their behalf;

• Has workers’ representatives 
on a worker’s wage;

• Organises in-house and 
outsourced workers together;

• Fights not just to stop things 
getting worse but for radical 
improvements in our working 
conditions;

• Builds for imaginative, 
effective action to win real 
victories.”

Tasks
Rank and File Network is 
launching at a difficult time, but 
its demands offer the possibility 
of organising the most militant 
workers to meet the challenges 
ahead and transforming the union. 
PCS is reeling from two failed 
ballots, struggling to organise on 
the ground to achieve the voter 
turnout demanded by the anti-
union laws.

Both Broad Left Network and 
Left Unity argue that the task is 
to rebuild the base of the union 
so we can call industrial action, 
and the question of who controls 
those strikes is trying to run before 
we can walk. But the broad left 
approach to rebuilding the union 
is not working.

A rank and file organisation 
should argue for the union to 
re-ballot the best organised 
sections that are confident of 
meeting the 50% threshold, and 
for those strikes to be run by the 
members taking action. This can 
spur activists in other sections 
on to improve their workplace 
organisation and join the battle as 
soon as they are ready.

More immediately, we are 
facing a No Deal Brexit that 
threatens the jobs of colleagues 
without British citizenship, 
everyone’s rights at work and the 
public services we deliver. The 
political and industrial action 
needed to force out the Johnson 
government will certainly 
destabilise British capitalism. It 
will pose the questions: who is 
to rule in society? and what is 
society’s wealth to be used for?

That is why taking control of 
the unions and transforming them 
is the first step to taking control 
of society and transforming it. 
We cannot rely on parliament to 
stop the government, so if PCS 
wants to stop a No Deal Brexit it 
must call out its members, not 
just by joining the protests, but by 
using the most powerful weapon 
available to us – strike action.

A PCS ACTIVIST

"The Broad Left 
approach to rebuilding 
the union is not 
working. A rank and 
file organisation 
should campaign to 
re-ballot the most 
organised sections and 
for those disputes to 
be controlled by the 
members on strike. This 
can set an example for 
other sections to follow 
and join the fight."

TRADE UNIONS
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offsite meetings, delegations of 
workers visiting weaker offices, 
and elected strike committees 
to make sure everyone votes yes 
and stays strong. Parcelforce 
workers can’t wait for the ballot, 
they should walkout and demand 
the union backs them.  We need 
to starting build massive support 
from the rest of Labour movement 
now.

In national meetings around 
the last dispute, some reps 
asked “what happens if we get 
an injunction?”, where some 
unelected Tory judge scuppered 
our right to strike over some minor 
technicality in the undemocratic 
anti-union laws.  The answer in 
2017, when an injunction actually 
came, was nothing – there were 
no preparations by the union 
despite the worries raised. 

This time the stakes are 
higher, and a draw won’t be 
enough, we need a solid win.  If it 
proves necessary, CWU activists 
and reps need to be prepared 
to unleash the kind of mass 
unofficial action we saw in 2003 
and 2007 that both times brought 
Royal Mail to its knees.  That 
requires organisation.

We can do what UCU 
university strikers did last year 
and hold mass meetings in every 
office at crucial junctures to 
debate the way forward and lobby 
our leaders – they managed to 
stop a bad deal being cooked up.   
But we need to go one further and 
start now to develop a rank and 
file movement across the CWU 
of reps and activists.  That way 
we can build the maximum power 
behind every official initiative, 
or go forward with any necessary 
action when the union officials 
won’t.  

There’s no doubt that this is 
indeed “The fight of our lives”, but 
equally there is no doubt that if we 
get organise our shopfloor power, 
and begin to build solidarity from 
the labour movement without 
delay, we can win. 

Royal Mail offensive forces CWU union 
to call strike ballot 
OVER THE SUMMER ROYAL  
Mail moves against last year’s 
“Four Pillars” Agreement with 
the CWU union have morphed 
into a full-scale offensive, forcing 
the union to declare a strike 
ballot on 22 August.   This is an 
all-out attack on the union and a 
restructuring that could end in 
the break-up of Royal Mail.  So 
it is no exaggeration when Terry 
Pullinger, CWU General Secretary 
(Postal) says that this is “the fight 
of our lives”.  

Reps and activists need to 
work all out to get a massive yes 
vote in the ballot, running 24 
September to 8 October.  Last 
time we balloted in 2017 we got 
a brilliant 89% yes vote on a big 
turnout, given the level of anger on 
the shopfloor now we can top that!

From efficiency drive to all-out 
offensive 
Last year Royal Mail’s millionaire 
owners installed a new 
management under new CEO 
Rico Back, the anti-union head 
Royal Mail Group’s international 
arm GLS, built on zero hours 
contracts, low wages.  He has 
driven a restructuring offensive to 
hike profits from the top. A non-
stop savings drive on the shopfloor 
was followed by an unagreed five 
year restructuring plan in May, 
increasingly pushing the union 
aside at every level to impose it.  
One top manager told officials that 
staff who didn’t like the planned 
changes could “vote with our 
feet and just leave the business”.  
Many hundreds have, in an 
unprecedented wave of walkouts 
and canteen sit-ins against the 
accompanying hike in bullying 
and sackings.

Terry told union members in 
a video update, “each day there’s 
something else that this new 
leadership does, another move that 
they make, that takes us further 

away from our agreements”.  But 
each week going by without 
national action has seen Royal Mail 
bosses just get bolder.  Since Spring 
bosses have broken the agreement 
on PDA scanner GPS data and 
demanded cuts of thousands of 
hours out of offices, and now want 
further savings so we pay for the 
next hour off the working week 
agreed for this October, as part of 
the agreed move to the 4PA’s 35-
hour week.  

Guns of August
Then Royal Mail upped the 
ante in August.  According to 
CWU London Division, the last 
few managers associated with 
negotiating the Four Pillars 
Agreement (4PA) were sacked in 
one week, replaced by anti-union 
old hands.  Then Back pressed the 
red button, announcing plans to 

make Parcelforce a separate limited 
company, still in the overall Royal 
Mail Group but with workers 
having to “TUPE” over their terms 
and conditions as in a totally new 
company.  Now (unfortunately in 
line with the 4P Agreement) he 
wants to reopen discussions on 
the legal protections in place since 
privatisation that block zero hours 
contracts and stop the company 
being broken up, a sign of what’s 
to come.  

As part of the same unagreed 
five year plan, Back aims to take 

large parcels out of delivery offices 
and possibly cut the Universal 
Service Obligation (USO) 
requirement to deliver Saturdays, 
as was recently done in the Isle of 
Man, slashing up to 20,000 jobs, 
many full-time, and of course the 
service provided to the public, just 
as socialists predicted back in 2013 
during privatisation.  Meanwhile 
managers are taking millions of 
pounds in bonuses on the back of 
the cuts, and have been offered a 
pay rise to keep them sweet for the 
dispute.

When Terry challenged him, 
Rico Back reportedly shot back 
“I’m CEO of this company so I’ll 
do what I want, and the union 
can deal with the consequences”!  
Royal Mail bosses have refused 
to negotiate, setting up a new 
company for Parcelforce and 
insisting they will be transferring 

over to it on 1 October.  Royal 
Mail’s hardball tactics have meant 
CWU leaders had no choice but to 
call a ballot, followed by a social 
media blitz to raise awareness on 
what’s at stake.  Heeding the call, 
scores of offices have held gate 
meetings in support. If Rico Back 
wants consequences, he’s likely to 
get them in the form of a massive 
strike vote. 

This time let’s win
Activists and reps should gear up 
again like 2018, with gate rallies, 

A CWU REP

"This time the stakes are higher and a draw 
won't be enough. If necessary, CWU activists 
and reps need to be prepared to unleash the 
kind of mass unofficial action we saw in 2003 
and 2007 that both times brought Royal Mail to 
its knees. That requires organisation." 
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the FIGHT FOR A 
FOUR DAY WEEK 
ULA MARCH

THE CALL FOR A FOUR DAY WEEK IS  
gaining prominence and support in the Labour 
movement. The Labour 4 Day Week campaign, 
founded in April based on a series of proposals 
put forward by think tank Autonomy, is working 
to popularise the idea of reduced working hours. 
A Momentum-endorsed conference motion 
calling for the introduction of a four-day week is 
currently making its way through constituencies 
across the country, buoyed by regular articles 
in Left media outlets promoting the potential 
benefits of working less. 

The policy push has been met with 
enthusiastic support and, in parts of the 
movement, a renewed enthusiasm around the 
potential of Labour’s new economics. In its 
popularity lies the recognition of a fundamental 
truth – under capitalism, work is defined by 
alienation and exploitation. Whether they 
understand this consciously or not, most people 
intuitively wish to minimise the time they are 
forced to spend working to sustain themselves.

It is heartening to see the long-standing 
socialist demand for shorter working hours back 
in the mainstream. But the Corbynite Left has 
not thought through its implications. Socialists 
should seize the opportunity to clarify the 
demand, explain the class conflict at its heart, 
and win activists to a fighting programme which 
could really achieve it.

Lessons from history
To understand what it will take to create 
an economy-wide shift to a four day week, 
we can look to historical trends in working 
hours, comparing how past reductions have 
been achieved to the strategy proposed by 
Momentum. 

In the nineteenth century, as Europe emerged 
into the industrial age and mechanised factory 
work enabled round-the-clock production, 
working hours were close to an absolute physical 

limit, allowing workers just enough rest to return 
to work the next day. Profit-hungry capitalists 
forced twelve, fourteen, and sixteen-hour days 
on men, women and children alike. Workers 
were left in conditions of abject misery, denied 
even the tiniest snatches of time for recreation 
or socialisation. 

To combat such hyper-exploitation, the 
call for shorter working hours quickly became 
a central plank of labour and social democratic 
movements in the emerging capitalist countries. 
Workers sought the division of the day into 
three equal parts – as the famous slogan goes, 
“Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, 
eight hours for what we will!”. The demand 
was an international one: the 1866 founding 
convention of the National Labour Union in the 
United States was the first mass organisation to 
adopt a resolution calling for the eight-hour day, 
prompting the First International to follow suit 
barely two weeks later. 

It was the demand for shorter working 
hours which sparked the opening episodes 
of a revolutionary era twenty years later. In 
Chicago, the 1886 May Day strike for an eight 
hour day ended in bloodshed and seven workers 
sentenced to death, sparking international 
outrage. In memory of the Haymarket martyrs, 
the 1889 founding congress of what was to 
become the Second International declared 1 May 
to be International Workers’ Day. On May Day 
the following year, millions marched and struck 
across Europe for the eight hour day. Calling 
for a ten-hour day, the 1896 general strike in St 
Petersburg catalysed a strike movement which 
spread across Russia, culminating in the 1905 
revolution.

In the first two decades of the twentieth 
century, the eight-hour day was won through 
struggle and sacrifice in many individual 
workplaces and industries across Europe and 
the USA. It was eventually written into law and 
international treaty at the end of World War I, 
as part of the compromise between capital and 

social democracy aimed at averting further 
revolutionary ferment. This devil’s bargain was 
to prove a harbinger of working class retreat, 
but the eight-hour day was nevertheless a 
crucial historical victory, a concession forced 
in response to the credible threat of world 
revolution, the culmination of decades of 
militant struggle. 

Between WWI and WWII, various national 
commitments to an eight hour work day were 
subjected to growing pressure, with loopholes 
and exceptions widely exploited, presaging the 
cyclical battles over working hours to come. But 
the social contract was re-forged at the end of 
WWII; an economic boom of unprecedented 
length allowed capital to grant significant 
concessions to organised labour, and trade 
unions grew in strength. As a result, the average 
full-time week in the UK continued falling 
steadily, albeit more slowly, from 46 hours in 
1946 to 40 hours by 1979, according to recent 
analysis by the New Economics Foundation .

But with the onset of global recession in 
the 70s, the neoliberal turn of the 80s, and the 
associated historic defeats of the working class, 
the trend slowed even further and perhaps even 
reversed. According to the same NEF analysis, 
between 1980 and 2016, the average full-time 
week in Britain fell by just 2.5 hours to an 
average of 37.5 hours. This data is seasonally 
adjusted, and other official sources suggest an 
even higher average. The average figure also 
hides lengthening working hours in many 
industries while in-work poverty is on the rise. 

Today, falling rates of profit are causing 
capitalists and their legislative representatives 
to lead an international assault on working 
conditions and workers’ organisations to bolster 
their profit margins.  In Austria, the government 
last year successfully passed a new law legalising 
12-hour work days, and in neighbouring 
Hungary Viktor Orban’s so-called “slave law” 
now allows employers to impose up to 400 hours 
of mandatory overtime a year. 
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According to European Commission data, 
full-time workers in Britain today put in the 
longer hours than any other country in the EU 
. The UK has also allowed individuals to opt out 
of the EU working time directive which gives 
workers the right not to work more than 48 
hours a week alongside a series of other benefits 
and protections. Last year, the number of days 
lost to strike action in the UK was the sixth-
lowest since records started, and the lowest ever 
in the public sector . Across Europe right-wing 
populist parties are rolling back protections for 
workers and lengthening the working week.

History shows us that reductions in working 
time do not happen spontaneously but are won 
by workers themselves. In a period of historically 
low working class organisation, with working 
time currently trending in the wrong direction, a 
universal shift to a four day week would require 
a truly massive shift in the balance of class forces. 

Working hours and wages 
The struggle between workers and bosses over 
working time is one of the most fundamental 
features of capitalism. In Capital, Marx showed 
us how workers spend part of their day 
reproducing the value of their labour power, 
and part of the day producing surplus value 
for capitalists. This means that the length of 
the working day in part determines how much 
profit businesses make. Since profit extraction 
is the driving force of capitalist economy, in 
general bosses will always seek to extract the 
maximum absolute surplus value by lengthening 
the working day, while workers will seek to limit 
it to a length which allows them to have a decent 
quality of life.

The only absolute limit on the working day is 
the capitalist imperative to maintain a workforce 
capable of continual production, thus conceding 
to workers a certain amount of daily rest. Any 
additional limits to the working day are socially 
determined, the product of workers’ efforts to 
gain more time “for satisfying intellectual and 
social wants, the extent and number of which 
are conditioned by the general state of social 
advancement” . Marx explains how workers 
and capitalists have equal status under the 
laws of commodity exchange, so where the 
interests of workers and capitalists are directly 
contradictory, like in the social determination 
of working time, class conflict is the only path 
to resolution. Through these historical struggles, 
a consensus is reached on what constitutes a 
‘normal’ working day in each historical period. 

The campaigning thinktank Autonomy, 
which in January this year produced a widely-
cited report seen as a de facto founding 
document of the new four-day week campaign, 
has a different interpretation of the driving 
forces behind reductions in working time. 
According to them, the five-day, 40-hour week is 
a product of the combined “demands of workers’ 

movements, the ambition of enlightened 
employers, the utopia of intellectuals, and the 
predictions of economists” . This, naturally, leads 
them to propose a renewed coalition of unions, 
businesses, and government to achieve further 
reductions in working time which are “desirable 
for all”, so long as they can be convinced of the 
benefits. It’s an appealing assertion, but is there 
any truth in it?

Though individual capitalists have always 
fought against the shortening of the working 
day, it is true that shorter hours as well as health 
and education provisions have in some historical 
periods been in the interest of the capitalist 
class. For example, inhumane hours which 
leave workers no time for social relationships 
undermine the family unit, and by extension 
the reproduction of a new generation of workers 
which capital requires. Capitalist division 
of labour requires an increasingly adaptable 
and educated workforce, which can only be 
delivered by further protections and provisions 
for education. Capitalists also need people to 
buy and use the things they produce, for which 
they need time off work. Henry Ford famously 
reduced his employees’ working hours so that 
they could buy and use the very automobiles 
they were producing.

But far from being attributable to an 
enlightened realisation which forged a new 
common interest between workers and 
capitalists, these examples are proof of how the 
anarchy of capitalist production can lead capital 
to periodically undermine its own long-term 
interests through rapacious pursuit of immediate 
profit. Only painful periods of struggle, which 
shape and are shaped by developments in social 
relations and modes of production, can split the 
ruling class and eventually force its reforming 
elements to grant concessions which stabilise 
the system.

Productivity and automation
Two distinct though overlapping arguments are 
commonly invoked in support of the Corbynite 
plan for a four-day week. The first of these 
posits that automation will make human labour 
increasingly superfluous, making a reduction in 
working time agreeable to all since performance 
can be maintained by machines. True enough, 
this would be the rational response in a society 
where work was organised on a socialised 
basis, and productivity gains were shared out 
to improve living conditions for all. But it is not 
our world today. To imagine that automation 
will lead employers to willingly reduce working 
hours is to misunderstand the purpose of 
production under capitalism, which is not to 
fulfil human need but to create surplus value 
(profit). 

In a capitalist society, increased use of 
machinery is but one more tool to increase 
profit: more stuff is churned out in the same 

amount of time with less human input, the 
product is cheapened and so is the cost of 
human labour. The reduction in the capitalists’ 
wage bill provides a boost to their overall profits, 
as does the possibility of exponentially increased 
levels of production. As technology mechanises 
ever-larger parts of production, capital must 
find new, previously non-existent industries 
to invest in, requiring human labour for their 
development, management, maintenance, and 
delivery, if not for the physical production 
process itself. This necessarily leads to periods 
of unemployment and strife for workers in 
newly mechanised branches of industry, and 
a cheapening of labour due to the new excess 
of unemployed workers. Yet in time the jobs 
destroyed are generally recreated in other parts 
of the economy, today increasingly insecure, 
part-time or self-employed. This is a process as 
old as capitalism itself. Far from leading to the 
collapse of the system, periodic restructuring 
of the economy in response to technological 
change is essential to its dynamism. 

The UK manufacturing sector has shrunk 
by two-thirds in the last 30 years, causing 
great suffering and increased exploitation in 
the process, but it has not led either to mass 
unemployment – currently at a historically low 
3.9% nationally – or any consensus that human 
labour is ‘superflous’. A study which followed 
300 car workers sacked in 2005 when MG Rover 
went into administration provides an instructive 
example . Three years after the plant’s closure, 
nine out of ten workers were back in permanent, 
full-time employment, many in the service or 
public sector. But they were earning an average 
of £5,640 less every year than they had been at 
MG Rover. Two thirds reported being financially 
worse off, and a quarter reported being in debt. 

Most manufacturing jobs have shifted to 
higher tech and service sector-based industries, 
both of which are now ripe for automation 
too. It is likely that the coming wave of AI will 
lead to a mass displacement of labour from the 
service sector and an “economic adjustment 
period” characterised by mass redundancies. 
We cannot predict exactly how long this period 
will last, where new jobs will reappear, or indeed 
whether unemployment will return to “normal” 
levels. But one thing is certain – no amount of 
suffering on the part of ordinary people will 
force companies sitting atop a new-found pile 
of cash to share it with their workers out of the 
goodness of their heart. 

Autonomy acknowledges that claims of 
tech-driven job losses may be exaggerated, and 
that automation may instead lead to increased 
inequality and insecurity masked by relatively 
high employment figures. They contend that “a 
policy strategy aimed at maximising wellbeing 
and economic equality could, as part of a 
broader set of moves, seek to partially counter 
this trend by reducing the waged working week” 
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. Yet they fail to recognise that those on zero 
hours contracts or self-employed are already 
excluded from all protections or guarantees on 
working time. For them, being brought in-house 
or securing guaranteed-hours contracts will 
have to come first, gains which can only be won 
through workers’ organisation and surely won’t 
come unopposed.

The second and complimentary part of 
campaigners’ case for shorter hours suggests 
that in high-skill sectors reliant on human brain 
power and creativity for results – consulting, 
marketing, research – a reduction in working 
time will spontaneously result in a corresponding 
increase in human productivity. A four-day 
week has recently been trialled and even made 
permanent in a few such workplaces, where 
bosses say it improves efficiency, makes workers 
happier, and reduces absenteeism. These widely-
publicised trials are touted as a blueprint for 
wholesale economic transformation. 

It is conceivable that this could be the case 
in a few odd workplaces, as evidenced by recent 
trials. But to extend such an arrangement to 
entire industries and guarantee that businesses 
won’t lose out – something most would surely 
demand as a condition of voluntary compliance 
– the increased daily output would have to be 
actively enforced. If workers are forced to be 
25% more productive every day to make up for 
the ‘lost’ fifth day, one type of exploitation has 
merely been traded for another. 

For some, this may be a price worth paying 
for an extra day of leisure time, but it is not 
in the end a material gain for workers. What’s 
more, in many industries, it will have dangerous 
consequences. New ways of regulating and 
enforcing labour intensity will be invented. 
Health and safety standards will be flouted 
in favour of faster production or service. 
Companies which can’t afford to maintain 
their workforce under the new measures won’t 
hesitate to fire workers. No organised force in 
the labour movement should actively support 
such false gains when they leave open the door 
to such catastrophic reversals.

A programme of action
All this considered, how do Momentum 
and Labour 4 Day Week propose to reverse 
four decades of working class retreat, defeat 
organised capital, and deliver the biggest single 
improvement in working conditions for a 
century?

Momentum’s conference motion goes no 
further than offering support to the Labour 4 
Day Week campaign and proposing the addition 
of a commitment to a four-day week to Labour’s 
manifesto. The Autonomy report suggests a 
series of “transitional policies”, all premised upon 
a Labour government introducing legislation or 
regulations. These include the establishment of 
a new national working time directive, allowing 

employees to take a ‘raise’ in time as well as 
money, enforcing sectoral collective bargaining, 
and enforcing the option to reduce working 
hours to 28 hours per week for all employees of 
large firms.

Despite all its recommendations hinging 
on the election of a Labour government and 
its benevolence, Autonomy notably fails to 
recommend the one legislative change which 
could bring enormous benefits to working 
class organisation – the repeal of all repressive 
anti-union laws. So far, the Labour Party has 
promised to repeal the 2015 Trade Union Act, 
but said nothing about the raft of related laws 
from the 80s still on the statute books. 

Most crucially, if shorter working hours are 
to materialise alongside real, sustainable gains in 
living conditions for all, policy proposals must 
be firmly linked to the demand to “share out 
the work”, something which Autonomy’s paper 
doesn’t explicitly set out. With this addition, 
the demand destroys the logic of spontaneous 
increases in productivity and common interest 
with employers. It necessarily means a flat 25% 
pay increase for all current full-time workers 
per 8-hr day worked, alongside strict opposition 
to any enforced increases in productivity. 
Companies would thus be forced to shoulder 
the cost of hiring additional workers to pick up 
the slack. 

For workers, this would result in more free 
time and higher wages for the same amount 
of work, and the creation of additional high-
skilled, secure jobs to soak up many of those 
currently languishing in the precariat. But it 
is unimaginable that employers would join 
a coalition of the willing to implement such 
conditions, which would devastate their profits. 
To draw the correct conclusions requires 
recognition of the fundamental fact that the 
interests of workers and employers are not 
compatible but rather in sharp conflict. Neither 
the bourgeois think tanks nor the trade union 
bureaucrats are capable of accepting this, for it 
would undermine their own role as “thought 
leaders” and negotiators between employers and 
workers.

In its collection of case studies demonstrating 
the potential success of the four-day week 
model, Autonomy accepts that increasing profits 
is the precondition for a smooth and successful 
implementation of working hours. Citing an 
example of a Toyota factory in Gothenburg, they 
repeatedly proclaim that profits rose by 25%. 
The report also triumphantly relays stories of 
trade unions negotiating or endorsing shorter 
working hours when faced with threats of 
closure or mass sacking. Yet in many of these 
real-world examples the unions also accepted 
a mandatory reduction in pay or a wage freeze! 
These are not wins but betrayals – instead of 
accepting “sweetheart deals” which bury worse 
conditions in the icing on top, workers could 

have taken militant industrial action up to and 
including workplace occupation to maintain full 
pay and employment. 

Any serious attempt at building a new 
movement for shorter working hours must first 
reject the concept of gradualist cooperation 
with employers and recognise that lasting gains 
for workers will come at the expense of profits. 
If Labour is serious about implementing its 
“transitional policies” towards a four-day week, 
it must be prepared to take action against firms 
which refuse to comply or find themselves 
suddenly unprofitable as a result. This means 
mass nationalisations. But even then, shorter 
working hours won’t be viable if the aim is 
to maintain state-owned firms based on a 
capitalist logic of productivity. What’s needed 
is nationalisation under workers’ and social 
control to initiate a democratically coordinated 
and planned reorganisation of the entire 
economy. In this way the call for a four-day week 
can become a real transitional demand, one 
which is based in current political conditions 
but inevitably raises the question of class power 
and the overthrow of capitalism. 

To overcome both business backlash and 
the self-serving manipulation of the trade union 
bureaucracy, an organised, militant workers’ 
movement must be prepared to fight back. We 
can look to the working-class movements of 
the early twentieth century to understand what 
will be necessary; we must aspire to the sort of 
international organisations which inscribed the 
call for an 8-hour day on banners across the 
world, not just into one progressive manifesto. 
In Britain, we can start by building rank-and-file 
movements within all the trade unions, linking 
up workplace representatives in branch action 
and strike committees, and building a national 
rank and file organisation prepared to defy the 
anti-union laws if needed. Activists should work 
to unionise precarious workers and provide 
active solidarity for all those in dispute with 
their employers. The workers’ movement must 
aim for longer and all-out strikes, occupations, 
and solidarity actions to rebuild its confidence 
and start winning again. 

By contrast, though the Momentum-
endorsed blueprint for a four-day week often 
correctly identifies the possibilities inherent 
in technological development, and points to 
the challenges facing workers in the upcoming 
period, its plan for achieving change remains a 
utopian ideal, perhaps an aspiration for the end 
of the century, as the TUC has proclaimed. In 
Labour Party meetings, the Momentum four-
day week motion has inevitably come up against 
a perfectly reasonable challenge: who will pay 
for this? The standard Momentum response is 
“no one will have to”. Socialists reject this false 
optimism; instead we say – the bosses will pay, 
and it is up to us to build the movement to force 
them. 
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BRAZIL'S DAYS OF FIRE

WITH THE ONSET OF THE dry 
season in the Amazon region, 
an inferno of forest fires has hit 
the Brazilian states of Rondônia, 
Pará, Mato Grosso and Amazonas. 
Satellite images show rainforest 
the size of one and a half football 
pitches being consumed every 
minute.This is a disaster not only 
for the inhabitants of the Amazon 
region itself but for everyone on 
the planet. 

The deliberate complicity of 
the extreme right wing government 
of President Jair Bolsonaro is 
now undeniable. In the few short 
months of his rule, the limited 
progress made under the Lula 
and Dilma governments, due also 
to international pressure, saw 
the pace of deforestation reduce 
from 20,000 square kilometres per 
year in 2004 to less than 10,000 
at the beginning of this year. This 
has now been reversed. Since 
Bolsonaro took office in January, 
and up to June, 79,000 new fires 
were recorded, an increase of 82 
percent over the same period last 
year

This is due in large measure 
to the green light the president 
has given to agribusiness and 
extractive industries to ruthlessly 
exploit the Amazon region. This 
so-called development strategy 
will only develop the profits of his 
main campaign donors; otherwise 
it is pure destruction. Bolsonaro 
cynically denounces concern 
for the global environment as 
trying to stop Brazil’s economic 
development. International 
criticism he dismisses as “neo-
colonialism” and makes murderous 
threats against environmental 
activists, the landless movement, 
MST, and indigenous Amazonians 

One of the first acts of 
Bolsonaro as president was to 

purge Brazil’s Federal Environment 
Agency, IBAMA, firing 21 of the 
27 regional directors and slashing 
its funds. Tereza Cristina, the 
Minister of Agriculture, herself 
an agribusiness lobbyist, was 
given responsibility for the 
Amazon region. The “Minister 
of Environment”, Ricardo Salles, 
explained that it is the primary 
duty of his ministry to “protect the 
rights of landowners”. 

Salles says he will now use 
the $980 million that the EU has 
made available for reforestation 
in the Amazon to “compensate” 
agro-enterprises that had been 
penalised for illegal clearances 
under previous presidents - most 
of which land they still occupy.

Much to Bolsonaro’s fury, 
the disaster in Amazonia was 
so huge that it could not be 
concealed from the world’s 
press and global environmental 
organisations. Even the dismissal 
of the director of the country’s 
satellite surveillance system 
could not help. French President 
Emanuel Macron’s condemnation 
and threat to veto the ratification 
of the Mercosur/EU Agreement’s 
threatened Bolsonaro’s big plans 
for agribusiness exports with 
tariff reductions promising huge 
openings for meat and animal 
feed. 

Certainly, the French 
president’s concerns for his 
domestic agricultural lobby 
probably played as big a role in 
this as any concern for the climate 
or the Amazon. It is clear, however, 
that the Brazilian agroindustry 
itself woke up to the threat and was 
soon also demanding measures 
against the fires. They recognised 
that Bolsonaro was harming rather 
than helping their business. 

The use of the Brazilian army 
to fight fires, however, must also be 
understood as part of the internal 
class struggle. The army will not 

only act as a fire brigade, but will 
doubtless aid the landowners’ 
thugs in the fight against the 
local “terrorists”, in other words, 
environmentalists, indigenous 
people and landless people. 
Likewise, the “relief “ from Europe 
and the USA, especially that for 
“reforestation” will certainly be 
used mainly as “compensation” for 
landowners renouncing further 
slash-and-burn operations. From 
Germany and the EU in any case, 
these public relations stunts are to 
be understood as mainly a means 
to save, rather than sabotage, the 
Mercosur Agreement.

An intensifying crisis
The deforestation already carried 
out has measurable long-term 
effects on the regional and global 
climate. Since 1970, 800,000 
square kilometres (of an original 
4 million) have been deforested, 
with a measured effect of 0.6 
degrees warming in the Amazon 
basin. The deforested areas are on 
average 4.3 degrees warmer, which 
is increased by agricultural use; 
without the effect of forest flora, 
only a fraction of the rainwater 
can be retained in the soil, the 
majority flows away. The already 
nutrient-poor soils leached in this 
way become largely unuseable 
after only 4-5 years. Many are then 
abandoned and deserted; which 
explains the hunger for ever more 
deforestation. 

These ever larger aisles of the 
Cerrado, the Brazilian savannah, 
which are penetrating into 
the rainforest, undermine the 
microclimate in more and more 
areas of the forest. At today’s rate of 
warming, the overall temperature 
will have increased by 1.5 degrees 
by 2050, compared to 1970. The 
ability of trees to act as “water 
pumps” can no longer function in 
these areas. Then even rainforest 

MARKUS LEHNER trees become easy prey to wind 
born sparks. 

According to various models, 
there is now talk of a definite 
“tipping point” of forest dieback in 
the Amazon Basin. For a long time, 
it has been said that a 40 percent 
loss, relative to its size in 1970, 
would mean a point where self-
regeneration and microclimate 
protection rapidly collapse and the 
existence of the forest as a whole 
is threatened. That means the 
region could then fall victim to 
desertification. In the meantime, 
models with 20-25 percent are 
being discussed, figures which 
are already close to the 17 percent 
forest destruction achieved today 

The effects of reaching this 
tipping point would not only 
be devastating for the regional 
climate and thus for the natural 
foundation of agriculture in South 
America. The Amazon Basin 
contains 40 percent of the world’s 
rainforests and 10-15 percent of 
global biodiversity. Above all, 
however, the rainforest is also a 
huge carbon sink: the biomass 
of the rainforests contains as 
much carbon as mankind burns 
in 10 years. In “normal” years, 
those without extreme droughts, 
the Amazon rainforest absorbs 
about 1.5 billion tonnes of carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere, thus 
counteracting the global warming 
caused by greenhouse gases. 

This was reversed in the last 
years of drought, with major fires 
taking place every five years since 
the 2000s, the last was in 2015. 
In those years, the burning of the 
carbon reservoirs of the forest 
causes more greenhouse gases to 
be produced than are produced in 
the same time by China and the 
USA combined. 

In the present conjuncture 
there is certainly also evidence 
of a connection to the El Ninjo 
phenomena. Warming in the 
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ending of the ratification of 
the Mercosur/EU Agreement, 
which plays into the hands of EU 
corporations exploiting Brazil 
as well as those of Brazilian 
agricultural corporations and 
big landowners. It can never be a 
means of preserving the Amazon 
region.

All these demands must be 
taken up by movements against 
climate change, like the Fridays For 
Future and Extinction Rebellion, 
in place of the misguided 
strategy of directing criticism at 
consumers. Let’s make Amazon 
Day on 5 September and Climate 
Strike on 20 September the 
beginning of a global movement to 
fight big capital that is destroying 
the planet!

Eastern Pacific leads to a reversal 
of convection currents over South 
America, leading to a weakening 
of the trade winds, which are 
vital for the rainforest. What is 
alarming too is that this year this 
phenomenon has not yet reached 
its maximum, this is likely only 
next year. This is speeding up 
and intensifying the man-made 
destruction. 

If the predictions for the 
next two years are correct, and 
Brazilian policy does not change 
fundamentally, the effects on the 
rainforest and the world climate 
are truly unimagineable! A tipping 
point could well be approaching. 

Fascistic movement 
The criminal activity of the big 
landowners in the region can be 
seen in the attack on the Wajãpi 
indigenous people in the state of 
Amapá. On June 24, armed men 
from a mining company invaded 
the area “protected” from clearing, 
expelled the inhabitants and killed 
several people, including their 
spokesman Chief Emyra Waiãpi: 
a murder aimed at terrorising 
indigenous rights activists. 

The Bolsonaro movement, 
funded by big landowners, is 
recruited mainly from the lower 
middle classes and its henchmen 
are murderously racist and 
energetically seek to destroy any 
obstacles to what they call “genuine 
Brazilianism”. This includes the 
indigenous communities, the 
landless farm workers and small 
farmers, mostly represented by 
the MST, as well as environmental 
activists and leftists who stick up 
for them.

Bolsonaro’s ‘movement’ has 
similarities with the Italian fascists 
of the 1920s, which emerged 
during the bitter class struggle in 
the latifundia, huge estates, of the 
Po Valley. Thus, the forest fires are 
not only an ecological disaster, 

they are also part of a violent 
movement against all those who 
are fighting for the preservation 
and sustainable management of 
the rainforest. The declaration of 
the MST, which Bolsonaro has 
dubbed a “terrorist organisation” 
on the recent fires states: 

“The abolition of the previous 
(weak) protective regulations 
in the Amazon region is one 
thing, but at the same time the 
persecution and criminalisation 
of the parts of the population that 
traditionally receive the biomes of 
Brazil is growing: the simple rural 
population and the indigenous 
people”. (Biomes refers to a large 
fauna and flora ecosystem).” 

So it is no wonder that when 
a “Day of Fire” was called for on 
August 10 on a Whatsapp group of 
70 Bolsonarist landowners along 
federal road 163, which connects 
the now particularly affected 
regions of Mato Grosso and Pará, 
near Rio Tapajós, this became a 
major scandal. After this group 
had been leaked by Globorural 
magazine, Bolsonaro tried, in 
vain, to claim environmental 
organisations themselves planned 
to set the fires to discredit him. 
Even his ministers had to abandon 
this Trump-like claim. No wonder 
the US and Brazilian Presidents 
are such great friends.

What can we do?
Of course, in view of the time scale 
of the problems and the proven 
slowness of global climate policy, 
even before Trump’s withdrawal 
from the Paris Agreement, the 
implementation of such a cautious 
global plan was inadequate as a 
solution. Therefore, today, the 
global environmental movements 
needs to go all out to force their 
respective states to take radical 
measures. 

The increases in the number 
and severity of extreme weather 

events and tragedies like the 
Amazon fires are awakening 
the world’s population to the 
danger. But what is needed 
cannot be separated from serious 
anticapitalist measures and the 
tactics of class struggle against 
regimes that will do nothing or 
which actively make matters 
worse.

In the case of Brazil, that 
means: Expropriation of the 
agro- and mining companies, 
agrarian reform to redistribute 
the large landed property to the 
rural population and development 
of a plan for the reforestation of 
the rainforest as well as for its 
ecological management. All this 
must be under the control of the 
social and ecological movements, 
especially the agricultural workers 
and small farmers and the 
indigenous peoples. 

It is not the aid funds of 
the of G7, EU & Co. financed 
by taxes on the masses, which 
only flow back into the coffers 
of the big landowners, that can 
solve the problem. Instead, the 
big imperialist corporations 
must be compelled to pay heavy 
taxes from their profits for the 
rainforest regeneration projects, 
to be spent under the control of 
their indigenous and poor rural 
population! 

We have to oppose any 
support for the Bolsonaro regime 
by EU and US governments and 
corporations; there will be no 
saving of the rainforest without 
the overthrow of this right-wing 
and neoliberal regime! Therefore, 
the fight for the environment also 
means support for the movement 
to overthrow Bolsonaro. This 
movement of the urban and rural 
workers, women and students, has 
already carried out several general 
strikes to halt his reactionary 
rampage! 

We must call for the immediate 



hong kong: AN IMPORTANT CONCESSION, 
WHAT COMES NEXT?
ON SEPTEMBER 4, HONG KONG’S 
Chief Executive, Carrie Lam, 
finally agreed to withdraw the 
hated Extradition Bill altogether, 
and not just leave it on the shelf. 
If the Bill had become law it 
would have allowed extradition of 
anybody on Hong Kong territory 
for trial on the mainland. 
Although presented as simply 
a measure to prevent criminals 
taking refuge in Hong Kong, it 
could also have been used against 
journalists and political dissidents 
and , indeed, almost anyone doing 
business on the mainland, where 
corruption is rife.

As a result, opposition to 
the Bill was widespread, not 
confined to radical activists, 
and this was repeatedly proven 
by huge demonstrations, some 
of which brought one-third of 
the  population onto the streets. 
In addition, there were specific 
protests by, for example, medical 
staff, lawyers, journalists and even 
civil servants in response to police 
repression or threats to individual 
rights.  Week after week, from 
early June, the government tried 
to tough it out, leading to clashes 
between police and, in particular, 
younger activists who had been 
radicalised by the “Occupy” 
movement of 2014. 

Escalation
Eventually, in July, the 

government made a partial 
retreat and announced that it 
would not proceed with the 
Bill in the Legislative Council, 
Legco. By then, however, this 
was not enough. Not only did 
activists point out that it could 
always be brought back in a later 
session but they now had other 
demands arising out of the police 
attacks; release of those detained, 
exoneration of those arrested and 
rejection of the characterisation 
of the demonstrators as “rioters”. 

As a result, the demos 
continued, now demanding not 

only the full withdrawal of the Bill 
but also the resignation of Carrie 
Lam and, increasingly often, the 
introduction of universal equal 
suffrage; the demand that had 
fuelled the 2014 movement. At 
the same time, the police also 
escalated their actions against the 
protesters, even making use of the 
Triads, Hong Kong’s mafia, to try 
to terrorise the movement into 
submission. In the last week of 
August, police arrested two well 
known activists, Joshua Wong 
and Agnes Chow, as well as three 
pro-democracy Legco members, 
Cheng Chung-tai, Au Nok-hin 
and Jeremy Tam Man-ho.

Those arrests appeared 
to be a response to plans for 
a demonstration on August 
30 to commemorate the fifth 
anniversary of the introduction of 
the highly undemocratic electoral 
system which led to the Occupy 
movement. That demonstration 
was banned but protests went 
ahead anyway and led to violent 
clashes with police. 

In preceeding weeks, when 
peaceful street demonstrations 
and meetings were attacked by 
police with tear gas and rubber 
bullets, the crowds escaped by 
taking cover in subway stations 
and trains. At the end of August, 
Beijing-loyal news media accused 
the Mass Transit Railway, MTR, of 
aiding such “criminal” behaviour 
by the demonstrators so, now, 
MTR closed several stations and, 
eventually, several whole lines. 
In response, activists daubed 
graffiti on stations and, in some 
places, wrecked ticket machines, 
accusing the MTR of enforcing 
Beijing’s rule.

The general sense that 
events were moving towards 
some kind of breaking point was 
heightened by the movement of 
mainland para-military police to 
the border city of Shenzhen. If 
this was meant to intimidate the 
movement, it failed dramatically. 
Footage of fully armed riot police 
bludgeoning young activists 

on the floors of subway trains, 
or filling train carriages with 
tear gas, actually hardened the 
attitudes of the broader public, 
generally sympathetic to the 
protest movement anyway. 

This may have prompted the 
decision to formally withdraw the 
Bill. If so, it is likely only to be a 
tactical change, designed to drive 
a wedge between the increasingly 
radical activists and the rest of 
the population. The strategic 
objective, gradually to erode both 
the distinctive character of Hong 
Kong and to reduce its economic 
role, is likely to remain. 

The brutality of police actions 
may have helped to maintain the 
weekly demonstrations but that is 
not enough to explain either their 
scale or the breadth of support. 
Their underlying strength was 
precisely the general opposition to 
the ongoing threat to civil rights 
and the undemocratic character 
of the Hong Kong system of 
government, in which half the 
votes in Legco go to professional 
associations with very close ties 
to the government and the Chief 
Executive is effectively appointed 
by Beijing. 

It is likely that the government 
will now prioritise a charm 
offensive aimed at “public opinion” 
while processing the more than 
1,000 people arrested in recent 
months to identify, and prosecute, 
those it sees as ringleaders. The 
immediate objective will be to 
prevent the democracy movement 
disrupting plans for “patriotic” 
demonstrations to celebrate the 
70th anniversary of the founding 
of the People’s Republic on 
October 1. 

Tactics
The democracy movement 

also needs to review and develop 
its tactics. While continuing to 
raise all its demands, it needs to 
recognise that demonstrations 
alone will not force fundamental 
concessions from a Hong Kong 
government controlled from 

Beijing. 
Since the first huge 

demonstrations in early June, 
there have been two calls from 
the Hong Kong Confederation 
of Trades Unions, HKCTU, for 
workers to join the protests. These 
have had some success, even 
though living costs, especially 
housing, are very high in Hong 
Kong and striking is by no means 
an easy decision for workers. Yet 
strike action is potentially a far 
more effective weapon that even 
the most militant, or violent, 
demonstration since it targets the 
territory’s most important role, as 
a trading and financial centre for 
the whole of China.

To turn the HKCTU’s calls 
for protests into a real general 
strike, a strike that paralyses the 
territory and is maintained until 
it wins its demands, means, first 
of all, winning workers to the 
need for such a strike. That is the 
task of the most radical activists 
and socialists here and now. 
Learning from the experience of 
the working class internationally, 
that strikes have to be organised 
and controlled by the strikers 
themselves, they must campaign 
for workplace organisation, 
political training and practical 
measures to ensure support for a 
sustained fight.

Workers party
Even to do that, however, 

means that the activists 
themselves have to be organised 
on the basis of agreement on 
the necessary political strategy, 
tactics and forms of organisation 
needed to really take the struggle 
forward. In other words, a 
political programme which is 
the basis for the nucleus of a 
revolutionary party rooted in the 
working class. 
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