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What’s inside

It’s hard sometimes to tear oneself away 
from the news of increasing death toll from 
Coronavirus and its inevitable concentration 
of victims among working class and Black 
and minority ethnic families. But there is 
another epidemic sweeping Britain, and that 
is unemployment.

Severe as the death toll from the novel 
coronavirus pandemic is and its particular 
dangers fro the elderly, people with serious 
underlying health conditions, black people, 
workers in frontline occupations,  etc. many 
millions are facing the loss of jobs, slashing 
of wage levels, anxiety and mental health 
problems. 

Millions of children and young people 
in further and higher education face severe 
disruptions to their learning. The most 
authoritative epidemiologists and heath 
professionals have, from early on, predicted 
that to find and roll out a vaccine is not 
likely to occur till well into 2021 - at the 
earliest. 

The Tory party and Boris Johnson have 
tried – as they did at the onset of the virus - 
to present an optimistic scenario. First with 
the heard immunity delusion and then in 
August with the claim we are leaving the 
pandemic behind us. In both cases it was a 
matter of minimizing the threat to life and 
health to preserve profits.

In between (April to October) thanks 
to the near unanimous warnings of disaster 
from the scientists they adopted the 
lockdowns and furlough schemes. What 
they bungled was the testing, track and 
trace systems because they entrusted it to 
private profit makers rather to the NHS and 
the government’s own research facilities. As 
was to be expected private sector has failed 
miserably.

In the summer however, pressure from 
the backbench Tories - backed by big 
business demanded the abandonment of the 
system that was roughly working because 
of rising costs. In fact the government did 
nothing to increase tax revenues from those 
who could afford it – a high wealth tax on 
the super rich and the corporations.   

In May-to-July 2020, according to 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

unemployment rose by 104,000. Of this 79% 
(34,000) were women and around 60% were 
in the 18-24 age group. The employment 
losses thus worsen existing inequalities. The 
ONS claims headline unemployment rose 
to 4.5% or 1.52 million in the three months 
to August, later adding that the number of 
workers employed had fallen by 673,000 
between March and September.

But according to research from the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) and the Centre 
for Cities think tank, there are large levels of 
“hidden” unemployment – totally excluded 
from the official statistics. They claim that 
more than 3 million people are missing 
from the headline jobless rate because they 
are economically inactive but able to work. 
The OECD/CfC report raises that the total 
number of people out of a job who could 
work from 1.3 million to almost 4.5 million. 

As we go to press, Andy Burnham 
has broken Labour’s policy of passive 
support for the government’s measures. 
But we need to go much further than the 
‘targeted furlough’ that Keir Starmer is now 
demanding. 

We need to fight for
• No job cuts – strike against losses, 

occupy workplaces against closure.
• Raise statutory sick pay and Universal 

Credit to the level of the minimum wage 
or expected income, whichever is higher.

• Payment of SSP and UC from day one – 
end No Recourse to Public Funds now.

• Nationalise without compensation and 
under workers’ control all companies 
declaring bankruptcy or making 
redundancies.

• For a programme of public works, 
funded by taxing the rich, drawn up and 
run under the control of communities 
and workers, to restore our public 
services.

• The TUC and local trade unions, Labour 
parties, and councils should restore 
local resource centres with facilities 
to organise the unemployed, support 
workers in struggle, and fight for the 
programme outlined above. 

26

29

Work or full pay to fight job cuts

Editorial
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Workers fight 
Sodexo uni 
sackings
BY JOE CRATHORNE

Threats of large-scale 
redundancies among 
outsourced catering staff at 
Birkbeck, University of London 
have sparked a campaign of 

resistance from Birkbeck Unison, which 
represents affected workers, with support 
from UCU and student activists.

Sodexo, the multinational 
conglomerate that runs the catering 
services at Birkbeck, has threatened 24 
redundancies among its catering staff, 
with eleven roles expected to go and only 
one worker guaranteed employment in 
the new structure. In line with moves 
from managements nationally, including 
that of British Gas and Labour-run Tower 
Hamlets Council who have threatened to 
“fire and rehire” their entire workforces, 
affected workers at Birkbeck are expected 
to reapply for roles with reduced hours 
and increased workloads in the massively 
reduced post-pandemic structure.

Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, 
Birkbeck management had promised to 
bring all outsourced catering staff in-
house before its contract with Sodexo ends 
in July 2022. As a result of delays to the 
process, catering staff remain employed by 
Sodexo and have not been able to negotiate 
with Birkbeck for job guarantees, unlike 
teaching staff who are covered by the 
recently agreed Jobs Protection Scheme. 
Birkbeck has ruled out insourcing the 
affected staff as an immediate solution.

With the aim of avoiding compulsory 
redundancies, UNISON activists and 
workers have been calling on Sodexo and 
Birkbeck management to provide further 
information on the planned restructure. 
Despite their efforts, workers were left 
without explanation for eleven days of 
the thirty-day consultation period—
disgraceful treatment, which will no doubt 
be widely condemned.

Sodexo is headquartered in Paris and 
provides outsourced catering services and 
facilities management in numerous sectors 
internationally, as well as to numerous 
public institutions in Britain, including 

schools, prisons and probation services. 
The multinational has a long record when 
it comes to shameful treatment of workers’ 
rights—notably, in 2015 Sodexo-employed 
probation officers were replaced with 
“cash-machine style kiosks”.

The Birkbeck In-House Campaign 
writes: “Sodexo is one of the world’s largest 
multinational corporations and describes 
itself as a ‘global leader in services that 
improve Quality of Life’. It generated 
worldwide profit of €686 million in 2019; 
UNISON will strongly resist its callous 
attempt to put these workers out of a job.”

The workplace struggle at Birkbeck 
coincides with existing disputes at City, 
University of London and the nearby 
School of Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS), where management have 
threatened up to 88 redundancies among 
its Professional Services staff. Affected 
workers at SOAS recently voted 74.8% in 
favour of strike action, which successfully 
pressured management into a commitment 
to no compulsory redundancies on 19 
September.

The disputes at Birkbeck and SOAS 
are in no way unique in this brave new 
coronavirus world, with bosses in all the 
major industries responding to falling 
profits by slashing wage costs, insisting 
that redundancies are “essential” to 
balancing the books – in other words, 
maintaining profits for shareholders.

All students and workers at Birkbeck, 
SOAS and City should support those 
affected by the most recent wave of 
redundancies. As both the SOAS dispute 
and the national UCU strikes show, neither 
higher-paid professional support staff nor 
teaching staff are immune from similar 
attacks. All are being squeezed by the same 
relentless drive to complete the process of 
marketising the higher education systems.

Birkbeck Unison is calling on 
management to pause this rushed 
restructure until the effects of the 
pandemic can be established and a 
decision is made on the possible extension 
of the furlough scheme, as well as on 
Birkbeck to commit to meeting any 
salary gap for workers redeployed on new 
contracts.

In addition, we fight for:
• No compulsory redundancies! We need 

a Jobs Protection Scheme for Sodexo 
workers! Workers must not pay for a 
pandemic they did not cause.

• Open the books! If Sodexo says it can’t 
afford to retain staff, workers should 
demand the right to audit the accounts 
of the contract and company to verify 
the real financial situation.

• Bring all outsourced workers in-house 
immediately! Workers and students 
at Birkbeck should mobilise together 
with the Birkbeck Unison, calling on 
Birkbeck management to honour its 
pledge to bring outsourced workers 
in-house.
Fostering practical solidarity between 

rank-and-file trade union activists at 
Birkbeck and student groups, such as 
the newly-organised Birkbeck Student 
Anti-Racist Network (SARN), provides 
the organisational basis for resisting 
these redundancies, escalating other key 
struggles on campus, and taking the first 
steps towards rebuilding a campaigning 
student movement to defend the interests 
of all working and studying in higher 
education.

Coronavirus 
campus shame
BY REBECCA ANDERSON

Taking short cuts to protect 
profits during a pandemic has 
predictable results. Launching 
the Eat Out to Help Out scheme, 
encouraging employees back 

to work, bullying parents and teaching 
unions into reopening schools, refusing 
to provide full sick pay for people with 
coronavirus symptoms, and the abysmal 
failure of the privatised Serco test and 
trace system, all led to a rise in coronavirus 
infections before students returned.

The number of students going to 
university this year was inflated by 
the government’s decision to lift the 
student cap – prompted by universities’ 
dependence on student cash in the 
Higher Education market, as well as the 
mishandling of A-Level results.

Crammed into halls of residence 
and forced to attend in-person classes, 
coronavirus ripped through campuses 
across the country. Last week 23 
universities reported outbreaks, with 
large numbers of students in Glasgow and 
Manchester quarantined in halls.

Those affected by these outbreaks 
have been forced to quarantine in high 
density residential accomodation. 
Many have complained of insufficient 
or inadequate food and a lack of regard 
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from the universities for their mental and 
physical health. One student reported that 
despite being a vegetarian Muslim they 
were expected to eat a ham sandwich. The 
government and universities knowingly 
endangered students by encouraging them 
into a situation where they would be far 
more likely to catch coronavirus and made 
no plans to deal with outbreaks.

In response to this entirely predictable 
outcome, many universities have chosen 
to move all their classes online. Students 
have been left paying up to £9250 per year 
for online classes and over £100 per week 
for accommodation. Rent contracts are 
signed for the full year, leaving students 
contracted to pay thousands of pounds for 
accommodation which the government 
and the universities surely knew they 
wouldn’t need.   

While Glasgow University has offered 
a one month rent refund to quarantined 
students this paltry gesture is clearly 
inadequate. Students have responded 
with a rent strike, demanding that they be 
allowed to terminate their accommodation 
contract early and that rents be capped at 
one third of student loans.

 In addition, they want to ensure the 
university

• provides financial and health support 
to students

• makes online classes accessible to 
disabled students

•  doesn’t expel students who withhold 
rent

•  organises comprehensive testing and 
tracing, overseen by students and staff

•  Institutes a collaborative rather than 
punitive approach to social-distancing 
guidelines

•  agrees to a student and staff led inquiry 
into the outbreaks.

Spreading the rent strike

On 1 October, the National Union of 
Students (NUS) and Rent Strike, a national 
coalition of student housing campaigns, 
organised a training session for students 
looking to organise rent strikes. At the 
event, Larissa Kennedy, the NUS President, 
identified the situation in student halls as a 
symptom of the marketisation of education 
and said, “we need to build a grassroots 
movement capable of realising a radical 
new vision of education.”

There are many campaigns with 
experience of organising rent strikes who 
can help students organise. Acorn, Living 
Rent and Rent Strike are all encouraging 
students to get in touch and can provide 

legal advice as well help with organising. 
Students can and should also demand 
support from their NUS affiliated student 
union, to provide support and resources to 
spread the strike.

Students across Britain should organise 
rent strikes, taking up the demands of the 
Glasgow campaign and fighting together 
for common aims. Such a campaign should 
be led by the rent strikers themselves, with 
support from the NUS, and coordinated 
nationally to create the greatest pressure 
on the government and universities.

For years the government has 
encouraged universities to treat students as 
customers and education as a commodity. 
Yet now universities are struggling to 
deliver that product, students are still 
expected to pay outrageous amounts of 
money and take on a lifelong debt. Elite 
universities like Oxford and Cambridge 
are sitting on huge wealth reserves, while 
others are cutting staff and courses. The 
HE sector is critical to the training of 
health and education workers, engineers 
and scientists, who will be needed to 
organise the democratic, green economy 
of the future. The fact that students were 
encouraged to sign rip-off contracts during 
a pandemic is a damning indictment of 
a callous government and dysfunctional 
education system.

The Higher and Further Education 
sectors should be taken into public 
ownership, with fees, loans and debts 
scrapped and students provided with 
bursaries set at the living wage. This 
measure, which would also allow students 
to defer if they want, can be funded by 
a wealth tax on the capitalists and their 
corporations which depend on skilled 
university graduates. On this basis the 
higher education system can be reformed 
as part of a democratic plan, under the 
control of workers and students, to meet 
the challenges of the pandemic and climate 
change.

In addition to the demands set out by 
Glasgow rent strikers, we fight for

• Comprehensive testing and tracing 
under NHS control

• Nationalise private student housing 
without compensation

• Allow students to defer for a year 
Living grants for all students

•  Accommodation and teaching to be 
supervised by committees of students 
and workers

• Students who want to return home 
should be allowed to do so with full 
compensation
Agree? Get in touch and get organised!

Royal Mail: 
open the books
BY PETE THOMPSON

Are CWU tops falling for Royal 
Mail’s claims of being deep in 
the red? When union-busting 
CEO Rico Back was forced out 
by union resistance in May, 

the new CEOs changed tack and called for 
talks, claiming the company was losing a 
million pounds a day, drawing the union 
into agreeing plans to boost profits.

This is one of the oldest tricks in the 
bosses’ books – when times are bad, pull 
out their pockets to show they are “broke” 
and demand the union bureaucrats find 
ways to help return it to profitability, 
arguing for concessions on wages, terms 
and conditions and jobs, to support the 
remaining, shrunken workforce.

Workers and the union should reject 
the smokescreen about losing money. 
Royal Mail’s own figures show a £139 
million leap in revenue in just five months 
thanks to the growth in parcel orders, 
while overall costs have risen to £160 
million, partly due to the fall in letters, 
the rest is £75 million in corona costs. 
Leaving out those one-off temporary costs, 
underlying profits are rising, despite its 
claims about making a loss this year. 

And don’t forget the billions that the 
shareholders have made from dividends 
plus speculating on the ups and downs 
of Royal Mail shares!  They don’t need a 
penny more, they should be putting the 
money they took out back in.  

But capitalism doesn’t work that way.  
The rich bank their profits in tax havens, 
where trillions of pounds are hidden away, 
and demand companies are continual 
money-making machines to line their 
pockets, all of it produced by our hard 
work.  The union should be exposing this 
not looking for ways to make savings via 
revisions and cuts.

Workers are right to demand an 
immediate pay rise and no cuts to terms 
and conditions, as well as the 35 hour 
week with no loss of pay, no redundancies 
and legal protections to stop the company 
being broken up.

If Royal Mail really is bankrupt, it 
should be renationalised without a penny 
in compensation to the  parasites who have 
bled it since privatisation.  
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The hypocrisy of 
the Rule of Six
Coronavirus safety measures 
show how the system is 
rigged to protect profits at the 
expense of lives

BY DAVE BRODY

The UK government’s handling 
of the coronavirus pandemic 
has been shambolic from the 
very start. From their failure to 
implement a national lockdown 

early enough which resulted in 20,000 
additional deaths according to Professor 
Neil Ferguson (who was scientific advisor 
to the government at the time) to their 
widely criticised re-opening of various 
sections of the economy before it was safe 
to do so, it is becoming clear that the UK’s 
response to the pandemic has been one 
of the worst in Europe, and possibly the 
world.

Confusion

The measures which have been 
implemented by the government are 
the subject of national confusion, as 
various pundits attempt to explain the 
contradictory pronouncements and 
regulations. Attempting to keep track of 
the shift in policy is an exercise in futility 
as rules are changed frequently and with 
little warning, due primarily to the fact 
that the government wishes to ensure 
that the pandemic has as little impact as 
possible on capitalist profits.

Continuing the theme of poorly 
thought-out regulations imposed 
on the British public without notice, 
the government has now decided to 
implement the so-called “Rule of Six”. This 
is a belated and thoroughly insufficient 
attempt to prevent the second wave, of 
which experts have been warning for the 
last several months.

The new rule comprises a nationwide 
limit on the number of people that can 
attend social gatherings to six. Fines for 

non-compliance begin at £100, doubling 
with each repeat offence up to a maximum 
of £3,200. The rule only applies to social 
gatherings organised by ordinary members 
of the public, with economic activity 
allowed to carry on as normal.

The level of the fine is not based on 
a sliding scale dependent on earnings 
but is rather a flat fine imposed on all 
members of the population, regardless 
of socio-economic status. This makes it 
easy for the rich to flout the new law with 
impunity, as the level of any potential fine 
they will receive is only a fraction of their 
earnings. For members of the working 
class, receiving a fine even of £100 could 
be devastating.

Two-tier system

This creates in effect a two-tiered regime 
in which rich people are able to do as they 
please, increasing the threat of coronavirus 
to all members of the public, while the 
poor face punitive fines for seeing their 
friends and family while simultaneously 
being forced to work in unsafe conditions.

The list of those exempt from the 
new requirements demonstrates the 
priorities of this government. This new 
rule only applies in venues without a 
commercial element, such as parks, homes 
and gardens. Pubs and restaurants are 
to remain open, as of course are offices, 
schools and factories. Coronavirus only 
spreads where no-one is making money, it 
would seem.

The government’s contempt 
for working class people is clearly 
demonstrated by the list of sports which 
are and aren’t allowed under the new 
rule. Only so-called “organised” sports 
involving groups of more than six people 
are allowed, with fines potentially being 
imposed for playing sports which are not 
considered to be “organised”.

The list of exempt sports includes such 
famously proletarian pastimes as grouse 
shooting and sailing. However, playing 
football in the park with more than six 
people has been made illegal, as this 
apparently doesn’t entail a sufficient level 
of “organisation”. There is no explanation 
whatsoever as to why the government 
believes that “organised” sports are less 
likely to spread coronavirus.

The right to protest is officially 
protected, by the exception clause “Protests 
and political activities organised in 
compliance with Covid-19 secure guidance 
and subject to strict risk assessments.” 
However, this adds massive overhead to 

any attempt to protest, with protest groups 
having to draft and submit health and 
safety documents well in advance of any 
action. There is also no guarantee that any 
request will be granted, giving the police 
both the ability to ban any activity that 
they deem sufficiently annoying, and much 
better intel on proposed protests than 
would previously have been provided.

As has been shown by the successive 
restrictions on strike action, it is possible 
to render something technically legal 
but so bound up in rules, restrictions 
and delays that it is effectively illegal 
in most circumstances. These controls 
will undoubtedly be used against 
environmental and workers’ rights 
protests, with the aim of suppressing those 
movements rather than protecting public 
health.

The Rule of Six is simply another 
example of this government putting the 
interests of its capitalist overlords ahead 
of those of the working class. It is clearly 
not gatherings of families and friends in 
their homes which are causing the surge 
in cases – the blame for this rests squarely 
on the shoulders of the bosses who force 
their workers to cram back into offices 
and factories without adequate social 
distancing in place, and who prioritise 
the strength of the economy over public 
health.

It is clear that the government’s 
approach has been wholly inadequate in 
preventing the long-prophesied second 
wave. Without instituting a full national 
lockdown, including closing commercial 
venues such as pubs and restaurants, 
not to mention schools and workplaces, 
the spread of coronavirus cannot be 
controlled. Clearly, the government is 
unwilling to do this.

Therefore, this new “Rule of Six” 
is merely a cynical attempt by the 
government to appear to be doing 
something to slow the spread of the virus 
without having to implement measures 
which will impact on the profits of the 
capitalists. They are attempting to shift 
the blame for the continuation of the 
pandemic onto ordinary people who 
want to see their family and friends, 
rather than the exploiters who demanded 
that the economy be reopened before it 
was safe to do so. Workers should reject 
this imposition of blame and instead 
demand the closure of unsafe workplaces 
and schools without loss of pay until 
actually effective safety controls can be 
implemented.

NEWS
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Operation 
Moonshot is 
attack on NHS
The government is using the 
pandemic to run down the 
health service and pave the 
way for privatisation

BY REBECCA ANDERSON

For a government seemingly 
incapable of even the most basic 
public health strategy, so roundly 
defeated by Covid-19 that Britain 
has second highest number of 

coronavirus deaths per capita in Europe, 
Operation Moonshot sounds like a pipe 
dream.  

The transport secretary has admitted 
the technology for the ambitious 
testing programme does not yet exist. 
Nevertheless, £100bn funding and an aim 
of testing 10 million people per day by 
early next year have been announced.  

There has been much speculation 
about whether this is the next experiment 
in herd immunity, or whether it’s simply a 
distraction from the grim reality of rising 
infection and unemployment rates. Given 
the Tories’ track record, both during the 
pandemic and long before, whether or not 
the public ever benefits from Operation 
Moonshot, the private sector will 
undoubtably profit.  

PHE scapegoat

Last month, Health Secretary Matt 
Hancock made the surprise announcement 
that Public Health England – the 
government body primarily responsible for 
pandemic response – would be scrapped 
and replaced by a National Institute for 
Health Protection (NIHP), drawing NHS 
Test and Trace and the Joint Biosecurity 
Centre under its remit.  

While it was immediately obvious that 
the government was making PHE take the 
fall for its own failures, Labour MPs and 

Unite, the union representing PHE (and 
now NIHP) staff, have also warned that 
this structural reorganisation of public 
health is a step towards privatisation. Unite 
national officer for health Jackie Williams 
said, “We think that the underlying 
agenda here is the future privatisation 
of PHE’s national infection service – the 
Tory government is obsessed with NHS 
privatisation which has been shown to 
be highly flawed and not a good use of 
taxpayers’ money.”  

Baroness Dido Harding has been 
appointed to the top job in NHIP. The 
Baroness has overseen the outsourced 
NHS Test and Trace service since its 
inception in May and has so far failed to 
deliver a functioning system. Hundreds of 
millions have been handed to companies 
such as Serco, Deloitte and Amazon, 
yet many find the only available test 
appointments are hundreds of miles away, 

contract tracing is ineffective and the 
“world beating” app is yet to be launched. 
When considering why PHE rather than 
NHS Test and Trace took the fall for 
the government’s poor handling of the 
pandemic, one must consider whether 
this latest experiment in outsourcing is 
simply too strategically and ideologically 
important to fail.  

Privatisation

Throughout the course of the pandemic, 
a critical public health emergency, the 
Tories’ commitment to bringing the private 
sector into healthcare has far outstripped 
their dedication to saving lives. Companies 
with no assets or experience were 
contracted to provided PPE to the NHS. 
In a nationalist twist, British companies 
were commissioned to design entirely 
new ventilators, and the opportunity to 
purchase them from abroad ignored, while 
people lay dying in hospitals. Issues of data 
and privacy aside, the government ignored 
the offer of assistance from Apple and 
Google in creating a track and trace app, 
before U-turning months after millions 

had been wasted on an unusable app. 
Successive governments have sought 

out ways to introduce market competition 
into the NHS. Thatcher introduced the 
internal market in 1990 – splitting the 
NHS into commissioners and providers. 
While some private sector involvement 
in – and profiting from – the NHS was 
introduced by various administrations 
(e.g. the Blair government’s use of PFI 
contracts), the internal NHS market was 
truly opened up to external competition 
by the Conservatives via the 2012 Health 
and Social Care Act. This act encouraged 
competition and allowed private sector 
providers to tender alongside NHS 
providers, cherry-picking the most 
profitable treatments and services and 
leaving the NHS to provide the rest at 
a “loss”. The proportion of the NHS 
budget handed over to the private sector 
continues to rise, reaching a record £9.2bn 
in 2018/19. No doubt 2020/21 has already 
smashed that record.  

Opportunity

In the pandemic, the Tories saw an 
opportunity for the private sector to take 
on a more significant role in public health 
and healthcare. Despite repeated failures 
and colossal waste, they are still committed 
to outsourcing and privatisation. As 
NHS campaign group We Own It said in 
response to the disbanding of PHE, “This 
is hard-wired into the Conservative Party’s 
DNA, the ideological idea that the public 
sector is bad, private sector is good and 
you get significantly more efficiency and 
expertise in the private sector. But what 
we’ve seen is actually the exact opposite of 
that is true.” 

In the hands of the Tory party, the 
NHS will continue to be undermined. It is 
being sold off piece by piece, under-funded 
to the point of collapse then blamed for 
not only its failures but also those of the 
private companies that hide behind its 
name.  

The NHS pay campaign shows that 
there are health workers willing to fight, 
but to halt and reverse the privatisations 
and internal market, to win the funding 
necessary to undo the damage of austerity 
we cannot rely solely on those who work 
in the NHS. While for the Tories, the 
pandemic presented an opportunity to 
further their privatisation agenda, for 
the workers’ movement it presents an 
opportunity to campaign to save the 
institution that has saved so many lives.  

THE PROPORTION OF THE NHS 
BUDGET HANDED OVER TO THE 
PRIVATE SECOTR REACHED A 

RECORD £9.2BILLION IN 2018/19
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All change at 
Unison?
BY JEREMY DEWAR

The nominations have been 
counted and all four candidates 
for the General Secretary post in 
Unison are “on the ballot paper”. 
Could this election, the first 

without a sitting incumbent standing since 
the 1990s, change the face of Unison?

The first question to answer is, why 
is it important? Unison has 1.3 million 
members, making it the biggest union 
in Britain, a majority women members, 
a large ethnic minority membership 
involved in self-organised Black Workers 
Groups, many densely packed in “key 
worker” roles in local government, 
education, NHS, care homes, etc. and 
many migrants.

The potential for Unison to play 
an important role in organising the 
fightback is there for all to see. It even 
has progressive policies, though these 
are never fought for in the Labour Party, 
which it is affiliated to. The blockage is 
the bureaucracy with its full timers and 
lawyers blocking workers’ action and 
frustrating their will to fight when branch 
and workplace activists take the initiative – 
e.g. Unison’s refusal to fight for a 15% pay 
rise now for NHS workers.

Meet the candidates

The candidates are front runner and 
continuity candidate Christine McAnea, 
with over 200 nominations, Paul Holmes 
and Roger McKenzie, neck and neck, 
McKenzie with more branch nominations 
but Holmes with the important Local 
Government executive’s support, and 
Hugo Pierre with far fewer nominations, 
however amongst those that of the black 
workers’ executive.

In the absence of a  candidate chosen 
by a genuine rank and file organisation 
of branch level activists, for Red Flag 
the question of who to support rests 
on which candidate best represents the 
hopes, aspirations and organisation of 
such activists and whether they use their 
campaign to promote workplace resistance 
and to link up and support those struggles. 
A successful campaign building links with 

many branches and showing the strength 
of the rank and file could then be the basis 
for a united and ongoing organisation 
fighting to democratise the union and 
break the power of the bureaucracy.

In this respect, not only Christine 
McAnea, the preferred candidate of 
the entrenched officials, but also Roger 
McKenzie is excluded. Roger has been 
playing up his antiracist credentials and 
indeed he has a record of speaking on 
Stand Up To Racism platforms among 
others. He has peeled off some support 
from Labour Link, Unison’s Labour Party 
wing, and from Black Workers Groups.

But McKenzie has been a Unison 
official for ten years and is currently, like 
McAnea, an Assistant General Secretary. 
Not once has he used his position to speak 
out against sell-outs, like the 2011 great 
pensions robbery, or bureaucratic scandals, 
like the 2015 Unisongate affair. If he is 
elected, even with rank and file support, 
those supporters have no way, no network, 
to hold him to account.

By contrast, Paul Holmes and Hugo 
Pierre represent real networks (if not 
genuine rank and file or democratic 
organisations) which could flourish should 
either win. They pledge to take a worker’s 
wage, to make all AGSs elected posts and 
lift the restrictions on conference motions. 
Hugo emphasises the fight to defend every 
job and for £10 billion extra funding for 
councils. Paul focuses on taking on private 
contractors and giving 50% of all Unison 
revenue to branches for organising. Both 
support the nurses and a minimum wage 
of £15 an hour.

Vote for Paul Holmes…

As it stands, Red Flag supports Paul 
Holmes, as we did during nominations. 
He has an impeccable record of struggle, 
second to none, he enjoys the support of 
the largest (though highly bureaucratic) 
left grouping, Unison Broad Left, and 
got triple the number of nominations 
Hugo did. He is clearly the rank and file 
candidate best-placed to win.

Indeed, the prospect of the left vote 
for progressive change being split two or 
even three ways, if you include McKenzie, 
is haunting sections of the left. Former 
NEC member and influential blogger Jon 
Rogers has called on all three to meet and 
agree on a unified candidate and trading 
of manifesto or policy commitments. After 
all, the three candidates’ nominations total 
more than McAnea’s.

Hugo responded the day after the result 

of branch nominations by echoing Rogers’ 
call for the three to meet, emphasising 
his (and therefore the Socialist Party’s) 
willingness to withdraw if agreed he 
is not best paced to win. As we have 
outlined above, Red Flag supporters 
would not agree to either Paul or Hugo 
standing aside for Roger, who could reveal 
his bureaucratic mindset by refusing 
to support either of the real change 
candidates anyway.

Nevertheless, we urge Paul to meet 
Hugo and to agree to much of the SP 
candidate’s platform that is not already 
included in his own, for example the 
demand for £10 billion extra funding for 
councils. A united candidate emerging 
from that meeting would then be able 
to stand firm against the bureaucratic 
candidates, left and right.

But the fact that we have got to this 
stage in the election campaign and have to 
leave it to the decisions of two men behind 
closed doors reveals the real weakness of 
the Unison left: that it has no organs of 
its own to draw up fighting policies, elect 
leaders from its ranks and organise the 
resistance where it matters most – in the 
workplace.

Socialist 
Campaign 
Group offers no 
lead
BY JEREMY DEWAR

Over 3,500 listeners tuned 
into the Socialist Campaign 
Group of Labour MPs rally, 
with another 5,000 watching 
on social media, some of 

whom streamed the events themselves. The 
Labour left can still draw a crowd for sure, 
possibly larger than the party itself could 
once you filter out the media pundits, but 
what they delivered pointed no way out of 
the crisis we face.
Jeremy Corbyn delivered the last of 15 
five minute speeches by various Labour 
left MPs, young and old, if you include 
Bell Ribeiro-Addy in the chair. But, like 
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the rest, he revealed no insight as to why 
Labour lost in 2019, dismissing the “tittle-
tattle” of “coffee table analyses”. We lost 
because of “the powerful forces against us” 
(citing the Murdoch media and Trump 
government) and “the raw power that was 
pushed against our movement.”  
He pointed to a legacy of “policies that 
would transform peoples’ lives” and ended, 
as he often does, by praising activism 
because “politics is not just parliament”. 
But he went on to qualify that by claiming 
the Socialist Campaign Group (i.e. left 
MPs) are “just a part, a very important 
part, of that process”. This was a central if 
self-congratulatory theme of the evening. 
John McDonnell said the new intake of 
left MPs “gives me hope in the future of 
the left”, apparently this is the big gain (or 
consolation prize?) of the Corbyn years.
Another, inevitably, was the defence of the 
2017 and 2019 manifestos. Richard Burgon 
reeled off a list of worthy policies from 
smaller class sizes to a ban on evictions, 
but the furthest he went to embellishing 
the programme was to call for a zero-
Covid policy toward the virus, an eviction 
ban and for full employment via “a 
programme of public works, including the 
Green New Deal”.
The problem is, with no socialist Labour 
government in sight, how do we fight for 
these? Rent strikes, deficit council budgets, 
workplace occupations and strikes… these 
have never been the preferred tools of the 
Labour left. Instead, Burgon pointed to the 
new MPs (again) and some union general 
secretaries, including the “socialist leader 
of Unite”. These are the very same people 
selling our jobs!

Rights and lefts

Besides the grandees of the left old and 
new, there was a noticeable left-right 
split between the newer MPs. Ian Lavery 
wheeled out the tired old claim that 
Corbyn’s pledges were “not even left wing 
policies; they’re mainstream policies” to 
claim: “We can only win with the working 
classes and the middle classes; we can’t win 
without one or the other”: a clear nod in 
the direction of the Morning Star popular 
frontists.
Baroness Chakrabarti said she was “proud 
to be a patriot”, albeit of a multicultural 
Britain. Gateshead’s Ian Mears mourned 
cuts to police budgets and Ian Burns from 
Liverpool thought support for community 
food banks was the way to rebuild the left.
While Rebecca Long Bailey gave a 
(slightly) more detailed outline of the 

Green New Deal, raising the minimum 
wage, extending furlough and introducing 
a Universal Basic Income, she then asked, 
“How to pay for all this?” before answering 
not by nationalising the banks and the 
heights of the economy, not by taxing 
the rich, not necessary, because… “the 
Green New Deal will be a catalyst for 
manufacturing”. The old Labour myth that 
the capitalist state simply needs to nudge 
the capitalists into “doing the right thing” 
rears its head again.
On the left, Aspina Begum, who has 
publicly supported the Tower Hamlets 
strikers against the right wing council, 
praised the London Renters Union. 
Coventry’s Zarah Sultana called for a 
working class fightback, while Claudia 
Webb from Leicester called for a class 
struggle and demanded Britain stopped 
selling weapons to racist US police forces.
Lloyd Russell-Moyles probably gave the 
best speech, recalling how a Brighton 
campaign against academisation had won 
after activists had “slashed the tyres of 
the Academy Chain CEO” as an example 
of direct action winning results. He 
ended by denouncing right wing Labour 
governments of the past, coming close to 
declaring outright opposition to Starmer. 
Instead he carefully turned his fire, saying 
that “Biden is useless… struggling even to 
beat Trump”.  After all, if Russell-Moyles 
had recast Keir Starmer and Boris Johnson 
in those roles he would have broken ranks 
with his fellow “left” MPs.

No lessons, no leadership

Hemsworth MP John Trickett early 
on in the rally gave a call to arms for a 
“fightback”: “There is a solemn duty on 
the left not to simply give advice from the 
sidelines to the Labour leadership, the 
job of the left is to lead.” But the Socialist 
Campaign Group did not provide a 
socialist campaign strategy for the fight 
inside Labour or outside in the social and 
workers’ movements.
Not one called for a class war against the 
shadow cabinet, demanded Starmer fight 
the Tories or clear out, or even stood up 
for Palestine on the brink of annexation 
and condemn the “anti-Semitism” slurs of 
the pro-Zionist witch-hunters.  The only 
concrete proposal was the to support the 
Grassroots Voice slate in the upcoming 
NEC elections, without which “we will 
really be going backwards”.

The Labour left – and the working 
class that they claim to represent – do not 
need comfort blankets, absolving them 

of any blame for the predicament we are 
in. We need class struggle fighters and 
policies – not for a Labour government in 
the distant, dim future, sometime, maybe, 
but – to turn today’s struggles against the 
public health, economic and climate crises 
into a fight for socialism.

Labour 
disconnected
BY KD TAIT

When Keir Starmer was 
elected Labour leader 
with 56.2%, of the vote, 
Red Flag said that the 
Corbyn revolution was 

over. With Rebecca Long Baily getting less 
than a third of the vote, it was plain that 
half of Corbyn’s 2015 and 2016 supporters 
had gone for Starmer in desperation – 
believing a former Director of Public 
Prosecutions would be a sure-fire election 
winner in 2024. And of course, in a party 
that historically believes winning elections 
is far more important than the policies you 
win them on this is just fine. The fact that 
this method gave us Blair has to be pushed 
to the back of the mind.

Of course Sir Keir did try to calm the 
left’s fears with a smattering of emollient 
statements:

“There’s no hiding from it. It is a 
devastating result, but it’s important not to 
oversteer. The case for a bold and radical 
Labour government is as strong now as 
it was last Thursday. We need to anchor 
ourselves in that.” 

Plainly many members were taken in 
by this, hoping that he would not stray too 
far from Corbyn’s policies. But his victory 
speech made his intentions clear:

“This is a new team that will take the 
Labour Party forward in a new era. Under 
my leadership, the Labour Party will be 
utterly focused on working in the national 
interest, rebuilding people’s trust in our 
party and winning the next election.”

New, New, New Labour?

In the months since his elevation he 
repeatedly emphasised the need for a clear 
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break with Corbynism. When Starmer 
taunted Boris Johnson with the claim 
that “the Labour Party is under new 
management”, the jibe was aimed at his 
own party membership, particularly those 
on the left still operating under the illusion 
that Starmer represented some form of 
continuity with Corbyism.

Starmer’s commitment to the ‘broad 
church’ was made plain when, having 
accepted a junior shadow cabinet post, 
Rebecca Long Bailey was sacked within 
two months for backing the National 
Education Union’s five conditions for a 
full opening of the schools. Meanwhile 
Stammer had already informed Johnson 
he would support the government. In fact 
he was actually trying to outflank them 
and force the teachers into schools with 
no adequate protection or test and trace 
facilities. The bogus antisemitism charge 
did the job of getting rid of her. No wonder 
Starmer is so keen on this trope - it is the 
gift that keeps on giving for the right wing. 

Until October the new leadership 
refused to criticise Johnson and 
Rishi Sunak on the substance of 
their coronavirus pandemic policies, 
emphasising instead their muddle 
and incompetence. Now with all the 
health experts having denounced the 
governments ridiculous three-tier 
lockdowns system and with the Tories 
split – many calling for ‘open up and be 
damned’ in the middle of a second wave 
- he has finally plucked up the courage to 
call for a two-to-three week circuit breaker.  

Lo and behold the billionaire press and 
the BBC are utterly charmed, laying on 
praise for his “forensic” performances at 
PMQs, his responsibility, statesmanship, 
patriotism etc. with a trowel.   Sir Keir 
Starmer KCB QC MP is just the sort of 
opposition leader our rulers like, one 
who hews to their “national interest” and 
ignores the interests of the unions and 
members who get the party elected in 
favour of sleazy ‘cash for access’ schemes 
in which wealthy bosses can pay for 
privileged access to the party leadership.  
While the Guardian’s rejoices that “the 
Tories cannot lay a glove on him” they the 
fact that he has hardly even tried to lay a 
glove on them.

The disconnected conference

Labour Connected was the sort of 
conference most Labour leaders dream of: 
no annoying speeches from the floor, no 
inconvenient resolutions to ignore once 
it was over. Just an atomised and silent 

audience listening to the suits droning in 
front of the webcam.    

The Leader’s speech launched a new 
slogan, replacing “For the Many Not 
the Few” with ‘opportunity, family and 
security’ -  a triad could grace any Tory 
manifesto, and a return to the pre-Corbyn 
era policy of triangulating to the right on 
positions of immigration, security, and the 
so-called ‘national interest’. 

The lack of imagination and ruthless 
focus on small subsets of voters who play 
an outsized role in our undemocratic 
electoral system has seen the return of the 
Brexit policy vacuum. Starmer’s policy is 
to let the Tories make a mess of Brexit and 
let them take the blame for it:

“If the PM fails to get [a deal], he will 
be failing Britain. If that happens, he’ll 
have nobody to blame but himself. And he 
will have to own that failure. It will be on 
him”. 

This Pollyanna opportunism rests 
on two big assumptions. Firstly, that 
if Johnson’s brinksmanship ends up in 
no deal, there’s no certainty that the 
Tories rather than the EU will be held 
responsible. Secondly, there’s no guarantee 
that Labour will escape unscathed from 
the debris. 

Brexit will not just mean trouble for 
the Tories it will mean big trouble for 
working class people across the country. 
Severed from integrated production chains 
and regulatory frameworks in Europe, the 
British minnow will be bait on the hook 
of a takeit-or-leave it US trade deal. Just 
saying “its all their fault” without having a 
radical alternative will not mean a shortcut 
to a Labour government but a social crisis 

like that wracking the USA today.
 Unemcumbered by the presence of 

a physical membership, Starmer’s speech 
was free to float focus-grouped lines 
primed for BBC bulletins: 

“We love this country as you do. This 
is the country I grew up in and this is the 
country I will grow old in. And I want it to 
be the country I know it can be.”

The implication that Corbyn’s lifelong 
opposition to wars, warmongering and 
racism meant that he did not love the 
people of this country is scandalous. In 
fact a nation is an “imagined community’ 
made up of antagonistic classes. Anyone 
who seeks to subordinate class to nation 
is subjecting the huge majority class of the 
nation to the tiny minority of exploiters 
who rule it. It also means turning your 
back on the allies we need, the workers 
in other countries. It alienates those who 
come to work here whether from the West 
Indies in the 1950s or the Europeans of the 
2000s.

Over the past five years we had more 
than enough of this brazen chauvinism 
from the Brexiteers and a somewhat 
shamefaced version from Lexiteers. In 
the end Labour will never be able to out-
patriot the Tories because Tory patriotism 
is not muddled by trying to square it with 
the needs of the working class, transmitted 
from the unions and the grassroots of 
the Labour Party. Labour patriotism is 
just poisoning the class-consciousness 
and internationalism that workers need 
to consistently defend their own interests 
which are diametrically opposed to those 
of Britain’s bosses whispering in Starmer’s 
ear and reflected in the pages of our 

IMAGE: WILTED ROSE
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billionaire media. 
Starmer’s triangulating as highlighted 

particularly starkly during the media’s 
hateful panic-mongering over the migrant 
channel crossings this summer. Instead 
of condemning it outright and calling for 
migrants to be rescued and rehomed in 
dignity, the Labour leadership criticised 
the government for its inefficiency in 
securing the borders. 

Of course they said it should be done 
in a humane way rather than Priti Patel’s 
plans to send the navy to patrol the 
Channel, to lock up those who reached 
Britain in disused hulks, and perhaps 
deport them to a speck of rock in the 
Atlantic. 

Keir Starmer QC, the famous human 
rights advocate, failed to use his lawyerly 
skills point out that under countless 
international treaties people have a right 
to seek asylum in a country of their choice, 
and that those countries a duty to admit 
them. Labour, in pursuit of voters in the 
“red wall” which turned blue, is painting 
itself red-white-and-blue. 

After abandoning refugees, many of 
them victims of Britain’s colonial history 
and 21st century wars, Starmer led the 
party in swallowing another bitter fruit of 
patriotism, by abstaining on the Overseas 
Service Bill. This aimed at protecting 
British service personnel from war crimes 
charges, reflecting the supreme law of 
patriotism – my country right or wrong. 

Starmer quite cynically lured 
disoriented Corbyn supporters by 
decorating his leadership manifesto with 
assorted Corbyn-era  policies. These 
included Labour’s Green Industrial 
Revolution, “no more illegal wars,”  utility 
nationalisation, the abolition of universal 
credit, tuition fees, the Trade union Act, 
the House of Lords. And of course he 
would save the NHS. This was enough 
for the witting and unwitting to fall into 
line, helped along with the endorsement 
of luminaries like Andrew Fisher, key 
adviser and author of the 2017 manifesto, 
who claimed Starmer’s pledges were 
“still basically our policy programme”. 
The Labour left, he said, must “work 
constructively” the new leader and resist 
the temptation to go “back in our sealed 
tomb”. 

Meanwhile from the ranks of the 
commentariat, Paul Mason, for two 
decades a Trotskyist, and more recently 
treading the well-worn path to social-
patriotic reformism, wrote a piece entitled 
The Left, the Party and the Class, in which 
he declares himself “part of a left that 
wants to engage with Starmer’s project and 

to help shape it, defending its core agenda 
of climate, social and economic justice 
from the inevitable pushback from the 
party’s right”. 

Again the illusions of a journalist for 
the liberal papers and social media are on 
display. The idea that their think pieces 
could produce major change in Labour 
policy is a joke. First Starmer actually 
is the pushback from the party’s right. 
And he hasn’t finished pushing either. 
Secondly, Labours’ election policies will 
be determined by the weight of public 
opinion as expressed in the billionaire 
media, and recorded in the polls 
masquerading as public opinion, around 
the time of an election. While Corbyn was 
a partial if not complete exception to this, 
pattern, Starmer is the total embodiment 
of it. There is not a principle he would not 
sell to get into Number 10.  But journalists 
like Mason are weathervanes and the 
winds are certainly not blowing left at the 
moment. 

Alternative

From the moment Starmer abandoned 
teachers and students to returning to 
unsafe schools and universities, it has been 
clear that the ‘new management’s’ priority 
is to avoid opposing the government from 
the left with an alternative programme 
that addresses the fundamental problems 
exposed by the pandemic and economic 
crisis. 

This would have had to be based on 
putting control of the safety of workers 
into their own hands, in the factories, 
hospitals and schools and by raising taxes 
on the rich to continue to pay all workers 
a living wage. Instead Labour has limited 
itself to criticising the Tories for the way 
they have implemented their own policies. 

It should have been obvious that Rishi 
Sunak’s policy of using the windfall of 
historically low interest rates to borrow 
huge amounts was a process that had its 
limits and that a time would come when 
it was a matter either of raising taxes or 
cutting payments.

On the critical issue of furlough 
and job protection, Labour’s position 
has simply shifted in line with what the 
government is considering. So we have 
gone from demanding the furlough 
scheme be extended to demanding it 
be replaced with a targeted scheme - to 
supporting the government’s subsidy 
scheme. The TUC Leadership and big 
trade unions have shadowed this policy 
all along the line. The fight to retain the 

already-inadequate furlough scheme from 
March has been left to northern mayors 
and new red wall Tory MPs. 

The fact is that in a deepening crisis of 
the economy, public health, climate, and 
with a new cold war developing between 
the older and newer imperialist powers, 
Labour has decided not to fight the main 
party of British imperialism, but to shadow 
it, hoping its mistakes will somehow hand 
it an electoral victory in several years’ time.

After the downfall of Corbyn, the 
Labour leadership, the shadow cabinet 
and the PLP sees their job as getting into 
partnership with capital by finding a 
common solution to the economic crisis 
and the pandemic. Hence their endless 
pleading for Johnson’s government to 
‘work with’ the opposition. The hopes 
of the soft middle ground of Corbynism 
that “giving Keir a chance” in the hope 
that some of the 2017 and 2019 manifesto 
pledges might survive is survive is totally 
naïve. 

Labour’s decision to vacate the field of 
struggle presents a sobering perspective 
for the next 6-12 months. 

While the Labour leadership has 
adopted the strategic decision of not 
seriously opposing the government with 
an alternative programme, the Labour left, 
represented by the Socialist Campaign 
Group and Momentum, have decided not 
to oppose the Labour leadership with a 
programme of their own, let alone fight 
for leadership. Instead we have small 
rebellions on minor issues of principle 
– larded with cynical or abject pledges 
of loyalty and support for Starmer’s 
leadership. 

Clearly we are right back to the days 
of Harriet Harman in 2015, when only a 
tiny band of rebels, isolated in the right 
wing  PLP,  kept to their principles. With 
the aid of the lockdowns internal party life 
will continue to be in a state of suspended 
animation well into next year.

So indeed the “Corbyn Revolution” is 
over and just at the time when a fighting 
party is needed more than ever - the huge 
wave of unemployment requires combined 
action by the unions and the party. But the 
initiative for a militant response based on 
organising the unemployed will have to 
come from below, from the branches, from 
building coordinating bodies at local level. 
Of course left wing constituencies and the 
Corbynite core of the Campaign Group, if 
there is a revival of class struggle against 
mass unemployment, against making 
working class taxpayers foot the bill for 
the coronavirus crisis should be heavily 
involved with this.
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Starmer, whatever his momentary 
success across the despatch box, will find 
his management of the party in crisis once 
his triangulation comes unstuck. Then 
the control of the right wing both in the 
unions and the party will be faced with a 
severe crisis. 

We should not accept the idea that we 
have to tolerate five years of either Johnson 
or Starmer Indeed we should model 
ourselves of the relentless resistance that 
the right mounted against Corbyn from 
day one, not through their vile methods 
of slander and sabotage, but through 
telling the truth and developing a fighting 
programme based on democratic and 
working class control of the public health 
response, taxing the rich to pay for the 
crisis, and opposing the rise of inter-
imperialist competition which can only set 
back the fight against the coronavirus and 
climate change.

Decolonise the 
curriculum
BY DARA O’COGAIDHIN

As Black History Month 
commences, it is appropriate 
to reflect on the persistent 
need for systemic changes 
to our education system 

to ensure equality for students in 
marginalised communities. While 
there has been significant increases in 
the number of BME students entering 
university, we also know they are less likely 
to attend prestigious universities, less likely 
to complete their degree programme and 
less likely to qualify with top degrees than 
white peers with the same A-level grades.

Research published by Universities UK 
(UUK) and the National Union of Students 
(NUS) last year cast the curriculum as 
central to the experiences and progression 
of BME students, noting: “University 
leadership teams are not representative of 
the student body and some curriculums do 
not reflect minority groups’ experiences”.

And it is not limited to students. BME 
staff are also underrepresented in the 
Higher Education sector. Research by the 
University and College Union (UCU) 
found that 84% of academic staff and 

93% of university professors were white. 
BME university staff faced a pay gap of 9% 
compared to their white colleagues.

In this context, a range of student-
led campaigns have emerged asking 
challenging questions of their disciplines 
and institutions, drawing attention to 
the whiteness of education structures, 
curricula and teaching staff. Calls to 
‘decolonise’ Higher Education and the 
curriculum have been growing as both 
staff and students have increasingly begun 
to interrogate race and ethnicity in their 
own disciplines.

However, this has also been 
accompanied by attempts to whitewash the 
academy’s historic role in intellectualising 
and justifying racism. Recent examples 
include a eugenics conference at University 
College London and the backlash against 
the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ campaign at 
Oxford. When the Cambridge academic 
Dr Priyamvada Gopal challenged Niall 
Ferguson’s bullish assertions about the 
greatness of Britain’s imperial project on 
Radio 4, she received rape as well as death 
threats.

These institutions have legitimised 
reactionary views on colonialism which 
abound in the UK. Blind patriotism and 
a toxic imperial nostalgia at all levels 
of society frames the British Empire as 
something to be celebrated. A YouGov poll 
in 2019 found that a third of the people 
in the UK believe Britain’s colonies were 
better off for being part of an empire: 
a higher proportion than in any of the 
other major colonial powers. This raises 
serious questions about British education 
on colonial topics. People from India, 
Ireland, Kenya, Malaysia, South Africa, 
and Zimbabwe need no reminding of the 
realities of the British Empire.

Nigel Farage and Boris Johnson 
exploited this emotional nostalgia for their 
own political interest during the Brexit 
referendum campaign, opening a Pandora’s 
box of racism as hate crimes surged by 
42% in England and Wales. Labour leader 
Keir Starmer has now replaced left-wing 
policies from the Corbyn era with similar 
appeals to patriotism, inevitably leading to 
the majority of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party abstaining on a bill which seeks to 
exempt British troops from prosecution 
in relation to torture and war crimes. This 
came a week before the announcement 
of the Public Prosecution Service that no 
further former soldiers will face criminal 
charges for the murder of 13 civil rights 
protesters during Bloody Sunday in Derry.

Anti-capitalist materials banned
Any criticism of the capitalist 

status quo has now been classified by 
the Department for Education (DfE) 
as an “extreme political stance”. A ban 
on resources expressing anti-capitalist 
and anti-imperialist sentiments in the 
classroom immediately causes issues 
for our History, Politics and Sociology 
departments, but more significantly, it also 
warrants a ban on teachers inviting young 
people to think critically about colonialism 
and racism, and explore different ways to 
respond to our current economic, political 
and ecological crises. The Coalition of 
Anti-Racist Educators (CARE) and the 
Black Educators Alliance (BEA) are taking 
legal action against the guidance to school 
leaders, arguing that it is a “thinly veiled 
attack on a wide range of movements 
fighting for urgently-needed social justice 
causes”.

The income-gap between the rich 
and poor remains high by historical 
standards following years of austerity and 
wage stagnation, with younger people 
more adversely affected by poverty and 
debt, a weak jobs market, poor housing 
and cuts to public services. Many of 
them have concluded the current system 
is rigged against them, leading the 
increasingly authoritarian Conservatives 
to scapegoat teachers and accuse them of 
“indoctrinating children”.

Our curriculum and educational 
institutions, both in secondary education 
and at university, have established a 
civilisational and racial hierarchy that 
places Western imperialism as a universal 
benchmark for enlightenment and 
progressive thought. The DfE guidance 
that schools should not promote “victim 
narratives that are harmful to society” is 
seeking to prohibit discussion about the 
conjoined twins of capitalism and racism.

Only a fifth of UK universities have 
committed to updating their curriculum 
to address the destructive legacy of 
colonialism and present-day racism. 
Decolonising the curriculum goes beyond 
adding black and non-western scholars to 
reading lists, but decolonising education 
itself, so academics and students not 
only question but challenge structural 
inequalities that perpetuate the attainment 
gap, rather than preaching the neoliberal 
virtues of ‘resilience’ and ‘hard work’.

Decolonisation should also be 
dedicated to abolishing tuition fees and 
ensuring universities are more accessible 
to the communities they serve, solving the 
hardest social problems across all cultural 
divides and involving the non-university 
parts of the population that have been left 
out. The hierarchical model of secondary 

BY JAQUELINE 
KATHERINA 
SINGH



AUTUMN 2020 RED FLAG MAGAZINE   13

education and private schools should also 
be abolished with their investments and 
properties redistributed to the state sector.

Decision making in schools, colleges 
and universities should be in the hands 
of elected committees of staff and 
students, empowering them to challenge 
and overturn forms of class, gender and 
racialised disadvantage in education. 
BME staff and students are most likely 
to identify these hierarchies explicitly. 
Ultimately socialists struggle for a 
liberation-orientated education system 
which offers all staff and students the 
opportunities to work against structural 
oppression and the tools to achieve their 
emancipation.

Murder & 
whitewash: the 
case of David 
Oluwale
BY REBECCA ANDERSON

David Oluwale was hounded 
to his death by officers from 
Milgarth Police Station, Leeds 
in 1969. Though initially not 
treated as suspicious by the 

police or coroner, in 1970 an investigation 
into his death sparked a public outcry and 
the first successful prosecution of police 
officers for involvement in the death of a 
black person.

Oluwale was a British Nigerian who 
travelled from Lagos to Hull in 1949, 
where despite having the right to live 
in Britain, he was arrested for hiding 
aboard the ship and served 20 days in 
prison. He encountered the police again 
in 1953, caught up in a night club raid 
and sentenced for 28 days for disorderly 
conduct and assault. In prison, it was 
reported he suffered from hallucinations. 
While these were possibly the result of a 
truncheon blow during his arrest, Oluwale 
spent the next eight years in Menston 
Asylum. 

As a black man in 1950s Britain and 
deeply affected by his incarceration, 

he found it impossible to find housing 
or work upon his release. He spent the 
remainder of his life homeless, harassed 
and abused by the police. 

Inquiry

In the inquiry following Oluwale’s death, it 
was found that Leeds police – particularly 
Kenneth Kitching and Geoffrey Ellerker 
– regularly beat him up, degraded and 
racially abused him and tried to force him 
to leave the city.  

On the morning of 17 April 1969, two 
officers were seen chasing Oluwale towards 
the river Aire, where his drowned corpse 
was discovered two weeks later. However, 
neither the police nor the coroner treated 
his death as suspicious. 

The story of Ouwale’s death only 
came to light thanks to a whistleblower 
in October 1970 – when Ellerker was 
serving a prison sentence for a cover up 
in an unrelated murder case. On this very 
rare occasion, and likely as a result of his 
prior conviction, the police broke ranks 
and Ellerker and Kitching’s treatment of 
Oluwale was investigated by Scotland Yard.

The trial, however, was a whitewash. 
The judge referred to Oluwale as a “dirty, 
filthy, violent vagrant” and witnesses 
who made statements to the contrary – 
including Yorkshire Evening Post reporter 

Tony Harney – were not heard from in the 
trial. The prosecution made no mention 
of racism, despite clear evidence that 
this motivated the officers. It was also 
demonstrated a far wider group of officers 
had participated and colluded in the 
hounding of David Oluwale than the two 
on trial. 

Despite the catalogue of physical 
and verbal abuse and the evidence of 
two independent witnesses who saw 
uniformed police chasing Oluwale toward 
the river, the judge instructed the jury to 
find Ellerker and Kitching not guilty of 
manslaughter, perjury and grievous bodily 
harm. Both were found guilty only of 
actual bodily harm and Ellerker sentenced 
for 3 years and Kitching for 27 months. 

Anniversary

Fifty years have passed but we see this 
same story repeated today in the US and 
UK. Of the three men who murdered 
Breonna Taylor only one has been 
charged, and not for taking her life but for 
endangering her neighbours in the wild 
volley on gunfire that killed her. The last 
successful conviction of a police officer 
in the UK for a death in custody was in 
1971, and even then, the officers were 
found guilty of assault, not murder or 
manslaughter. Since 1990, there have been 
1,755 deaths in police custody with black 
people twice as likely as white people to 
suffer this fate. Yet no UK police officer has 
every been found guilty of the murder or 
manslaughter of someone in their custody. 

In 1970, the Oluwale case exposed 
the institutional racism of the police and 
today the Black Lives Matter movement 
is protesting that very same racism and 
violence. An institution, charged with 
policing the lives of black people in an 
institutionally racist society, will always be 
an instrument of racism. 

While we must fight to limit the powers 
of the police force and impose community-
led, independent inquiries into police 
violence and murder, we must recognise 
that the capitalist state and its instruments 
of coercion – the police, judiciary, and 
military – cannot be peacefully reformed, 
but must be dissolved and replaced by 
workers’ democracy and self-defence in 
the course of the socialist revolution.  

For further information about the life 
and death of David Oluwale: The Hounding 
of David Oluwale by Kester Aspden and 
the Remembering Oluwale anthology.

BLACK HISTORY

FIFTY YEARS 
HAVE PASSED 
SINCE THE 
DEATH OF DAVID 
OLUWALE, AND IN 
THAT TIME THERE 
HAS ONLY BEEN 
ONE SUCCESSFUL 
PROSECUTION 
OF A POLICE 
OFFCER RELATING 
TO A DEATH IN 
CUSTODY.
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By Jaqueline 
Katherina Singh

THE BLACK 
HISTORY 
THEY 
WON’T 
CELEBRATE By Dave 

Stockton 

This year the movement which 
was unleashed by the murders 
of Breonna Taylor and George 
Floyd in the United States and 
reverberated around the world, 

has brought racism directed against black 
people to the fore in a way not witnessed 
since the 1960s and the 1980s. The link 
between todays’ police killings and the 
historic roots of this oppression was made 
when the statue of Edward Colston (1636-
1721), slave trader and “philanthropist”, 
was pulled down on 7 June and thrown 
into Bristol harbour, where his ships had 
docked after the infamous triangular run.

Black History Month –with its 
objective of drawing attention to the 
exclusion of black and mixed race people 
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from the “national narrative” – takes on 
a particular importance this year. Since 
its London launch in 1987 it has sought 
to show that the transatlantic slave trade 
– which British ship owners, merchants 
and plantation owners dominated for over 
century – was an essential element in the 
development of this country’s capitalism 
and therefore an integral part of “our 
history”. It was – and still is – necessary 
because Conservatives and right-wingers 
of all stripes have tried to make British 
history a white history. The National Front 
fascists used to chant “there ain’t no black 
in the Union Jack!” 

The historian David Olusoga – whose 
family was driven from their home by NF 
thugs when he was fourteen – has shown 
in books like Black and British A Forgotten 
History and BBC2’s Britain’s Forgotten 

Slave Owners, how many of the great 
eighteenth century monumental mansions, 
like Harewood House, were paid for out of 
the stupendous profits made from the slave 
trade and sugar plantations in Barbados, 
Jamaica and Demerara (Guiana). Likewise 
the civic splendour of Liverpool, London 
and Bristol was, in large part, paid for by 
merchants and bankers whose wealth came 
from these sources.

Slavery

Of course for years children and students 
were taught slavery existed but the story 
was mainly about how the saintly MP 
William Wilberforce battled for abolition 
and how the Royal Navy suppressed the 
slave trade. The slave revolts in Jamaica 
and other Caribbean islands, the victorious 
Haitian Revolution – i.e. the agency of 
slaves in their own freedom – was not 
mentioned. It was the combination of fear 
of an imminent slave uprising and the after 
effects of the mass popular movement that 
led to the 1832 reformed parliament that 
secured the passage of the abolition act on 
28 August 1833.

The fortunes made out of chattel 
slavery for over two centuries long 
received only most cursory recognition, as 
did the fact that from the later seventeenth 
century England/Britain was the main 
perpetrator of this monstrous crime. 

But since the 1970s and 1980s a 
whole series of books have started to tell 
and analyse this story. They have shown 
how the capital accumulated from the 
forced labour of Africans, torn from their 
homelands, was invested in banking, 
factories, railways and colonies. Worse 
still, in 1833, 46,000 slave-owners were 
paid a very generous compensation by 
Parliament of £20 million, around £17 
billion in today’s money, for their human 
chattels, a bill finally paid off by taxpayers 
in 2015. Meanwhile the “freed” slaves 
received no compensation whatsoever and 
certainly no land; they even had to work 
for 40 hours a week – unpaid – for their 
masters for a further five years.

In fact Karl Marx explained the 
importance of slavery to the genesis of 
capitalism as early as 1847 in his early 
work The Poverty of Philosophy:

“Direct slavery is just as much the 
pivot of bourgeois industry as machinery, 
credits, etc. Without slavery you have 
no cotton; without cotton you have no 
modern industry. It is slavery that has 
given the colonies their value; it is the 
colonies that have created world trade, and 

it is world trade that is the pre-condition 
of large-scale industry. Thus slavery is 
an economic category of the greatest 
importance.”

Whilst he recognized that slavery had 
existed in classical antiquity, in the Islamic 
world and indeed in the patriarchal 
systems of West Africa itself, this lacked 
the cruel intensity of exploitation seen 
on the plantations. He observed in a 
draft for Capital, that it reaches “its most 
hateful form … in a situation of capitalist 
production,” where “exchange value 
becomes the determining element of 
production.” This leads to the extension of 
the workday beyond natural limits for its 
reproduction, literally working to death 
the enslaved, male and female.

Marx also insisted that if the movement 
of the modern proletariat, i.e. the “ wage 
slaves,” did not fight for the liberation of 
the chattel slaves then they would never be 
able to end their own exploitation.

“In the United States of North America, 
every independent movement of the 
workers was paralysed so long as slavery 
disfigured a part of the Republic. Labour 
cannot emancipate itself in the white skin 
where in the black it is branded.” 

This same principle applies today to the 
descendants of the victims of slavery and 
colonialism who still suffer racism.

Racism as ideology

The findings of many scholars confirm that 
racism based on skin colour was largely 
a product of the African slave trade and 
the need of the slave owners to justify 
treatment so at variance with the written 
teachings of the founder of their religion 
and modern Enlightenment principles. To 
do this they developed racism.

The use of the term race came to 
designate whole groups supposedly 
superior and inferior to one another, the 
suitability of some to intellectual pursuits 
and to be masters, of others to be restricted 
to hard physical labour. This was and is 
an artificial political and social construct. 
All indigenous peoples with darker 
skins than Europeans were designated in 
Rudyard Kipling’s infamous words as “half 
devil and half child” (The White Man’s 
Burden). They had, it was claimed, an 
innate incapacity for civilization. Racism 
thus “justified” both African enslavement 
and the mass extermination of indigenous 
peoples in the Americas and Australasia.

The “white race” too was as much 
a construct as the “black race” and was 
promoted by the colonialists in North 
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America as a conscious means to stop the 
many poor European indentured labourers 
from uniting with people of African origin 
against their exploiters.

As religion declined as an effective 
ideology, a “scientific” discourse 
emerged based on odds and ends stolen 
from anthropology, animal breeding, 
plus complete pseudo-sciences like 
phrenology, eugenics, etc. But modern 
racism has shown itself capable of endless 
transmutations. After its “discrediting” 
by the Nazis, recent attempts centre on 
the supposed incompatibility of certain 
civilizations or cultures.

But before we kid ourselves that this 
year’s talk of “inclusivity” in the national 
narrative is permanent and that black 
history will be henceforth a part of British 
history, we should remind ourselves that 
these sort of proposals have been made 
time and again. Twenty-one years ago 
the Macpherson Report into the racist 
killing of Stephen Lawrence, as well as 
condemning the Metropolitan Police for 
institutional racism, also demanded that 
“consideration be given to amendment of 
the national curriculum aimed at valuing 
cultural diversity and preventing racism, 
in order better to reflect the needs of a 
diverse society”. We’re still waiting.

In March this year the Windrush 
Lessons Learned review by Wendy 
Williams (see gov.uk), like Macpherson, 
observed, “the Windrush scandal was 
in part able to happen because of the 
public’s and officials’ poor understanding 
of Britain’s colonial history, the history of 
inward and outward migration, and the 
history of black Britons”.

The real test however is how that 
history is dealt with practically today. And 
the Windrush scandal itself should be a 
warning. In 2018 it transpired that some 
50,000 people who had come to Britain 
before 1973, many as small children with 
their parents, were being targeted for 
deportation. Despite working their whole 
lives in Britain’s factories, hospitals and 
public services, despite having children 
and grandchildren born in Britain, at least 
83 were actually deported.

This shameful episode was part of a 
conscious policy named after then Home 
Secretary Theresa May’s pledge to “create 
a really hostile environment for illegal 
migrants”. Vans were driven around areas 
with large black, Asian and immigrant 
communities: “In the UK Illegally? Go 
Home of Face Arrest” emblazoned on 
them. Of course apologies have been made 
but now we have yet another Tory Home 
Secretary, Priti Patel, who promises the 

biggest overhaul in the asylum system for 
decades that will “immediately return” 
those who have “no claim for protection”, 
i.e. before refugees can access lawyers to 
present their case. It seems Patel has since 
asked Home Office officials to consider 
imprisoning asylum seekers on disused 
ferries moored off the south coast and 
even deporting them to Ascension island, 
a speck of rock jutting out of the Atlantic 
ocean, 4,000 miles away.

For a state that for hundreds of years 
sent millions of its citizens to North 
America, Australia, Southern and West 
Africa, this obsession with preventing 
people coming here is outrageous 
hypocrisy.

Empire and colonialism

Important as slavery is as the historic 
root of anti-black racism and “white 
supremacy”, a closer look needs to be 
made into the history of the British 
Empire. Black History Month has not 
been so successful in bringing to light 
the crimes committed during the era 
of colonialism and imperialism, which 
expanded worldwide after slavery’s 
abolition. Indeed to some extent – as 
far as the seizure of territories in Africa 
was concerned – Britain colonised large 
swathes of the continent, hypocritically 
donning the “halo” of anti-slavery: 

bringing “civilization” and Christianity to a 
“benighted” people.

When it comes to this history, there is 
much more resistance to its “inclusion” in 
the national curriculum. Those who try 
are accused of wanting to teach children 
to hate their own country. Conservatives 
are hypersensitive to any raising of the 
subject, especially in the teaching of 
young people. This is because the spoils 
of Empire, its exploited labour forces, 
its African and Indian regiments sent to 
fight Britain’s wars, its raw materials and 
markets formed the material foundation of 
the modern British state and nationality. 
They were the base too of the “pomp and 
circumstance” surrounding the makeover 
of the monarchy. Since the modern wars 
of intervention – Afghanistan and Iraq – 
Labour as well as Tory governments have 
actually tried to sanitise and re-package 
the story of Empire.

This history starts with the brutal 
conquest of Ireland, Britain’s first colony, 
and the expropriation of the original 
inhabitants, huge numbers of whom were 
driven to emigrate. Followed by the north 
American colonies, whose inhabitants 
were driven off the Atlantic seaboard 
into the plains, and largely exterminated. 
Then came the East India Company’s 
looting of India and the destruction of its 
textile industries, the artificial famines in 
Ireland and India, the brutal conquest of 
African Asante and Zulu Kingdoms. The 
atrocities committed by the Indian sepoys 
in the Indian Mutiny have been retold 
countless times but the terrible revenge 
exacted by the British imperialists still 
remains unacknowledged. Then there was 
the wholesale robbery of the best lands in 
West Africa for English farmers and, in the 
Boer War, the formation of concentration 
camps not only for Boer civilians, but also 
Africans.

To this we must add the Opium Wars. 
Starting in 1842 Britain led the way in 
carving out extraterritorial concessions in 
the key ports of China. During the second 
Opium War of 1860 occurred the complete 
destruction and looting of the old imperial 
summer palace in Beijing by 4,000 British 
troops. Various West African Kingdoms, 
like Benin and Asante, had their capitals 
looted and burnt. How else were the 
museums of London packed with colonial 
plunder such as the remarkable Benin 
bronzes?

Labour’s racist record

Last but not least were the atrocities 

WHEN IT COMES 
TO THE REAL 
HISTORY OF 
BRITAIN’S 
EMPIRE AS THE 
FOUNDATION FOR 
THE MODERN 
UK, THERE IS 
MUCH MORE 
RESISTANCE TO 
ITS INCLUSION 
IN THE NATIONAL 
CURRICULUM 
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committed by postwar Labour and 
Tory governments trying to hold on to 
Britain’s colonies. These included the 
brutal crushing of a Communist-led 
guerrilla war in Malaya by Attlee’s Labour 
government in defence of rubber and tin 
resources justified by the need to build a 
prosperous, welfare state… in Britain. The 
Tory government followed this by crushing 
the so-called Mau Mau uprising in 
Kenya, imprisoning thousands in camps, 
torturing and executing many hundreds 
more. Britain still refuses to compensate 
the former colonial victims of torture and 
the Foreign and Colonial Office admits 
it destroyed the documentation of these 
events. (See The Blood Never Dried by John 
Newsinger, London 2006 and Labour: A 
Party Fit for Imperialism by Robert Clough 
London 1992)

And when it came to covering up this 
record Labour – at least in the persons of 
all but one of its leaders – has a disgraceful 
record. Clement Attlee, a hero few on 
the left criticise, fearing a hostile public 
reaction to Caribbean immigration, in 
1948 actually tried to prevent the Empire 
Windrush from sailing to Britain, instead 
suggesting that its 492 passengers (many 
British ex-servicemen) could be diverted 
to West Africa to work on groundnut 
farms. In retirement, as Lord Attlee, 

he claimed in 1960: “There is only one 
empire where, without external pressure 
or weariness at the burden of ruling, the 
ruling people has voluntarily surrendered 
its hegemony over subject peoples and has 
given them their freedom.” 

Tony Blair repeated this false claim in 
2000, referring to the Empire as “a great 
achievement”. According to Seumas Milne, 
only his advisers prevented him from 
inserting in an election speech in 1997 the 
words “I am proud of the British Empire.” 
Gordon Brown too claimed on Newsnight 
back in 2005, “the days of Britain having 
to apologise for its colonial history are 
over. We should move forward. We should 
celebrate much of our past rather than 
apologise for it.”

The trade union movement too has 
to recognise the shameful elements of its 
own history, when many unions operated 
an unofficial colour bar in the 1950s and 
into the 1960s. But in 1963 after a four-
month boycott of the Bristol Omnibus 
Company, which was refusing to employ 
“coloured” crews, the bosses were force to 
abandon this discrimination. It was the 
struggles of black workers themselves, 
aided by socialist trade unionists, that put 
a stop to these disgraceful practices and 
whose pressure eventually led to anti-
discrimination legislation being passed by 
Labour governments. Even this, however, 
was accompanied by tightening of the 
immigration laws.

The exception is Jeremy Corbyn, but 
the response to him is instructive. The 
Labour Party’s 2019 election manifesto 
promised to conduct an “audit of the 
impact of Britain’s colonial legacy” with the 
goal of understanding “our contribution 
to the dynamics of violence and insecurity 
across regions previously under British 
colonial rule.” There can be little doubt that 
this was further proof to our rulers that 
under Corbyn Labour was unfit to hold 
office. If you can’t be trusted with such past 
“achievements” how can you be trusted 
with making new ones?

Labour – now “under new 
management” as Keir Starmer says – is 
resorting to patriotism to win back voters 
in the Red Wall, by daubing it with the 
red-white-and-blue of the Union Jack. 

The struggle for anti-racist education

Indeed the whole history of Britain’s 
exploitation of the world over three 
centuries needs to be taught and discussed 
in schools and universities – not just for 
one month in twelve but the whole year 

round – and integrated into all subjects. 
National curriculums still give little space 
to the history of black and Asian people 
in Britain let alone to the origins of these 
communities in slavery and the colonial 
plunder of the British Empire. As well as 
the stories of ordinary working people in 
industry, transport and the education and 
health services, an integral part of black 
history is the story of political activists, 
nationalist and socialist, who came to 
Britain and organised their independence 
movements from here.

The story starts with leaders of the 
abolitionist movement, like Olaudah 
Equianao (1745-1797), and a leader of 
the physical force (revolutionary) wing of 
Chartism, William Cuffay (1788-1870). 
The 1930s witnessed the socialist and 
anticolonial activities of George Padmore, 
CLR James and Jomo Kenyatta. Nor must 
we forget the black and Asian activists 
in the new movements of the 1970s and 
1980s, like Michael X, Darcus Howe and 
Olive Morris.

Of course making this widely known in 
the schools, universities and the media will 
be no easy matter. It will be denounced as 
bringing politics into education. Indeed 
the Tories, fearful of such a transition to 
anti-racist education, not least because it 
poses such a challenge to existing society 
and institutions, have just proclaimed 
that there should be no teaching of texts 
that promote opposition to the capitalist 
system.

But politics – the politics of 
imperialism – are already there in 
abundance. Socialist teachers will have to 
wage a hard struggle to “tell the truth to 
power” in the whole education system and 
they will need the assistance of genuine 
anti-imperialists in the Labour Party and 
in the trade unions. Anti-racist education 
can only truly be vigorous if it exposes 
the way in which racism and capitalist 
exploitation are two interlocking chains 
that bind the working class to its wheels. 
Together, the youth of today must break 
them.

In the end the teaching of the crimes 
of racism, perpetrated by “our” ruling 
class and its Labour lackeys, will only be 
preparatory to a common struggle between 
British workers and those whose ancestors 
suffered slavery and colonialism and who 
today still suffer inequality, discrimination 
and “stop and search” by racist police. 
We do need “integration” – not into an 
idealised British nation but – into the part 
of the international working class that lives 
here or wants to live here.

THE LABOUR 
PARTY’S 2019 
MANIFESTO 
PROMISED TO 
CONDUCT AN 
AUDIT INTO 
BRITAIN’S 
COLONIAL 
LEGACY. THERE 
CAN BE LITTLE 
HOPE OF THAT 
HAPPENING ON 
KEIR STARMER’S 
WATCH.
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BY MEL ASTBURY

The American Civil War of 1861-
1865 was fought largely over 
the issue of slavery. The fighting 
was between the states in the 
‘Union’ North and 11 states in 
the ‘Confederate’ South who 

wanted to separate from the rest of the USA 
and continue the system of slavery that was 
so important to their plantation economies. 
As the export of cotton was essential to the 
slave holder economies of the South, the 
North blockaded southern ports so goods 
could not be brought in or out. This meant 
the export of raw slave-grown cotton dried 
up. 

The cotton industry formed a huge part 
of Britain’s economy; it was worth £1.1bn 

THE 
COTTON 
FAMINE 
AND 
BRITISH 
WORKERS’ 
FIGHT 
AGAINST 
SLAVERY 
1861-65
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in 1861. Many workers relied on 
the mill as their source of income. 
When the cotton supply dried up 
many workers faced starvation, 
evictions and destitution. At the 
height of the cotton famine 533,959 
workers were either unemployed 
or in part time work, forcing the 
government to implement miserly 
relief schemes. The relief schemes 
were laughable, the government 
refused to provide grants to towns 
in need; they instead gave more 
power to the parishes to sort it 
out themselves, which saw the 
opening of the first soup kitchen in 
1862! The mill owners refused to 
contribute to the schemes, and as a 
result their workers were forced to 
rely on the aid of the government 
and the church.

The bourgeoisie knew that 

the abolition of slavery would 
encourage the working class to fight 
against their own wage slavery. 
Mill owners called a meeting to 
rally support for the South and 
blamed the Northern cause for the 
suffering of textile workers. Their 
efforts proved fruitless because the 
workers’ fight against capitalism 
was tied to the struggle to abolish 
slavery. 

On 31st December 
1862 cotton workers 
met in the Free Trade 
Hall in Manchester 
and voted to 
continue support 

of the blockade. They refused to 
touch one bale of cotton from the 
south, despite it causing enormous 

hardship for them, because they 
knew that the last hands to touch 
the cotton were the hands of slaves. 
At the same time Lord Palmerston, 
the prime minister, came under the 
mounting pressure from the Mill 
owners and shipping companies to 
order the royal Navy to smash the 
blockade, in order to restore the 
fortunes of Britain’s first industry. 

The long standing antipathy 
between the mill owners and the 
workers intensified as a result of the 
conflict. Not only did the owners 
support the continuation of the 
slave holding system as a means of 
profit generation, and so came into 
conflict with their workers, but they 
refused to support their workers in 
their time of hardship. As a result, 
tensions among the working class 
of Lancashire reached fever pitch. 
In 1863 riots broke out across the 
county, the biggest one being in 
Stalybridge. Over 7,000 workers 
were unemployed and wanting 
their voice to be heard. This 
action was met with repression, 
cavalry were brought in and local 
police equipped themselves with 
cutlasses and bayonets. Over 80 
workers were arrested. However, 
this didn’t dampen their spirits! 
They demonstrated working class 
solidarity with the Union and the 
slaves and also nurtured the spirit 
of internationalism developing 
among the British workers which 
helped to set the stage for the 
founding of the First International 
(International Workingmen’s 
Association) the following year. 

The strength shown by the 
workers of the past needs to be 
emulated today. The systemic 
racism by police, both at home 
and abroad, against oppressed 
communities can’t go on any 
longer. While America doesn’t rely 
on us economically in the same way 
it did back then, we can still show 
solidarity with black communities 
and make a difference. Protest, 
demonstrate and don’t let the 
issue be forgotten. Racist violence 
doesn’t just go away because it’s not 
trending on twitter. We have a duty 
to show the oppressed people of the 
world that they’re not alone, their 
voices are being heard. Workers 
across the world need to unite and 
show their support. 
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From Allende 
to Corbyn: 
lessons in 
reformism
BY TIM NAILSEA

On 11 September 1973, the 
Chilean armed forces, led by 
General Augusto Pinochet and 
Admiral José Toribio Merino, 
launched a coup against 

President Salvador Allende’s Popular Unity 
government. The coup was one of the 
great twentieth century tragedies of the 
international workers’ movement.

Declassified US documents revealed 
that US President Richard Nixon and his 
National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger, 
using the CIA and the US military in covert 
operations, both encouraged and assisted 
the coup. They tried to prevent Allende 
even being inaugurated.. When this failed 
they resorted to a strategy, in Nixon’s own 
words, to “Make the Economy Scream”. 
Kissinger, too, is recorded as saying, “we 
will not let Chile go down the drain”.

The coup established a brutal military-
police dictatorship headed by Pinochet. 
By the end of 1973, 250,000 Chilean 
civilians had been arrested and detained. 
28,000 remained incarcerated for extended 
periods. Around 5,500 Chileans were killed 
during the coup and its aftermath. One of 
the first was Allende himself. The military 
claimed that he killed himself, but evidence 
emerged in 2011, that he was murdered by 
the Chilean military during the storming 
of the Moneda Palace, the presidential 
residence. In Chile’s capital, Santiago, 5,000 
people were rounded up into the country’s 
national football stadium in in human 
conditions. 1,850 of these detainees were 
killed, amongst them the famous poet and 
singer-songwriter Victor Jara.

4 November this year will mark 
fifty years since Allende’s election to the 
presidency in 1970. Allende was the head 
of a reforming government which had 
carried out many popular measures, which 
had earned him the enmity of both Chilean 
and international capital, especially that of 
American imperialism. They were terrified 
that Chile, “the Britain of Latin America”, 

which had a long democratic tradition, 
would set an example to other countries 
beyond its continent, especially Italy which 
had just experienced a major social crisis.

Several important lessons can be 
learned from this defeat. These relate 
not only to the role of the Chilean right 
and US imperialism, but also to the 
catastrophic failures, political and strategic, 
of Salvador Allende and the Popular Unity 
(Unidad Popular – UP) leadership. These 
lessons are especially important given the 
experiences of the British left in the last five 
years. While there are obvious enormous 
differences in the events and the outcomes 
of the UP government in Chile and Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership in the Labour Party, 
there are enough similarities in both their 
strategies and their politics to warrant 
comparison.

Furthermore, though Corbyn’s Labour 
Party never formed a government, the 
experience of Chile raises several questions 
as to what would have happened if it had. 
Since few of Corbyn’s supporters show the 
slightest inclination to even question the 
strategy of parliamentary reformism, its 
pitfalls should be highlighted. Many of the 
political errors that led to Corbyn’s defeat 
at the ballot box were much the same as 
those that led to Allende’s defeat in the 
coup. Though the Labour Left’s strategy was 
not based on the idea of an open coalition 
with bourgeois parties it did and does 
assume that the capitalist parties will play 
a constitutional game, that the forces of 
business and banking will not try to wreck 
the economy and, last but far from least, 
the state forces will remain neutral.

Scarcely a week after Jeremy Corbyn 
was elected leader of the Labour Party, the 
Sunday Times published a statement by an 
anonymous “serving general” threatening 
that the army high command would 
prevent a Corbyn-led Labour government 
carrying out measures such as cancelling 
the renewal of Trident or negotiating to 
leave Nato. On such questions, according 
the general, a popular mandate won in a 
general election would mean nothing. “The 
Army just wouldn’t stand for it. The general 
staff would not allow a prime minister to 
jeopardise the security of this country and 
I think people would use whatever means 
possible, fair or foul to prevent that. You 
can’t put a maverick in charge of a country’s 
security. There would be mass resignations 
at all levels and you would face the very 
real prospect of an event which would 
effectively be a mutiny.”

The Popular Front

On 4 September 1970 Chile held 
presidential elections, in which Salvador 
Allende gained 36.3% of the vote. Popular 
Unity was an alliance, which included the 
Socialist Party and the Communist Party 
and some smaller, bourgeois parties – the 
Radical Party, the Social Democrats and 
Independent Popular Action (API) – which 
were all based mostly upon small capitalists 
and professionals, and a radical petty 
bourgeois party, the Movement for Unified 
Popular Action (MAPU).

The Communist Party had long 
pursued the Stalinist “stages” strategy, 
aiming to form a popular or people’s front 
with the “national” bourgeoisie to defeat 
the monopolists, the landed oligarchy, and 
American corporations. The Communist 
Party, along with Allende, pursued a 
strategy of attempting to win the support 
of the Christian Democrats too, one of 
the main capitalist parties. The Christian 
Democrat Eduardo Frei had been president 
from 1964-1970, and because he too had 
pursued a reformist programme, including 
poverty reduction programmes and 
agrarian reform, Popular Unity hoped 
that they might give critical support in 
parliament to Allende who fell short of 
an absolute majority. Popular Unity’s 
programme, therefore, was moderated to 
not scare off the Christian Democrats and 
more generally the imagined “national” 
bourgeoisie.

This was a classic example of the 
“Popular Front” strategy, which the 
Stalinist Communist parties had pursued 
in the 1930s, most famously in France 
and Spain, justified by the rise of fascism. 
Socialist revolution was put on hold and 
radical working class and peasant demands 
watered down in pursuit of alliances with 
the “progressive” bourgeoisie. In Spain, the 
very presence of the Communists an the 
Socialists panicked the great majority of 
the bourgeoisie into supporting Franco’s 
coup, and the Republican popular front 
government’s holding back of both the 
peasants takeover of the land an the 
workers of the factories, undermined the 
Republican forces resistance and led to 
Franco’s eventual victory in the Spanish 
Civil War. Thirty years later, in Chile, 
history was doomed to repeat itself.

Allende came to power during a period 
of intense crisis in Chilean capitalism. 
Agriculture was dominated by latifundia, 
large landed estates, in the hands of a 
rural oligarchy. There were large-scale 
disturbances as the peasantry fought to 
seize land. Two American corporations, 
Anaconda and Kennecott, controlled 
almost all of Chile’s copper mines. Copper 
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was Chile’s most important commodity. 
Chile’s growth rate was lower than 
most other Latin American countries 
and its national debt per capita was the 
highest in the world. PU’s programme 
offered sweeping reforms with the aim 
of combatting the capitalist crisis and 
redistributing wealth. It promised to 
redistribute landed estates, nationalise 
the American copper mines and use an 
expanded state sector to promote economic 
growth and industrial development. 
However, Allende also wished to retain 
support of the smaller bourgeois parties 
and win that of the Christian Democrats, 
and therefore had no intention of 
challenging, let alone overturning, 
capitalism.

The role of the state

Allende’s approach in power was one of 
strict conformity to Chile’s constitution. 
In October 1970 a group of hard-line 
reactionaries with the backing of the 
CIA attempted a coup to prevent him 
from taking office. This included the 
assassination of the commander in chief of 
the Chilean army general René Schneider, a 
defender of a constitutionalist neutrality of 
the armed forces. This coup failed, however, 
and the Christian Democrats instead aimed 
to box Allende in using the institutions 
of the state. As Allende had not won an 
outright majority in the election, he needed 
to be confirmed by Chile’s Congress to 
become president.

The Christian Democrats demanded 
that he sign a “Statute of Guarantees”, 
which included no reduction in the size of 
the armed forces, no “interference” with 
the judiciary, schools or the media, and no 
formation of workers’ or peasants’ militias. 
This document strengthened the capitalist-
dominated legislature against the executive 
and ensured that the institutions of the 
capitalist state would remain untouched.

Even the limited reforms Allende would 
pursue were bound to come up against 
the resistance of the vested interests of the 
capitalist class and these interests were 
strongly represented in the very institutions 
Allende pledged would remain unmolested. 
His and Popular Unity’s constitutionalism 
thus tied their hands in dealing with the 
Chilean bourgeoisie..

Bound by constitutionality as he was, 
it was not Allende himself the Chilean 
bourgeoisie feared. They were far more 
concerned by the potential radicalism 
his election would unleash from the 
working class and peasantry. This was 

also the case of the ruling class reaction 
to Corbyn in Britain. The pleas of Corbyn 
or Allende, that their measures would 
in fact benefit capitalism missed the 
point entirely. The concern was that if 
they gained power and actually enacted 
reforms to benefit the working class, the 
working class would expect more, and what 
bourgeois politicians had always claimed 
was impossible would be shown to be 
possible. To prevent this from occurring, 
a resounding defeat needed to be inflicted, 
to demonstrate the futility of attempting 
change.

Legality vs class war

Allende’s election did indeed lead to an 
upsurge in working class and peasant 
confidence, expectations and radicalism. 
Trade union membership rose, as 
did membership of the Socialist and 
Communist parties. The government 
enacted a number of significant reforms. 
Wages went up by thirty-five percent and 
family allowances were increased. The 
American-owned copper mines were 
nationalised and land was redistributed. 
These reforms, however, were limited, 
as Allende sought to work within the 
bounds of legality and feared alienating 
Chile’s bourgeoisie and middle classes. The 
nationalisation of the copper mines was 
achieved through buying the companies’ 
stock. Landowners were similarly 
compensated and allowed to keep eighty 
hectares of land as well as buildings, 
machinery, and animals. The power of the 
landowners was therefore far from broken. 
When the peasantry themselves led by the 
guerrilla Movement of the Revolutionary 
Left (MIR), attempted to seize land, 
Allende and the Socialist and Communist 
Party leaderships repressed the uprisings.

A key aspect of the government’s 
economic strategy was state intervention in 
failed industries. By 1972, twenty percent 
of production was carried out by the so-
called “Social Production Sector”. These 
measures were often frustrated by the 
Chilean constitutional and legal apparatus. 
The Comptroller of the Republic began to 
rule some attempts at state intervention 
unconstitutional. The judiciary similarly 
blocked various measures. Congress 
repeatedly vetoed legislation. The capitalists 
also attempted to sabotage the Chilean 
economy. US imperialism impeded loans 
and investment. The companies whose 
mines were nationalised attempted to 
organise an international boycott of 
Chilean copper. The Chilean bourgeoisie 

engaged in hoarding and speculation. All of 
this, combined with a fall in copper prices, 
led to a much-weakened economy.

Allende responded to this sabotage by 
entering negotiations with the Christian 
Democrats, where he offered even greater 
concessions to the bourgeoisie. These 
negotiations failed, but the government 
continued to moderate its policies in the 
hopes of enticing them into an alliance. 
While Popular Unity offered concessions 
to the capitalists, workers were called upon 
to make sacrifices and join the “battle 
for production”. The Chilean workers 
and peasants, however, responded with 
an upsurge in radical activity. From June 
1972, “cordones industriales” (industrial 
belts) – committees linking factories in 
the industrial zones – were formed. One 
industrial dispute at Perluk canning plant 
resulted in an occupation with a demand 
for state intervention.

The government attempted to suppress 
the takeover and restored the factory to 
the owners, with the Communist Minister 
of Labour denouncing the workers. 
The Communist Party with its greater 
bureaucratic discipline than the Socialists 
and and its more rigid stages theory was 
particularly vigorous in trying to restrain 
the workers’ struggles. This time, however, 
the workers resisted, setting up an area 
committee and blocking roads, forcing the 
government to concede.

The capitalists’ response to the 
increased militancy was a “bosses’ strike”. 
From 9 October 1972, employers attempted 
to shut down industry and organise 
a lockout. Workers responded with a 
wave of occupations. JAP, committees of 
housewives, requisitioned food supplies, 
forced shops to reopen and fixed prices. 
The cordones industriales spread rapidly, 
mobilising and organising workers, 
organising for defence, transport and 
supply. Neighbourhood committees 
were formed. This assertion of working 
class power led the bourgeoisie to call for 
negotiations. The government, however, 
also feared this new wave of militancy. 
During the crisis, it had relied on the 
military to intervene to run provinces. 
Allende now drew them into his 
government.

The government’s commitment to 
constitutionality meant that it allowed the 
bourgeoisie to use its entrenched power 
in the legislature and the judiciary to 
sabotage it and prevent the reforms that 
the working class demanded. Its refusal 
to expropriate the bourgeoisie meant that 
they could use their economic power to 
sabotage the economy. When the working 
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class attempted to use its own power, the 
government made every attempt to hold 
them back or suppress them, for fear of 
ruining their attempts to form alliances, 
which were made necessary by their own 
refusal to engage in direct confrontation.

The self-organisation of the Chilean 
working class proved that they were willing 
to take power into their own hands. The 
revolutionary approach, as opposed to the 
reformist method of Allende’s government, 
would have been to lead them in the 
take over of their workplaces, enact full 
nationalisation of production under 
workers’ control and develop a workers 
plan . At the same time it was vital to create 
workers defence guards to arm them so 
that they could resist attacks by repressive 
forces of the bourgeoisie, win over the 
rank an file of the armed forces, and thus 
effectively smash the capitalist state as an 
instrument of that class standing above and 
oppressing the working people.

But both Allende, the Socialist Party 
and the Communist Party leaders, were 
committed to a limited programme of 
reforms within the bounds of capitalism, 
and had no intention of doing this. Thus, 
when the dynamic of class struggle between 
capitalists and workers broke out, despite 
their schemas they held back and hindered 
the workers in this struggle. In doing so 
they dug their own graves.

The military

Allende responded to the bosses’ strike 
by bringing military leaders into his 
government. In 1973 He hoped that 
the military would “preserve” order by 
defending the government. In reality the 
military, like the rest of the state apparatus, 
was loyal to the capitalist system. In 
January 1973, the government attempted 
to return 123 occupied enterprises to their 
owners. Working class resistance, led by the 
cordones, blocked this plan. This convinced 
the bourgeoisie that Allende could not 
control the masses and would make further 
concessions to pressure from below. They 
therefore turned to the military.

The military had been using special 
powers granted it by Allende’s government 
to conduct “arms raids” on workers’ and 
left organisations, which increased rapidly 
in the summer of 1972 he made Augusto 
Pinochet chief of the general staff, and 
a month before the coup, commander 
in chief. In June there was a failed coup 
attempt by the Second Armed Regiment, 
put down by loyal soldiers. In early August, 
a group of sailors who had reported the 

coup preparations to the government were 
arrested for mutiny and tortured. Allende 
refused to support them or call for their 
release and denounced “ultra left” sailors 
for organising in the navy. Loyalists in 
the military were now assured that they 
would receive no support if they opposed 
the coup. On 11 September the coup was 
enacted with US assistance. While there 
was heroic resistance from the cordones 
and Socialist, Communist and MIR 
militants, but the lack of weapons or any 
overall coordination meant they were easily 
crushed.

Reform or revolution

The lessons of 1970-73 are clear. A 
commitment to alliances with a supposed 
progressive section of the bourgeoisie 
and absolute constitutionality, tied the 
hands of Allende and the Popular Unity 
government. It did not of course tie the 
hands of the Chilean bourgeoisie and US 
imperialism. Worse than that, though, 
the reformist parties and the trade unions 
tied the hands of the working class and 
peasantry in its struggles. If a programme 
of reforms threatens the economic and 
political power of capital, particularly 
if those reforms encourage increased 
militancy and confidence in the working 
class, they will be met with open resistance 
the bourgeoisie and action by the state 
apparatus. Ultimately, an overturn of 
capitalism can only come about through 
the self-activity of the working class. A 
commitment to a parliamentary road to 
socialism necessarily requires a focus upon 
alliances within parliament and other state 
institutions, concessions to the bourgeoisie 
and the demobilisation of the working 
class.

In Britain over the last five years there 
has been nowhere near the level of working 
class militancy witnessed in Chile in 1970-
73. In fact, strikes remain at a historic low. 
Nevertheless, the parlous state of the British 
economy, the sheer mess of the Tories as 
traditional party of capital, forced by its 
right wing and the racist populist Nigel 
Farage to pursue a policy (Brexit) opposed 
by the City and Big Capital, has led to a 
major period of crisis. When we consider, 
also, that the Labour right wing lost control 
of the party for four years, the reasons for 
the anti-Corbyn hysteria become plain.

Despite the differences between 
Allende’s open popular front party alliance 
and a Left Labour government, the 
common strategy of reformism is clear. The 
Corbyn leadership’s attempts to appease 

the Labour Party’s right wing, who as far as 
their politics go are as much representatives 
of the bourgeoisie, as if they were members 
of a openly bourgeois party, meant a 
deliberate demobilisation of the movement 
and its restriction to electoral campaigning. 
This, for all their talk of the need for 
building a mass social movement, and John 
McDonnell’s “war game scenario planning” 
to prevent a run on the pound and capital 
flight, nothing was done.

Further proof of this is that Corbyn 
was defeated at the first hurdle, the ballot 
box, in part because he faced the whole 
spectrum of ruling class hegemony – 
sabotage by right wing of the party, the PLP 
and universal condemnation by the print 
and broadcast media. But even if he had 
managed to overcome those forces and won 
a majority, they, along with the monarchy, 
the civil service, the judiciary and the 
“serving general’s” threats too, would have 
become a reality.

At no point in the five years of Corbyn’s 
leadership was this battery of ruling class 
power recognised and communicated 
to his supporters, let alone a strategy 
articulated as to what to do about with 
it. A vague allusion to the need for a 
movement to force these measures through 
was occasionally made, but there was 
little attempt to build this on the ground. 
Momentum, which in its early days had the 
potential to build such a social movement, 
was swiftly and deliberately transformed 
into a vehicle for election campaigns and 
supporting the leadership. There was no 
attempt to build a radical movement within 
the trade unions. Instead, all hopes were 
placed on gaining a Labour majority in 
Parliament. When this was lost the game 
was up.

The lesson of both a powerful 
revolutionary crisis like Chile or a major 
political crisis such as we have been living 
thorough this past five years, is that what is 
required is a revolutionary party dedicated 
to the self-liberation of the working class, 
not reforming capitalism through its own 
state. It is often argued that such a strategy 
is unrealistic. Building such a party will 
certainly be a difficult task. However, the 
catastrophic events of 11 September 1973 
demonstrate that there is no constitutional, 
parliamentary road to socialism. It is the 
height of naivety to think that the ruling 
class will allow any government to simply 
legislate for socialism, and they will use any 
means – legal or not – to prevent that from 
happening. Only a mass, revolutionary 
movement, which disarms the capitalist 
state and takes power into its own hands, 
has any hope of winning.
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UNITED STATES

Failure to 
indict sparks 
new protests in 
Louisville 
BY DAVE STOCKTON

Once again, protests against 
police racism have erupted 
across the nation. This time 
it is against the United States’ 
INjustice system, following 

the announcement that a grand jury had 
refused to bring charges against three plain 
clothes police officers for shooting and 
killing Breonna Taylor, a twenty-six-year-
old African American medical technician, 
in her own home.

After bursting into her apartment, 
without warning, in Louisville, Kentucky 
in the small hours of the morning on 
March 13, the officers fired more than 
twenty rounds, seven of which hit 
Taylor, one injuring her fatally. Only one 
of the officers has been charged, with 
“first degree wanton endangerment”, for 
recklessly firing shots into the apartment 
that penetrated neighbouring apartments. 
Even this charge was not made until four 
months after the killing, plainly just as 
cover to avoid charging the officers with 
homicide.

Taylor was in bed with her boyfriend, 
Kenneth Walker, when, without warning, 
the police broke down the door into her 
apartment. Walker opened fire on the 
intruders with his legally held firearm, 
lightly wounding one of the assailants. 
Walker, who was himself wounded in the 
fusillade, was immediately charged and 
has been in detention since the incident. 
The police officers were only reassigned 
duties. In a disgusting attempt to smear 
the victim, police tried unsuccessfully to 
associate Breonna with the drug-pushing 
of a former boyfriend. No drugs were 
found in the apartment

Once again, we have a brazen example 
of the total impunity of police officers 
when it comes to killing black people “in 
the line of duty”. It seems that no sooner 

has one police killing been absorbed than 
another takes place. No wonder they 
act like an occupying army, one of those 
involved had even tweeted to his fellow 
officers that they were “warriors”. Many 
commentators have pointed out that this 
“warrior mentality” has become even 
more prevalent since the Iraq war. Since 
then, many police departments have been 
purchasing heavily armoured vehicles and 
other items of military surplus. 

The wanton killing of Breonna 
Taylor, followed by that of George Floyd, 
caught on video, unleashed a wave of 
demonstrations that spread worldwide. 
Louisville itself has witnessed 119 days 
of protests since Breonna’s slaying. 
Increasingly, police have fired tear gas and 
pepper balls at these crowds. 

On the day of the grand jury’s refusal to 
indict, riot police waded into the crowd of 
peaceful protesters, eventually provoking 
what they could then call a riot. Over 
night, two police received gunshot wounds 
and, even before the verdict, the Kentucky 
Governor, Andy Beshear, a Democrat, 
proclaimed a state of emergency in 
Louisville. On the day itself, he mobilised 
the state’s National Guard. 

Donald Trump has repeatedly praised 
police for the violence they unleashed on 
peaceful protesters – whom he has called 
“domestic terrorists”. He has incited his 
far-right followers against protesters and in 
Denver, Colorado, one drove a car through 
a demonstration protesting against the 
grand jury decision. 

The police have regularly allowed 
heavily armed right wing militia groups to 
patrol the streets during protests and even 
fraternised with them. When, on August 
25, two unarmed demonstrators were 
killed by such a right-wing militia member 
in Kenosha, Wisconsin, Trump excused 
the perpetrator as just defending himself. 
This is clearly part of his strategy to hold 
the November 3 poll in an atmosphere 
of high social tension, including physical 
conflict, hoping his Law and Order ticket 
will cover up the miserable failures of his 
presidency. 

The actions of Democrats, even where 
they are in office, as they are in Louisville, 
show how little use this second party of 
the capitalists is as a protection for people 
of colour, the huge number of antiracists 
or for the working class. That is why there 
should be no holding back in the belief 
that this will help Biden win. 

No holding back on the 
demonstrations or on workers’ struggles 
for jobs and justice in the coronavirus 
crisis. No holding back on calls to get the 

killer cops out of the communities, to get 
police unions out of labour federations and 
certainly no holding back on organising 
self defence. Any sign of the weakening 
of mass resistance will just encourage 
Trump’s ultra reactionary movement 
and its fascist fringes, not to speak of the 
police sections, many of which already 
sympathise with them. 

Trump has virtually threatened that 
he will not accept the verdict of the voters 
if it goes against him. He has incited his 
white supremacist supporters to fight back 
if he loses. This may just be Trump bluster 
but, if the results can be challenged or 
obstructed by Republicans in the red states 
or the Supreme Court, then anything is 
possible. The surest, indeed the only, way 
to prevent this scenario is to strengthen the 
mass movement so that it can take direct 
action stop him in his tracks and boot him 
out if he tries to hang on.

COLOMBIA

Government 
cracks down on 
mass protests
BY J. GARCIA

As Colombia suffers the effects 
of COVID-19 on its public 
health and economic system, 
the virus is far from being 
the principal problem in the 

country. The 9th of September of 2020, 
thousands of Colombians from different 
cities of the country rose against police 
brutality, triggered by the murder of Javier 
Ordóñez by two cops the night before.

Javier Ordoñez was initially arrested 
for breaking the lockdown. In custody, he 
was tortured with electric shocks and then 
beaten to death by police. In the resulting 
protests, more were killed and injured by 
the police.

In response, the government adopted 
even more repressive measures, such as 
the militarization of Bogotá, where 300 
soldiers, 750 ununiformed police and 850 
police officers from other cities were sent 
in to re-establish the government’s control.

After five days of conflict between 
civil crowds and public forces, thirteen 
citizens have been killed by the police 
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during the protests, most of them young 
people. Also, over seventy people have 
been injured with firearms and many other 
have been severely harmed and tortured 
by different means such as electric-shots, 
fire, and beatings with unofficial weapons. 
This constitutes serious Human Rights 
violations by the National Police in head of 
the government of Iván Duque Márquez. 

The explosion of riots in the capital of 
the country is just one more example of the 
deep-rooted violence that determines the 
lives of millions of people from the most 
excluded and segregated regions. Only 
during this year, more than fifty massacres 
have been perpetrated across the nation by 
illegal armies related to drug trafficking, 
with presumable consent of the official 
armed forces (the Police and the Army). 
The victims? Social, environmental, 
Human Rights and community leaders and 
activists who worked at local levels. Over 
900 people have been murdered since 2016 
when the peace agreement was signed 
between the Colombian Government and 
the FARC guerrillas. Just during the first 
nine months of 2020, 152 leaders have 
been killed.

Historically, violence has constituted 
a central tool in the government’s 
strategies. Today is no exception. 2019 was 
drastically marked by displays of unrest 
and resistance to the social, economic, and 
political project of Duque’s government. 
In November of last year, the streets of 
Colombia were the scene of the biggest 
social mobilizations in the history of 
the country. Workers, students, LGBTI 
collectives, environmental activists, afro 
and peasant communities and citizens 
from all kind of social strata and cultural 
background protested against the packages 
of neoliberal policies in matters such as 
peace and security, social welfare, labour 
and tax reforms, or environmental laws. 
The answer of the government? Violent 
repression and persecution against 
protestors, manifested in the murder 
of Dylan Cruz, a 19-year-old student 
killed by an agent of the anti-riot squad 
(ESMAD). The iconic photograph of Cruz 
demonstrated how the Colombian public 
forces treats people who express dissent.

COVID-19 has provided President 
Duque with an excuse to both increase 
police control of civil life and to implement 
the unpopular reforms and policies that 
caused 2019’s strikes and protests in first 
place. Nonetheless, after five months of 
quarantine, the streets of Bogotá and many 
other cities from Colombia are full of 
protestors who are tired of the outrageous 
series of abuses by the police forces and 

Duque’s government.
Again, the government has answered 

dissent with escalating violence against 
protesters, and stigmatization and 
persecution of those who dare criticise the 
state. 

For many Colombians, it is important 
to know that their struggles are being seen 
by other people around the world. There 
are numerous articles, pics and videos 
documenting how the circumstances have 
been evolving during the last months, 
however, the Human Rights violations 
committed by the police forces against the 
Colombian people are still unknown to 
many around the world. For this reason, 
I extend an invitation to activists and 
human rights defenders to get involved in 
raising awareness of and denouncing what 
is happening in Colombia.

Today more than ever, we need the 
world’s eyes on Colombia. We need 
support and solidarity as we struggle for 
a true, popular democracy against an 
intensification of authoritarian rule by the 
head of the narco-estate, Ivan Duque, and 
its political party Centro Democrático.

This article was submitted by a correspondent in Colombia

NAGORNO-KARABAKH

War threatens 
conflagration
BY MARTIN SUCHANEK

On the morning of September 
27, the growing conflict 
between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, which had 
been more or less openly 

carried on for more than three years, 
escalated. Azerbaijani troops bombarded 
Stepanakert, the capital of Nagorno-
Karabakh, an Armenian enclave that 
formally belongs to the territory of 
Azerbaijan but has been closely linked 
to Armenia as an independent region 
since the mid-1990s and is struggling 
for international recognition. Although 
Nagorno-Karabakh declared independence 
in 2017, as the Republic of Artsakh, this 
has not been recognised internationally.

Reactionary attack
The bombing by the Azerbaijan army 

represents a qualitative intensification of 

the fighting in the smouldering conflict, 
which has been increasingly armed by 
both sides since July.

For its part, the leadership of 
Azerbaijan, under the autocratic President 
Ilham Aliyev, is under pressure from 
extremely nationalistic opposition 
hardliners who accuse it of being too soft 
on Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh. 
A mobilisation against its arch enemy, 
Armenia, military successes in the 
embattled border region, and even more 
so the reconquest of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
would be a “liberating blow” for the 
regime in the face of a deep economic 
crisis, rampant corruption, and falling 
oil and gas prices, the country’s most 
important source of income. As so often, a 
nationalist attack is legitimised as an act of 
self-defence. The massive artillery attacks 
on Armenian settlements on September 27 
were declared by Azerbaijan’s Ministry of 
Defence to be a “counteroffensive” “to stop 
Armenia’s military activities and protect 
the security of the population”. 

In reality, the attack is clearly 
reactionary in nature. If successful, 
the Armenian population of Nagorno-
Karabakh would become an oppressed 
nation, its right to self-determination 
trampled underfoot. In Azerbaijan, the 
rule of the oligarchs and of President 
Aliyev, who has ruled for 15 years with 
semi-dictatorial means, would gain new 
legitimacy. Not only the minorities, but 
also the working class and youth, which 
are to be used as cannon fodder in the 
reactionary arms race, would be subjected 
to increased, nationalist-legitimised 
oppression.

In the face of this situation, our 
solidarity goes to all forces on the left, 
such as the Azerbaijani Leftist Youth, who 
resisted the reactionary nationalist drive 
and are calling for an end to the attack.

There is no doubt that the people of 
Nagorno-Karabakh can claim a legitimate 
right to self-determination (and self-
defence) for themselves. Revolutionaries, 
indeed all democrats, should recognise 
their right to decide for themselves 
whether they want to found their own state 
or join Armenia.

Roots of the conflict

If it were only about Nagorno-Karabakh 
and the question of its right to self-
determination, the question of the 
character of the overall conflict would 
be quite simple. However, the conflict 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, which 
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has lasted more than three decades, 
complicates the matter. 

During the last years of the Soviet 
Union, the conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh, which itself goes back a long 
way, broke out openly. In the USSR, the 
region had been allocated to Azerbaijan 
against the will of its Armenian 
population. With the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, they again claimed the 
right to secede and were met with bitter 
resistance from Azerbaijan, itself on the 
road to independence. The nationalists, 
themselves former party bureaucrats and 
urban intellectuals, did not want to give up 
Nagorno-Karabakh. They rejected Soviet 
mediation attempts and sought a military 
solution.

At the beginning of the open war, 
which lasted from 1992 to 1994, the 
armed forces of Azerbaijan looked likely 
to win, not least because of their brutal 
actions, which cost thousands of civilians 
their lives and culminated in barbaric 
massacres of entire villages. But then the 
tide turned. The military units of Armenia 
and Nagorno-Karabakh were not only able 
to defend the enclave, but also conquered 
several provinces that lay between it 
and Armenia. The mainly Azerbaijani 
population of these areas were “ethnically 
cleansed” under the rule of the no less 
brutal Armenian nationalism. It clearly 
did not limit itself to supporting its own 
allies, but subsequently expelled hundreds 
of thousands of Azerbaijanis from seven 
districts under Armenian control since the 
ceasefire in 1994.

By 1994, more than 1.1 million people 

had been displaced from Azerbaijan 
and Armenia, almost 10 % of the total 
population of the two states. Between 
25,000 and 50,000 people died, according 
to various estimates. Since then, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan have been in holding 
positions. Not only the question of 
Nagorno-Karabakh is unresolved. 
Both sides refuse to allow hundreds of 
thousands of refugees to return.

Reactionary nationalism on both sides

Nationalism became de facto state doctrine 
on both sides, including often extreme 
exaggeration of religious and ethnic 
differences. Since 1994, there have been 
repeated cases of limited armed conflict 
between the two parties, most recently in 
the so-called “Four Day War” in 2016.

Both states experienced a massive 
economic slump after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, since their economic 
planning was based on the division of 
labour within that state. The machinery 
in industry was largely obsolete. The 
introduction of the market economy and 
privatisation took the form of plundering, 
a kind of “primitive accumulation“ by 
mafia-like, oligarchic structures.

Both states, or their regimes, continued 
to maintain close economic relations with 
Russia. The latter acted as a moderator 
between the opposing sides, either on its 
own account or within the framework 
of the so-called “Minsk Group,” which 
was created in 1993 to mediate and 
pacify the conflict and includes not only 

Russia but also Germany, France and the 
United States. Basically, the conflict was 
frozen. The UN refused to recognise the 
right of self-determination of Nagorno 
Karabakh. On the other hand, its close de 
facto ties with Armenia and an economic 
and monetary union were tolerated as 
was Armenian control over areas with a 
formerly Azerbaijani majority population.

Armenia and Azerbaijan both 
obtained most of their weapons from 
Russia, albeit on different terms. Thus, 
Azerbaijan, which is rich in oil and gas, 
had to buy at world market prices, while 
the Armenian army was able to upgrade 
at more favourable Russian “domestic” 
prices. Serbia also sold to both “friendly” 
states, while Israel and Turkey supplied 
exclusively to Azerbaijan.

While the regional power, Turkey, 
as the protecting power of Azerbaijan, 
put its foot down and adopted extremely 
aggressive tones, Armenia tied itself more 
closely to Russia and Iran. Iran is the 
country’s most important energy supplier. 
Russia is in fact Armenia’s protecting 
power and maintains several military bases 
there. The country is also a member of the 
Russian-dominated economic, political 
and military alliances, the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) and the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO), the Russian-dominated 
counterpart to NATO.

Why now?

Why exactly armed conflict broke out 
again in July remains unclear. However, we 
can identify three factors that destabilised 
the balance that maintained a fragile 
ceasefire since 1994 and that had been 
further “mediated” by the Minsk Group 
and especially by Russia. 

The first is the political and economic 
instability of both states. Not only are 
both hard hit by the Great Recession, 
they are both led by repressive, capitalist 
and anti-democratic regimes, even if the 
Armenian president boasts of having come 
to power through a Velvet Revolution. For 
both, nationalism offers an opportunity to 
divert attention from internal conflicts by 
invoking the “unity of the People”.

Secondly, the economic balance 
between the states has shifted. Azerbaijan, 
unlike Armenia, has large oil and gas 
deposits and thus sources of foreign 
exchange. Although this wealth benefits 
primarily the capitalist oligarchy and 
the leading strata of the state apparatus, 
the country has also been able to use 

MAP OF THE CONFLICT REGION
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the returns from oil and gas exports for 
military spending, which in recent years 
has been five times greater than that of 
Armenia. In view of the regime’s (and 
the nationalist opposition’s) goals, it is 
probably only too tempting to translate 
these larger economic and military 
reserves into territorial gains.

Thirdly, changed geo-strategic 
conditions have fuelled the conflict, in 
particular, the growing rivalry between 
Russian imperialism and Turkey. These 
two are finally clashing not only in the 
Caucasus but also in Syria and Libya, 
making the conflict even more explosive.

Even if the EU and the US would 
prefer to act primarily as mediators, 
since both are confronted with major 
domestic problems and other priorities, it 
is doubtful that the US, in particular, will 
stand aside if the conflict intensifies or 
expands regionally, for example, if Iran is 
drawn into it.

Imminent wildfire

Just as any of the conflicts in the Balkans 
before 1914 could easily have led to 
world war, so also could the conflict over 
Nagorno-Karabakh and the threat of war 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Both sides, Azerbaijan and Armenia, 
have so far refused any mediation, 
both have declared martial law. Both 
blame other powers, with more or less 
justification, of supporting the other side. 
While Turkey openly and completely 
supports Azerbaijan, is probably giving 
logistical help and is accused of sending 
reactionary militiamen from the Syrian 
war as “volunteers”, it accuses Iran and 
Russia of supporting Armenia.

At present, Russia (and probably China 
and most of the West as well) prefers a 
“peaceful” solution, i.e. the further freezing 
of the conflict. This would allow Russia 
to maintain close ties to Azerbaijan and 
Armenia and thus a dominant role. On 
the other hand, it would find it difficult 
to tolerate a geostrategic expansion by 
Turkey, because this would severely shake 
its role as a force for order in Eurasia 
as well as in the Middle East and the 
Mediterranean.

Thus, the CSTO would turn out to 
be a paper tiger if it could not support 
an Armenia in distress and Nagorno-
Karabakh, which it supports, even against 
Azerbaijani forces and Turkey’s growing 
influence.

The threat of war is real. The conflict 
can easily escalate into a conflagration, and 

even if no one wants that, any action by 
one side threatens to provoke a reaction by 
the other. Even if some of Erdogan’s grand-
Turkish rhetoric may be “only” rhetoric, 
bonapartist regimes like his can easily go 
too far with their foreign policy adventures 
- with fatal consequences.

What perspective?

The international workers’ movement 
and the entire left must resolutely oppose 
nationalist mobilisation on both sides and 
any interference by Turkey, Russia and 
other powers. They must support all forces 
in Armenia and Azerbaijan that oppose an 
imminent massacre and strengthen them 
through actions of the working class and the 
oppressed, especially in Turkey and Russia.

A central means to stop the geo-
strategic interventions of Turkey and 
Russia (as well as other powers) is the 
struggle against the autocratic regimes of 
Erdogan and Putin themselves.

However, in order to counter 
nationalism in Armenia and Azerbaijan 
with a political alternative, a programme is 
also needed that can provide a solution to 
the pressing democratic and social issues.

This must include the recognition 
of the right of self-determination of all 
nations, including the population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh; the right of return of 
all displaced persons and the decision on 
the future status of the districts occupied 
by the Armenian armed forces by the 
population. In the Caucasus, as in the 
Balkans, the right to self-determination 
can only be one element in the solution 
of the national question. The other must 
consist in the formation of a voluntary 
federation of the states of the Caucasus in 
order to ensure open borders between the 
various regions.

As the history of the Soviet Union, 
but above all the restoration of capitalism, 
has shown, a democratic solution to the 
national question is inseparable from 
the class question, the question in whose 
interest the economy is organised. On the 
basis of oligarchic capitalism, neoliberal 
markets, scarcity, unemployment and 
poverty, reactionary, nationalist or racist 
sham solutions will be presented again 
and again by the ruling classes. The 
struggle for self-determination and a 
federation of the Caucasus states must 
therefore be combined with the struggle 
for revolutionary workers’ and peasants’ 
governments and the formation of a 
socialist federation based on democratic 
planned economies.

GERMANY

30 years since  
re-unification
Three decades on from 
the ‘Turn’, it’s important to 
maintain a safe distance from 
the capitalist fairytale. 

BY BRUNO TESCH

The big celebration in Potsdam 
for Germany’s Day of Unity 
had to be cancelled because of 
the pandemic. After 30 years 
of capitalist reunification, there 

is little to celebrate for the working class 
anyway. Maintaining a safe distance is 
not only good for the Corona danger, but 
also for the bourgeois fairy tale of the 
“predominantly” positive results. Who 
has reunification actually benefited? 
Are the still unequal living conditions, 
the destruction of millions of jobs after 
reunification merely the last deficiencies 
of bourgeois freedom or a necessary result 
of a stronger German capitalism and 
imperialism?

Death agony of Stalinism

The division of Germany itself was an 
expression of a global reorganisation 
after the Second World War. This world 
order began to totter in the course of the 
1980s. Economically, the states of so-
called really existing socialism, in reality 
degenerated workers’ states, in which a 
bureaucracy politically dominated the 
working class from the beginning, no 
longer had anything with which to oppose 
imperialism.

The German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) felt the effects of this crisis. On 
the one hand, it was chained to supply 
contracts with the Soviet Union by one-
sided deals in the energy, machinery and 
armaments sectors. On the other, through 
its trade with capitalism it was plunged 
into steadily growing foreign debt. It 
was through this that the bureaucracy 
tried to satisfy the consumption needs 
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of the working class to some extent in 
order to guarantee social peace in the 
country. But the economic imbalance grew 
worse, especially after the West German 
government extended credit worth billions 
in the early 1980s. By then, the general 
state of the GDR economy had already 
deteriorated dramatically.

The special circumstance of being 
right next door to the Federal Republic 
of Germany, FRG, or “West Germany” 
as it was generally called, established 
and supported by imperialism, meant 
that for the population of the GDR it 
was a showcase for a growing capitalism 
with a rising standard of living and 
apparent freedom of movement. Their 
own economically desolate situation, the 
restricted freedom of travel and the denial 
of democratic rights led to a ferment that 
manifested itself in a wave of refugees from 
late summer 1989 onwards. In the autumn, 
the population took to the streets en masse 
to protest, culminating in the symbolic fall 
of the Wall.

The leaden legacy of Stalinism, that is, 
the political dictatorship of a bureaucratic 
caste, had crushed the revolutionary 
traditions of the workers’ movement, 
which had briefly flared up in 1953, raising 
the prospect of an all-German effort to 
overcome the division. The 1989 movement 
was led by ideologically petty-bourgeois 
forces who sought salvation in the 
establishment of democratic institutions 
based on the bourgeois model or in a 
reform of the ruling Stalinist party. The 
decisive questions of a political revolution 
and the construction of a workers’ 
democracy and an economy based on a 
democratically controlled social plan were 
not asked, nor were those of an all-German 
revolutionary reunification.

Setting the course towards capitalism
Large sections of the power apparatus, 

which had themselves lost faith in their 
own methods of bureaucratic planning, 
tried to come to terms with the opposition 
leadership. Both were united in their 
interest in diverting the movement 
away from any possible revolutionary 
development. Thus, although nominally 
called as elections to the Volkskammer, the 
GDR’s parliament, those on March 18, 1990 
were, in reality, bourgeois parliamentary 
elections. Even before that, the transitional 
government, still led by the SED, had 
already set its course for the dissolution of 
the GDR’s non-capitalist foundations. The 
decision to set up the Treuhandanstalt on 
1 March foresaw the dismantling of the 
planned economy, the monopoly on foreign 
trade and state ownership of production 

and real estate dawning on the horizon, 
although the abandonment of statehood 
was not yet under discussion.

If the GDR government still believed 
that it could negotiate a cautious 
rapprochement and a multi-year plan for 
possible reunification on an equal footing 
with the West, it was quickly disabused of 
its naivety. It was given the ultimate choice 
by the FRG government, either to accept 
its roadmap for rapid reunification on 
capitalist terms or to be responsible for the 
country being bled completely dry.

The incumbent German CDU/CSU/
FDP government had long since sensed 
with predatory instinct the unique 
historical opportunity not only to fulfil 
the mandate of the Basic Law to bring 
about reunification according to capitalist 
guidelines, but also to enormously 
strengthen the ambitions of German 
imperialism on the international stage in 
one fell swoop. In view of the crumbling 
power structures of the GDR state and the 
growing desire for change in the country, 
it had grasped the now-or-never situation. 
The waving of the hard currency West 
German mark gave the expectations of the 
GDR population a decisive push in their 
direction. At the same time, it also averted 
the danger of a revolutionary orientation, 
which the GDR regime alone would not 
have been able to control easily.

The Kohl government was able to 
dispel financial policy concerns about the 
high costs of a hasty unification, expressed 
primarily by the currency guardians of 
the Bundesbank, but also by the SPD 
opposition, by pointing out the politically 
favourable situation and the preparations 
already made by the GDR transitional 
government. After the GDR elections 
of March 1990, the outcome of which 
had been significantly influenced by the 
prospect of access to the FRG’s currency, an 
openly bourgeois government took office as 
a willing servant to implement the plans of 
the FRG leadership. The Unification Treaty 
of 18 May 1990, which laid down the terms 
for the economic, monetary and social 
union between the two parts, gave the 
Federal Government the power to decide 
on all state and economic policy steps 
towards reunification, which was declared 
under Federal German law as the GDR’s 
accession to the FRG.

Completion of the counterrevolution

It is no coincidence that the Trust Law 
came into force on 1 July 1990 at the same 
time as the introduction of monetary 

union and regulated the privatisation and 
reorganisation of national assets under 
German sovereign supervision. The 
Federal Government decided that, from 
July 1990 on, the staffing of the trusteeship 
offices would be carried out by Western 
representatives with experience in market 
economics. The Treuhandanstalt was 
responsible for 8,500 GDR businesses, thus 
putting the fate of a workforce of over 4 
million people in its hands.

The second stage in the capitalist 
restoration of the GDR was the 
introduction of the D-Mark as the sole 
currency from 1 July 1990. This was also 
the fulfilment of the wishes of many GDR 
citizens. Although the GDR currency was 
exchanged for the D-Mark on a one-for-
one basis, in order to benefit from the 
payments, which were limited to 2,000 
D-Mark per person, an application had to 
be made beforehand to convert accounts to 
D-Marks and a receipt had to be obtained 
from the banks, but this was only valid 
until 6 July 1990, so that the money could 
be obtained immediately. To the extent that 
accounts exceeded that limit, on average 
by GDR-Mark 4,000 per capita, only a 2:1 
exchange ratio was applied. By contrast, 
credit balances which had not been created 
until after 31 December 1989 could only 
be converted into Deutschmarks at a rate 
of 3:1.

The national wealth in terms of 
factories and real estate, however, which 
under GDR law was still available to all 
citizens on a pro rata basis, was left to the 
value calculations of the free market. The 
majority of the population, i.e. the working 
class, was expropriated with practically no 
right of veto.

For the victory of the counterrevolution 
it was also necessary to eliminate not only 
progressive social institutions that had 
existed in the GDR, e.g. in the health and 
education systems, but also democratic 
achievements that had brought about 
the semi-revolutionary changes, such as 
democratic forums, comparatively wide-
ranging control and transparency in the 
media and political negotiations.

The organised reformist workers’ 
movement in the FRG did not lift a finger 
to save them, but served imperialism. As 
early as May, the German Trade Union 
Confederation (DGB) carried out its 
version of unification as a takeover of 
the trade unions in the East according 
to a tried and tested social-democratic 
bureaucratic concept, which established the 
strict separation of politics and the world 
of work and suppressed any independent 
activity of the working class.
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For the FRG government, there was 
only one important hurdle left to overcome: 
the approval of the powers that had divided 
Germany after the Second World War 
and set them up as permanent outposts of 
their respective power blocs in the post-
war order. A state treaty negotiated on 19 
September and signed by the USA, France, 
Great Britain and the Soviet Union sealed 
the end of the post-war era and upgraded 
the Federal Republic of Germany as a 
political factor on the international stage 
as well. At the same time, this also revealed 
the weakened position of the Stalinist 
system, whose bloc of states was also in the 
process of disintegration in other regions, 
including the Soviet Union. The German 
capitalist reunification was a historical 
milestone for the downfall of Stalinism 
and the victory of imperialism. The official 
ceremony on 3 October, 1990, was only a 
formality, it completed the victory.

Consequences of unification

After 30 years, the balance is divided. The 
beneficial activities of the Treuhandanstalt, 
which lasted until 1994, virtually laid 
waste five new Länder, including East 
Berlin. The gross domestic product of the 
new Länder fell by 40% and industrial 
production by two thirds. The privatisation 
of state-owned enterprises brought 85% of 
the capital into West German ownership. 
Clearly, monopoly capital from the FRG 
benefited most from closures, the break-up 
of large enterprises and sales at knock-
down prices. In addition, investments 
for the “Build East” were still heavily 
subsidised by the state.

All in all, large enterprises are still 
underrepresented in the East. Outside 
Berlin, a number of urban agglomerations 
have emerged with new technologies, 
especially in Saxony, while many rural areas 
are still structurally chronically weak. These 
areas are often home to obsolete industries 
such as lignite mining, which continue 
the ecologically unfortunate tradition 
of the GDR. The working population is 
ageing, and migration towards the West 
is still continuing. In August 2020, the 
unemployment rate in the eastern federal 
states was 7.8 %, 1.4 points above the 
German average.

Although the individual economic 
situation for most people in the five new 
Länder improved soon after the Anschluss, 
the pace of catching up slowed down in 
the second decade and finally stagnated. 
In terms of wage development, the East 
continues to lag behind the West by 540 

euros gross in 2020. In terms of pensions, 
the East is ahead, but only because more 
women in the GDR worked and earned 
better than in the West.

However, women are also among the 
losers of unification. The reactionary 
bourgeois social order disadvantaged 
women, who were able to develop greater 
economic and social independence in the 
GDR. They were among the first to be 
made redundant after the reunification or 
to be downgraded in terms of wages and 
economic status.

On the whole, reunification brought 
capital an increase in the reserve army 
of labour, which it used to undermine 
working class rights through increasing 
precarite, temporary work, the erosion of 
employment conditions, job insecurity, 
combined with insecure life planning, as 
well as privatisation and the dismantling of 
public services.

Year after year, the state and the social 
security system have pumped billions of 
euros into the reconstruction of the East, 
largely paid out of the pockets of all wage-
earning workers - in both East and West 
- through social security contributions 
deducted from wages and the so-called 
solidarity contribution. Only West German 
capitalists and wealthy heirs profited from 
the special depreciation, takeover and 
liquidation premiums, investment subsidies 
and compensation for expropriation of 
production or real estate that had been 
carried out in the GDR.

Strategic significance of re-unification

The annihilation of the GDR workers’ state 
with its non-capitalist foundations meant a 
defeat for the world proletariat, which is all 
the more serious because it was carried out 
practically without a struggle. The failure 
of the German

labour movement, including the West 
German Left, which completely misjudged 
or underestimated the historical dimension 
of the process and especially the necessity 
of intervention, was blatant. 

While reformism remained apathetic 
or actively pursued the demobilisation of 
the working class in the East, a large part of 
the centrist left clung to the petty-bourgeois 
reformist illusions of the GDR civil rights 
activists and dreamed of a partial state 
solution and a compromise with Stalinism. 
Instead it should have carried the resistance 
into the working class on both sides and 
prepared it politically and organisationally 
with a programme of demands for 
revolutionary reunification.

Not only the achievements of a workers’ 
state were liquidated, but the territory was 
turned into a parade ground for a socio-
political counterrevolution. The bill which 
FRG capital presented to the working class 
in the West for the passive toleration of 
restorationist unity was relentless and had 
to be paid with the weakening of its own 
fighting potential against all the following 
offensives of capital.

German imperialism triumphed 
straightaway. Reunification had an 
effect on the international recognition 
of its efficiency which should not be 
underestimated. However, the decisive 
factor was to have created a geostrategic 
launch pad with the newly won hinterland 
in order to push ahead with the 
recapitalisation of the crumbling Eastern 
bloc.

Secondly, even more German weight 
could be brought to bear in the EU. The 
broadening of the power base also made 
it easier to implement projects such as the 
introduction of the euro as an important 
bargaining chip for intra-imperialist 
competition.

BRD imperialism in crisis mode

The current crisis of globalisation has 
revealed the vulnerability of capitalism 
worldwide and has not stopped at the FRG 
imperialism. According to the Ifo Institute, 
the investment backlog for new businesses 
in East Germany was already making 
itself felt as a downward trend in 1996, 
partly due to a lack of skilled workers, 
even in large companies. Convergence in 
productivity per employee, 14,000 euros 
less in the east than in the west, has also 
stalled since the turn of the millennium.

Structural problems of inequality even 
at home could not be solved: Municipal 
debt, the poverty gap continues to widen, 
the gap between urban and rural areas, 
insecure prospects for the majority of the 
population, let alone for the masses of the 
imperialised countries, who have been 
plunged into even greater misery.

The ambitions of FRG imperialism were 
first dampened by the failure of its plans 
for an EU constitution in 2003 and thus the 
political rise to an imperialist superpower 
that could have defied the USA and the 
rising China. Economically, Germany’s 
supremacy within the EU remains 
undisputed, but the difficulties in politically 
translating economic leverage against the 
blocking nationalisms there are increasing. 
The EU cannot come up with uniform, 
clear positions in world politics: there is 
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limited scope for active military action 
to further its own interests. The Non-
Proliferation Treaty continues to prevent 
the Federal Republic of Germany from 
gaining international military recognition.

A few years ago, hardly imaginable 
instabilities overtook the country and, on 
the one hand, did not necessarily make 
it easier for capital to govern, and, on the 
other hand, brought the success of right-
wing populism, which has gained ground 
especially in East Germany, reflecting the, 
for the time being, last consequence of 
the victorious counterrevolution and the 
capitulation of the labour movement.

Protest movements such as those 
against the Hartz laws from 2003 onwards, 
which were a mass force, especially in 
the former GDR, make it clear that this 
is not a law of nature. The working class 
can certainly be won over to a progressive, 
class-struggle programme, if it is resolutely 
promoted, in East and West.

 

 BELARUS

Protests at an 
impasse after 
ten weeks
President Lukashenko has 
been stabilised with the 
support of Vladimir Putin, 
but with no sign of protests 
dwindling, both sides will 
need to reconsider their 
tactics

BY URTE MARCH

Anti-regime protests in 
Belarus are continuing for 
a tenth week; meanwhile, 
embattled president Alexander 
Lukashenko was formally 

inaugurated in late September. While tens 
of thousands continue to march in Minsk 

in the face of heavy police repression, 
reports of strike actions and protests in 
other parts of the country have dried up, 
and it is clear the president has weathered 
the immediate threat to his rule.

In early October, Lukashenko 
announced that police will be allowed 
to use lethal force against protesters, 
indicating he now feels secure enough to 
orchestrate a decisive confrontation with 
the pro-democracy movement on his 
terms.

Opposition figures in exile clearly also 
realise the final showdown is imminent. 
Erstwhile presidential candidate Svetlana 
Tikhanovskaya has set a “deadline” of 
25 October for Lukashenko to resign, 
calling for a nationwide general strike if 
he refuses. She is correct in the calculation 
that only mass economic disruption 
within the country could force the state 
apparatus to abandon Lukashenko, but 
the opposition has established neither the 
political influence nor the organisation 
necessary to transform the spontaneous 
protest strikes against police repression 
into a political general strike for the 
regime’s overthrow.

Absence of leadership

The pro-democracy movement in Belarus 
focused the world’s attention on a hitherto 
forgotten corner of the former USSR after 
a rigged election on 9 August inspired 
a wave of protests and strikes across the 
country. In the first few weeks, protesters 
faced mass arrests; many were beaten and 
tortured in prison. When thousands of 
workers in major state-owned enterprises 
walked out on strike, Lukashenko’s regime 
was thrown into crisis. Many of those 
detained were released, and protests were 
allowed to go ahead with little police 
intervention. Tikhanovskaya renewed 
her claim to the presidency, winning 
international support and recognition in 
the West.

How this interregnum would be 
resolved always depended on whether 
the movement could develop structures 
of leadership and coordination which 
could draw new layers of workers into 
industrial action, press its demands on 
the regime, and sustain itself for long 
enough to make Lukashenko’s position 
untenable. Of course, even if Lukashenko 
could be overthrown, there would be the 
crucial question - what next? Would the 
movement surrender leadership to the 
liberal opposition and accept a programme 
of integration within the EU, or could it 

seize control of the revolution itself with 
an independent working class strategy?

After the first wave of walk-outs, there 
were some encouraging signs of dynamic 
organisation. Workers at the larger state-
owned factories like MTZ and Belaruskali 
established workplace strike committees, 
and leftist groups issued calls for a national 
strike coordination committee. Yet, in 
many workplaces, the strikes never really 
went beyond limited protest actions. 
Independent unions are said to exist in 
many industries but reliable information 
about their composition is limited. It 
seems that in many places these were only 
small groups of activists organised outside 
the workplace with limited authentic 
influence.

Perhaps some handicapped 
themselves with partial demands: a 
representative from the independent 
union of miners and chemical workers 
told an international meeting organised 
by Another Europe is Possible in late 
August that their goal was simply to 
cripple the regime financially and force 
them to negotiate with the opposition, 
which didn’t require generalising the 
strike but could be done through targeted, 
limited actions.

Despite various call-outs, national 
strike coordination never took off in 
practice. State security began pursuing 
arrests and disappearances of strike leaders 
in earnest, neutralising the real threat 
while avoiding the public spectacle of 
crackdowns on protesters, which risked 
further exacerbating discontent and 
splitting the loyalties of the army and 
police force. Such targeted repression 
crippled nascent strike organisations and 
set a frightening example for others. The 
lack of coordination across workplaces 
and regions, combined with persecution 
of strike leaders, meant that the strike 
movement petered out. Confident of police 
loyalty, the regime was then able to return 
to dispersing protests with water cannons 
and stun grenades, alongside mass arrests 
and expulsions of journalists attempting to 
cover events.

Nevertheless, on October 10, after 
being secretly inaugurated as President, 
Lukashenko appeared at the KGB prison 
in Minsk and conducted discussions on 
“constitutional reform” with opposition 
leaders held there. Both opposition 
news outlets and the state TV reported 
the exchanges as involving “emotional 
but constructive arguments”. Two 
oppositionists were then released, though 
put under house arrest. However, the 
very next day, 400 demonstrators and 40 
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journalists were arrested and subjected to 
severe beatings.

Whether all this will lead to any 
serious opening or is just a ploy to trap 
and discredit the opposition is hard to 
say. It is highly unlikely Lukashenko 
will offer to go and it is hard to imagine 
the opposition could accept any reform 
short of this. The factors that could alter 
the balance of forces would be any break 
in the loyalty of the security forces, of 
which there is no sign yet, or if Putin 
were to encourage a reliably Kremlin-
loyal replacement from within the state 
apparatus.
Class dynamics and foreign influences

Why was the rank-and-file workers’ revolt 
unable to consolidate itself, overcome 
the state’s repression and carry through 
the revolution? Ever since independence 
from the USSR, the state has suppressed 
all independent political organisation in 
Belarus, so the political infrastructure 
that would be necessary to sustain and 
coordinate the revolt was non-existent. 
Unlike cases like Egypt or Ukraine, where 
religion or competing nationalisms 

provided easy social schisms to exploit, 
there were no nationally organised shadow 
parties waiting in the wings which could 
fill the political vacuum or act as a conduit 
for foreign money and ambitions.

To attract substantial sections of 
the working class into new, democratic 
forms of political organisation would 
have required an independent political 
programme. The long-standing compact 
between labour and the state bureaucracy 
in Belarus, which has provided a 
paternalistic guarantee of low inequality 
and a certain universal standard of living, 
has meant a reluctance among Belarusian 
workers to embrace liberal capitalism 
as an alternative. Having witnessed the 
effects of shock therapy on neighbouring 
Eastern European countries in the 90s, 
many workers surely calculated that the 
status quo was the safer option, if that was 
the only alternative on offer. This would 
explain the waning enthusiasm amongst 
the workers.

The peculiar structure of Belarus’s 
economy, which is still largely based on 
state ownership and heavy industry, meant 
that the liberal opposition lacked its own 
social base to sustain a political movement 

without the support of the masses. As a 
class, the bourgeoisie is weak and has not 
developed its own political organisations 
or come to a clear consensus about its own 
political interests.

Nevertheless, the longevity of the 
protests in Minsk show that there is a 
growing and increasingly self-confident 
middle class, many of whom have access 
to education abroad or work in the 
expanding private sector, who are no 
longer willing to accept the country’s 
Soviet-era social settlement.

The EU has been slow to pass a half-
hearted set of sanctions against senior 
security officials, only adding Lukashenko 
himself to the list this week. It has 
clearly calculated that a more muscular 
intervention would be too great a risk 
without domestic organisations which 
could provide it with cover and legitimacy.

NATO countries in Eastern Europe, 
including Lithuania, Poland, and Romania, 
have been begging the EU to offer 
Lukashenko a carrot as well as a stick 
in the form of an economic assistance 
package conditional on new elections. Any 
deal brokered by the EU, however, would 
surely involve Lukashenko’s eventual 
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departure, the breakup of the state 
bureaucracy and the ascendancy of a new 
oligarchy - a fate Lukashenko can hardly 
be incentivised to choose.

Instead, he has been forced to upset his 
delicate balancing act between East and 
West, and reluctantly accept even deeper 
reliance on Russian capital in the form 
of a new $1.5 billion loan agreed with 
Putin. Although a large part of the loan 
will be used to service existing debts to 
Russia, it will give the regime a temporary 
reprieve from economic woes, and perhaps 
even allow him to buy off parts of the 
population by reversing some of the cuts 
and regressive labour laws of recent years, 
which form the backdrop to recent social 
unrest.

Reckoning postponed

The movement has clearly weakened 
Lukashenko and forced him into a 
position of increased dependence and 

subordination to Russia but, for now, 
the regime has staved off collapse and 
consolidated control with the help 
of the police and military. But as we 
have previously written, economic 
stagnation and social immiseration in 
Belarus are symptoms of the irresolvable 
contradictions of its economic model. 
The growing private sector and increased 
economic, cultural and social exchanges 
with Western Europe, especially among 
young people, will mean that awareness of 
these contradictions, and a willingness to 
entertain an alternative, will only continue 
to grow.

Fuller economic integration with 
Russia or with the EU are the only viable 
options in the longer term for Belarusian 
capitalism. Both will lead to privatisations 
and new attacks on living and working 
conditions, with renewed explosions 
of social unrest likely along the way. 
Leftists in Belarus must draw the lessons 
of recent months, above all the need for 
a party capable of leading the struggle 

for a socialist alternative when the next 
opportunity arises.

Such a party must bring together 
the leaders and activists who emerged 
in recent months on the basis of a 
programme for the overthrow of the 
regime and its replacement by workers’ 
councils. In building this party they will 
have to draw on the long socialist tradition 
of strategies and tactics for underground 
organisation and the formation of 
independent rank-and-file networks 
within the workplaces and unions.

Internationally, socialists everywhere, 
but especially in Europe, must give every 
assistance possible to the movement in 
Belarus which is likely to face increased 
repression as the regime regains 
confidence with an increased awareness of 
its own precarious position.

WHAT WE STAND FOR
WWW.REDFLAGONLINE.ORG | WWW.FIFTHINTERNATIONAL.ORG

RED FLAG – REVOLUTIONARY SOCIALIST 
ORGANISATION fights for the abolition of 
capitalism through social revolution, workers’ 
power and a planned economy. Our goal 
is communism: a classless society which 
heralds the final liberation of humanity from 
exploitation, oppression and war.  

Capitalism is a crisis-ridden system that 
repeatedly plunges the world into destructive 
phases of economic downturn, instability 
and war. Private ownership of the means 
of production obstructs the development 
of human potential and condemns billions 
to poverty while a handful of oligarchs 
monopolise wealth and resources. 

The alternative to capitalism is generated 
by the class struggle of the modern working 
class which repeatedly organises resistance 
to the ruling capitalist class. Today, with 

global capitalism again entering an historic 
crisis, working class resistance is springing 
up everywhere against the capitalists’ 
attempts to defend their system at our 
expense. 

By developing a new revolutionary 
leadership, the working class can unify 
its resistance to the capitalist offensive 
and convert it into a challenge to the rule 
of capital itself. This means overthrowing 
the capitalist class in an armed revolution, 
breaking up the repressive apparatus of 
the capitalist state and replacing it with the 
rule of councils of recallable delegates from 
workplaces and working class communities, 
guarded and defended by a workers’ militia. 

The principal obstacle to the victory of 
the working class resistance is the leadership 
of the working class movement itself. From 

social-democrats (Labour) through to the 
mainstream Communist parties with their 
Stalinist ideology, the mass political parties 
of the working class movement have long 
since abandoned the road of revolution. Their 
reformist ideology not only obscures the road 
to working class power, but systematically 
disorganises resistance to the health, 
economic, and environmental crises today. 

The Fourth International was founded 
by Leon Trotsky in 1938 to challenge the 
misleadership of social democracy and 
Stalinism, but since 1951 has abandoned 
this task and everywhere adapts to their 
leadership. For this reason, we everywhere 
raise the call for the formation of a new world 
party of social revolution, a Fifth International. 

If you are a class struggle fighter, if 
you are an internationalist - join us!
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