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Workers Action — what we stand for

Workers Action is a Marxist tendency in the labour move-
ment.

In the present situation, after two decades of defeats, with
strike action at a very low level and a leadership all too
happy to accommodate to the pro-free market climate,
Workers Action believes that the most important task is a
struggle to renovate the existing labour movement, politi-
cally and industrially, so that it can fight effectively in its
own interests.

This means a struggle in the labour movement as it is, with
all its problems and weaknesses. Most workers continue
to support the Labour Party in elections or by union affili-
ation. At present, attempts to get round this political fact
by mounting electoral challenges to Labour are, in most
cases, futile and sectarian, and are likely to lead to greater
demoralisation. Most importantly, they represent an aban-
donment of any serious political struggle against the La-
bour leadership. Workers Action supporters are therefore
active in the Labour Party as well as the trade unions and
political campaigns.

Capitalism condemns millions to exploitation, poverty, dis-
ease and war, so that when its leading international bodies
meet, they have to do so behind lines of police. However,
Workers Action believes that the relative importance of
the anti-capitalist movement over the last few years is a
sign not of the strength of the left, but of its weakness and
marginalisation. The new free market world order is based
on 20 years of defeats for the international working class.
Protests outside the conferences of organisations such as
the WTO are important, but must not be a substitute for
building a socialist leadership in the working class.

Workers Action supports all progressive national struggles
against imperialism, without placing any confidence in the
leaders of such movements. Neither bourgeois national-
ism, nor petty-bourgeois guerrillaism, nor religious funda-
mentalism can advance the interests of the oppressed work-
ers and peasants. We are for the building of a socialist lead-
ership on an international scale.

The collapse of Stalinism in 1989, compounded by the
move to the right of the Labour Party and the European
Socialist parties, has resulted in an ideological crisis for
the left. Some, like the SWP, deny that such a crisis exists
— indeed, they claim that this is the best period for a gen-
eration in which to fight for socialism. Others question
whether the socialist project, fought for by the working
class and its allies, is still viable. Workers Action believes
that it is, but that to rebuild a fighting left relevant to the
concerns of workers means rejecting the methods of sect-
building and self-proclaimed vanguardism.

However, Workers Action has a non-dogmatic approach
to this crisis of the left. We see it as an opportunity to evalu-
ate critically many of our previously held conceptions in
the light of experience. Marxism is a critical ideology or it
is nothing. Socialists cannot march into the 21st century
with their programme frozen in the 1920s.

If you are interested in joining us or discussing further,
write to us at PO Box 7268, London E10 6 TX or e-mail us
at workers.action@btinternet.com




Editorial

Firefighters
| Spearhead
| iIndustrial
challenge to
New
Labour

Heroism is an ephemeral mantle these
days, if the experience of the firefighters
is anything to go by. Until the beginning
of November, they were a byword for gal-
lantry and courage, their image as modern
knights errant no doubt bolstered in the
popular imagination by TV programmes
like London’s Burning and films like
Backdraft. But the last few weeks have
seen a determined effort by the government
and media to recast their image as selfish
macho militants, holding the country to
ransom. While FBU strikers are berated
for sacrificing innocent lives by ministers
contemplating the mass slaughter of Iragi
civilians, the right-wing press sinks to ever-
lower depths (‘Fire union chiefs are
Saddam stooges’, read one front-page
headline in the Sun). And the whole trade
union movement anxiously awaits further
developments in a dispute whose outcome
will undoubtedly have repercussions far
beyond the fire service. As we go to press,
the third of the planned stoppages has been
called off to allow the FBU and the em-
ployers to undertake further discussions
with the assistance of ACAS. The impli-
cations of this move for the outcome of
the dispute are not entirely clear at this
stage, although it does suggest a slacken-
ing of resolve on the part of the FBU lead-
ership. Nevertheless, the dispute has al-
ready been enormously significant.

The fire strike is the first major indus-
trial challenge to New Labour’s industrial
vision of social partnership, but the ground
has been prepared by a gradual change of
mood within the organised working class,
particularly in the public services. As the
benefits of the much vaunted stability and
prosperity supposedly delivered by
Gordon Brown have consistently failed to
trickle down, so the risks associated with
reviving the long-disused practice of in-
dustrial action have increasingly seemed
worth taking. A mounting series of stop-
pages on the railways, in education, in the
civil service and — most spectacularly — the
one-day strike by 700,000 local govern-
ment workers on July 17 will have helped
to dispel firefighters’ doubts and contrib-
uted to their nine-to-one vote in favour of
action.

The justice of the FBU’s claim is clear
to those who have looked beyond the tab-
loid headlines with their emphasis on the
figure of 40 per cent. The pay formula es-

~ tablished in the wake of the last national

strike in 1977-78 has long since failed to
achieve its intended aim of preventing
wage drift. That formula linked firefight-
ers’ pay to the earnings of the upper quar-

 tile (top 25 per cent) of male manual work-

ers. While this was a reasonable, if imper-
fect, measure in 1978, it has little relevance

to today’s workforce. As a Labour Re-
search Department (LRD) report commis-
sioned by the FBU demonstrated, average
earnings have increased by 370 per cent
since 1979, whereas upper quartile male
manual earnings have increased by only
300 per cent. The disparity is the result of
three key labour market trends: the narrow-
ing of the gender pay gap; the fact than
non-manual earnings have grown much
faster than manual earnings; and the faster
growth of basic pay compared with aver-
age earnings. In addition, male manual
workers today make up only 25 per cent
of the full-time workforce, compared with
40 per cent in 1979.

The LRD report advocates a more up-
to-date link to the government’s New Earn-
ings Survey, based on the re-positioning
of firefighters from the category of male
manual workers to the ‘associate profes-
sional and technical’ category. Many other
professions within this group earn more
than the firefighters’ weekly wage of £414,
including engineering technicians, build-
ing inspectors and physiotherapists. The
case for greater recognition for the de-
mands of the firefighters’ job is also sup-
ported by a second FBU-commissioned
report, carried out by the Independent
Employment Consultancy. This found that
the number of incidents attended by fire
services has doubled since the 1970s; the
nature of incidents has become more var-
ied and complex, the equipment used more
sophisticated and increasingly computer-
based; and the knowledge and skill require-
ments and responsibilities of firefighters
have increased significantly.

The FBU submitted its pay claim, draw-
ing on the two reports, in May of this year.
It appears that by July the National Fire
Service Employers, representing local fire
authorities, was close to making an offer
of around 16 per cent which might have
proven an acceptable compromise. The
government, however, effectively vetoed
this, despite maintaining the official posi-
tion that the negotiations were a matter for
the union and the employers. It refused to
provide new money to fund any pay in-
crease above four per cent. Instead, it ini-
tiated the ‘independent’ review chaired by
Sir George Bain, who, as Andy Gilchrist
pointed out in the Morning Star, set the
minimum wage at £3.60 and has ‘a basic
salary more than that of a dozen firefight-
ers plus umpteen paid directorships’.
Bain’s recommendation of an 11 per cent
increase over two years, linked to ‘mod-
ernisation’, has been widely praisec == :
‘reasonable’ solution by suck I'he—z. nomr-
mentators as Polly Toynbes. w5 s
existing fire senice sorxTs yrae= =
"aslopisnms’ 2ml nmTEer
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But since four per cent remains the maxi-
mum increase that the government will pay
for, Bain’s ‘modernisation’ measures are,
in‘part, a means of delivering cuts that will
allow the remainder of the settlement to
be paid for out of existing fire service budg-
ets. Among other things, these would in-
volve having fewer firefighters on duty at
right, when most fire deaths take place;
changing the shift system to reduce the
number of firefighters and make those who
are left work longer hours; placing full-time
firefighters on call on their days off, again
to facilitate cutting numbers; training fire-
fighters to double as paramedics: and
merging ambulance, police and fire con-
ttol rooms into multi-purpose call centres
with fewer people, with less specialised
<kills, fielding emergency calls overail.
John Prescott, speaking in the Commons.
confirmed that the modemisation is about
job cuts when he suggested that the 11.000
firefighters — 20 per cent of the total — who
are due to retire in the next couple of vears
need not be replaced if there were ‘more
efficient utilisation of labour’.

" The extent of the government’s intransi-
gence is clear from its eleventh-hour sabo-
tage of the agreement reached by the em-
plovers and the FBU leadership in the early
hours of November 22, on the eve of the
second strike. Despite the government’s
claim that the deal was unacceptable be-
cause it was uncosted and they had no idea
what the final cost would be, a spokesman
for the employers admitted that the pro-
posals in the draft agreement were fully
costed, and all figures were fully available
to the government throughout, since — as
Channel 4 News revealed — government
civil servants were working alongside the
employers throughout the negotiations
“over the previous week. Blair’s televised
speech the following Monday made it clear
how important the dispute is to him, in-
sisting that ‘This is a strike they can’t win’.
Already he has talked about ordering
troops or police to break picket lines, only
to be rebuffed by both military and police
commanders. But in his uncompromising
language he has only raised the stakes and
forced the firefighters to adopt a more de-
termined posture. For all the abuse heaped
on him by the media, Gilchrist has been
remarkably moderate throughout — drop-
ping the 40 per cent claim in favour of a
16 per cent figure as soon as the first two-
day strike was over. Indeed, the agreement
nearly reached on November 22 made sig-
nificant concessions on modernisation,
which would be the precondition for in-
creases above an initial four per cent.
'Binding adjudication’ would be imposed
on modernisation items where the employ-
ers and union were unable to agree. Two

further increases of 3.5 per cent in April
and November 2003 and a further 3.5 per
cent under a new pay formula, would fol-
low.

Having already stood up to the govern-
ment for a total of ten days, it seems likely
that many firefighters would have regarded
this as too much of a climbdown, and in-
deed five members of the FBU executive
apparently voted against accepting it as the
basis for suspending strikes. There are calls
within the union for the strike now to be
made indefinite. Meanwhile. the dispute is
costing the government around £20 mil-
llonevern day.

Ir raising the stakes. the government has
further politicised the strike, prompting
Gilchn:tto sav "I'm quite prepared to work
to replace New Labour with what I’'m pre-
pared to call Real Labour,” and that it was
necessary ‘to have a debate about that [La-
bour-union] link’. These remarks will no
doubt be seized on by the likes of the SWP,
which is already gleefully claiming that
‘there are reports from across Britain of
people tearing up Labour Party member-
ship cards and asking why their union gives
money to Blair’s party’. But Gilchrist’s
comments were made at an ‘After New
Labour’ event organised by the Socialist
Campaign Group of Labour MPs, and he
is clearly talking about the unions using
their link with the party to force pro-union
policies on the party leadership, or else re-
place it with a more pro-union leadership.
This would become impossible if the un-
ion disaffiliated from the party, as much of
the far left wants. The maintenance of the
link means that Blair is already under pres-
sure from the collective weight of the af-
filiated unions, with even a sometime pro-
ponent of social partnership like John
Monks lambasting the government and
publicly backing the FBU. Several unions
boycotted a gala dinner in Cardiff ad-
dressed by Blair, in solidarity with the
FBU, causing the party considerable em-
barrassment.

Union support for the strike has so far
been strong, with Unison and the T&G at-
tacking Blair’s handling of the dispute, and
the GMB publishing full-page advertise-
ments in the national press supporting the
FBU. Billy Hayes of the CWU has cor-
rectly said that ‘any attempt to defeat and
crush the firefighters is an attack on the
whole British trade union movement’. The
demonstration called for December 7 by
the FBU has the official backing of the
TUC and this will be a major opportunity
to show the government that the entire trade
union movement is backing the firefight-
ers. But if solidarity is to be effective it
must go- much further than this. The FBU

-is speaking for all public service workers
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when it challenges the Government’s mi-
serly approach to their pay. If other unions
were to pursue their own demands now, it
would increase the pressure on the gov-
ernment to a degree that it might prove
unable to withstand. The RMT has already
taken a strong lead by balloting its own
members for a strike over safety that would
take place while the fire strikes were
underway. This sort of initiative, supported
by determined solidarity work, both within
the “official’ movement — the unions and
the Labour Party — and through the ad hoc
Firefighters’ Support Groups, could make
the vital difference to the outcome of this
dispute. The cancellation of the third stop-
page may well mean that the FBU leader-
ship believes the Government’s determi-
nation to win this dispute will outlast that
of its members. If some further face-sav-
ing concessions have been signalled,
Gilchrist and his colleagues may well feel
that it would be better to settle for what-
ever is on offer now, than to be worn down
gradually over the next couple of months.
1t is therefore vital that solidarity efforts
are stepped up to stiffen the firefighters’
resolve and show them that the trade un-
ion movement will not allow them to be
starved back to work. If they win, it will
represent a huge defeat for ‘social partner-
ship’ and for the whole New Labour
project, and a victory for working people.
It is essential that all socialists and labour
movement activists work to deliver that
outcome. WA

Anti-war
contacts

Stop the War Coalition
PO Box 3739, London E5 8EJ
www.stopwar.org.uk ’

tel: 07951 235 915

fax: 020 895 6785

-email: latw@gn.apc.org
Affiliation/sponsorship of LATW
is £10 for organisations, £5 for
individuals
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Build a
mass anti-
war
movement!

Simon Deville

The United Nations has given its tacit sup-
port for the United States to invade Iraq in
the scramble for the world’s dwindling oil
reserves. At the same time, mass opposi-
tion has grown throughout the world, with
what must be one of the strongest anti-war
movements prior to the start of a war ever.
Obviously, things could change rapidiy
once war is declared, and apparent oppo-
sition to imperialism can and has been won
round behind jingoism, but the stronger the
anti-war movement is, the harder such a
task would be.

Warmongers get their way

After the US had bribed, bullied and ca-
joled the less willing member states into
accepting its plans, the first week of No-
vember saw the UN Security Council
unanimously adopt a US resolution on Iraq
which hardly differed from earlier drafis
that France, Russia and China had refused
to support. Even Syria voted for proposals
that now clear the way for a US-led war
on [raq.

The new resolution means that any mem-
ber of the Security Council (in other words,
the US) can launch an attack on Iraq for
what it perceives, again without any need
to refer back to the Security Council, to be
a ‘material breach’ of the resolution.

An example of what the US might inter-
pret to be a material breach of the resolu-
tion came within days of the resolution
being passed. The US and Britain claim
that the ‘no-fly zones’ that they have im-
posed over Iraq are in support of UN reso-
lutions, as are the ten years of bombing
raids over Iraq that the two countries have
carried out. Some opinion might suggest
that the fact that there is no mention of no-
fly zones or bombing raids in any UN reso-
lution means that these acts by Britain and

the US are iliegal. When Iraq fired on a
US plane that was bombing Iraq, the US
government took a contrary view as it ar-
gued that shooting at a US plane that was
bombing its country had placed Iraq in
material breach of UN resolution 1441.
As it stands, the UN resolution states that
the UN inspectors must report back by
February next year, though sections of the
US administration have suggested that Iraq
not declaring its full weapons capability
by December 8 would be a breach of the
resolution. Iraq’s position is that it has no
weapons of mass destruction, and former
UN weapons inspector Scott Ritter backs
up this position. The US claims to have
‘intelligence’ reports that Iraq does have a
weapons programme. Since the US can
unilaterally determine whether the resolu-
tion has been broken, it is possible that it
will use its own unsubstantiated view that
Iraq is lying as an excuse to start a war.
Whilst the French and Russian govern-
ments initially made a stand against the US,
that now appears to have been just a bar-
gaining strategy. Behind the scenes the US
has been promising lucrative contracts not
just for Iraqi oil, but also for the rebuild-
ing of Iraq after imperialism has bombed
it back to the stone age. In addition,
Chechen resistance to Russian occupation
of their country is now accepted by the US
as ‘terrorism’, alongside separatist resist-
ance in China. The poorer countries are
much easier to bully into submission with
the threat of withdrawal of aid, without the
US administration needing to further di-
vide up its anticipated spoils of war.
While the UN clearly isn’t going to stand
in the way of a war, the anti-war move-
ment can play a crucial role in making it
politically difficult for other governments
—but first and foremost, the US’s key ally,
the British government — to support such a
war. This, combined with mass opposition
across the Arab world, will make it very
difficult for a politically isolated US to
launch a war for control of the world’s oil
supplies. At the same time, such an inter-

national anti-war movement would also

help inspire opposition from within the US
itself. Although there is currently an or-
ganised US anti-war movement, which has
some support within sections of the trade
union movement, it is still very small, and
support for Bush is at unprecedented lev-
els.

Mass oppoéition to war

For several months, polls have shown pub-
lic opinion to be around 50 per cent op-
posed to war with a significantly smaller
percentage positively in favour. The larg-
est demonstrations in Britain for the last
decade at least have been those in the last

year opposing the bombing of first Af-
ghanistan and now Iraq. With a claimed
350,000 to 400,000 on the September 28
demo, and even the police conceding that
the figure was in the hundreds of thou-
sands, this was by far the biggest left dem-
onstration in Britain for many years. This
mood is clearly felt in many other parts of
Europe, with somewhere between half a
million and a million, making what is
claimed to be Europe’s largest ever dem-
onstration at the European Social Forum
in Florence last month.

Unless a war is declared in the meantime,
the next mass mobilisation against the war
is set for February 15. In Florence, organ-
isers agreed to build for a demonstration
in every European capital on the same day.
This will be a crucial show of strength in
which it is absolutely possible to build
demonstrations of hundreds of thousands
simultaneously across the continent. The
time between now and then must be used
to strengthen local groups, to win over la-
bour movement organisations, to campaign
publicly and to mobilise for the demon-
stration.

The firefighters’ dispute has overnight
transformed the relationship between the
trade union movement and the government.
Where the left has for years collectivels
failed, the government has succeeded ir
one fell swoop in getting John Monks ¢
rally the labour movement. While this is =
separate issue from the war. 1r:
radicalisation around the FBU dispute ha:
created a climate in which it is much eas:=-
to win labour movement support for the
anti-war movement. Paper policies, how-
ever, will not be enough. The length and
breadth of the labour movement must be
publicly and very visibly campaigning
against the war, working with all other
forces possible.

The combination of these two issues is
rapidly transforming the face of British
politics and reviving a dormant labour
movement. The opportunity the left is cur-
rently faced with must be seized upon
quickly. The Stop the War Coalition has
increasingly developed as the central cam-
paign against the war, though importantly
it has been prepared to work alongside
other organisations such as CND that are
not formally affiliated to it. Inside the La-
bour Party and affiliated unions, Labour
Against the War is of vital importance. All
opposition to Tony Blair’s war-mongering

must be united within the party, and to the -

broader movement outside.

WA



4 .

Pressure on
leadership
- grows

Darren Williams

The 2002 Labour Party Conference, held
in Blackpool from September 29 to Octo-
ber 3, showed the bureaucracy at its most
cynical and overbearing in its determina-
tion to stage-manage the deliberations of
the party’s ‘sovereign body’ and subdue
growing dissent, particularly over public
services and the possibility of war with
Iraq.

The conference began immediately af-
ter the massive anti-war demonstration in
London and the strength of feeling in op-
position to a further round of imperialist
carnage in the so-called ‘war against ter-
rorism’ was the constant backdrop to the
more prosaic proceedings within the Win-
ter Gardens. On the Sunday night, a 250-
strong fringe meeting organised by Labour
Against the War heard a series of excel-
lent speeches from the likes of Tony Benn,
FBU leader Andy Gilchrist, NEC member
Christine Shawcroft, and MPs George
Galloway, Bob Wareing, Alan Simpson,
Alice Mahon and Jeremy Corbyn. But the
star attraction was former UN weapons
inspector, Scott Ritter, who has become a
high-profile opponent of war and has co-
written a book challenging the claims made
about Saddam’s weapons capacity. This
one-time marine, a registered Republican,
made an unlikely hero for an audience of
British socialists, with his earnest declara-
tions of faith in the nobility of the US na-
tional character. But his passionate and
well-informed denunciations of the Bush
administration demonstrated the breadth of
opposition to the war drive.

Despite the media focus on Blair’s
speech, and the circus surrounding the ar-
rival of Bill Clinton later in the week, the
most important political developments of
the week were on the Monday — the first
full day of conference. These were the de-
bates on the war and on PFI. The fact that
these issues were discussed demonstrates
the limits of Blair’s attempts to sideline
conference and enfeeble party democracy
by channelling policy discussion into the
cul-de-sac of the National Policy Forum.

Labour Party

When there is sufficient strength of feel-
ing on an issue, it cannot be completely
contained by bureaucratic manoeuvring,
and in this case, the time set aside for the
‘contemporary resolutions’ slot— paltry as
it was — provided an outlet for rank-and-
file disquiet. Twenty-eight motions on the
war were submitted by CLPs, and this and
public services were among the top five
issues selected for discussion (along with
pensions, manufacturing and the Johannes-
burg summit) in the ballot of CLP and af-
filiate delegates.

On public services, conference was pre-
sented with a self-congratulatory statement
from the NEC; a composite motion from
Unison, calling for an independent review
of PFI and for the government to ‘develop
a capital investment framework which will
make public financed projects a viable al-
ternative’; and a second composite which
declared that PPPs ‘are not privatisation’
and rejected the suspension of further PFI/
PPP projects, while making some noises
about the pay and conditions of staff work-
ing for PFI contractors. Treasury Chief
Secretary, Paul Boateng, was heckled and
slow-handclapped during his speech de-
fending PF1, and the final vote saw a heavy
defeat for the government, with the Uni-
son composite carried by 67.19 per cent
to 32.81 per cent. The second composite
and the NEC statement were both defeated,
by 58.44 per cent to 41.56 per cent; and
54.62 per cent to 45.38 per cent, respec-
tively.

This outcome is significant less for what
was passed — union general secretaries in-
sisted on merely asking for areview of PFI,
rather than a moratorium, in order to de-
liver majority support — than for the fact
that PFI, and the party leadership, were
clearly defeated. The breakdown of the
voting figures confirms that the unions
voted more heavily against PFI than did
the CLPs, but on the Unison composite,
the CLP vote was close, with 42.56 per
cent in favour and 57.44 per cent against.
This is interesting when compared, for in-
stance, with the last major conference re-
bellion in 2000, when a resolution was
carried calling for a restoration of the link
between pensions and wages. On that oc-
casion, the CLPs supported the leadership
by a two-thirds majority; it would seem that
there has been a modest but significant in-
crease in the willingness of constituency
activists to challenge the government. De-
spite the two-thirds majority for the Uni-
son resolution on PFI, which in the past
would have guaranteed its inclusion in the
manifesto as policy, party leaders quickly
made it clear that they would simply ig-
nore it. The unelected party ‘chair’,
Charles Clarke, dismissed the vote as

driven by ‘producer interests’ — revealing
the extent to which the language and ide-
ology of the marketplace has permeated
government thinking — and Blair insisted
that it was ‘time to increase the pace of
reform’. As significant as the vote was,
therefore, the unions must be prepared to
back it up with action if they are serious
about halting the privatisation programme.

The debate on Iraq was equally signifi-
cant. An NEC statement seeking to give
the government carte blanche to go to war
was withdrawn because it seemed clear that
it would be defeated, mainly because of
the omission of key provisions about in-
ternational backing which had secured the
passage of a similar resolution at the TUC.
Again, there were two composites; one
against war under any circumstances, the
other demanding that any military action
be ‘within the context of international law’
(i.e., not even specifying the need for UN
support). The Guardian suggested that the
bureaucracy had manoeuvred to block any
resolution insisting that war could be sup-
ported only with UN backing because it
would win, and it is certainly the case that
a motion along those lines from Cardiff
West CLP was mysteriously ruled out of
order. The debate was grotesquely stage-
managed, with a 17-year-old school pupil
chosen to second the pro-war motion, so
that she could make emotive pleas on be-
half of her contemporaries in Iraq, and 15
pro-war speakers called by the chair, com-
pared to only six who opposed the war.
Ultimately, the anti-war composite was lost
by 58.74 per cent to 40.22 per cent, but
this was a far closer vote than might have
been expected. In fact, it was roughly the
same as the equivalent vote at the TUC,
where the anti-war position could have
been expected to gain greater support,
partly because the major union leaders are
less willing to rock the boat at Labour
Conference than at the TUC. The voting
in several delegations was apparently close
(for example, within the CWU delegation,
most of the postal side supported the pro-
war resolution, though they lost). In fact,
the bigger unions had not voted to prioritise
the war for debate in the ‘contemporary
issues’ ballot.

Little of interest arose from any of the
other debates, and there were no further
defeats for the platform — although there
were close votes on a couple of minor rule
changes. Nor did the left do any better than
previously on elections to the National
Policy Forum, etc. The ‘new generation’
of left-wing general secretaries (specifi-
cally Derek Simpson, Billy Hayes, Mick
Rix and Andy Gilchrist) lived up to their
reputation by being noticeably more out-
spoken than is usually the way with union
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bosses at party conferences. For example,
Rix made a forthright intervention in the
public services debate, condemning PF1 as
a ‘rip-off” for which ‘we will still be pay-
ing . .. in 30 years’ time’. And this some-
times emboldened the more mainstream
bureaucrats like Prentis, Edmonds and
Morris to speak out as well. There was also
strong support among delegates for the
FBU, if the number of T-shirts they gave
away, supporting their pay demand, is any-
thing to go by.

The control-freakery of the party bu-
reaucracy was demonstrated in a number
of ways, some relatively trivial. A long-
standing rule allowing the longest-serving
NEC member to chair'a conference ses-
sion was suddenly abandoned when it be-
came clear that this would have allowed

left-winger Christine Shawcroft to take the
chair. And the most ‘off-message’ union
delegations were allocated hotels as far as
possible from the conference centre.

The left fringe meetings were fairly suc-
cessful and upbeat, with around a hundred
at the Labour Left Briefing meeting to hear
Benn, Corbyn, Shawcroft, John
McDonnell, Bob Crow of the RMT and
Rozanne Foyer of the Campaign for So-
cialism in Scotland. About 150 braved tor-
rential rain to attend the Campaign Group
rally, and close to 300 were at the more
politically heterogeneous Tribune rally,
where Benn and Mahon debated with
Christopher Hitchens over the war, while
Blunkett clashed with Bill Morris on asy-
lum.

The conference demonstrated that, con-

trary to the claims of the Socialist Alliance
et al, Blair is not having everything his own
way in the party. Dissenting voices are
becoming louder and more confident, and
are capable of embarrassing the leadership.
The bureaucracy, of course, has an array
of means at its disposal to obstruct its op-
ponents and unwelcome decisions are of-
ten simply ignored, as the response to the
PFI vote showed. The clearest lesson to
be drawn is that rank-and-file party mem-
bers and union levy-payers need to organ-
ise more consistently in order to keep up
the pressure on the leadership. The poten-
tial exists for a labour movement coalition
strong enough to halt privatisation and the
drive towards war. With greater confidence
and determination, that potential could be
realised. wA

No blank cheque for New Labour — make the link work!

The following statement is being circulated to bring together
those who want to make the case for critical Labour Party affili-
ation. To add your name to the statement, or for more informa-
tion, contact petefirmin@gn.apc.org or write to PO Box 2378,
London E5 9QU.

The Labour Party was formed by the trade unions, and those trade
unions remain an integral, though autonomous, part of the Labour
Party at every level.

The sight of a Labour Government acting against the interests of
trade unionists ~ privatising public services and attacking us when
we take industrial action — makes us believe it is time for affiliated
trade unions to act collectively and assert our voice within the La-
bour Party.

Too often our representatives on Labour Party bodies (National
Executive Committee, National and Regional Policy Forums, Regional
Boards, etc) fail to reflect trade union policy in motions and votes.
Significant financial contributions in addition to affiliation fees are given
to the party, especially at national level, regardiess of whether the cam-
paign or candidates oppose key union policies. MPs promoting poli-
cies in conflict with those of the sponsoring union are given support.

We call for a campaign to give trade unions an effective voice for
our policies in the Labour Party, based on the dual principle of main-
taining affiliation fees in full and renewing trade union participation
at every level of the Labour Party with representatives who are ac-
countable to their trade union members, who promote policies in the
interests of trade unionists and who refuse to subsidise the anti-union
policies of an unaccountable Government.

Initial signatories (al! in a personal capacity):

CWU

Pete Firmin, Political Officer, West End Amal branch, Chair, Brent
Trades Union Council; Bryan Harrod, Political Officer, South & East
Thames Amal branch; Mick Houghton. Branch Officer, CWU West
London branch, President Ealing Trades Council; Linda Kietz, Chair
& Political Officer, CWU West London Branch: Mick K. riazopoulos,
Political officer, N/NW London branch: Sam Neave, Political Of-
ficer, Mount Pleasant branch; Gerry Ryan, Branch ofticer. London
City West branch; Paul Stygal, Secretary and Political Officer. Eon-
don East branch; Alan Tate, Secretary, London Region Politicai Com-
mittee; Archie Taylor, Political Officer, South & East Thames Amal
branch; Colin Tull, Eastern Region Political Officer, Political Of-
ficer, Northern Home Counties branch; Lee Waker, Poiitical Officer.
East London Postal branch; Tom Walker, Branch Secretary, Northern
Home Counties Postal branch.

Fire Brigades Union

Mick Shaw, National Executive member.

RMT

Jeff Slee, President, South East Regional Council; Diana Udall, RMT
representative, London Region Board, Labour Party.

GMB

Terry Scott, Lewisham Borough Councillor, Lewisham Deptford CLP;
Dave Statham, President, GMB Holborn Branch, Trade Union Liaison
Officer, Brent East CLP; Pete Turner, Secretary Hammersmith &
Fulham Trades Union Council, and President GMB Fulham 1st branch.
T&G

Jimi Adefiranye, Lewisham Borough Councillor, Lewisham Deptford
CLP; Danny Considine, prospective shop steward, Leighton Hospital,
Crewe and Nantwich CLP; David Harris, committee member 1/1347
branch, Brighton; Kevin Flack, Secretary 1/427 Branch; Richard
Hughes, Branch Secretary, 5/610 ACTS (North Staffs Voluntary Sec-
tor) branch.

Usdaw

Andy Walker, Usdaw, prospective Labour candidate, Redbridge Coun-
cil.

Amicus-MSF

Ian Malcolm-Walker, Secretary, Derby General Branch; Roger Stevens,
Secretary, North & West Kent branch.

Ucatt

Sean Cullen, Secretary, Harlesden branch.

Unison

Andrew Berry, Deputy Branch Secretary, Islington Unison, London
Region, Local Government Executive; Jacqui Brown, Unison Hous-
ing Association Branch Political Officer, member London Region Po-
litical Committee; Mike Calvert, Assistant Secretary, Islington branch,
Convenor, Social Services Shop Stewards Committee, Islington Uni-
son; Gwen Cook, Political Officer Hammersmith & Fulham Unison,
member London Regional Political Committee and Hammersmith &
Fulham CLP; Luci Davin, Publicity Officer, Camden Unison; Simon
Deville, Secretary, Unison Voluntary Organisations Branch; Richard
Forth, APF Officer, Birmingham branch; Valerie Graham, Unison,
Chesterfield Borough Councillor; Ian Griffiths, Education Convenor,
Lambeth Unison; Patrick Hall, Unison, vice-chair Leeds Central CLP;
Philip Lewis, Shop Steward, Camden Transport Services, Depot Staff
Section: Camden Unison APF Officer; Terry Luke, Islington Unison
retired members secretary; Dorothy Macedo, Unison representative,
London Region Board, Labour Party; Jon Rogers, Secretary, Lambeth
Unison; John Stewart, Publicity Officer, Unison Voluntary Organisa-
tions branch; Bob Wood, Unison, Secretary, Leeds Central CLP; Pe-
ter Woodward, Branch Chair, Lambeth Unison.

This statement is also supported by Labour Party NEC members Mark .
Seddon (editor, Tribune) and Christine Shawcroft.
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Department for Work and

Thousands
of jobs
under threat

PCS NEC member Rod Bacon
warns that the continuing
rationalisation of Jobcentres and
benefit offices will lead to major
job cuts and a further

" deterioration in the service to
claimants

The article in the Times dated October 11,
2002, has finally let the cat out of the bag.
Andrew Smith, the Secretary of State for
the Department for Work and Pensions, is
quoted as saying that up to 20,000 public-
sector posts in benefit offices and Jobcen-
tres are to go over the next four years.
Back-office jobs processing information
would go with the introduction of new in-
formation technology. One-stop shops for
the unemployed and other claimants will
replace the integrated local office. Pension-
ers will have extended one-stop shopping
with the creation of third-age centres,
where they will be able to claim benefits
and receive help and advice from local
authorities and voluntary organisations
under one roof. The only jobs available in
the locality will be in public outlet face-
to-face premises, presumably with mini-
mal or no screened protection for staff.

In addition, we are hearing of the sim-
plification of benefit proposals, and the
mass introduction oftax credits, processed
at large Inland Revenue processing facto-
ries. As always, simplification of benefit
means reduced benefit for claimants. The
recent leak from the Child Support Agency
verifies the government thinking.

The job losses will be absorbed by natu-
ral wastage. In reality, this means taking
the work away from the locality and tell-
ing the staff that they will have to move to
another location, often many miles away,
if they wish to continue working for the
Department. It means massive lob losses
for the local community, where the DWP
is a major employer. It means the loss of
experience and expertise. It means the col-
lapse of a genuine local public service.

Centralisation

The writing has been on the wall for some
considerable time. The centralisation of
pensions processing will be the blueprint
for Jobcentre Plus. The result of this blue-
print will be that large areas of the country
— for example, London and the South East
- will have no local processing of benefits
at all. Pensions staff will not follow the
work to pensions processing centres be-
cause of the distance. The loss of exper-
tise in the Agency will be catastrophic.
Already, we hear that Bath Pensions Cen-
tre has only ten experienced staff out of
300. The flagship Burnley Centre has an
error rate of 96 per cent. The same thing
happened in the CSA. Centralisation led
to increased error rate resulting in visiting
officers’ pro-active work being pushed
aside because of referrals and rectifying
mistakes.

In the Stage II Jobcentre Plus roll-out,
management are already dismantling the
local office service, setting up processing

factories and call centres as a back-up to
public outlets. This roll-out will spread
across the entire country. Case papers stor-
age is being centralised in Lancashire.
Once the principle of centralisation has
been established, and regardless of the
chaos caused, it will be ruthlessly pursued.
The economic sense for the government
and the employer is to go for massive cen-
tralisation on a national scale in areas
where wages are low and recruitment/re-
tention problems are non-existent, result-
ing in a deterioration of local public serv-
ice, loss of expertise, and loss of job satis-
faction.

Privatisation

Take benefit delivery away from the local
office network — what do you have left?
Labour intervention work, job broking and
public advice centres. Given the govern-
ment’s current enthusiasm for Public/Pri-
vate Finance Initiatives, these services will
be ripe for privatisation. We have already
seen plans for local authority and volun-
tary sector involvement in benefit advice
— what will stop the government bringing
in the private job broking firms to take over
the employment tasks? The service, of
course, will be geared to profit rather than
public need, but since when was the latter
amajor priority for the employer? The clo-
sure of hundreds of offices, many of them
Jobcentres, will increase profits at the ex-
pense of public accessibility.

The PCS campaign

Left Unity believes that it is essential that
the union sees the big picture. The gov-
ernment proposals are a radical and detri-

Reinstate Candy

Udwin and Dave Carr!

The appeal against the expulsion
from Unison of Candy Udwin, !
Deputy Regional Convenor, and
Dave Carr, UCLH Branch Chair,
took place in November. Due to
personal circumstances, Candy
Udwin was unable to attend.
Despite submissions from her
representative, Jon Rogers, the
Unison appeal panel refused to
postpone the hearing.

Udwin and Carr were expelled as
part of a political witch-hunt for the--
role in organising strike action 2
UCLH in 1998 against privatisator
Their campaign won the best cez
in the country for hospital staff “ac-
ing PFI, and paved the way fc~ <
Dudley hospital strike and fu—="
concessions for Unison me™oe—=
from the government.




Trade unions

7

mental change to welfare provision and
public service. At present they are bring-
ing in the changes on a piecemeal basis
and there is the danger of the union react-
ing in the same way. A Staffing and a Pen-

sions Campaign has been launched by the :

Group Executive Committee, but many
members and activists do not, at present.
see a crisis, despite recruitment bans.
movement of work between offices,
domino compulsory transfers of staff. lo-
cal centralisation, etc. We have to unite all
the campaigns under the umbrella of “Pub-
lic access for all’ and ‘Defence of a local
service’. We need to make the public aware
of the threat to their services. We need to
put forward an alternative vision of wel-
fare provision, based upon the needs of
claimants and applicants, not on cost cut-
ting. We need to link up with all the major
welfare rights groups and create a joint
campaign. We should be involved in the
most intense lobbying of politicians ever
undertaken by civil service unions. We
should fight staffing cuts by industrial ac-
tion, if necessary, and seek the support of
other sections in PCS and other unions fac-
ing the same battle.

The big changes are going to cause chaos
for public and members alike. Stress lev-
els for workers will dramatically increase
as they try to provide a decent public serv-
ice and we should organise a national stress
survey. Above all, we should be aware that
this is not just an industrial campaign in
defence of jobs and conditions, it is a po-
litical campaign for a better welfare state
for all. That is the big picture, and the cam-
paign starts now.

This article was written for ‘PCS Left
Unity News’ WA
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Defend
Chris Ford!

On November 11 and 12, 850 staff at 13
benefit offices in central, north-west and
west London took strike action in defence
of PCS branch secretary Chris Ford, who
is threatened with victimisation. In a vin-
dictive act, management in the Department
for Work and Pensions (DWP) has charged
Chris with gross misconduct. The charge,
which carries the threat of dismissal, arises
out the long-running health and safety dis-
pute in the DWP earlier this year, in which
Chris played a leading role.

In the aftermath of the dispute, DWP
management has carried out an extensive
investigation, claiming to have sifted
through over 100 allegations of miscon-
duct by PCS members in the course of the
seven-month dispute. Of these ‘incidents’,
only seven are being pursued, all of them
in the Brent area. Although the police have
confirmed in writing that they are not fol-
lowing up any allegations made against
Chris, he has been subjected to three sepa-
rate investigations spread over eight
months. Counter-complaints by strikers
regarding their treatment by scabs have
been ignored by DWP management.

The real purpose of the charges is noth-
ing to do with conduct; the aim is to target
Chris as a leading activist, along with Phil
Henry, another long-standing union rep in
the Brent area. It is no accident that DWP
management has picked on these two reps,
since PCS members in Brent Pathfinder
were at the centre of the dispute, the aim
of which was to secure proper safety con-
ditions at work. Chris’s branch — the Cen-
tral and West London branch — was the
largest involved in the dispute.

The DWP was formed earlier this year
from a merger of the Benefits Agency (BA)
and the Employment Service (ES). With
the department set to lose thousands of
Jjobs, an essential part of management’s
strategy is to weaken PCS, and in particu-
lar to target effective and popular local
reps. The aggressive line taken by DWP
management after the dispute is in keep-
ing with the style of industrial relations
favoured by both BA and ES management
in recent years.

PCS members have responded magnifi-
cently to management intimidation, which

included the threat of disciplinary action
if they attended union meetings, and voted
in a postal ballot by three to one to take
action. Although the turn-out in the ballot
was relatively low, the action on Novem-
ber 11 and 12 was effective, closing four
offices completely, and reducing nine other
offices to limited services. One of the
strengths of the action was its reliance on
an active response to the threat of victimi-
sation, in contrast to defensive methods,
such as grievance procedures and indus-
trial tribunal.

Following the action, DWP management
sought an injunction to prevent further ac-
tion. PCS has responded by carrying out a
further ballot, starting on December 2 and
this time involving 18 offices, calling for
further strike action, a work to rule and an
overtime ban.

B Messages of support and collections
should be sent to: PCS Branch Secretary,
DWP, Government Buildings, Bromyard
Avenue, Acton, London W3 7HY. WA

Socialist
Alliance

Way forward
or

blind alley?
Articles from
Workers Action
Prinkipo Press
£1.00
Plus p&p 50p (UK), £1.00
(Europe), £1.50 (Rest of the
World).

Prinkipo Press, PO Box 7268,
London E10 6TX
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Bush goes
unchallenged

Mike Calvert

The first and most obvious feature of the
November 5 mid-term elections in the
United States is the continuing high rate
of abstention, which reflects a massive re-
jection of the candidates of the two estab-
lishment parties: the Democrats and the
Republicans. The total voter turnout was
38.9 per cent of registered voters. This is
just six-tenths of a percentage point higher
than the last mid-term elections in 1998,
which saw the lowest voter turnout in the
post-war era.

Given that a significant percentage of
voters do not even bother to register to
vote, expressing this same frustration with
the lack of choices in the electoral proc-
ess, it is fair to say that two out of three
American adults did not vote. When you
take into account the fact that the Demo-
crats and Republicans basically split the
vote down the middle, with only a one to
two per cent lead for the Republicans, you
can see that the so-called ‘Republican
sweep’ of the election was nothing of the
sort. The Republicans kept their traditional
voting base of about 16 per cent of voting-
age Americans. Is that the ‘Jandslide’ man-
date for Bush’s policies loudly proclaimed
by the media?

Having said this, an additional factor
came into play in this election. Many new,
young voters went to the polis for the first
time, voting largely for third-party candi-
dates, particularly those of the Green Party.
In the state of California, for example,
Peter Camejo, the Green Party candidate
for governor and former member of the US
Socialist Workers Party, won more than
five per cent of the vote in this the most
populated state of the country. A large
number of his 800,000 protest votes came
from first-time ‘voters.

The reverse side of the coin (given that
the total voter turnout was roughly the
same) is the significant drop in the total
number of votes for the Democratic Party
candidates, both at a local and national
level. A large percentage of traditional
Democrat voters simply stayed at home in
this election, seeing virtually no difference
between the so-called ‘friends of labour’

and the Republicans. They didn’t vote
Republican, they didn’t vote ‘Republican-
lite’ (as the Democrats are now called),
they voted with their feet.

This decline in the Democratic vote and
the party’s ‘lack of identity and vision” has
been commented on widely in the media.
Every day there are interviews with work-
ing class Americans who state, in essence,
‘Why vote for the “wannabe” Republicans
in the Democratic Party? If  wanted to vote
Republican, I would have voted for the true
Republicans, not for a poor imitation?’

The Democrats have always been candi-
dates of the ruling class. Their funding
comes from the same corporate giants that
support the Republicans. But now even the
ultra-thin veneer of differences (some real,
some orchestrated) that separated the two
parties in the past has disappeared. With
only an occasional dissident vote, the
Democrats in the US Congress have sup-
ported Bush’s policies. This is true of
Bush’s tax cut for big business, his under-
mining of constitutional rights (with the
Patriot Act, the Homeland Security Act,
and more), and, of course, his war in Af-
ghanistan and now the pending war against
fraq. None of these attacks by the Bush
administration could have been imple-
mented without the overwhelming support
of the Democratic Party, at all levels.

Following this election, the crisis within
the Democratic Party has surfaced for all
to see, with some of its leading ‘liberals’
stating publicly that the Republicans did
not win the election, the Democrats lost it.
Some, like San Francisco Congresswoman
Nancy Pelosi, say the task is now to revive
‘the heart and soul of the Democratic Party’
and show that it is a real alternative to the
Republicans. Of course, even this liberal
wing has bought into virtually all aspects
of the ruling corporate agenda, so this ‘re-
vival’ — were it to occur, which is not likely
—wouldn’t produce anything earth-shatter-
ing.

Bush has stated openly that the Ameri-
can people in this election have given him
amandate to pursue his ‘endless war’ poli-
cies. The fact is that the Republicans now
control both Houses of Congress and feel
emboldened to move forward with their
destructive agenda, with the Democrats
loyally following suit.

All the preparations are being put into
place for an invasion of Iraq. Following a
good bit of strong-arming by the United
States, the United Nations has now given
the green light to arms inspections, and to
war should Iraq not live up to every jot
and tittle demanded of them.

But this is not simply a war against the
people of Iraq. It is also a war against the
US working class. Using the September 11

attacks as justification, the Bush adminis-
tration is now driving forward with its plan
to create a ‘Homeland Security Depart-
ment’, whose first job is to break the
170,000-strong federal employees’ union.
Administration officials are openly talking
about extending the use of the Taft-Hartley
Act of 1947 to other unions — for example
to the United Auto Workers when their
contract expires next year.

Top officers in the ILWU dockworkers’
union report that despite all the talk of a
‘tentative agreement’ between the union
and the Pacific Maritime Association on
the issues of the use of new technology and
the protection of union jobs, the employ-
ers and the government appear to be mov-
ing further in the direction of wanting to
smash the ILWU altogether — through new
demands for concessions and now also
through proposed new legislation in Con-
gress. In every arena, workers in the United
States can expect a heightened assault on
their rights and conquests.

Given the impasse in the electoral proc-
ess and the lack of a genuine working class
alternative (the Labour Party having failed
to run candidates), what resistance there is
to Bush has mainly taken place on the
streets. On October 26, about 80,000 peo-
ple in San Francisco and 200,000 in Wash-
ington DC marched against a new war with
Iraq behind banners proclaiming ‘No blood
for oil!” Smaller demonstrations took place
in dozens of cities across the country. In
the small agricultural community of
Grogan, Indiana — long-considered the
heart of Republican country — 1,500 peo-
ple marched against war. These are the
largest demonstrations since the Vietnam
war and could mark the beginning of a for-
midable new anti-war movement. WA

The return of Dr Death
News that the well-known war crimi-
nal Henry Kissinger has been exhumed
from retirement and appointed by
George Bush to head an investigation
into the September 11 attacks has been
greeted with disbelief in some quarters.
But Andy Kershaw in a letter to the
Guardian surely struck the right note:
‘So Dr Henry Kissinger is to head an
inquiry into mass murders and crimes
against humanity . . . Excellent news.
I can think of no one better qualified
in these matters.’

For details of Kissinger’s bloody
record in Vietnam, Cambodia, Chile
and Cyprus, see http://www.etan.org/
et2001a/february/01-03/00chris.htm
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Self-
determination
for

Chechnyal

Nick Davies examines the
background to the Moscow
theatre siege

The Russian government’s ‘solution’ to the
Moscow theatre siege was blundering, bru-
tal, and surrounded by secrets and lies, but,
despite all the evidence to the contrary, it
was presented to the Russian people and
the rest of the world as a brilliant success.
It therefore represented in miniature the ap-
proach of every Russian government to the
conflict in Chechnya over the past ten
years.

Reports suggest that the Chechen hos-
tage takers were still prepared to negotiate
when the government ordered the assault.
Some hostages had already been released,
and, contrary to the allegations made by
the government, the Chechens had not car-
ried out their threat to start shooting them.
Only one hostage had been shot, when he
attacked an armed Chechen woman, and
another hostage was wounded in the same
incident. At first, even the doctors treating
the surviving hostages were not told the
name of the gas that had been released into
the theatre. Then, when they had been told,
they were ordered not to talk to the press.
It took reports on blood samples from the
bodies of foreigners to bring the truth into
the open: that the Russian Special Forces
had released into the theatre a lethal con-
coction consisting chiefly of Fentanyl. This
is an opiate gas, which many say should
be banned under the International Chemi-
cal Weapons Convention. It killed about
120 hostages, with many more left on res-
pirators, their lung function destroyed.

This murderous assault had nothing to
do with saving the lives of hostages, and
everything to do with preserving the po-
litical credibility of President Putin. Putin
is yet another Russian politician who has
made a career out of being ‘tough’ on
Chechnya, at a cost of tens of thousands
of Chechen dead, and hundreds of thou-
sands made homeless. His predecessor,
Boris Yeltsin, used the destruction of
Chechnya as the means of securing his re-

election in 1996, before he finally disap-
peared into vodka-soaked oblivion. But
even Yeltsin never pulled a stunt like this.
However, as the Iraqis can confirm, kill-
ing civilians with poison gas is OK if the
United States regards you as useful, and
so although the European media expressed
some unease, in the USA, Putin came up
smelling of roses, and it doesn’t take a gen-
ius to work out why. Putin’s reward for a
Russian vote in favour of the UN security
council resolution on Iraq was a free hand
to deal with Chechnya as an ‘internal prob-
lem’, and Putin clearly felt free to take his
revenge with a fresh wave of atrocities
against Chechen civilians and refugees.
Western complicity in Russian war
crimes against Chechnya goes back further
than the recent shenanigans in the UN,
however. From the start of the Chechen
rebellion against Russian rule in 1991, the
West, and in particular the USA, has al-
lowed successive Russian governments
generous credit facilities, and therefore has
effectively subsidised the Russian military
campaign. Chechnya lies between the
Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, and is thus
an obstacle to any pipeline taking newly
extracted Caspian Sea oil westward. It suits
Western oil interests to have this part of
the Caucasus in ‘safe’ hands. Western sup-
port for Boris Yeltsin involved turning a
blind eye to the invasion of Chechnya, the
destruction of Grozny, and a succession of
atrocities, including extra-judicial execu-
tions, torture, rape and reprisals against
whole villages, which have been con-
demned by organisations such as Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch.
The next twist in the tale was September
11. In order to build its fraudulent ‘coali-
tion against terror’, the USA was happy to
indulge its own allies who resorted to ter-
ror against civilians, and so ‘the war against
terrorism’ became an alibi for war crimes
from Colombia to Palestine and from Af-
ghanistan to Chechnya. Putin has jumped
on the ‘anti-terrorist’ bandwagon with a
vengeance, claiming a free hand in
Chechnya as the price for support for the
US attack on Afghanistan. (In fact, there
is evidence that Russia has allowed the
USA the use of the ports of Murmansk and
Vladivostock, as well as the former Soviet
rail network, in order to service the mili-
tary bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.)
Preposterously, the Russian government
even referred to the Moscow theatre siege
as ‘Russia’s 9/11°. It was nothing of the
sort, of course. For over ten years the
Chechens have been fighting a war in de-
fence of their right to self-determination,
which in their case means the right to sepa-
rate from Russia. When the USSR fell apart
in 1991 its constituent republics asserted
the right to independence which, accord-

ing to the Soviet constitution, they fas .-
ways theoretically enjoyed. Autonormzes
Republics such as Chechnya were cocsaz-
ered to be part of Russia and were not per-
mitted to separate. However the diszir<-
tion between Soviet Republics and A:-
tonomous Republics was always a fictioz

both were victims of Great Russian chau-
vinism and should have had the right to
secede if they wanted to. Putin justifies his
actions by smearing the Chechen rebels as
al-Qaida, or sympathetic to it. Some Saudi
Arabians have tried to muscle in, money
has come from Islamic charities, and no
doubt the almost friendless Chechens have
accepted money and weapons from some
fairly questionable sources (although most
of their weapons appear to have been sold
to them by Russian soldiers), but these are
hardly pro-Taliban Muslims if women were
taking part in the Moscow theatre siege. It
won’t escape the notice of Muslims the
world over, however, that here is yet an-
other Muslim population being put to the
sword, which can only increase the appeal
of militant Islam among Chechens or their
supporters.

We might not agree with the politics of
the present Chechen leadership, most of
whom wish only to integrate Chechnya into
the global market on their terms. We might
not agree with the tactics that leadership
adopts in its struggle against the Russians.
However, socialists all over the world must
oppose the state terror of the Russian gov-
ernment, denounce US and British com-
plicity in that terror, and call for Chechnya
to have the right to self-determination.

* Russian troops out of Chechnya!
* Self-determination for Chechnya!
* Foran independent socialist Chechnya!

WA
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Where now
for Cosatu?

Themba Khubeka reports on the
recent two-day general strike
against privatisation in South

Africa and investigates the
growing tensions between the
trade union movement and the
ANC government

On October 1 and 2 this year, the Congress
of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu),
backed by the South African Communist
Party (SACP) and the newly-formed Lan-
dless People’s Movement (LPM) and Anti-
Privatisation Forum (APF), held another
‘anti-privatisation’ strike. Unlike the 2001
strike and previous protests, notably absent
were the older civic organisations and the
ANC Youth League, which had condemned
the strike. On the other hand, the newly-
formed hard-left organisations joined
forces with Cosatu in mass demos and
meetings.

Since 1994, the fate of South Africa’s
state-owned firms has been central to the
ANC-Cosatu relationship. Cosatu believed
then that state-owned firms should not be
privatised, but rather be turned into strate-
gic developmental agencies. Cosatu also
chose a strategy of strongly aligning with
the ANC, which involved jointly adopting
a rather diluted social democratic accord
(called the Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Programme or RDP) as well as hav-
ing key trade union leaders in the ANC gov-
ermment as ministers. Using these levers,
Cosatu hoped to be a left flank in the ANC;
it could perhaps hold the ANC accountable
and keep the left agenda alive.

After the second ever non-racial elections
in 1999, several ex-Cosatu office bearers
continued to hold key positions in govern-
ment (Trade and Industry, Local Govern-
ment, and a premiership of Gauteng Prov-
ince). However, despite this and several fur-
ther accords, the ANC has had its own way,
often ignoring specific commitments made
to unions in respect of restructuring state
enterprises.

The once ballooning apartheid state sec-
tor — Eskom (electricity), Iscor (iron and
steel), Telkom (telephones), the airlines and
Spoornet (railways) to name a few — had
been central supports to capital accumula-
tion in South Africa, although by 1988 the
apartheid regime had become committed
to the new right, Thatcherite view and
promised ‘a systematic transfer of appro-
priate functions, activities and property
from the public to the private sector’. The
state firms inherited from the old regime
had helped build a powerful Afrikaner capi-
talist class, provided mass employment for
poor whites and become bastions of white
privilege. For the ANC, these state firms
could not be left intact.

When the ANC came to power, the RDP
(an accord between labour, civic groups and
the ANC) became its major election state-
ment. It promised wide-ranging measures
to meet the basic needs of the people, in-
cluding electricity for all, universal access
to telephones, and affordable public trans-
port. The alliance RDP pushed for a mixed

economy: ‘We are convinced that neither a
command central planning system nor an
unfettered free market system can provide
adequate solutions to the problems con-
fronting us.” But the alliance accord, a com-
promise document, argued for a ‘thriving
private sector, an enabling state and active
civil society’ based on strong constitutional
protections for private property. The ANC,
never entirely comfortable with the RDP,
stood for vibrant capitalism in which a new
black capitalist class could take root. The
ANC opposed any ideological commit-
ments: whatever helps ‘relieve material
hardship and stimulate economic growth
and competitiveness’ is critical, not ‘the
legal form that government involvement in
economic activity may take’. It argued that
‘reducing the public sector in certain ar-
eas’ must be considered. (RDP, 1994,
pp.78-80)

Once adopted, the RDP and the National
Framework Agreement of 1995 became
holy script for many on the left, who still
looked to transforming the ANC. Every
year since 1996, Cosatu has threatened the
ANC with anti-privatisation strikes. But
every major union that took on the ANC in
an anti-privatisation strike has been de-
feated. The anti-privatisation strikes in Au-
gust 2001 and every other fight by loyal
ANC unions against the ANC have moved
the organisation further rightward. This has
prompted many on the left to suggest that
the ANC is dead as a left-wing political ve-
hicle. John Saul, a prominent scholar and
ex-ANC loyalist, recently adopted such an
analysis, as have many new civics and the
Landless People’s Movement. Jeremy
Cronin, intellectual luminary of the South
African Communist Party, spoke critically
of the declining internal democracy inside
the ANC, describing it as a process of
‘Zanu-fication’ (a reference to Robert
Mugabe’s political style) — a comment he
later retracted on pain of further public re-
crimination.

Meanwhile, since 1997, to give one ex-
ample of ANC restructuring, the ANC gov-
ernment has privatised 30 per cent of
Telkom to Malaysian and US firms. Since
then, 2.7 million new households have been
connected, but of those 80 per cent have
been cut off for non-payment of phone bills.
Unemployment has risen sharply to 40 per
cent since the ANC came to power. Since
1999, Teikom has shed more than 20,000
jobs, and over 2,000 more are to go in 2003.
About 100,000 jobs have been lost since
the mid-1990s because of privatisation —a
common Cosatu-cited statistic. Over 10
million individuals have experienced the
trauma of water cut-offs since the ANC
assumed power in 1994. ;

In the run-up to the 2002 strike, Cosatu
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broadened its demands to include opposi-
tion to municipal forms of privatisation,
municipal cost recovery policies and com-
mercialisation of basic services. This is how
it put its position:

‘Our demands include an end to private
provision of basic services, which has seen
massive job losses and rising costs of ba-
sic services, including education as well as
water, electricity, telecommunications and
health care. Already, the commercialisation
and privatisation of electricity, water and
telecommunications have led to mass cut-
offs, while the semi-privatisation of edu-
cation and the health sector has meant that
the inequalities inherited from apartheid
persist. . . . Attempts to resolve our disputes
on these issues with government and busi-
ness largely failed. In particular, govern-
ment refused to halt or review its policy on
privatisation. As aresult, we have officially
deadlocked on this issue.’

These demands were supported by the
SACP who recently have been trying to re-
assert their working class credentials by
asking Radebe and Fraser-Moleketi, two
key government ministers who serve on the
SACP central committee, to step down.

Three days before the strike, President
Thabo Mbeki, addressed the ANC Policy
Conference. ‘The ANC is not a vehicle for
achieving socialism,” he said, adding that
those who disagreed were free to leave the
organisation. He then lambasted what he
described as an international and national
ultra-left conspiracy, which played the same
role as the right-wing opposition to the gov-
emment, since both saw it as their enemy.
ANC general secretary Kgalema Motlanthe
called the forthcoming action ‘a political
strike against the government’.

But the utopian reformism of the Cosatu
leaders is clearly evident. They hope to
pressurise the state and business into a
softer approach in the ‘boardroom’. The
strike was not meant to build independent
workers’ power so that workers themselves
can change society in a socialist image, but
to promote ‘constructive dialogue’ and
stronger negotiating positions in future talks
with employers. As Willi Madisha, the
Cosatu president, said in September: ‘We
realise that one-off strikes will not in them-
selves bring about the necessary changes
in business or government policies. We
need to see this strike as part of a broad,
long-term campaign to transform the
economy and public services. As part of
that process, we have agreed with govern-
ment and within the Alliance to hold a
Growth and Development Summit as well
as sector summits in the coming year. But
you won’t win in the boardroom what you
can’t win in the streets. Only if we can make
the October strike a massive success can

we ensure that business and government
take the steps we need for a better life for
all.’

The strike

Cosatu expected nearly two million work-
ers t0 heed the call, but according to sympa-
thetic estimates only 60 per cent of the
Cosatu membership heeded the call. The
South African National Civics Organisation
(Sanco), which has been de-radicalised,
broke ranks with its leftist allies because it
saw the strike as ‘unjustified and misdi-
rected’. Yet in the previous anti-privatisa-
tion strike in August last year Sanco sup-
ported Cosatu. The ANC Youth league viru-
lently denounced the Cosatu leaders, call-
ing for rank-and-file unionists to expel their
leaders. The ANC not only condemned the
strike as a failure, but got key ex-lefties now
high up in the state (government ministers
Ronnie Kasrils, Geraldine Fraser-Moleketi
and Alec Erwin) to personally denounce it
as senseless and merely providing opportu-
nities for the loony left and the right-wing.
Despite the disappointing national turnout,
on day one of the strike in Johannesburg the
mood was strikingly militant and the signifi-
cance of the strike may have to be judged
qualitatively rather than by sheer numbers
alone. For example, thousands of rank-and-
file workers gathered at City Library Gar-
dens in Johannesburg. Unusually, the big-
gest battalions of workers were miners and
metalworkers, but sizeable groups of teach-
ers and municipal workers were visible. By
mid-moming a huge crowd of 70,000 sang
very angry revolutionary songs punctuated
by slogans attacking the sell-outs. They were
shouting at some of their ex-comrades, now
turned directors and premiers: ‘Mbeki
bought yow’, ‘shut up capitalist stooge’ and
‘asikufuni’ (‘we don’t need you’). Of Presi-
dent Mbeki, they sang: ‘“Thabo does not
know what he wants, we gave him a hand,
we gave him the whole arm, we gave him
our breasts and he still doesn’t know what
he wants.” There were placards saying ‘Pri-
vatisation is born-again apartheid’, and of-
ficial Cosatu placards saying ‘We did not
fight for liberation so that we can sell the
assets we won to the highest bidder.’
Present for the first time were contingents
of more outspokenly radical township or-
ganisations of the unemployed, and of land-
less and homeless people — the red-shirted
Landless People’s Movement and the com-
munity-based Anti-Privatisation Forum,
which has formed branches nation-wide to
speak for and mobilise millions of debt-rid-
den household defaulters suffering electric-
ity and water cut-offs and forcible evictions
from their homes. The Treatment Action
Campaign (TAC), opponents of the state’s
HIV/Aids policies, also supported the

Cosatu strike, as did the student organisa-
tions Cosas and Sasco. But government lead-
ers saw organisations such as the LPM and
the APF as ‘loony’, although these two
movements organised a 20,000-strong march
against the World Summit on Sustainable
Development and are in the lead on most
working class social issues.

After the strike

In the days after the strike, Cosatu held back
for a week of cooling off, hoping for some
softening of the ANC’s position, but it also
began a predictable series of disclaimers and
declarations of loyalty to the ANC. ‘Cosatu
has never accused the ANC of being neo-
liberal,” said an article in Cosartu Weekly on
October 11. “No policy or statement can be
produced to back up such a charge. We have
pointed out that certain aspects of the gov-
emment economic policies are neo-liberal
but there is a vast difference between these
two statements. Secondly, Cosatu has never
questioned the ANC’s bona fides or its com-
mitment to the working class and the poor.’

Also on October 11, in the Mail and
Guardian, Willi Madisha reassured the gov-
emment that the Cosatu leadership had no
political ambitions, as some senior ANC
people had alleged, ruling out the nightmare
prospect of Cosatu splitting and forming a
workers’ party: ‘Politics is not our interest.
Some of us who were on ANC parliamen-
tary lists in 1999 wrote letters to say we were
not interested.’

Cosatu issued diplomatically worded state-
ments, which nevertheless capture the pa-
thetic theatrical tone of current alliance poli-
tics surrounding the strike: “We are con-
cerned that the President’s public attacks on
an alliance partner, wrongly accusing us of
all manner of things, may introduce a new
culture into the liberation movement. Some
unthinking supporters may interpret these at-
tacks as meaning that trade unions and citi-
zens have no right to disagree with the gov-
ernment on specific issues or exercise their
constitutional right to protest, because if they
do they are working to unseat the govern-
ment and therefore must be themselves
smashed. . . . It may have communicated a
message that criticism from the left of the
President is equal to an ultra-left stance.’

Cosatu’s general secretary, Vavi, answered
the government’s charges of ultra-leftism as
follows: ‘If protesting against electricity cut-
offs in Soweto is to be an ultra-left, then we
are ultra-left; if protesting against one mil-
lion job losses is to be an ultra-left then we
are bound to be ultra-left.” But Vavi affirmed
that they were ‘not questioning the good in-
tentions of the government and its aim of
building a better life for all’. “We do not
doubt the bona fide of the government,” he
insisted, ‘but when we disagree on some
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policies we must be able to say it and there is
nothing counter-revolutionary in that.”

The "loony" aspect of this is clear enough,
since it is implied that the ANC is still arevo-
jutonary organisation opposed to ‘counter-
~evolution’. But this kind of rhetoric reveals
ciearty that the Cosatu leaders still think it is
iust a question of specific differences on con-
crete policies. Moreover, the political theatre
also shows just how diabolic the ANC cloak-
ing itself as a genuine (revolutionary) peo-
ple’s organisation has become. A month af-
ter the general strike and a day after the dev-
astating Aids report was released, Mbeki
graced the front pages of national newspa-
pers with a dare to Bush to beat him at around
of golf.

Meanwhile, overlapping the privatisation
and alliance disputes, Madisha also warned
the state to stay out of the unions. According
to the Mail and Guardian, five Cosatu affili-
ates have reported being infiltrated by intelli-
gence operatives in an attempt to weaken

International

them.

Realism or historical inertia?

The turnout and tenor of the lively mass as-
semblies during the strike suggest that mil-
lions of workers in South Africa are not
blindly attached to the ANC. Their anger with
Mbeki is visceral and political, and in this
regard the ANC is right to see the strike as
political. Over one million workers supported
the strike, lost wages and faced the prospect
of being vilified as disloyal citizens by the
ANC.

The aggressive stance of the ANC govern-
ment leaves Cosatu leaders with very few op-
tions: either grovel (as Cronin did) and rejoin
the pseudo-revolutionary family, or get out.
Cosatu has to accept that the ANC will not
change its economic policy. Failure to see this
reality will lead to Cosatu advising its mem-
bers to vote in the 2004 elections for the ANC
—the same party they have accused of bring-
ing poverty and joblessness to the masses.

Argentina
Solidarity Campaign
Public Meeting

‘Made under workers' control”
One year of the occupation of the Zanon
ceramic factory in Neuquen, Argentina.

Speakers Natalio Navarrete (Ceramic Workers

Union Neuquen), Mariano Pedrero (union lawyer),

plus Matt Wrack (London FBU), Greg Tucker (RMT train crew guards
national secretary), both in personal capacity

All welcome! Come and hear how the Zanon workers have fought

back to save their jobs by taking over their factory and running if
for themselves

g Conway Hall, Red Lion Square, (Holborn Tube),
I Thursday 12 December 7.30pm

’ §ponsored .by: Socialist Alliance, Socialist Workers Party, Workers Power, international Sociafist
| Group, Alliance for Workers Liberty, Socialist Resistance, Workers Action, SOAS Stop the War group

If youl like more information on Zanon phone 020 7820 1363
' Argentinesolidarity@hotmail.com

From the ANC perspective, it wants to draw
out and isolate the hard left now before it gets
any stronger. This explains its vitriol. The
ANC also has to renew its image and its mo-

_ nopoly as ‘the only true and responsible cham-

pion of the poor’; hence it must denounce all
non-ANC champions as simultaneously ‘ul-
tra-left’ and right-wing reactionary. There is
no space for others.

The leadership of Cosatu needs to make a
realistic assessment of the ANC: if the demo-
cratic trade union movement is to survive it
can only do so as a fighting organisation, in
alliance with the real left, and only if it allows

. the angry voices of the grassroots to be heard.

Meanwhile, worsening conditions for the
working class and new political challengers
from the hard left (the APF and the LPM )
threaten to overtake Cosatu and, in the long-
run, the ANC. With the next general election
about 18 months away, a period of heightened
class struggle and potential political gains for
the left has opened up in South Africa. WA

Zanon — a year
of occupation

Zanon is a ceramics factory in
Neugquén, south-west Argentina. Oc-
tober 1, 2002, marked the first anni-
versary of the workers taking con-
trol of the plant after the manage-
ment attempted to sack nearly 50 per
cent of the workforce. Four months
after the start of the occupation the
workers re-established production.
They are now able to pay themselves
wages of $800 per month — every-
one gets the same amount, even pre-
viously unemployed workers who
have recently been taken on.

There are about 150 workplaces
under occupation in Argentina —
some of them managed as co-opera-
tives — and Zanon has been an ex-
ample for workers throughout the
country. The Zanon workers have
faced several attempts to evict them,
which they have successfully pre-
vented. They have won powerful
support from other workers in the
community — from teachers, health
sector workers, unemployed organi-
sations and the Mapuche indigenous
population of the region.

A Zanon worker and the union law-
yer are currently on a speaking tour
of italy at the invitation of trade un-
ions. They will make a brief visit to
London in December and will speak
at a public meeting called by the Ar-
gentina Solidarity Campaign (see ad-
vert for details).
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The strange
case of

~ Arthur
Ransome

Richard Price

In July this year, the Observer ran a story
that caused a ripple of surprise and dis-
may on the left.' Papers released by the
Public Record Office revealed that Arthur
Ransome was a British agent. According
to the PRO papers, Ransome, who sent
favourable reports of the Bolsheviks to the
Manchester Guardian, the Observer and
the Daily News, was recruited to the Se-
cret Intelligence Service (forerunner of
MI6) by Clifford Sharp, who was editor of
the Fabian New Statesman from 1913 to
1931, and was assigned the code number
S76.

For the left, Ransome has always been
something of an enigma. Between 1917
and 1921, he sent frequent reports that gave
a truthful account of the situation in Rus-
sia, and wrote two pamphlets defending the
Bolshevik revolution. He was on friendly
terms with a number of the Bolshevik lead-
ers, shared a house with Karl Radek for a
while, and married Trotsky’s secretary.
Once back in Britain he settled down to
life with Evgenia in the Lake District, and
wrote 12 children’s books, of which Swai-
lows and Amazons is the most famous. In
a long life - he died in 1967 aged 83 — he
showed little interest in politics, apart from
during this short period, and scarcely wrote
about Russia again, except in his posthu-
mously published Autobiography.? The
great events that shook Europe both be-
fore and after Ransome’s experiences in
Russia seem to have passed him by.

On the face of it, there is something odd
about this. It’s hard to think of another
person among the small British, American
and European expatriate community who
lived through the heroic period of the Rus-
sian Revolution, and then turned his back

so completely upon subsequent events. For..
many, from hostile critics to fellow travel- ..

lers and converts, the fate of the Russian
Revolution remained an abiding interest.
Ransome’s biographer and most writers
on the left have put this down to Ransome’s
old-fashioned decent liberalism, and left

it at that. Because Ransome was accused
by right-wingers of Bolshevik sympathies,
they have assumed nothing more complex
lay beneath the surface. Writing the intro-
duction to the 1992 edition of Ransome’s
revolutionary pamphlets, Paul Foot of the
SWP wrote: ‘The Russian Revolution is
not just the most important event of the
20th century. It is a beacon for the 21st.
For English-speaking socialists there is no
more eloquent or accurate assertion of that
than these passionate essays by one of the
century’s great writers.”> The theoretical
journal of the spook-obsessed WRP gave
Ransome a similarly clean bill of health,
describing him as ‘a most fervent supporter
of the Bolshevik Revolution and its lead-
ers’.?

Are we now to assume that Ransome’s
benevolent attitude towards the Bolsheviks
was just a smokescreen for espionage? The
truth, I think, is likely to be more complex.
But there are enough clues in the published
record; even if they have been overlooked
by most writers, to give a good indication
where Ransome’s motives lay, and what
was the nature of his relationship with Brit-
ish intelligence.

Prior to and during the First World War,
the attentions of Britain’s secret services
were primarily directed against its main
military rival, Germany. Intelligence gath-
ering in those days was something of a
cottage industry, under-resourced and con-
trolled by an old-boy network. Its resources
in a distant — if Allied - country like Rus-
sia were correspondingly weak, and relied
to a significant degree on informal sources,
of which foreign correspondents were fre-
quently the best placed.

Ransome first went to Russia in 1913,
and his chief motive appears to have been
unambiguous — to escape his unhappy first
marriage. Even in Russia, he wrote to his
mother that he lived ‘in constant terror of
the post’® lest he receive a letter from his
wife - hardly the steeled nerves needed by
a career agent, you would have thought!
He sailed back to Britain after war broke
out to try and gain a post as foreign corre-
spondent of a British newspaper in Rus-
sia. He returned to Russia on December
30, 1914, with a commission to write a his-
tory of Russia, but as yet no newspaper
work. After several months spent writing
fiction, he took over as correspondent for
the Daily News, when the incumbent fell
ill. :

In January 1916, Ransome submitted a
written proposal to the British Embassy
that a news agency be established in Rus-
sia to service Russian newspapers with
news from the western front, and thus coun-
ter German propaganda. The agency, ini-
tially named the Anglo-Russian Bureau
and then renamed the British Propaganda

Office, was set up in Pecozas »— <z
from British intelligence. » == : srer =z
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and British agent Robert Brocs _ vz
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Milyukov’s Cadet Party as a source of dis_-
nity. He referred to Lenin and the Bolshz-
viks, meanwhile, as the ‘extremists’, ard
hoped that somehow Kerensky could raiis
the country, oblivious to the Allies’ cover:
support for Kornilov. Weakened by dys-
entery, Ransome returned to Britain in
October, and as a result missed the Bol-
shevik insurrection four weeks later. Fol-
lowing an interview with right-wing For-
eign Secretary Lord Robert Cecil,
Ransome left for Russia in December, en-
trusted with a diplomatic bag to deliver in
Stockholm, and armed with a letter of in-
troduction to the Bolsheviks written by the
London-based exile Theodore Rothstein.

On his return, Ransome swiftly got to
meet Trotsky. Realising further Russian
involvement in the war was hopeless, his
reports began to be more favourable to the
Bolsheviks. One of Ransome’s reports on
the Bolsheviks’ policy at Brest-Litovsk led
the British War Cabinet, although it con-
sidered Ransome ‘in full sympathy with the
Bolshevik movement’, to write to the Brit-
ish ambassador in Russia, Sir George
Buchanan, to ask Ransome to act as an in-
termediary with the Bolsheviks.? But while
the ambassador was involved in this effort,
Colonel Know, the military attaché and ‘a
rabid interventionist’, told Ransome at one
meeting that he should be shot.?

By this time, Edgar Sisson, an American
Jjournalist and secret agent in Petrograd,
suspected that Ransome was working for
British intelligence. But while Ransome
disliked Sisson, he got on well with Colo-
nel Raymond Robins, the head of the
American Red Cross, who was also an
unofficial US agent. Robins held the view
that a Bolshevik-led Russia would be a
thorn in the side of Germany, and that con-
sequently the Allies should reach an un-
derstanding with them.”® By early 1918,
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“Ransome had struck up a friendly acquaint-
ance with Karl Radek, was seeing Trotsky
nearly every day, and had begun his rela-
tionship with Trotsky’s secretary, Evgenia
Petrovna Shelepina.

By January, Lockhart was also back in
Russia as the head of the British Mission,
responsible directly to Foreign Secretary
Arthur Balfour, and for several months he
shared Ransome’s view that Britain should
co-operate with the Bolsheviks. The two
met almost daily, and both believed that
with Germany threatening to march once
miore on Petrograd, it might be possible to
secure an understanding between the Al-
lies and the Bolsheviks. Lockhart wrote of
Ransome in his memoirs that: “. . . if not a
member of our mission, [he] was some-
thing more than a visitor . . . I championed
him resolutely against the secret service
idiots who later tried to denounce him as a
Bolshevik agent.”"! Ransome, meanwhile,
was sharing a house with Radek and his
family.

The attempts by Ransome, Lockhart and
Robins to achieve an agreement between
the Allies and the Bolsheviks failed. ‘To
bring about conciliation between Soviet
Russia and the Western Powers, as Colo-
nel Robins, Arthur Ransome and 1 were
trying to do, was becoming increasingly
impossible,” wrote Manchester Guardian
correspondent M. Philips Price.'? By late
July, Lockhart, in spite of his reservations,
had swung behind the policy of interven-
tion, and was responsible for supplying the
‘master spy’ — or as Ransome’s biographer
calls him, the ‘clownishly incompetent’ —
Sidney Reilly with millions of roubles to
distribute to counter-revolutionaries.” On
one occasion, Ransome met with both
Lockhart and Reilly.'* According to
Lockhart, Ransome believed intervention
would overthrow the Bolsheviks. ‘Believ-
ing that the Allies would land in force,’
Lockhart wrote, ‘we were convinced that
the Bolsheviks would be unable to offer a
serious resistance. Even Ransome, whose
opposition to intervention without Bolshe-
vik consent had remained constant, told us
that “the show was over” and began to
make preparations to leave.’’* Ransome
arranged through Lockhart to put Evgenia
(to whom he wasn’t yet married) on his
passport, although they never needed to use
it. :

Ransome arrived in Stockholm on Au-
gust 5, 1918, just after the British seizure
of Archangel. In Stockholm, he met the
British minister to Sweden, who smoothed
Ransome’s path by assuring a hostile For-
eign Office that, if allowed to use Sweden
as a base, he could provide excellent in-
formation. To this end, Ransome wrote two
intelligence reports for the Foreign Of-
fice.™s As if to illustrate just how schizo-

phrenic British policy was towards Russia
at this point, the Foreign Office, at the same
time as it was seeking to use Ransome, was
also considering trying him for treason, as
well as conducting its own private conflict
with the War Office. Sidney Reilly would
experience similar treatment when he re-
turned to Britain in October: ‘. . . such was
the lack of inter-departmental liaison in
Whitehall that, while Cumming was busy
arranging for him to be awarded the M.C.,
the Foreign Office was doubting his bona
fides and Bruce Lockhart had to vouch for
his loyalty.”!”

Meanwhile, the political situation was
moving rapidly and becoming increasingly
unstable. In June. the revolt of the Czecho-
slovak Legion took place. In July, there was
the Left SR attempt at insurrection in Mos-

Arthur Ransome

cow, the White Guard revolt at Yaroslavl,
and the execution of the Russian royal fam-
ily at Ekaterinburg. On August 31, Dora
Kaplan attempted to assassinate Lenin. On
the same day, Lockhart was arrested on
suspicion of plotting against the regime.
He was later released, re-arrested and re-
leased again.

As the main neutral capital of the Baltic,
Stockholm was a centre of espionage and
counter-revolutionary plots. In September,
Ransome was approached by a man called
Wyatt on behalf of the Foreign Office to
act as an agent. While Ransome referred
to this as a “silly proposal’ in his Autobi-
ography, in his diary he simply recorded:
“Wyatt made his proposal.” Ransome’s bi-
ographer writes: ‘To be sure, Arthur had
already, unpaid, passed on intelligence to
HMG and acted as an unofficial interme-
diary; but it is clear that Wyatt had gone
beyond the line. Where Arthur drew that
line is nevertheless far from clear.’'® (Is
Brogan hinting here at other material he
chose not to include?)

Shortly after his meeting with Wyatt,
around the time that Lockhart arrived in
Stockholm after his release, Ransome had
several meetings with Clifford Sharp, the
editor of the New Statesman, who in war-
time was functioning as the head of For-
eign Office intelligence in Stockholm.

Evgenia was meanwhile working for
Litvinov, the Russian envoy in Stockholm.
Litvinov was expelled from Sweden at the
beginning of 1919, and Evgenia returned
with him to Russia. Ransome was also ex-
pelled, as a result of rumours of his
unreliability spread by the US Embassy,"
and approached Sharp to see if he should
follow her. ‘I saw Clifford Sharp of the
New Statesman,’” Ransome recalled, ‘who
was the head of our information service
[sic] in Sweden, and asked him to find out
definitely whether the Foreign Office
wanted me to go back into Russia or not.
If they did, I felt I had no right to refuse.
The answer was that they thought it would
be worthwhile for me to go.”?® And this is
the nearest we get to a smoking gun.

Ransome stayed in Russia till March, and
the material he used to write Six Weeks in
Russia in 1919 was also used for a report
he made to the Foreign Office.?’ Although
Trotsky initially treated him as a spy,”
Ransome was warmly received by Lenin,
and left on good terms with the Russian
leadership. Back in England, he was met
at King’s Cross by a plainclothes police-
man, and taken for a hostile interview with
Sir Basil Thomson, the head of the Spe-
cial Branch. Only after a second meeting
did the left hand of the British state get
back in gear with the right hand, and
Thomson became another of Ransome’s
friends in high places. When he delivered
his report to the Foreign Office, he was
again met frostily, with one official warn-
ing him: ‘We could damn you with the Left
if we let it be known that you have been
working with us.’? In the event, his report
seems to have been disregarded.

Between 1917 and 1921, Ransome had
often found himself at the centre of events.
After that time, although he continued to
send reports from Riga and Reval for a
number of years, and visited Russia for the
Guardian until 1928, he was never again
in the political limelight. Part of this was
undoubtedly intentional, worried as he was
about the position of both Evgenia in Brit-
ain —they weren’t married until his divorce
came through in 1924 — and later of her
family in Russia. He was also no doubt less
than impressed by his dealings with rival
branches of the British state. In any case,
with the end of the civil war, relations be-
tween Britain and Russia gradually thawed,
with a trade agreement signed in 1921 and
the MacDonald government’s recognition
of the Soviet Union in 1924.
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To recap: Ransome established a news
agency with funds from British intelli-
gence; he briefed, wrote reports for, and
passed on intelligence information to lead-
ing British politicians; he acted as a diplo-
matic courier, and as an intermediary; he
mixed in circles involving proven British
agents; and he was suspected of being an
agent by both US intelligence and some
leading Bolsheviks. In his Autobiography,
Ransome tends to downplay this side of
his life, while bringing to the foreground
the hostility he encountered from those
who thought he had ‘gone native’ and
joined the Bolsheviks.

From the above, the view that Ransome
was simply a well intentioned if naive lib-
eral seems itself naive. Whether or not
Ransome considered himself, formal ly
speaking, an agent, there seems little doubt
that for several years he carried out a
number of activities on behalf of the Brit-
ish Foreign Office and British intelligence,
alongside his journalism.

So how does this square with the respect
and friendship Ransome openly held to-
wards a number of leading Bolsheviks:; the
sympathetic and sometimes enthusiastic
account of Soviet power in his pamphlets
of 1919-20; and the level of suspicion he
aroused in British diplomatic and intelli-
gence circles? If this were all just an elabo-
rate cover for espionage, it would have
required the kind of monumental duplic-
ity to which Ransome was temperamen-
tally unsuited. David Holloway, reviewing
Ransome’s Autobiography in the Daily
Telegraph, made the intriguing comment:
‘I have a feeling that he was something
perilously close to a double agent.’** But
if he can be described as a double agent, it
is one of a peculiar kind — one that attempts
to bring two sides together.

To make judgements about Ransome
based on what competing wings of the Brit-
ish state thought about him is a risky busi-
ness. Much of the British effort in Russia
manifested a severe lack of understanding
of the situation, compounded by high de-
gree of incompetence, deeply reactionary
politics and inter-departmental rivalry. It
would certainly be wrong to underestimate
quite how cranky some sections of British
intelligence were at this time. For exam-
ple, papers recently released by the Public
Record Office show that MI6 compiled a
file hundreds of pages thick on Church-
ill's eccentric pro-Bolshevik cousin, the
sculptor, Clare Sheridan.

The most persuasive explanation is that
while Ransome carried out various intelli-
gence-related activities, the opinions he
expressed were nonetheless genuine.
Looking back four decades after he wrote
Six Weeks in Russia in 1919 he had no re-
grets: ‘I am glad I wrote that little book

and 1 think it will remain of interest. as
would, if we had it, the book of any Eng-
lishman who in 1789 had been able to meet
and talk of what they were doing, with
Robespierre, Danton, Marat, and
Desmoulins. In the eyes of history the
names of Lenin, Bukharin, Trotsky and
Radek will surely rank with these.’” The
omission of Stalin from the list is also sig-
nificant,

While Paul Foot makes Ransome out to
be a quasi-Bolshevik,?’ it would be more
accurate to say that he considered soviet
power to be the best form of rule for Rus-
sian conditions. At no time did he consider
himself a socialist; he showed no interest
in the Labour movement, nor did he make
any attempt to join the Communist Party
when he returned to live in Britain.

After the October Revolution, Ransome
came round to the view that Britain should
learn to live with the Bolsheviks because
he considered them the only reliable op-
ponents of Germany within Russia. To be-
come embroiled in intervention in Russia
while still fighting Germany in the west
could prove fatally dangerous to British
interests. That this was Ransome’s view is
borne out by everyone, right or left, that
knew him at the time. Once it became clear
to him that Russia couldn’t continue with
the war, he viewed the reconstruction of
Russia as central to future stability in Eu-
rope.

In 1918, a majority in British ruling cir-
cles was temporarily mobilised behind in-
tervention, spurred on by ultra-reactionar-
ies like Churchill and Curzon, who saw it
as an essential component of the world war.
By 1920, another more pragmatic view had
begun to emerge, fuelled in part by rising
opposition to intervention in the trade un-
ions and the Labour Party. By taking a
more positive approach, Bolshevism could
be domesticated, and the threat of revolu-
tion in the west would recede. Ethel
Snowden, the wife of right-wing Labour
leader Philip Snowden, visited Russia in
1920, and came back with the view that:
‘When fear is removed from their hearts,
the fountains of internal criticism will once
more begin to play upon the Russian gov-
ernment. Its rough edges will be smoothed,
its corners rubbed off. It will be obliged
by facts and circumstances to move still
further along the path of honourable com-
promise with the outside world. There will
be much more personal freedom, less hun-
ger, more happiness; at least. so | hope and
believe.” Similar views were expressed
contemporaneously by H.G. Wells, George
Lansbury and J.M. Keynes.*

Although Ransome was much more sym-
pathetic to Bolshevism than many of those
around him, the strategic view of Britain’s
relationship with Russia he expressed was

SOTLET 10 T4 S:ITiasl £ T
Oy pEOT: 2 I Tim 3 nle g om
Lockhar =& Sat Vv Tom o m e

spective. Rz-s:
bearer of e rev v nier o ne
tively he wrowe 2o = oy 2z e e L1
victed of betravios = caose e e x Lo

T et

scribed to ideviogical s Tz Ty te s
the advance guard of przc—iam 5= ez
the Soviet Union. ]

Notes

''Y. Membery, ‘Swallows. .
secret agents’, Observer. Julx 2.
? A. Ransome, The Autobiograse. == - ==
Ransome, Century, 1983.

* P. Foot, Introduction to A. Rans: =z =
Revolutionary Russia, Redwords. 192,
p-23.

* M. Turnbull, ‘The Unknown Side o7
Arthur Ransome’, Labour Review, Marc=
1984.

* H. Brogan, The Life of Arthur Ransome.
Hamish Hamilton, 1985, p.92.

¢ Brogan, op. cit., pp.108-9.

71bid., pp.113-4.

& Ibid., pp.160-1.

9 Ibid., p.162.

1 1bid., pp.165-6.

' R.H. Bruce Lockhart, Memoirs ofa
British Agent, Putnam, 1932, pp.266-7.

'> M. Philips Price, My Three Revolutions,
Unwin, 1969, p.119.

* R. Bruce Lockhart, Reilly Ace of Spies,
Futura, 1982, p 101

" Ransome, Autobiography, p.259.

' R.H Bruce Lockhart, op. cit., p.292.

'¢ Brogan, op. cit., p.206.

'7R. Bruce Lockhart, Reilly, p.113.

'8 Brogan, op. cit., p.218.

¥ Ibid., p.233.

20 Ransome, Autobiography, pp.263-4.

! Brogan, op. cit., pp.230-1; Ransome,
Autobiography, pp.265.

2 Ibid., p.230.

Z Ibid., p.236.

* D. Holloway, ‘The Road to Swallowdale’,
Daily Telegraph, September 9, 1976.

* The Guardian, November 28, 2002. .
* Ransgme, Autobiography, pp.265-6. F
7 Foot; op. cit. o
** E. [Mrs Philip] Snowden, Through
Bolshevik Russia, Cassell, 1920, pp.186-7;
see also H.G. Wells, Russia in the Shadows,
London, 1920, pp.148-52; G. Lansbury, -
What I Saw in Russia, 1920, p.61; .M.
Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the
Peace, 1920. I am grateful to Paul F lewers
for these references.




16

Review

The roots of
political
Islam

The Clash of Fundamentalisms
By Tariq Ali
Verso, 2002, 342pp, £15.00

Nick Davies

THE CLASH OF
FUNDAMENTALISMS
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After September 11 it seemed that all of a
sudden everyone was becoming an expert
on Islam. Bogks on Islam and the Mus-
lim-inhabited world. were, we were told,
flying off the shelves of bookshops in Lon-
don and New York. But among what Tariq
Ali calls the ‘state-intellectuals’, the serv-
ants of the US state machine, or among
what he refers to as the ‘power-intellectu-
als’, that machine’s propagandists in the
mass media, and their respective equiva-
lents in London, there was scant evidence
of this new-found curiosity.

‘Islam is a peaceful religion,” we were
told. ‘We seek no quarrel with Islam,’
claimed those who wanted to bomb Af-
ghanistan to a pulp. No doubt this was in
order to allow the resumption of peaceful
and friendly co-operation between the
USA and the Muslim-inhabited world so
rudely interrupted by the attack on the twin
towers. This was about as subtle as it got,
however. The other two arguments — both,
in fact, crude variants of the first — were:
‘Islam is a backward religion and there-
fore Muslims need to be yanked into the
twenty-first century’ (How flattening the
few remaining buildings in Afghanistan
was going to achieve this was never fully
explained) or, ‘Islam is intrinsically hos-
tile to the West and therefore . . .> and so
on and so forth. Antidotes to this self-serv-
ing cocktail of banality and ignorance are
difficult to come by, but The Clash of
Fundamentalisms does the job.

The title is an ironic reference to the the-
sis of Harvard professor Samuel
Huntington, elaborated in his book The
Clash of Civilisations. Huntington, a
former expert in counter-insurgency for the
Johnson administration, argued that the end
of the cold war brought an end to all ideo-
logical disputes. Henceforth, conflict
would be along cultural, not economic or
political lines. He listed a number of dif-
ferent cultures, with the major divide be-
ing between ‘the West and the rest’ because
only the West valued ‘individualism, lib-
eralism, constitutionalism, human rights,
equality, liberty, the rule of law, democ-
racy, free markets’. As Tariq Ali points out,
Huntington’s recent writings, in which he
attributes ‘the age of Muslim wars’ (sic)
to political factors rather than those of re-
ligious doctrine, contradict his original the-
sis. Into Huntington’s shoes has stepped
his fellow state-intellectual Francis
Fukuyama, for whom September 11 was

an assault against Western values of mo- :
dernity and tolerance. While Huntington

and Fukuyama only appear by name to-
wards the end of The Clash of
Fundamentalisms, the book is a ferocious,
informative and well-argued attack on the
current US assault on the Muslim-inhab-

ited world to which they give intellectual
justification, and specifically on the auda-
cious hypocrisy at the heart of it. The cen-
tral theme of the book is how US imperi-
alism, the other ‘fundarentalisin’ of the
title, has, in pursuit of its own interests,
thrown money and weapons at the most
conservative, reactionary, not to say bar-
baric political forces it can find, and while
the current conflict between these two
fundamentalisms could bring about the
death of millions, they have spent the past
fifty years entwined in a reactionary dou-
ble-helix, seeking to undermine, destabilise
and destroy every attempt at secular, re-
forming, socialist, or even liberal govern-
ment in the Muslim-inhabited world. It is
this phenomenon, combined with, and in-
timately connected to, the support for the
state of Israel that has enabled the United
States to impose its will on the Middle East.
Let us begin with Arabia, in 1740. A
preacher, Muhammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab,
had just been kicked out of the oasis-town
of Uyayna by the Emir, who feared that
his own position might be undermined by
a growing popular revolt against the im-
plementation of an ultra-strict interpreta-
tion by Ibn Wahhab of Islamic law: ston-
ing, amputation and the like. Ibn Wahhab
believed that the ruling Ottoman Empire
was far too lax in its interpretation of Is-
lam. He harked back to an imaginary sev-
enth-century goiden age of Islam. Four
years later, he had teamed up with a noto-
rious bandit-emir, Muhammad Ibn Saud,
providing the latter with a religious justi-
fication for his modus operandi of war,
looting, political repression, and the con-
quest of other Arabian tribes. The alliance
was sealed by the marriage of one of Ibn
Wahhab’s daughters to Ibn Saud. However,
the blend of religious bigotry and political
opportunism that was the Saud-Wahhabi
alliance had to bide its time. Only with the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1918,
and with the aid of the British and later the
USA, was Ibn Saud’s descendant of the
same name able to establish himself as a
regional strongman, gaining control of vir-
tually all of Arabia. Knowing what was in
store from a Wahhabi dictatorship, many
fled to Iraq or Syria. Once oil was discov-
ered in the 1930s, the Saudis had no scru-
ples about doing business with infidels in
the USA, and those same infidels had a
staunch ally against the evils of commu-
nism or sécular natipnalism.
Meanwhile, in 1940s British India.
Maulana Abul Ala Maudadi was forming
Jamaat-e-Islami (the Islamic Party) in op-
position to Jinnah’s Muslim League, which
he despised as secular and blasphemous.
Maudadi was influenced by the views of
Ibn Wahhab, and the links betwee:
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Maudadi and Saudi theologians were for-
malised after Pakistan’s independence in
1947. Pakistan became a key US ally in
the cold war and so Wahhabism, the JI, and
the Egyptian and anti-Nasser Muslim
Brothers became Washington's allies
against communism and radical national-
ism. As Tariq Ali puts it: ‘all the armed
Sunni groups who, at the time of writing,
are engaged in the jihad against other Mus-
lims and the Great Satan are the children
of this constellation’. What ransformed the
situation was the coming to power of gen-
eral Zia, who implemented a form of
sharia, thus giving comfort and encourage-
ment to JI which grew in influence under
his rule, but also to a whole number of other
Islamic groups. Zia was the key ally of the
US in its covert campaign against the
USSR in Afghanistan, and so the combi-
nation of his patronage, and the steady flow
of US money and political support meant
that Pakistan-based militant Islamic groups
have mushroomed in the last twenty years.
Tariq Ali singles out as a creation of the
ISI, the Pakistani intelligence service, the
small but politically influential Ahle-Hadis,
which wants the Saudi model in Pakistan
but without the monarchy, and also the
Harkatul Ansar, once funded by the USA
and backed by the ISI, only to be declared
aterrorist organisation by the USA in 2001.
Its armed wing, Lashkar-I-Tayyaba, is the
leading Islamic militia operating inside
Kashmir. Of course, what has transformed
the situation still further is the acquisition
by Pakistan of nuclear weapons, and the
influence of extreme Islamic militancy in
the ISI and the armed forces.

‘Pakistan was the condom the Americans
needed to enter Afghanistan,” declared an
obviously embittered retired general to the
author, and indeed, Afghanistan was where
the action was. We now know that the USA
provoked the Soviet Union into invading
Afghanistan and the Soviet leadership lum-
bered into the trap. The enabled Washing-
ton to transform what had hitherto been a
relatively low-key civil war against the pro-
Soviet government into a full-blown jihad
against foreign occupiers. Millions of dol-
lars were thrown at an international net-
work of Islamic militia, while any number
of reactionary brigands were having their
pictures taken with Thatcher, Reagan or
Bush Snr. The best-known of these recipi-
ents of CIA largesse is a former Saudi
building tycoon, Osama bin Laden. Was
this holy warrior aware, however, that in
Afghanistan, alongside their Egyptian,
Saudi and Pakistani counterparts there
were present the Israeli intelligence serv-
ices? Tariq Ali maintains that they were
there, and tells the chilling story of the
Pakistani journalist who stumbled across

then: in the Intercontinental Hotel in
Peshawar. These groups were orphaned, so
to speak, when the USA lost interest in
Afghanistan and, by extension, Pakistan,
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and
enraged when the USA, in pursuit of its
war against the new enemy, Iraqg, stationed
troops in Saudi Arabia. The fundamental-
ist diaspora then went on to create may-
hem in Pakistan, but also in Egypt, Alge-
ria, the Philippines, Sudan, and elsewhere.
In Afghanistan, as we know, the factions
turned on each other and into the vacuum
stepped the ISI-trained Taliban, the mili-
tary wing, loosely speaking, of the
Deobandi, a bleakly sectarian strain of
Sunni Islam which thinks that even the
Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia have gone soft,
and which was denounced by Sunni cler-
ics in Cairo and Shi’ite theologians in Iran
as a ‘disgrace to the Prophet’.

But what of Iraq, the pulverisation of
which is next on Bush’s ‘to do’ list?
Saddam Hussein is a secular dictator, not
a fundamentalist. But while eloquently and
passionately demolishing the rotten edifice
of lies, misinformation, material omissions,
hypocrisy and double standards that pass
for the Bush-Blair case for war on Iraq,
and the justification for the mass murder
of Iraqi civilians over the past ten years,
Tariq Ali points out the considerable at-
tractions which Saddam held for the USA.
These are the abandonment of the leftist
pan-Arabism that characterised the early
Ba’ath Party in favour of what he refers to
as Ba’athism’s ‘gangster wing’, the anni-
hilation of the Iraqi Communist Party and

other independent leftists and trade union-
ists, and hostility towards Iran, fellow-
member of the ‘axis of evil’, after 1979
the USA’s greatest enemy in the Middle
East, and which is the subject of possibly
the most interesting chapter in this book:
‘The Anti-Imperialism of Fools’.

It is in this chapter that Tariq Ali attempts
an explanation of the rise of political Is-
lam and a political evaluation of it, or at
least the Iranian Shi’ite variant of it. Obvi-
ously, it did not emerge from thin air. It
was, in fact, a largely urban phenomenon.
The Shah’s 1960s land reform had distrib-
uted land to some peasants but the rest had
been driven off the land and had fled to
the cities. Despite the considerable indus-
trialisation at the time, the factories could
not absorb all these ex-peasants. They were
forced into a marginal existence, making a
living where they could in the informal
economy. The Shah’s economic reforms
had undermined to some extent the urban
bazaar class. These victims of the Shah’s
‘White Revolution’ provided the human
raw materials for the Islamic Republic.
Why was there an Islamic Republic at all?
In 1951 a secular-liberal-nationalist regime
led by Mossadegh had swept to power onlx
to be removed in 1953 by a counter-cour
organised by British intelligence and the
CIA, with the Shah as its figurehead
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s heavy re-
pression was meted out to the Stalinist
Tudeh Party and thousands of its members.
as well as other leftists and dissident intel-
lectuals who were imprisoned or driven
into exile. Given the defeat of Mossadegh’s
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project, the weakness of the left, and the
fact that the secular elements in Iranian
society were either implicated in the Shah’s
regime or exiled (depending on their poli-
tics), it is not surprising that at that time
and in that context, the redemptive and
egalitarian message of radical Shi’ism be-
came the channe] for the massive popular
discontent which erupted. To a large ex-
tent, this explanation serves for the rise of
militant Islam in other places. Militant Is-
lam is a result of the failure, be it real or
perceived, of the secular nationalist or so-
cialist project in Egypt, Algeria and else-
where. This failure has three principal
causes: firstly, the ruthless and determined
attempts of the USA in particular to de-
stroy that project; secondly, the end of the
post-war economic boom which removed
much of the scope which had existed for
strategies for independent economic devel-
opment and the expansion of health, edu-
cation and anti-poverty programmes; and
thirdly, the corruption, lassitude and gen-
eral spinelessness of many of the leaders
in whom the masses had placed their hopes.
The other factors are the ongoing assault
on Muslims of many countries by the para-
mount imperialist power and its surrogate,
Israel, and, of course, the racism experi-
enced by Muslim communities in Western
Europe.

But of course, militant Islam did not al-
ways have its own way in the turmoil of
1979. There were still some leftists in Iran,
and some returned from exile when the
Shah was deposed. Other, new forces, such
as the militant oilworkers, had emerged in
the struggle against the Shah. Many tried
to stand up to the armed thugs of the revo-
lutionary guards, and paid with their lives,
or a spell of torture in Evin prison, fol-
lowed, ifthey survived, by exile. Tariq Ali
is unsparing in his criticism of those in the
Iranian left, principally the Tudeh Party,
who took at face value the clergy’s refer-
ences to a ‘classless society’, failed to ap-
preciate that the mobilisations outside the
US embassy were a cover to push through
deeply reactionary social policies, and de-
nounced as ‘bourgeois’ the 20,000 women
who demonstrated against the edict that
they veil themselves. He makes the acid
remark that these leftists obviously be-
lieved that the masses following Khomeini
were as opportunist as they were, and were
not sincere in their chants of ‘God is great’.
The Tudeh Party discovered too late, and
to its cost, that the followers of Khomeini
believed every word of it.

While the Iranian left cannot be excused
for its stance on the Islamic Republic, it is
possible to see how militant Islam, though
opposed to socialism and secular nation-
alism could also fill the space those move-

ments had occupied, or would have occu-
pied had they been strong enough. In his
lectures to theology students in the 1960s
and 70s, Ayatollah Khomeini preached a
message that, while short on specifics was
long on populist rhetoric. He accused the
Shah of selling the country out to the USA,
favouring the rich and exploiting the poor,
and wasting resources on palaces and
weapons. He advocated ‘Islamic justice’
to help workers and poor farmers and to
stamp out corruption. The fact that the Is-
lamic Republic delivered none of these
things and, twenty years on, is repressive,
bankrupt and visibly falling apart, does not
stop people believing in it, or in some other
variant of militant Islam. Hamas may be a
violently reactionary movement, but in the
Occupied Territories the appeal of its mes-
sage of social welfare combined with re-
sistance to the Israclis and hatred of
America is real enough.

How, then, should socialists respond?
This question can be posed on two levels.
It can be posed on the general, program-
matic level of how socialism should deal
with religion, but it can be posed also in
day to day matters such as the anti-war
movement, which can be seen, somewhat
crudely, but not entirely inaccurately, as a
coalition between socialists and Muslims.
There are those on the European left who
fail to challenge Islam politically. This can
be for purely opportunist reasons. To take
one example: in the Birmingham anti-war
movement, the Socialist Workers Party
was, shall we say, less vocal than it might
have been about proposals for segregated
meetings and marches. There is also the
influence of cultural relativism, and of
postmodernism, according to which the
post-enlightenment (sic), anti-modernism
in which hostility to Euro-American he-
gemony manifests itself is accepted as an
accomplished fact.

Tariq Ali has no time for this, position-
ing himself firmly on the side of the ‘val-
ues of the Enlightenment’, as he puts it. A
similarly robust view is adopted by the Ira-
nian Marxist, the late Mansoor Hekmat.
In The Rise and Fall of Political Islam,
published last year by his organisation the
Worker-Communist Party of Iran (WPI),
he offered an interesting analysis of the
phenomenon which he calls ‘political Is-
lam’. This is his preferred term. He rejects
the term ‘fundamentalism’, regarding the
term as a label by means of which the
Western powers and their propagandists try
to separate the anti-Western branches of
this movement from the rest, and points
out the inconsistencies in the use of the
term. The anti-Western currents are not
necessarily the most fanatical, while of
course two of the most fundamentalist fac-

tions, Saudi Arabia and the Taliban, are
(or until 2001 were) the closest friends of
the West. Mansoor Hekmat sees political
Islam, of which his prime example is the
Islamic Republic in Iran, as being a prod-
uct of the decline of the secular-national-
ist movement. He argues that in Iran, po-
litical Islam filled the vacuum created by
this decline, took advantage of the confu-
sion of the local bourgeoisie, and emerged
as a ‘right-wing alternative for the reor-
ganisation of bourgeois rule to confront the
left and the working class, which had
emerged with the rise of capitalism’. He
sees political Islam as a movement which
sees Islam as the ‘vehicle for a right-wing
restructuring of the ruling class and creat-
ing an anti-left state’. Of course, Mansoor
Hekmat recognises the conflict between the
Islamic republic and the USA, arguing that
‘political Islam confronts and competes
with other poles within the capitalist world,
especially hegemonic blocs, over its share
of power and influence in the world capi-
talist order’. In seeing the rise of political
Islam as being the result of the failure of
secular nationalism he also therefore sees
this rise as being intimately linked to the
Palestinian question. If reforming secular
nationalism could not be allowed by the
West to threaten its alliance with Israel,
what was going to fill that space, especially
as Muslims were subject to daily brutality
or military action? Mansoor Hekmat main-
tains that ‘If the question of Israel did not
exist, the problems of Egypt, Iran, Saudi
Arabia and Iraq would have been like that
(sic) of Brazil, Peru and Mexico’ and po-
litical Islam would exist only as a ‘periph-
eral and sectarian movement’. As it is, the
bourgeoisie in the Middle-East ‘lacks any
secularist agenda’ and, argues Mansoor
Hekmat with an approach analogous to the
theory of permanent revolution, ‘Hence,
the establishment of a secular system is the
task of the Socialist and workers’ move-
ments.’

In many ways, this analysis is convinc-
ing. However on the plane of everyday
struggle, problems emerge. When interven-
ing in the anti-war movement in Britain,
militants of the WPI have insisted that the
movement adopt the position of being
‘against political Islam’ as a condition for
their being involved in it. Many of the left
would agree with the WPI’s analysis of
political Islam but disagree with the de-
mand put on the anti-war movement, on
the basis that what is most important is the
widest possible mobilisation against the
Bush-Blair ‘war on terror’. After all, we
would not exclude from that movement
Liberals, or nationalist organisations, but
instead simply try to prevent the movemer:
from existing on their terms. Now the WP!
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may argue that whatever stance support-
ers of political Islam may take in Western
Europe, their role in government in Iran
puts them beyond the pale: the equivalent
of Nazis, possibly. Would we welcome the
BNP into the anti-war movement, simply
because they were opposed to the war? Of
course we would not. This is in some way
analogous to the problems socialists have
had in dealing with Stalinists. In Britain,
they might be decent allies in a strike or
campaign, despite their politics, but in
Eastern Europe or China their counterparts
would have locked up anyone who started
a free trade union. Whatever the consist-
ency of the WPI’s approach to political
Islam, it overlooks the need to reach out to
those, particularly the angry and militant
young people who, for whatever reason,
have illusions in political Islam. Surely
only by breaking them from their itlusions
in political Islam could a socialist and anti-
imperialist movement be built in the Mid-
dle East, and for that matter, an effective,
socialist anti-war and anti-racist movement
be built in Western Europe.

One point made very powerfully in this
book is how the rapid growth in militant
Islam is in contrast with the poverty of its
thought. Tariq Ali examines briefly the
origins and rise of Islam, touching on the
Islamic world’s ‘golden age’ between,
roughly, the ninth and the thirteenth cen-
turies. He sees twenty-first century Islam
in an entirely unfavourable light compared
to the environment which produced the
Persian intellectual Ibn Sina (980-1037)
who laid a basis for the study of logic, sci-
ence, philosophy and medicine, the as-
tronomer and philosopher Ibn Rushd
(1126-98) from Cordoba (itself a commu-
nity offering toleration to Muslims, Chris-
tians and Jews), whose works promoted
rationalism and anti-mysticism, or the ra-
tionalist and sceptical Mu’tazilites. As the
author puts it: ‘the imams who teach by
rote in the hole in the wall mosque schools
in the cities of western Europe and North
America would probably find it too diffi-
cult to acknowledge the existence of the
Mu’tazilites. This shrunken perspective is
one of the tragedies of “modern” Islam’.

Tariq Ali sees a “terrible weakness’ at the
heart of the Muslim world, born of the ca-
tastrophe, which befell the Palestinians,
years of humiliation at the hands of the
imperialist powers and Israel, and betrayal
at the hands of corrupt politicians. Cel-
ebrating the murderous actions of a dead-
end bunch such as al-Qaida is, to him, a
sign of a terrible lack of self-confidence
and self-esteem, as is the embrace of a sev-
enth-century golden age that never existed.
He remarks on the irony of the only Mus-
lim to win a Nobel Prize for Physics, a Pa-

kistani citizen called Abdus Salam. Unfor-
tunately, he was a member of the ‘hereti-
cal’ Ahmadi sect, and so a few years after
winning his prize, was deprived by the
Pakistan government of his legal status as
a Muslim (although, as he remarked, he
was still a Muslim in India or Europe!).
In conclusion, Tariq Ali sees a link be-
tween the oppression of the Muslim-inhab-
ited world, its lack of success in fighting
that oppression, and its failure, or refusal,
to open itself up, a process requiring a
‘rigid separation between church and state,
the dissolution of the clergy, the assertion
by Muslim intellectuals of the right to in-
terpret the texts that are the collective prop-
erty of the Islamic culture as a whole, the
freedom to think freely and rationally, and
the freedom of imagination’. Revolution-
ary Marxists would want to go much fur-
ther than this, although these things are all

prerequisites if there is to be socialism in
what presently constitutes the Muslim-in-
habited world. The struggle to defeat the
fundamentalism of neo-liberalism is as in-
timately bound up with the struggle for
socialism in the Muslim world as are those
two fundamentalisms which, whether they
are in collaboration or conflict, could fin-
ish us all off. WA
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Facts are
not enough

Labour Party Plc: New Labour
as a Party of Business

By David Osler

Mainstream, 2002, 256pp,
£15.99

Pete Firmin

Dave Osler is to be congratulated on produc-
ing an up-to-the-minute, comprehensive digest
ofthe links between the Labour Party and busi-
ness. It’s all here in glorious detail, not just the
Ecclestones, Hindujas and Mittals whose do-
nations to the party have caused scandals, but
also the companies involved in Private Finance
Initiatives, the individuals making the links who
appear to move seamlessly from scene to scene,
the unelected ministers and quango chiefs, and
the lobbyists.

Osler is careful to point out that the Labour
Party has always had some links with busi-
ness, dating back to Ramsay MacDonald ac-
cepting a car from a biscuit manufacturer, and
that scandals about Labour’s business links go
back to the 60s and the T. Dan Smith affair.
However, he shows that such links have only
been systematically developed since John
Smith’s ‘prawn cocktail offensive’ in the early
90s through such entities as the Labour Finance
and Industry Group.

While there is little that is new here — the
quoted source of most ofthe detail is the main-
stream press — having it all available in one
volume showing the interconnections is ex-
tremely useful, and Osler presents it in an ab-
sorbing and entertaining style, decorated with
the odd amusing anecdote, such as when he
and Derek Draper squared up to each other at
a lobbyists’ champagne party.

The conclusion Osler draws about New La-
bour’s links with business is far-reaching: ‘New
Labour is institutionally corrupt, in the same
sense that the Metropolitan Police is institu-
tionally racist. That’s notan easy or a comfort-
ing thing to say, but after a thorough examina-
tion of the evidence, no other conclusion can
logically be reached.” Certainly, he argues, this
is the public perception: ‘Before the 1997 elec-
tion, only 19 per cent of poll respondents de-
scribed Labour as sleazy, compared to 63 per
cent who saw the Conservatives in those terms.
By February 2002, Labour was firmly on top.
Some 60 per cent found it “sleazy and dis-
reputable”, while only 41 per cent had reached
the same conclusions about IDS’s lot.’ But he
riotes that ‘despite its best efforts, Labour is
not the party of business. Neither are the Con-

servatives any more. But both can fairly claim

to be parties of business. Britain now has a

system not dissimilar from the US, where gov-
emment alternates between two safe pairs of
hands, one of them marginally more union-
friendly. Much as it craves the love of a good
businessman, New Labour’s problem is this.
The Tories have networks within the establish-
ment that date back centuries. Labour still has
no real organic links with the ruling class. Af-
ter starting almost from scratch, even now its
business base is still relatively limited. Accord-
ingly, most of the controversial donations have
come not from the FTSE 100 crowd, but from
the sort of business people still anxious enough
about their social position to pay to shore it
up. In some cases, that means they have a defi-
nite policy agenda’.

The missing link

This reviewer certainly has no argument with
the idea that New Labour is institutionally cor-
rupt in its relationship with business, the flaw
in the book is that Osler pays too little atten-
tion to the other side of the equation — the un-
ion link. It is hardly adequate to say Labour is
‘marginally more union-friendly’ than the To-
ries (and try telling that one to the FBU). He
does mention union finding on many occa-
sions, showing how it still vies with business
donations as the major source of party funds,
but not the organic union link and the unions’
role in what remains of decision-making in the
party. Without this we are left with a very one-
sided picture.

It is on the question of union funding that I
found the only factual quibble with this book.
Osler repeats the version often reported in the
press ofthe RMT’s decision on funding of MPs
— that it decided ‘that only MPs who sympa-
thise with its core concerns will get any cash
in the future’. This is not accurate. The RMT
decided to put the money into a campaign fund,
to be jointly administered by itself and a sym-
pathetic group of MPs,

Osler gives no real explanation as to how
and why increasing links between Labour and
business have developed, either in terms of the
party transforming itself or in relation to the
international balance of forces and the way the
big multinational corporations have managed
to subsume national governments (hardly un-
important in relation to privatisation and PFI).
One is left with the feeling that it has all been
one big voluntary act on behalf of a few indi-
viduals, rather than arising out of national and
international defeats of the working class.

Nor does he explain why, currently, the La-
bour Party has been promoted from being the
second choice of the bourgeoisie, a reserve
team for when the Tories get into trouble, to
their first choice. And will this last if Labour
fluffs the referendum on the euro or the unions
continue to reassert themselves in the party?

Apart from arather silly introduction by Paul
Foot where he claims that the whole Labour
Party membership is eager to get its snouts in

the trough, the other aspect in which the book
is disappointing is its conclusion. Here Osler
gives his prescription as to what needs to hap-
pen, but almost as an afterthought, rather than
a seriously argued thesis. While Osler rejects
the notion that there is no difference between
Labour and the Tories — he thinks there is still
aslight difference — he seems to be saying that
we should abandon the party to the Blairites
when he writes ‘the best answer of all would
be the rise in England and Wales of a new so-
cialist political force along the lines of the red
and green parties that are now a fixture in most
European polities, exemplified by the alterna-
tive the Scots already have in the form of the
Scottish Socialist Party’. And that’s it! No at-
tempt to say how we could get from the here
and now to this ‘best answer’.

This is the same Dave Osler who five years
ago (What Next? No.3, 1997) wrote an article
headed ‘Britain’s party of recomposition: why
Trotskyists should join Socialist Labour’. In
this he eloquently promoted the SLP against
the doubters, saying: ‘What kind of party will
the SLP become? By the time New Labour
dumps the unions, possibly less than a year
from now, the SLP is likely to have developed
sufficient momentum to become an attraction
to present Labour Party members.” And fur-
ther: ‘First — and most importantly — it [the
SLP] has already demonstrated its ability to
win over existing labour movement activists
and trade union militants. At last year’s TUC
conference, over 200 delegates joined, includ-
ing a trade union general secretary and one of
the main leaders ofthe Liverpool dockers’ dis-
pute. A number of Labour MPs are also likely
to defect after the election. Second — and not
unimportantly — it has also proved attractive
to left-wing intellectuals, winning a number of
radical lawyers, musicians, entertainers and
journalists. Within two or three years, the SLP
is likely to find itself a party of perhaps 5,000-
10,000 individual members and a wide-rang-
ing periphery at least as large again, grouping
together the most advanced workers as “the
knuckleduster of the class”.’

Dave Osler (like the majority of those early
recruits) has since left the SLP in despair and
is now a member of the Socialist Alliance.
Whether he is as enthusiastic about the Social-
ist Alliance now as he was in those heady days
of the SLP, I don’t know, but the fact that all
his predictions about the future development
of'that party proved so terribly wrong is a sign
of his confusion. It is a confusion he shares
with many others on the left who would like to
find a shortcut to the establishment of a party
which can truly represent the interests of the
working class without confronting the real
problems of the labour movement as it exists.

There is an old saying that ‘the philosophers
have analysed the world, the point is to change
it’. The problem with this book is that, read-
able as it is, it does not advance our under-
standing of the world, let alone show how to
change it. WA
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Meet the
new boss

The New Rulers of the World
By John Pilger
Verso, 2002, 246pp, £10

Simon Deville
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The New Rulers of the World was the title
of a film made by Pilger about how
‘globalisation’ came to Indonesia in the
shape of an MI5/CIA-backed coup and the
subsequent murder of an estimated one
million people in 1965-66 by the Suharto
regime. The book of the same name deals
with this episode, in a chapter entitled
‘Model Pupil’, as well as looking at a
number of other political developments
around the world.

The World Bank described Indonesia as
a ‘model pupil’ of globalisation. Pilger
relates how a CIA memo showed that
Prime Minister Harold Macmillan and
President J.F. Kennedy had agreed to ‘lig-
uidate President Sukarno, depending on the
situation and available opportunities’.
Later, the CIA compiled a list of four to
five thousand names of people it wanted
‘liquidated’, whom the Suharto regime
obediently rounded up and murdered.

The British pioneered some of the black
propaganda that portrayed the coup as a
relatively bloodless affair aimed at deal-
ing with the supposed brutality of the In-
donesian Communist Party (PKI) and re-
storing order. Pilger goes on to explain how
representatives of a number of multina-
tional corporations then met with the
Suharto government to explain how they
wanted the country rebuilt to suit their in-
terests. The introduction to The New Rul-
ers of the World describes how, as a result
of these model policies, workers live in
desperate poverty and appalling, unsani-
tary shanty towns to produce products for
companies such as Gap and Nike in con-
ditions little better than slavery.

The chapter called ‘Paying the Price’
deals with the impact of UN sanctions on
Iraqi civilians, and shows how life expect-
ancy has dramatically dropped and how
even basic medical supplies are either
banned or endlessly delayed by the US.
The claim that such supplies might have a
dual purpose leads to the ludicrous situa-
tion where something like a wheelbarrow
is suspected of being used in the develop-
ment of weapons of mass destruction.
Pilger explains that the US- and British-
imposed no-fly zones have no mention in
any UN resolutions, despite the fact that
the British and US governments constantly
claim to be enforcing UN wishes. He goes
on to describe how the constant bombing
of civilians, allegedly to defend the no-fly
zones and protect the Kurds, has been sus-
pended every time that the Turkish army
has decided to invade the region in an as-
sault against Iraqi Kurds. As well as show-
ing that sanctions and bombing have
caused the deaths of half a million chil-
dren (‘a price worth paying’ according to
Madeleine Albright), Pilger also outlines

the Western policies that installed and
armed Saddam Hussein in the first place.

“The Great Game’ looks at the similari-
ties and continuities between the US bom-
bardment of Vietnam, Laos and Cambo-
dia in the 60s and 70s and the assault on
Afghanistan after September 11 —not just
in terms of imperialist politics, but right
down to the B52 aircraft and the cluster
bombs that make vast areas unsafe for
years to coime.

The final chapter of Pilger’s book deals
with Australian racism towards ‘aborigi-
nes’ and uses as a backdrop the showcase
Sydney Olympics where Cathy Freeman
carried the torch that lit the Olympic flame.
While this culturally correct opening ‘came
as a relief to those who remembered their
nation’s contribution to the closing cer-
emony at the Atlanta Olympics: inflatable
kangaroos riding bicycles’, it only served
to hide continuing levels of apartheid-style
discrimination far beyond that of any other
Western democracy.

From the struggle against the odds of
aboriginal sportsmen and women withir
white society, Pilger moves on to polics
brutality, to land rights and to the basic li -
ing conditions that the vast majority of i--
digenous people in Australia endure. H:
covers the ‘stolen generation’ of childre=
who were taken from their parents by the
white authorities, and the struggle for rec-
ognition of the genocide that occurred in z
supposedly empty land where the indig-
enous population was treated as part of the
flora and fauna. While some minor gains
have been made with regard to legal rights.
there has been a significant step back un-
der John Howard’s government.

The over-arching theme of the book is a
re-assertion of the realities of imperialism
and colonialism. For many left activists it
will not contain much that is new, although
there is little discussion in Britain about
the struggles of Australia’s original inhab-
itants. Neither is there a great deal of analy-
sis of precisely what imperialism is, how
it works, or indeed how it has changed in
the last century. The section on Iraq tends
to imply that the author has illusions that
the UN could offer a solution if it hadn’t
been hijacked by the Security Council.

These criticisms are really beside the
point, however. The New Rulers of the
World is eminently readable. For those
becoming involved in political activity for
the first time it gives a much broader, glo-
bal perspective than they would get within
a single-issue campaign, and it will hope-
fully encourage activists to find out a lot
more for themselves. WA
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Introduction
to archive
material

Richard Price

The accompanying article by Ernest
Mandel appeared under his pseudonym
Emest Germain in Fourth International,
the journal of the Socialist Workers Party
(US), in April 1947. It was intended as a
concluding chapter to Abram Leon’s clas-
sic study The Jewish Question: A Marxist
Interpretation, first published in France in
1946. However, it does not seem to have
ever been used as such, and editions of
Leon’s book include instead a biographi-
cal sketch by Mandel of Leon, with whom
he worked in the Belgian Trotskyist move-
ment during the Second World War. Leon’s
book was written under the Nazi occupa-
tion, and he died aged only 26 in Auschwitz
in 1944. Mandel’s contribution (dated July
1,1946) sought to update Leon’s analysis
in the light of the rapidly changing situa-
tion after the end of the Second World War,
both in Europe and in Palestine.

A number of the central ideas in this ar-
ticle would find further expression in
Mandel’s ‘Draft theses on the Jewish ques-
tion today’, written in January 1947, and
published in Fourth International for Janu-
ary-February 1948.! Together with the the-
ses, “The Jewish question since World War
Two’ contains important strengths and
weaknesses.

Mandel emphasised that the Jewish peo-
ple were “stricken more sorely than any
other people’ by Nazi terror and extermi-
nation. He located the apparent irrational-
ity of the Final Solution within the crisis
of capitalist rule that produced the Second
Woorld War, and the most virulent expres-

:7 o7 zzri-semitism within the peculiari-
= 7 zzm=os development in central and
Io¢ Not content with pinning
=2 \ams he drew atten-
_ 27 the Allied govern-
>o7s to Jewish refu-
b \..21 mass mur-
Te Allied powers to

Mandel also accurately predicted the
growth of anti-semitism in the Soviet Un-
ion, which would steadily develop after
1948, culminating in the concocting of the
‘Doctors’ Plot’ of 1953.3

The issue of Jewish immigration to Pal-
estine caused rifts within the left interna-
tionally — as indeed it continues to do. As
the reality of the Holocaust became known,
and the shameful treatment of its survivors
continued after the war, most social-demo-
cratic and Stalinist opinion swung behind
unconditional support for Jewish immigra-
tion into Palestine. However, Mandel was
courageous enough to swim against the
stream. The emancipation of the Jewish
people could not be won at the cost of the
national oppression of Palestinian Arabs
within their own country. Mandel posed the
issue of Jewish immigration within the
context of demands for the independence
of Palestine (then under the British man-
date), and the election of a Constituent
Assembly: ‘Only the Arab masses, once
they are freed from the imperialist yoke,
will have the right to decide whether or
not they are opposed to the immigration
of Jewish workers.’

But there are also false notes. The arti-
cle shares with most Trotskyist documents
of the immediate post-war period the per-
spective of irreversible capitalist stagna-
tion and decline, speaking of ‘continuously
deteriorating conditions from the economic
standpoint’. Paradoxically, alongside this
position was a tendency to underestimate
the weakness of British imperialism, which
less than two years after Mandel was writ-
ing would withdraw from Palestine. This
in turn led the Trotskyists to underestimate
the degree to which both British and par-
ticularly US imperialism would subse-
quently underwrite the Zionist project.
Mandel thought that US support was purely
transitory, and that the British too would
‘desert’ the Jewish population in Palestine,
leading to the conclusion that ‘the Zionist
cause is lost in advance’.

This prognosis seems to have been
rooted in a fragment written by Trotsky in
July 1940, in which he argued: ‘The at-
tempt to solve the Jewish question through
the migration of Jews to Palestine can now
be seen for what it is, a tragic mockery of
the Jewish people . . . The future develop-
ment of military events may well transform
Palestine into a bloody trap for several
hundred thousand Jews.™* A Nazi victory
in the Middie East might well have brought
about such a scenario. It is also true that
British-Zionist relations were very strained
during the mid-1940s, leading to armed
contlict with the extreme right wing of Zi-
2nisrm. (On November 6. 1944, the Stern
Czaz had zssassinated British Resident
Wewr Tor e Middle East Lord Movne.

and three weeks after this article was writ-
ten, the Irgun blew up the King David
Hotel, killing 91 people.) However, Brit-
ish imperialism emerged from the Second
World War greatly weakened, and it was
its fear of the emerging Arab nationalist
movements, and in particular the security
of its oil supplies, which led it to come
down decisively on the side of Zionism.

It is also worth noting that Mandel tends
to overemphasise the Arab bourgeoisie’s
potential for unity against Zionism: ‘. . . it
is the Arab bourgeoisie of Egypt, of Leba-
non, of Syria and even of Palestine, which
is beginning to take increasing leadership
of the anti-Zionist movement and giving it
unity and cohesion. Every new economic
development in the Near East can only aid
in the formation of an Arab bourgeoisie
firmly united by common interests and
make the obstacles to the creation of a Jew-
ish state more insurmountable than ever.’
Here we can see the germ of Michel
Pablo’s ‘Arab Revolution’ — a concept
uncritically adopted in the 1970s by ‘anti-
Pabloite’ Gerry Healy. The history of the
past five decades has comprehensively dis-
proved this thesis, with the Arab states
rarely capable of collective action, while
typically allowing themselves to be played
off against one another by the West and
Israel.

Ernest Mandel (1923-1995) became a
sympathiser of the Trotskyist movement at
the age of 13, and a full member two years
later. He became a leader of the reconsti-
tuted Fourth International at the end of the
Second World War. With the split in the
Fourth International in 1953, he became
one of the main leaders of the International
Secretariat, which role he continued after
1963 in the United Secretariat of the Fourth
International up to his death. He was best
known as a prolific writer on economics
and political issues.

WA
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