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The Eurozone Crisis and
the Decline of British

Influence.

Europe’s problems started when it dismantled the protectionist policies on which it was
founded and then adopted new financial policies at British behest. The tariffs which enabled

European industry to maintain itself have been gradually dropped. With them have gone produc-

tive capacity and the ability for the region to support itself has been undermined. Financial

deregulation has meant that money which should have gone into productive investment, infrastruc-

ture development and social services is used for what must be described as gambling. The game

at the moment for finance capital is to bring down the Euro, that is to end its role as a general cur-

rency for its 17 members.

Europe’s protectionist and social market approach has
become anathema to the Western Powers since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. With all its faults, the Soviet
Union stood for an alternative way of doing things, par-
ticularly as it was using State planning to develop produc-
tive capacity and develop social services. The egalitarian
ideal was encapsulated, however imperfectly, with the
Soviet development. With the collapse of morale in the
Soviet Union, America and Britain set about enforcing
a fundementalist liberal economic doctrine based on the
Austrian economist and ideologue, Hayek, on Russia and
on the rest of the world.

Russia is coming to understand the limitations of lib-
eral economics, but that realisation has failed to dawn in
the New Europe. For the social market of Europe has
been gradually dismantled since the fall of the Soviet Un-
ion. It is a logical development. If you have free trade
across the world, you cannot have a social market in Eu-
rope. The consumer is brain-washed into always wanting
to buy the bargain. Free trade is a beggar-my-neighbour
system. Countries subject to universal free trade are

Investors and fund managers are reckoning that this is do-able.

weakened economically and politically. Their capacity for
independent action seeps away.

The founding fathers of Europe wanted to build a bloc
that was capable of being independent of Anglo-America.
They had reason for this ambition, because Britain had
foisted two World Wars on Europe. Keeping Europe weak
and divided left Britain and America free to pursue world
ambitions. America supported the Europe project, so long
as the Cold War lasted, to keep Soviet power at bay. But
that policy changed with the end of the Cold War.

There is more to the speculative attacks on the new
European currency than the desire to make a quick buck
— though that is the means by which the greater purpose is
carried out. The Euro-zone leadership has failed so far
to understand that there is a political project, which har-
nesses the speculators. The response to the speculative
attack has been piecemeal and tentative.

There have been small signs that it is beginning to
dawn on European leaders that they have to break free
of British hegemony if they are to save their project and
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their currency. Britain was kept out
of a crisis meeting of the Euro-zone
countries, even though it lobbied hard
to get in. It looks as though financial
speculation might be curbed. The
most recent move to move towards
closer intergovernmental co-opera-
tion without Britain, which exercised
its veto, is a significant step in shaking
free of British influence.

But, if the European project is to
be saved, they will have to think far
bigger than that. The move towards
free trade needs to be put into reverse.
Protective tariffs around Europe
have to be restored and labour law
must reflect best, not worst practice
for the protection of workers’ rights.
Competition should not be made a
prime consideration, as it is at present
— particularly as the rationale of the
European Court of Justice. And the
sphere of the social market needs to
be enlarged.

With the prospect of imminent ca-
tastrophe looming, the Eurozone cri-
sis is now moving to the first of many
resolution points with the putting in
place of the basic elements of a fis-
cal union, arranged by the two lead-
ing powers, Germany and France, of
which France is very much the junior.
And, as we saw, there was an immedi-
ate response from finance capital in
the form of a threat from the ‘rating’
agency, Standard and Poor, to down-
grade France and Germany’s debt and
a negative response from the bond
markets.

Since abandoning institutional
government through the European
Commission about 10 years ago, the
reality of interstate governance is be-
coming clear. Germany is the hege-
monic power in a confederal Europe
that is looking to become a fiscal fed-
eration of some kind. These develop-
ments will have a profound effect on
British politics if the seventeen euro
countries do succeed in making ar-
rangements for fiscal regulation inde-
pendently of British desires.

Britain, meanwhile, is happy to
make life as difficult as possible for
the Euro zone members while at the

same time worrying about the con-
sequences to itself of the Euro’s col-
lapse. Britain’s economic position is
dire and it should dread a Euro zone
collapse, particularly in the absence
of any internal expansionary policy
of its own. Its best bet is to allow the
Euro zone to limp on without a clear
resolution to its current difficulties.

The current Tory upheavals about
Europe have an air of unreality about
them. Britain’s best hope of destroying
the European Union in the medium
to long term is to stay closely within
it and to undermine it from within
by obstructing the development of a
permanent Franco-German axis and a
stable settlement of the governance
arrangements of the Euro zone. ‘Re-
patriating powers from Brussels’ is
displacement activity. It would be a
shame for the British ruling élite if, so
near to achieving their historic goal,
they were to succumb to a wave of
jingoism from the Tory right.

For the first time since Britain
joined the EU in 1972, there are signs
that British disruptive activity will be
ignored. We should be very cautious
about predicting this given the def-
erence shown to British ideas by the
European élite, but the extreme nature
of the crisis may just be driving a sig-
nificantly new development. The com-
ing weeks and months will make this
clearer. One thing is for sure: the ex-
clusion of Britain from decision-mak-
ing in the Euro 17 will be a disaster
for British finance capital and, in the
absence of any desire to reconstitute
the productive powers of the UK, is
likely to be a disaster for the British
people as well.
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We Now Have a New
Proletariat

No Briton is an island: we are con-
nected with the global order that we
largely created. This has also tended to
include the Irish, with modern Ireland
normally standing closer to the Anglo-
sphere than to Continental Europe. The
Irish several times came close to choos-
ing differently, but so far have not. And
if they did, it would not make that much
difference to the dynamic of Britain as
a whole. Nor would the subtraction of
Scotland, except that it might give an
example of an English-speaking nation
successfully living by different values.

Britain was traditionally a fairly
unified community, though suspicious
of outsiders until they learned to adapt,
and tending to view non-whites as al-
ways alien, tolerable only in small num-
bers. Reformers were too quick to take
the unification for granted, rather than
treating it as something organic that
needed careful handling to be guided to
a broader outlook on the world.

Racial intolerance and suspicion of
everything foreign were just as much
part of the organic British working-class
culture as the solidarity and sense of
fairness that left-wingers valued. This
awkward truth was mostly not faced
up to, though we in BICO / Bevin So-
ciety did note it and say that realistic
left-wing politics had to accept that the
society had a limited capacity to absorb
outsiders. One might wish for people to
be more tolerant, but acting as if such
limits could be ignored or wished away
was one of the things that damaged the
labour and the trade union movement.
Most of them got sold a version of the
liberal-libertarian view of all humans as
instances of The Individual, with each
instance knowing how it ought to behave
if told so with sufficient forcefulness.

There was a much worse infesta-
tion of libertarianism in the Tory Party,

Gwydion M. Williams

and to some degree among the Liberal
Democrats, where the social realism of
the original breakaway Social Demo-
crats failed to survive a merger with
the corrupt remnants of Britain’s Whig
traditions.

The right-wing answer has not been
to preserve these organic elements, the
normal task of conservatives. The
Thatcher-Reagan reform blamed the
state for the weakening of social values
that had been inherited from a past order
where business people rated traditional
middle-class decency as more impor-
tant than money. They argued — and
Thatcher at least would have believed
— that removing state interference with
the economy would fix both the moral
and economic problems.

The very reverse has happened.
Coming to power in what was still a rel-
atively safe and unified society, Thatch-
erism has made it a snake-pit. Nor have
the British or US economies got better:
the new policies did successfully mess
up France, West Germany, Italy and Ja-
pan, but now China and India are rising.

The Keynesian system that ran suc-
cessfully from 1950-1975 worked in
part because it appealed to conservative
instincts. When it became clear that
society was changing regardless, the
consensus broke down. In part it was
broken down by the increased power of
Trade Unions. Wages-only militancy
was futile, workers largely had as much
as they could expect without radically
restructuring the society. In that con-
text, there was a very real hope that mili-
tancy could be transmuted into Workers
Control. Ernest Bevin was useful in that

context. But the bulk of the left had to-
tally misread the situation and recalled
Ernest Bevin as a bad example, if they
remembered him at all.

The biggest influence and a pro-
foundly hostile influence were the Trot-
skyists. They did for socialism what Al
Capone did for Valentine’s Day, proving
to be very bad at power politics when it
got beyond the matter of organising peo-
ple ideologically committed to socialism.
But pro-Moscow elements like Arthur
Scargill were little better. Incomes
Policy and Workers Control without
the prior overthrow of capitalism were
not in their world-vision, so they were
fiercely condemned as a capitalist trick
to impoverish the working class.

What’s happened since has been a
decay of the Trade Unions and of La-
bour politics, socialist politics in general.
What was possible in the 1970s isn’t pos-
sible now: a further rethink is necessary.
We do have plenty of out-of-print mate-
rial that summarises what Bevin did and
what was tried in the 1970s. I'm not sure
that more would do much good: wider
issues also need to be addressed. As I
said earlier, no Briton is an island.

With any luck, New Labour will be
discredited by failure in Iraq, Afghani-
stan and North Africa. And by the rise
of East Asia, provided that it is recog-
nised that all of those countries have
much more in common with Europe in
the Keynesian era than with the rights-
of-money version of capitalism intro-
duced by Thatcher and Reagan.

And it is worth asking, just what is
the working class anyway? Was it may-
be always ‘working classes’, fragmented
by trade and skill and nationality, how-
ever much socialists tried to bridge those

gaps?
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Beginning in the late 18th century,
radicals and socialists in Britain began
organising the new strata of working
peoples created by the Industrial Revolu-
tion. There was also a lot of self-organi-
sation, but this naturally took its ideas
from sympathisers who already had a
developed and compatible vision of the
world.

These new Working Classes were
predominantly people doing manual la-
bour in new or hugely expanded cities
and working closely with machines in
huge impersonal factories. A particular
set of cultural values grew up around this
new type of human. What was called the
‘working class’ was also a social stratum
with its own accents, habits and customs.
On this basis — shared culture — it often
included small independent traders. It
did not include what used to be called the
Professional Classes — doctors, teachers,
lawyers etc. It also did not include what
were called white-collar workers, gener-
ally people doing routine tasks with pen-
and-ink, who felt very strongly about the
sharp distinction between themselves
and the working classes.

Things changed after 1945. The
Welfare State meant that life became
less risky. Employment levels were high
enough that anyone who wanted a job
could get a job, unless they had some
serious disability. Relatively high wages
for the young encouraged a growth of in-
dividualism. Old ideas persisted — Brit-
ons under 40 find it hard to believe that
it used to be unusual for couples to live
together for a few months or years to see
how they got on. For most people even in
the 1960s and 1970s, the Wedding Night
was a big event, or sadly sometimes a big
shock or disappointment. The idea of
getting the key to the door at 21 years of
age was also still around, though I’'m not
sure how widely it was still applied. And
the Soviet Union was still the pioneer of
rights for women and jobs for women up
until the 1980s.

Things were already shifting in the
1960s and 1970s. The strong distinction
between white-collar and working-class
(blue-collar in the USA) was eroding.
Jobs that would have been classified as
middle-class became more numerous

and more open to people of working-
class origin. Education, though unequal,
did have a definite levelling and mixing
effect. There was a development of indi-
vidualism and also a comfortable living
standard for all, combined with a desire
for consumer goods.

Please remember also that the bulk
of the working class were socially con-
servative outside of trade union matters.
Radicals and socialists had organised
them into trade unions and this was part
of the culture. But among ordinary mem-
bers there was a lack of belief in wom-
en’s equality, some hostility to the Irish
among British workers and a very strong
hostility to non-white immigrants when
they started appearing in Britain in large
numbers. Trade Unionists did manage to
overcome these things, put down racism
of the sort that London’s highly militant
dockers showed in response to Powell’s
speeches on immigration

In the 1960s and 1970s, immigration
was adding to pressures on the working
class and also people’s attitudes were
still quite prejudiced. This was success-
fully dealt with, whereas the Tories were
mostly irresponsible and tried fishing for
the racist vote, much as the US Republi-
cans did successfully win over racist vot-
ers in the US South who used to be solid
Democrats. If we are to say more about
history, why not include this irresponsi-
ble and anti-social line by the Tories and
the successful Labour and Trade Union
counter to it?

Powell had his clever moments, but
he was broadly a fool. His later leader-
ship of Ulster Unionists were inept: it
seems he impressed them by ‘opening
doors they didn’t even know existed’, but
he failed to lead them into British poli-
tics, membership of the main UK parties,
which they needed for long-term. And
at the same time was a devout believer
in ‘market forces’, failing to recognise
them as the biggest possible threat to the
Little England values he cherished, and
which have been immensely damaged
by the unleashing of those same forces
under Thatcher. I don’t suppose either
of them read the Communist Manifesto
or picked up Marx’s observation of the
nihilistic effects of market forces, which
functional conservatives have tradition-
ally been more aware of.

Socialists should be more assertive
about our successes. The USA has seen
integration largely fail: a culture of rac-
ism is still there and the communities
live separate lives. In Britain racism and
segregation were largely uprooted, which
has been a permanent gain but also in-
volved damage to working class culture,
undermining the confidence and loyalty
of those who had been solid on purely
trade union and welfare matters.

The world has moved on, and part of
what we have been stressing is that some
long-standing left-wing demands have
been met. Traditional middle-class mo-
rality has collapsed, and nothing much is
replacing it. A huge and largely parasitic
financial sector has grown, while manu-
facturing has been run down and the
traditional areas of working-class mili-
tancy have been particularly badly hit.
Coal is marginal, ship building has gone,
the merchant navy has been hijacked by
‘flags of convenience. Steel and car-man-
ufacturing are much reduced and mostly
under foreign ownership. We can and
should ridicule the Tories for making a
lousy job of being conservatives.

Meantime there is a ‘new proletariat’
of people in new industries who have seen
their personal freedoms enlarge quite a
bit. In my own job as an IT Professional,
I spent some 20 years obliged to wear a
business suit, though at least it did not
need to be black nor the shirt white. In
my workplace this has now gone, we can
dress casually and even wear jeans and
patterned t-shirts on Fridays. We may
also all be out of a job in 20 months time
following a take-over, that is part of the
new pattern of work.

Globalisation has made everyone re-
placeable. There is little point in striking
if this can put your employer out of busi-
ness and leave the strikers jobless. That’s
a completely different situation from
the 1970s. Also there is a Middle-Class
Proletariat or Working Middle-Class,
people who live on their labour and for
whom whatever property they own is an
expense, not a source of revenue. Peo-
ple who are also disinclined to draw a
sharp distinction between themselves
and the Skilled Working Class, which
a lot of them come from. The former
snobbery of the Professional Classes and
White-Collar Workers has pretty much
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vanished.

I don’t care for the demoralising
notion of ‘history gone wrong’. Every-
thing takes longer and costs more: that
is a general rule for business enterprises
and it is unsurprising that it also applies
to socialist efforts to reshape the world.
Never the less, it does move. There
have been a vast number of improve-
ments since 1917. It has not been all one-
way since 1979: Thatcher and Reagan
wrecked the possibility of a functional
conservatism. They have also built their
New World around parasitic finance that
will have to be curbed eventually.

The second half of the 20" century
has also seen the collapse of both the au-
thority of the various Christian churches
and of the culture of the European bour-
geois. That this hasn’t been replaced by
‘rationalism’ is down to a whole slew of
irrational assumptions under the smooth-
seeming surface of conventional ration-
alism, as I have discussed elsewhere.
(Notably The Disagreement Between
Everyone and Anyone, which sadly peo-
ple seem to have taken no notice of.)

Note also the reduction of hierar-
chies and their replacement by networks.
Modern bosses mostly don’t draw a
huge social distinction between them-
selves and those they manage — though
it also means they see no need to look
after ‘their people’, expecting everyone
to swim or sink in the same way they
do. What basis then for loyalty within
capitalist enterprises?

As socialists, we can also be cheered
by the fact that there is no longer much
in the way of functional conservatism in
Britain. Thatcher destroyed it, while be-
lieving of course that she was saving it.
The grocer’s daughter has helped create
a world in which independent grocers
and other small traders are a vanishing
breed. So if the current culture of greed
collapses, the right wing have nothing
to fall back on. Meantime I think that
the Labour and Trade Union Review has
developed a rounded view of the world
that could be passed on to large numbers
of people if they should lose confidence
in what they have now.

Don’t be so negative, Joe.

Riotous Behaviour

Re the riots.
I disagree with Joe’s interpretation.
He quotes Marx:

“The ‘dangerous class’, the social
scum, that passively rotting mass thrown
off by the lowest layers of old society,
may, here and there, be swept into the
movement by a proletarian revolution;
its conditions of life, however, prepare it
far more for the part of a bribed tool of
reactionary intrigue.”

And Joe comments:

“By ‘reactionary’ Marx and Engels
meant acting in opposition to the spread
throughout the width of the world and
the depth of daily life of market econ-

2

omy.

I think Marx meant here that the
dangerous class may be swept tempo-
rarily into something on the side of the
proletariat, but that it can be too easily
bribed and used against the proletariat.

The riots this August started with
the police killing someone they wanted
to arrest and who was apparently al-
ready neutralized when he was killed.
The rioters had no quarrel with the mar-
ket economy, they want to be part of it.
They were not on the side of anything
except themselves. They just made use
of an opportunity that presented itself
feel powerful, be on the television and
grab some consumer goods; they also
set fire to shops under ordinary people’s
flats and (allegedly) robbed them as they
fled. The word riot denotes something
that could be political, but on this occa-
sion it wasn’t.

In general

Joe says:

“Even more perhaps, in a period
when the British labour and trade union

movement has declined from the most
powerful to the most ineffectual force in

Cathy Winch

national politics, I would have expected
the paper published by the Ernest Bevin
Society to have at least considered how
Ernest Bevin might have had something
to do with the labour and trade union
movement’s rise to its former power. I
would have expected some examina-
tion of how the British Left’s rejection
of Bevin and all his works might have
contributed to the labour and trade un-
ion movement’s subsequent plunge to
the depths.”

You can’t assign the rise of the
working class movement to Bevin and
its decline to the rejection of Bevin. Joe
doesn’t do that, he says “might have
something to do with”. Is Joe being
ironical? Is he saying that Bevin had a
lot to do with it?

Bevin would not have got any-
where without WW2. Working class
movements did well as a result of the
war everywhere. In France, there was
a huge feeling for socialism, which was
defused by De Gaulle, and the CP, quite
rapidly. Also in Italy, where it was got
rid of by the occupying Americans. In
England, Bevin made the most of it.

WW?2 also increased the power of
the Soviet Union and its influence in the
world; the Soviet Union was an asset and
support to working class power.

WW2 was followed by a huge in-
crease in productivity in the West, re-
sulting in a change in working class life,
with access to the same education and
leisure and house ownership as the mid-
dle class.

Then new factors undermined
working class power:

The collapse of its backbone, the
coal and steel industry.

The transfer of working class man-
power to the Third Word, in particular
for textile and consumer goods.

Labour & Trade Union Review 5
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The transfer of working class man-
power to wave after wave of immigrants;
wave after wave because second genera-
tions don’t do the work their parents did.

Strong anti-union propaganda by
100% liberal media and internal divisions
like the setting of women against men.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and
the defeat of socialism in the Cold War
and as an ideal.

We have now reached a stage where
it’s the rich who tell the world what
should be done, viz the rich should pay
more tax, and capital should be taxed as
much as labour. In England, it was the
BMA that led what campaign there was
against the privatization of the NHS.

All this is well known, and this

objective situation is hard to deal with.
Living standards, having improved over
the years, have started to decline as the
rich have taken a larger proportion of
the wealth produced than they used to be
able to. People are accepting this so far,
see how cuts were generally accepted, as
people were convinced they were neces-
sary.

Conclusion

We should not leave it to Warren
Buffett and the BMA to defend our tax
system and public services. We should
make those cases. Making a case for pay
as you go pensions is also valid. We are
not looking for a revolution at the mo-
ment. Marx pointed out that the English
working class profited from England’s
exploitation of the world and that it would
not be revolutionary as a result. That ap-

plies just as well today.

As Eamon says (in response to
Jack):

“There is still a British society and
if that society no longer has a working-
class, it must be sustained economically
by exploiting someone, somewhere and if
we can identify that at least we can begin
to construct a perspective based on it.

If Britain lives by exploiting the rest
of the world, then it up to the rest of the
world to sort things out. Here in England
it was the immigrants who organised
the big anti war march in 2003. Asians
in Birmingham also provided the most
hopeful episode of the August riots, when
they defused a potentially catastrophic
confrontation. Perhaps they are the hope
for the future.

Kroggy

News From Across The Channel

France’s modern militarism

President Sarkozy is attempting to
copy Britain in celebrating present day
military adventures under the cover of
traditional commemorations, presum-
ably in order to persuade the population
to support more wars “of intervention”
all the year round. He is not finding the
task as easy as it is in England.

The following is a translation of a po-
litical editorial on the radio station France
Inter on the occasion of the 11 November
ceremonies. France Inter is a public
service radio with an audience of over 5
million listeners daily. The speaker was
Thomas Legrand, and the short morning
programme is called “Edito Politique”.
He discusses what is not often discussed
in Britain, that is, the nature of the wars
being commemorated.

The piece refers to French First
World War soldiers by their nickname
of the time “poilus”; literally this means
“hairy”, hence a slang word meaning ‘vir-
ile and courageous’, as in the man with
hair on his chest.

The translation begins:

“The 11 November is traditionally the
day when homage is given to the poilus
of the first World War (la guerre de 14)...
but this year, it’s all changed!

“Our President has decided no longer
to honour just the victims and the pro-
tagonists of the 14-18 slaughter, but to
evoke also the soldiers fallen fighting ex-
ternal operations. That is to say, today’s
soldiers. Since 1962, since the end of
colonial wars, 3000 French soldiers have
died, all of them beyond our borders, in
the Lebanon, in the Balkans, in Africa
and of course in Afghanistan. These vic-
tims and the ex-servicemen of these con-
flicts do not have a day dedicated to their
memory. The last poilu has died. It is
therefore the right time to operate a sym-
bolic transformation of the 11 November.
For a number of years now historians
have pondered about the French policy
of remembrance. André Kaspi has com-
piled an interesting report on the subject
for the president. The idea is to ration-
alise the commemorations and to stop
the proliferation of remembrance days

instituted under the pressure of lobbies of
ex-servicemen of all sort of conflicts and
of descendants of all sort of categories of
victims. The idea of a “memorial day” or
a “veterans day” French style had come
to the mind of the president and it is the
gist of the two speeches Nicolas Sarkozy
is scheduled to make today under the Arc
de Triomphe and in Meaux where he will
be inaugurating a museum to the Great
War.

“However this evolution, which seems
logical, is contested.

“In reality it is very difficult to
change the habits of people on these
questions, habits which have taken on
the force of traditions. Remember the
few initiatives, on the question of com-
memoration, which the President has
tried to put forward, and which have all
been abandoned. The symbolic adoption
of the memory of a child victim of the
Shoah by all children in year six classes
will not happen. The reading each year,
in secondary schools, of Guy Moquet’s
letter, is forgotten too [Guy Moquet
was a 17 year old Communist shot as a
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hostage by the Germans in 1941]. For
everything connected to ex-servicemen,
the weight of difficulties is greater still.
The ex-servicemen of the Second World
War (la guerre de 40) are attached to
the 8th May; the veterans of Indochina
or Algeria refuse to be amalgamated in
an undifferentiated 11 November. The
fourth generation of veterans, those who
came after 1962, feel forgotten.

“But historians have asked whether
it is really possible to mix together the
memories of different wars and to keep
clearly in mind what it is that is being
commemorated. How can you lump
together such very different events as
the first World War—with its very patri-
otic aura and conscript army, the Second
World War—which saw the struggle
between democracy and dictatorship—,
the genocide, and imperialist wars to pre-
vent independence—whose participants
feel particularly despised and do not feel,
all of them, that they were on the side of
good? And then today’s fighters, of the
professional army, feel that their fallen
comrades are treated as if they were
victims of work related death or injury.
These memories do not mix any better
than oil and water. However, remem-
brance is not only the property of those
who make war. The question in the end
is not really whether we should bring
together the memory of all the combat-
ants on the 11 November, but rather to
work out what message we want to put
forward each year on that date. Is it go-
ing to be a neo-nationalist, flag waving
nostalgic message? Or is it going to be
a rather naive and silly “never again”?
The best answer, to avoid these pitfalls,
is probably to turn the 11 November and
8 May into vast history lessons, each
year renewed and enriched.”

Comment

This piece makes the important
point that wars cannot be commemo-
rated together and that the purposes and
meanings of the wars should be studied
and made clear.

It is a more comprehensive discus-
sion of the topic than say Robert Fisk
who refused to wear the poppy because
people who do so don’t take seriously the
suffering endured by soldiers 1914-18:

“All kinds of people who have no idea
of the suffering of the Great War — or the
Second, for that matter — are now osten-
tatiously wearing a poppy for social or
work-related reasons, to look patriotic
and British when it suits them, to keep
in with their friends and betters and em-
ployers.” (Do those who flaunt the poppy
on their lapels know that they mock the
war dead? Independent 5/11/11)

The place of France in the world

At the European summit 8 and 9
December, Nicolas Sarkozy can be said
to have defended the real interests of
France and Europe.

On 1 December he had made an im-
portant speech in Toulon emphasising
his attachment to Europe. So doing he
placed himself in clear opposition to the
anti-European National Front and scored
points against the Socialists, some of
whom the Foreign Minister Juppé was
able to criticise for their anti-German
positions.

(On this topic of making anti-Ger-
man remarks, Le Figaro (4.12.11) noted
that the Germans do not dredge up
anti-French sentiments from the depths
of history, and do not bring up against
Sarkozy “the intransigence of Clem-
enceau at the time of the Versailles Trea-
ty, or the harshness of Louis XIV laying
waste the Palatinate.” It is not often said
that the Germans could have old griev-
ances against France)

This working together of France and
Germany to the detriment of Britain (at
least temporarily) reminds one of the
Defence agreement between France and
Great Britain, which seemed to be a sign
of a special relationship between the two
countries. Le Figaro (4.12.11) indicated
that this alliance between the two coun-
tries, “according to Paris, could be ex-
tended to include Germany.”

Does this mean a change of attitude
on the part of France? Will the Defence
entente between France and Britain
change its character, stop being an ex-
clusive relationship and become a tripar-
tite alliance? It is too early to say.

(T R

. Il
Labour & :
Trade |
|
|
|

Union

Review

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

|1 you would like to subscribe 01I
| renew your subscription to th
| Labour & Trade Union Review
| just fill out the form below and
| forward to: I
I I
| The Labour & Trade |
| Union Review |
| No 2 Newington Green Mansions|
| Green Lanes |
I London

I N16 9BT

I

| .o
iSubscriptions
:Rates (individuals):

[UK £20
I

Back issues available at current prices
Rate for institutions available on request.

[T enclose a cheque payable to:

:Labour and Trade Union
Review

| Donation £

|Name and address:

e-mail:

Subscription enquiries
Subs@ltureview.com

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
: Subscription £ :
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

I
I
I
I
I
IPostcode:
I
I
I
I
I

Distribution Dave Fennell

Labour & Trade Union Review 7



Notes on the News

The War Against Work

Each round of the economic crisis is used as an excuse to
destroy jobs. And it is also used to harass more people into the
labour pool. With millions out of work, they make life hard
for the disabled and preventing old people from retiring at the
standard age.

It’s a matter of putting money rather than people in com-
mand. Life is seen as a burden on money. Relieved of such bur-
dens, money would breed with money and make more money for
everyone. That was the original Thatcherite promise.

It had a resonance with a large section of the hippy genera-
tion as they grew up, got jobs and found they had opportunities.
They had all along seen the state mostly as something that inter-
fered with them: they failed to see that it was also the guaran-
tor of their way of life. Growing up in a world where anyone
seriously interested in working could get a job, they failed to
see this as an essential human right — something included in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 23, though this
gets overlooked.

The hippy generation was initially radical but then became
coolheart’, cynical about the world and skeptical of the state’s
ability to improve it. Inclined also to see Trade Unions just as
a nuisance, something they’d never need. So although Thatcher
thought she was restoring pre-hippy values, that aspect of her
program was never functional. But boosting unemployment and
damaging Trade Unions was feasible. It also appealed to a sig-
nificant minority of the working class, those who still thought
they were living in a patriarchal society in which well-behaved
workers would be looked after. And also the ‘Only Fools and
Horses’ crowd who thought it was a great opportunity to get
ahead.

3

What’s happened since the 1980s is that the economy has
shown about the same growth rate as we had before, but the rich
get a bigger slice of the pie. They’ve done this even in the last
two or three years of crisis — maybe they are expecting it all to
go bust soon. [D]

Reducing the power and prestige of the Trade Unions has
removed a vital civilising force from the working class. Reli-
gion can’t substitute. Religion is not taken seriously by most
Britons. It lacked prestige even before the wave of under-age
sex scandals made it look truly worthless.

We also now have the virtual certainty of a ‘double-dip re-

By Gwydion M Williams

cession’ and a long period of stagnation. Labour in government
refused to take on the power of Finance, while the Tories have
positively cherished it. But if the Eurozone crisis end with a
consolidated Eurozone better protected from speculative finance,
that might be the beginning of the end.

Goldman, Goths and Vandals

Goldman Sachs has been around since the 1860s. It had
its reputation damaged after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, but
slowly built back. It is maybe the most powerful and influential
of the crowd of corporate giants that persuaded governments
from the 1980s to remove all of the regulations that had been put
in place in the 1930s

Most of the regulations were quietly removed over the last
three decades. Goldman Sachs played a role, with ‘rotating door’
careers that went from private to public and advised that people
like themselves were geniuses who needed no supervision. But
also people consented to be fooled. After a massive crisis that
began with ‘fancy finance’, they were easily fed the story that
government borrowing was the big problem. That it was ur-
gently necessary to cut state spending, in case the bond markets
panicked because of low credit ratings.

And who sets these ratings anyway?

Moody’s and the aptly named ‘Standard and Poor’ reach
their assessments without the least outside supervision. They
wield huge power in being able to downgrade a country’s credit
rating as they see fit. Very conveniently for the financiers, this
then seems to put that country in a weakened bargaining position.
A bad pronouncement from these unelected credit-rating agen-
cies, and you’re for the dustbin.

Credit ratings are based on how much money outside inves-
tors can get out of the economy, which is obviously very differ-
ent from economic welfare as such. That’s the main issue.

Having said that, it does seem an obvious area for manipula-
tion or social pressure. Who actually owns these bodies? Own-
ership seems dispersed, but one would expect that most share-
holders would be part of the financial community. You’d expect
them to make sure that their collective interests were looked
after.

Note also that all of the bad investments that were revealed
as near-worthless in 2007-8 were given high ratings for years
before that, and Madoff (who cheated those closest to him) was
a substantial figure in the financial world. If they couldn’t spot
an obvious crook and couldn’t spot packaged junk before the
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market actually collapsed, what can they
spot. They can spot a government not
doing its best to look after the financiers.
That’s when a new crisis gets generated.

Election Round-Up

In Russia, there has been a big
swing to the left. Putin’s United Rus-
sia party lost votes, but still got nearly
half the votes and keeps a majority. The
big gainers were the Communists and a
social-democratic and pro-Putin party
called ‘A Just Russia’. The right-wing
‘Liberal Democrats’ also made gains, but
smaller gains, and have fallen from 3rd
to 4th party.

Russia’s pro-Western liberals have
once again scored derisory figures, fail-
ing to get the one-twentieth of the votes
that would give them seats. The remain-
ing two parties - the left-nationalist  Pa-
triots of Russia’ and the pro-middle-class
‘Right Cause’ - are even more feeble,
below 1%. You can find these figures on
the BBC if you look hard, but they have
given emphasis to the protests by pro-
Western liberals who’ve long since lost
popular support. If anyone was cheated
it was the left.

The western media aren’t asking
how the West’s ruling class massively
screwed up a unique chance to turn
Russia from foe into friend. Why they
weren’t smart enough to match what the
Keynesian generation managed in much
tougher circumstances, winning over Ja-
pan, Italy and West Germany. The guilty
parties wouldn’t care to be accurately
described, and mostly the media respect
this. Instead they fling dirt at Putin for
having dared ignore the West’s contin-
ued “good advice”.

Meantime some appalled Western
liberals are asking if it is “Arab Spring,
Islamic Winter”? It probably is. The
Egyptian elections are being won deci-
sively by the political wing of the Muslim
Brotherhood, who are being re-invented
as moderates now it is clear they are the
people’s choice. A more hard-line ver-
sion of Islamist look to be the second
party in the new parliament. Morocco
saw the local Islamists advance and form

the new government. Islamic elements
are also the most coherent thing in the
Libyan mess (no longer given much at-
tention now that Gaddafi has gone).

None of which stops the West from
targeting the last-but-one secular Arab
nationalist regime. [ assume that Syria is
targeted because it is friendly to Iran, and
a war with Iran is the latest Good Idea
among the people who can’t produce an
acceptable outcome from their earlier
invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan. I as-
sume Turkey backs it because Turkey’s
current government would be happy to
see the religious Sunni element dominate
in Syria. Meantime Yemen and Bahrain
are not under pressure. Yemen would
likely see another Islamist victory, if it
comes to elections, as now seems likely.

Algeria will probably be the final
expression of secular Arab nationalism.
Back in 1991, there was no talk of ‘pro-
tecting civilians’ when they crushed their
own Islamists after they seemed set to
win a general election. Protests this year
seem to have fizzled out.

Meantime, the Spanish general elec-
tion was won by the centre-right. Or
more accurately, it was lost by the gov-
erning Socialists. Half their lost vote
went centrist or centre-right, the rest
went left.

In Croatia, the opposition leftist
coalition have won, with a hard core
that came out of the Yugoslav Com-
munist Party to re-connect with the so-
cial-democrat tradition. Sadly, they are
acting much like other European social
democrats, treating the financial crisis as
if it were a natural disaster and accepting
austerity as unavoidable.

Catch-22 and the Good War

“Fans of Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-
22 may be surprised to learn that the
American author actually enjoyed his
military service during the second world
war — at least according to a letter about
to be auctioned in the US.

“The 1961 novel, a powerful sat-
ire of military bureaucracy and official

doublethink, features on lists of the best
works of 20th-century fiction and made
its author a millionaire, but the three-
page-long typed letter, written in 1974,
contrasts his experience with that of
Catch-22’s central character, John Yos-
sarian.

“‘How did I feel about the war when
I was in it?” Heller wrote in the letter to
an academic preparing a collection of es-
says about the book. ‘Much differently
than Yossarian felt and much differently
than I felt when I wrote the novel ... In
truth I enjoyed it and so did just about
everyone else I served with, in training
and even in combat.

“‘l was young, it was adventurous,
there was much hoopla and glamour;
in addition, and this too is hard to get
across to college students today, for me
and for most others, going into the army
resulted immediately in a vast improve-
ment in my standard of living.’

“Heller says he made $65 or $75 a
month while in the US military — more
than the $60 he received as a filing clerk
— ‘and all food, lodging, clothing and
medical expenses paid. There was the
prospect of travel and a general feeling
of a more exciting and eventful period
ahead ... more freedom than I enjoyed
in the long years afterwards.’

“The author enlisted in the US army
air corps in 1942 at 19 and subsequently
served, like Yossarian, on the Italian
front, flying on 60 combat missions as a
B25 bombardier.

“He spent much of the 1950s writ-
ing Catch-22, having gained a contract
with the publisher Simon & Schuster on
the basis of the first chapter. In a letter
to James Nagel, then an English profes-
sor at Northeastern University in Boston,
Heller explained: ‘I knew [the book]
would be published. I knew I worked
slowly. I took my time and tried to make
it the best book I could possibly write on
that subject at that time.’

“Two of his letters to Nagel are be-
ing auctioned by the Nate D Sanders
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online auction house over the next fort-
night — and are expected to fetch between
$2,000 (£1,253) and $3,000. The 1974
letter cites Heller’s inspirations: Céline,
Nabokov, Faulkner and — ‘always present
in my awareness’ — TS Eliot’s The Waste
Land.” [A]

I read Catch-22 and found it to be
mildly funny, but not at all believable
and shallow in its insights. It fails to ask
the question: ‘just how should you run
a large war-machine facing highly com-
petent opposition?’ Really, it is hard to
see it could have been done much differ-
ently, assuming the war was going to be
fought (and you’d not find many people
nowadays believing that the war against
Hitler should not have been fought). You
could make a case that bombing wasn’t
the most effective methods, but ground
combat is worse from the viewpoint of
those in it. So what’s the logic?

It’s not a good description of warfare
or of life in general. When I saw the chief
character Yossarian identified as an As-
syrian, I took this to be part of joke, much
as if he were an Ancient Egyptian. Later
I learned that such a people do exist, a
Christian survival of some 3 to 4 million
people scattered between modern Arab
states. They are among the Christian
communities that have suffered in Iraq
after Saddam’s secular dictatorship was
destroyed. A lot of the rest are in Syria,
where a similar fate is likely to overtake
them if the West gets its way and destroys
Assad’s secular dictatorship.

Catch-22 was one of a number of cul-
tural products that had the general effect
of ridiculing and deflating the consider-
able achievements of World War Two and
the subsequent peace. Heller, a man who
enjoyed the actual war and had seen his
economic circumstances improve, got lit-
erary ambitions. He somehow acquired a
dose of T. S. Elliot, a man I’d class as a
good wordsmith with not a single new or
interesting ideas. Elliot was US-born but
preferred Britain and tried to become part
of its ruling class. But he was trying to
join what was by then very much a failed
elite. In this he was similar to Evelyn
Waugh, discovered weakness and worth-

lessness in what they aspired to. And had
no other ideas except to be another futile
moaner

Maybe for Heller this was a way of
handling the horrors of war, but a pretty
pointless way. The result of such works
in the wider society was the Coolheart
view, which doubts everything and has no
coherent defence against the New Right
outlook, even though it often dislikes it.

China: 1911 And All That

The more the ‘Atlantic Crisis’ damag-
es the USA and Europe, the more insist-
ent its pundits are that their system must
be imposed on everyone else. The 100th
anniversary of the start of the Chinese
Revolution in October if this year was
mostly cited as something to nag Beijing
about, because Beijing shows no inter-
est in repeating that failed experiment.
China’s first generation of revolutionar-
ies tried importing a Western electoral
system where it had no strong local roots,
and it failed badly.

A partly successful rising of October
1911 laid the basis for a Chinese Republic
to be proclaimed in January 1912, with
Sun Yatsen as President. But it was con-
fined to South China, while General Yuan
Shikai in Beijing had a much bigger army
and threatened to win a civil war.

February 1912 saw a botched com-
promise — Sun Yatsen agreed that Yuan
Shikai could be President, provided that
Yuan compelled the Imperial family to
abdicate on behalf of the infant Emperor.
Elections followed in 1913 — not at all
democratic, based on a limited franchise,
but still hopeful if they had produced
a viable political system. They didn’t.
Sun’s Kuomintang won, but Yuan Shikai
had the bulk of the army and refused to
yield. In 1915 he tried to become Em-
peror, but failed and died disappointed
in 1916. Thereafter the state broke down
completely, with regional warlords creat-
ing chaos.

Interestingly, there was no coherent
account of this process in any Western
news source that covered the October an-
niversary, or none that I saw after taking

a keen interest in the process. The story
of China’s botched 1911-12 revolution
would have made a fine television docu-
mentary, but it would be impossible to
tell the story in a way that didn’t make
it obvious that Western values in China
flopped badly when first tried. So instead
there was only oblique sniping at China’s
current rulers.

Back in 1911/12, the West showed
no interest in helping people like Sun.
People who stood for broadly Western
values but also insisted that Chinese were
equal. Most Europeans at the time would
have denied it and Chinese were treated
as inferiors in their own country up until
World War Two. A reluctance to accept
Chinese as equals lasted into the 1960s.
Books such as The blue ants: 600 million
Chinese under the Red Flag by Robert
Guillain in 1957, and Mao Tse-Tung,
Emperor of the Blue Ants by George
Paloczi-Horvath in 1961. Also the 1961
Arrow edition of a rather improbable
thriller by Dennis Wheatley called The
Island Where Time Stands Still says in
its back-cover blurb “a fantastic tangle of
slit-eyed intrigue and murder in China”.
(Wheatley is obscure nowadays, but once
he sold millions.)

In 1920s China, Sun Yatsen found
himself abandoned by the West. So he
made an alliance with the Soviet Union,
the only power willing to help. Soviet
advisers made the Kuomintang much
stronger by reorganising it on Leninist
lines, in alliance with the newly formed
Chinese Communists. Sadly, Sun Yatsen
died in 1926. The Kuomintang launched
a Northern Expedition that got as far as
Shanghai, briefly held by the Kuomintang-
Communist alliance. But Chiang Kai-
shek didn’t dare try to keep a city that
was then dominated by foreign-run
enclaves created by one of the Unequal
Treaties imposed on Imperial China and
inherited by the Republic. He preferred
to massacre the left and make peace with
the West, who allowed him to set up a
nominal government in Nanjing. Within
a few years, most of the warlords official-
ly recognised him, but they never exactly
obeyed him. Most of them remained ef-
fectively independent until the late 1940s,
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when they made separate peace agree-
ments with Mao and the People’s Army,
securing their personal future without
much regard for ideology. A few may
have welcomed national unity and a few
had taken risks earlier on when Japan
invaded China, but most of the warlords
were selfish from first to last.

Mao’s rule saw the economy triple in
a quarter century, better than most coun-
tries in the same era. He also achieved
this in a country that had had no net
growth for centuries, and in the face of
a hostile outside world. And life expect-
ancy rose rapidly, ahead of countries like
India or the Philippines despite the set-
backs of the Three Bitter Years.

Europeans have a tradition of ac-
cepting rulers chosen by election, though
not democratic elections until relatively
recently. In Britain, it was only in the
1880s that a majority of adult males had
the vote, no women voting till 1918. But
there was a general view that the out-
come of the election must be accepted, a
view that was dignified by centuries of
doing so. This did not apply in China in
1911, and would probably not apply now
if there were multi-party elections.

Dead dead Winehouse

So it was alcohol rather than heroin
that got her. Alcohol is not as danger-
ous as most drugs: to kill yourself with
alcohol, you must already be seriously
maladjusted. But Amy Winehouse was
definitely that: one of many young lives
ruined by sudden success in the highly
uncertain world of pop music. Heroin
or LSD or vodka or red red wine, it can
call be lethal.

We also have the ongoing trial of
Michael Jackson’s doctor, who was a
minimum letting him use a highly dan-
gerous sedative. He was never an artist [
liked, yet he clearly did have musical tal-
ent and should have been helped develop
it. Instead from early to end, he became
just a ‘cash cow’ for all sorts of people
around him.

Is it getting worse? Someone could
check, doing a statistical study of those

alive at 30, 40, 50, 60 or 70 after getting
a hit record at a fairly young age. The
results might be interesting: possibly the
‘one-hit wonders’ live longer.

Shakespeare: the Play’s the Thing

No one questioned the authorship
of the plays in The Complete Works of
Shakespeare until long after the event.
Nor were they generally seen as better
than other plays of the period. Only once
it was realised that these particular plays
had kept their relevance centuries after
their time were questions raised about
whether an otherwise undistinguished
fellow called Shakespeare had actually
written them.

I’ve heard the arguments, including
those in Brian McClinton’s The Shake-
speare Conspiracy, and now a film called
Anonymous. It does seem that the fel-
low from Stratford-upon-Avon owned
no books and took no part in literary life
as it existed in his time. But is that really
an argument against?

Most playwrights nowadays are lit-
erary, but that’s because it has become a
high-prestige art-form. In Shakespeare’s
day it was seen as rather vulgar, but also
a way for a man of middle-class origins
to win favour from the powerful. Maybe
also he wrote up some of their fancy ide-
as and listened attentively to their views
of how power-relationships would have
worked out in some of the histories that
he dramatised.

(It’s been claimed that real life gang-
sters attended the filming of gangster-
movie The Long Good Friday and made
comments about how a real gangster
boss would handle the fictional situa-
tions. Someone modest enough to listen
and learn can pick up quite a lot.)

It’s quite possible to imagine Shake-
speare as a clever chatty fellow taking
ideas from Francis Bacon (whose own
prose style is almost unreadable, but
whose New Atlantis might have made a
fine drama, one we still lack. An open-
ing for someone who can write fluent
Elizabethan English.) Or maybe Mar-
low lived on after his reported death and

wrote plays, which Shakespeare re-wrote
and adapted and introduced errors of fact
that Marlow or Bacon would have been
unlikely to make. And also added a hu-
man understanding that Marlow’s plays
lack.

The plays contain a funny mix of
learning and simple errors , like giving
Bohemia a sea-coast. Asimov’s Guide
To Shakespeare is well worth reading: he
cites a number of errors that a university-
educated writer would not have made.
So maybe Shakespeare was primarily
an actor who was uninterested in either
reading or writing as such: they were
just means to create new dramas. Suc-
cessful drama is a very un-intellectual
art. Things that read well may flop on
the stage. An inconsistent or incomplete
education may actually help. Consider
William Blake, an unlikely genius most-
ly ignored at the time, but his style is so
distinctive it cannot be argued about.

Steve Jobs and Apple

The late Steve Jobs was very much
part of the hippy era. He had his own
vision, an idea of the end-product he
wanted. He pushed the engineers into
developing machines that would do the
job, created products with a nice integra-
tion of hardware and software. There
was a time when he was criticised for
not allowing the Apple operating system
to be used on all sorts of machines. But
Apple has survived as the only big alter-
native to Windows PCs. (Themselves
an outgrowth of what was originally the
IBM PC.)

The Apple II was the first suc-
cess: | actually used one. Like every
other machine in those days, it needed
long strings of instructions to be typed
in. Xerox had developed a better idea,
a ‘desktop’ of imaginary objects, but
their Xerox Alto had little success. Jobs
picked up the idea — he arguably violated
copyright, but won his case in the courts.
He produced a machine called the Ap-
ple Lisa, which was the right idea but it
made a limited impact, in part because it
cost nearly 10,000 dollars. Some of the
same ideas were then packaged much
more cheaply the Mac, which was his
second big breakthrough. Iused Macs in
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the days when they ran from floppy disks
and a hard-drive was a distant dream, yet
they were nice machines.

The US computer industry thrived
while its auto industry withered, in part
because in the world of computers the
‘bean-counters” were mostly ignored.
Power was in the hands of people who
valued the product much more than the
financial return.

Which is not to say ‘nice people’. He
was a man centred on his own vision of
what other people should have and he
mostly succeeded, but not a very caring
person:

“Unlike his contemporary, Micro-
soft’s Bill Gates, Steve Jobs showed little
inclination to use his personal wealth for
philanthropic purposes.

“And, strangely for a self-professed
Buddhist, he did not embrace environ-
mental concerns, with Apple coming un-
der fire from Greenpeace for its reluctance
to produce easily recyclable products.

“Steve Jobs was a one off; a man who
had total belief in his own abilities and
a shortage of patience for anyone who
failed to agree with him.

“His great gifts were an ability to sec-
ond guess the market and an eye for well
designed and innovative products that
everyone would buy.

““You can’t just ask customers what
they want and then try to give that to
them,” he once said. ‘By the time you
get it built, they’ll want something new.’”
(B]

He was thrown out of Apple by a
manager he had brought in, but then
came back for further triumphs. And fi-
nally probably shortened his own life by
being a dedicated hippy and hoping for a
‘natural cure’ for his cancer when modern
medicine is mostly quite effective. Still,
it was an amazing life and a permanent
legacy.

Cameron as Conservative and Nihil-
ist

“Marriage is not just a piece of paper.
It pulls couples together through the ebb
and flow of life. It gives children stability.
And it says powerful things about what
we should value. So yes, we will recog-
nise marriage in the tax system.

“But we’re also doing something
else. I once stood before a Conservative
conference and said it shouldn’t matter
whether commitment was between a man
and a woman, a woman and a woman, or
a man and another man. You applauded
me for that. Five years on, we’re consult-
ing on legalising gay marriage.

“And to anyone who has reservations,
I say: Yes, it’s about equality, but it’s also
about something else: commitment. Con-
servatives believe in the ties that bind us;
that society is stronger when we make
vows to each other and support each other.
So I don’t support gay marriage despite
being a Conservative. I support gay mar-
riage because I’'m a Conservative.” [C]

Conservative but not conservative.
There were a lot of right-wing gays lurk-
ing covertly in Thatcherite think-tanks
back in the 1980s. Labour took the
odium for pushing gay rights and other
social reforms, with the Tories talking in
a manner that would have led the voters
to believe that they were defenders of the
existing social order. But it was a sham.
After New Labour had sealed the new
consensus and with a lot of the older vot-
ers safely dead, the Tory gays and their
libertarian sympathisers ‘came out’ and
adjusted party policy to suit their own
tastes.

The ‘ties that bind us’ depend on tradi-
tion to actually bind us. You can’t under-
mine one part of that tradition and expect
the rest to stay strong. Myself, I am not
bothered about gay marriage heading for
legalisation, or about the general collapse
of the prestige of marriage. But I’m not
a conservative and I fully expect things
to change very radically in the decades
ahead.

One oddity about gay marriage is that
its advocates are generally against the no-
tion of legalising polygamy or polyandry,

even though these have a much stronger
basis in human history. No doubt you
could have a conservative society in which
gay marriage was normal. Traditional Ja-
pan was pretty relaxed about both divorce
and homosexual relationships. But that
was their own society, and a society that
was hideously restrictive and patriarchal.
And as far as I know, both the Japanese
and the Classical Greeks saw homosex-
ual unions as a thing in itself and quite
separate from marriage, a legal regulation
of sex that governed inheritance rights for
any resultant children.

But the Tories seem in the grip of
libertarian ideology. Toryism once had
real roots in Scotland, now it is dying.
They’ve just elected Ruth Davidson as
their new leader, an open lesbian in her
30s.[E] It’s a peculiar end to a grand tra-
dition.

Functional conservatism has to be
familiar and comfortable to the popula-
tion you are dealing with. But nothing
nowadays is familiar or comfortable.
The current crop of Tories seem to think
they can selectively disrupt some parts
of the society and keep other parts safe
and harmonious. This has no chance of
working.

You can’t change anything without
the risk of changing everything. Radicals
might think this a bonus. Tories should
be more scared and modest, but this
seems unlikely.
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ment/columnists/alancochrane/8871667/
Scottish-Tories-show-spirit-of-adventure-in-
electing-Ruth-Davidson.html]
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Parliament Notes

E-Petitions : A Commitment To

Debate?

The Government’s e-petition website
is attracting increasing public interest.
On 3 November, David Heath, Parliamen-
tary Secretary to the Leader of the House
of Commons, told MPs that, “Since the
launch of the site in July, five petitions
have reached the threshold of 100,000
signatures, and three out of those five
have already been allocated time for a de-
bate.” But he pointed out that the holding
of a debate is dependent upon a Member
of the House of Commons taking the
petition forward and for the appropriate
Backbench Committee to decide whether
it is a matter that has not been debated
in some other form. So there is no guar-
antee that a petition reaching the 100,000
threshold will be debated. And Heath told
MPs that it was never the Government’s
intention to make time available to debate
any petition. “It is,” he said, “a mecha-
nism for allowing members of the public
to express an interest in a matter, and it
is for the Backbench Business Commit-
tee, which has the time available, to con-
sider that. If we find that there is a huge
over-subscription, of course we will look
at it, and I think the Procedure Commit-
tee will want to do that in due course. It
makes sense to do so. However, we must
not lose the capacity for the House prop-
erly to consider legislative business as it
should, or to consider matters raised by
hon. Members, which is also important.”
Given Heath’s comments on e-petitions,
matters raised by hon. Members will
not necessarily include those of concern
to members of the public, as expressed
in an e-petition. Labour’s Gavin Shuker
told Heath that “when people outside the
House are asked to sign a petition they
expect it to be debated on the floor of the
House.” Not so, Mr Shuker.

Lest We Forget

Harry Patch, who died in 2009 at the
age of 111, was the last British soldier to
have fought in the trenches of the First

Dick Barry

World War. In an account of his life, ‘The
Last Fighting Tommy’, he said that “war
is organised murder and nothing else”.
But here our political representatives go
again, eager to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of one of the greatest acts of
organised murder in British military his-
tory. On 7 November Tory backbencher
Keith Simpson asked Defence Parliamen-
tary Under-Secretary Andrew Robathan
what plans the Ministry of Defence has to
mark the 100th anniversary of the start of
the First World War. How, one wonders,
does Simpson believe Britain should
mark the start of a war? With commemo-
rative balloons, bunting and street parties,
perhaps?This was Robathan’s reply.

“Traditionally, we mark the anniver-
sary of the conclusion of a conflict rather
than its beginning. So the main commem-
orations will be on the centenary of the
First World War in 1918.” But not wishing
to disappoint Simpson and others who be-
lieve we should mark (celebrate?) the start
of a war in which Britain was victorious,
Robathan went on to say, “However, given
the importance of the centenary of World
War 1, a number of anniversaries of key
events from 2014 to 2018, including the
beginning of the war, will be marked in
an appropriate way. The Prime Minister
has asked my hon. Friend the Member for
South West Wiltshire (Dr Murrison) to act
as his special representative and co-ordi-
nator for World War 1 Commemorations.
Dr Murrison will work with international
partners to ensure that the UK plays a full
and active role; and will co-ordinate the
cross-Whitehall effort in respect of the
commemorations.”

This is an interesting answer. So the
beginning of the war will be commemo-
rated in some, as yet unknown, way, but
one assumes that Dr Murrison will not be
consulting what now exists of the Central
Powers of Austria-Hungary, Germany,
Turkey and Bulgaria, who lost more than
3.4 million combatants in the war. The
Allies (Britain, British Empire, France,
Italy, Russia, USA.), lost almost 4.6 mil-
lion personnel. Presumably they will be

Pensions
Facts

Two thirds of the £30 billion of
tax relief on pension contributions
goes to higher rate tax payers

Two in three private sector
employees are not members of a
workplace pension scheme

Two in three public sector staff
earning between £100 and £200
a week are in a pension scheme,
compared with one in seven private
sector employees

Pension provision in the private
sector varies widely, with four in
five workers in the energy sector
having a pension, but only one in
16 in the hospitality sector

The average public service pen-
sion is around £7,800 a year. For
women working in local govern-
ment the average is £2,800 a year,
while the median pension for wom-
en working in the NHS is £3,500 a
year

The NHS pension scheme is
‘cash rich’ and currently pays to
the Treasury around £2 billion a
year more than it costs to pay the
pensions

Two in three private sector staff
get no employer help with a pen-
sion, and the Government recently
announced a year’s delay in giv-
ing the staff of medium and small
businesses a right to employer help
through auto-enrolment

Private sector companies have
indicated their willingness to take
over some public services, as long
as pension costs can be reduced be-
fore the services are outsourced

Source. UNISON, the public
sevices union.
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commemorated and not the 3.4 million
plus of the ‘enemy.” And it is, perhaps,
significant that South West Wiltshire,
the constituency of Andrew Murrison,
chosen to act as adviser to Cameron, is
adjacent to North Wiltshire, which in-
cludes the renamed Royal Wooton Bas-
sett, location of the military processions
which until recently carried the bodies
of those killed in Britain’s latest military
adventures.

UK Arms Trade Defaulters

The Government may believe that
the Arab Spring heralds a new era of
democracy and human rights in North
Africa, but it looks as though Libya and
possibly Egypt will fail to live up to
Britain’s hopes. Libya is now in a ter-
rible mess, though Cameron and Hague
continue to focus on the ‘good’, meaning
largely that its people are rid of a tyrant.
Egypt meanwhile is experiencing further
upheaval, with the military promising to
step aside but delaying the moment. The
recent elections which gave the Muslim
Brotherhood a majority over other par-
ties is an interesting and useful indica-
tor of Egypt’s future. And lest we forget,
Egypt still owes Britain £93.1 million for
the purchase of arms in the 1970s and
1980s. Fat chance of that being recovered.
But Egypt is not alone. Iran and Iraq also
have outstanding debts to Britain.

Financial Secretary to the Treasury
Mark Hoban told MPs on 10 November,
“Egypt currently owes £93.1 million to the
Export Credits Guarantee Department
(ECGD). This amount arose as a result
of claims following defaults by obligors
in Egypt in the 1970s and 1980s. The
debt was rescheduled in 1986 and 1991
through Paris Club agreements, leading
to 50% of the outstanding debt being
written off.” He went on to say, “Only
Iran and Iraq in the Middle East and
North Africa region (excluding Egypt)
have outstanding debts to the UK Gov-
ernment, where the original claims relate
to the purchase of defence equipment
from UK exporters. For Iran these claims
relate to export transactions prior to its
revolution in 1979. For Iraq these claims
relate to transactions over the 1970s and
1980s. Iraq received substantial debt re-

lief and rescheduling of these claims in
2005.” However, not to worry. Britain
will recover this and more when defence
equipment sales pick up in the region.
But arms sales to Iraq in the 1980s! Now
what was it Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was
engaged in over that decade?

The Militarisation Of British
Society

The intense, relentless, pressure to
wear the poppy signifies that there is
something wrong with British society.
Wrong, that is, with the British people
who, increasingly, are refusing to suc-
cumb to the pressure. There was a time
when the poppy was worn in great num-
bers, but this is no longer the case. It was
seen as a mark of respect for those who
made the ultimate sacrifice. Now it is
more widely regarded as an emblem of
support for all British military activity.
Of course, the politicians deny this. But
their choice of words suggest otherwise.
On 10 November the Minister for the
Armed Forces Nick Harvey introduced
a debate on ‘Armed Forces Personnel’,
in which he said in his opening remarks,
“Remembrance is not a political occasion,
and it is not above one’s personal views
on this conflict or that. It is about recog-
nising that the real price of war, any war,
is a human price - a price paid not just by
those who have died but by their fami-
lies and by all those who have returned
wounded, physically or mentally. We
therefore remember the hundreds upon
hundreds of thousands of people from
the UK and the Commonwealth who
fought and fell in the two world wars of
the last century.”

But according to Harvey it’s not just
about those (on the British side) who
fought and fell in the two World wars.
“This” he said, “is also about those who
have fought for their country in more re-
cent times. Next year will mark the 30th
anniversary of the Falklands conflict, in
which 253 members of Britain’s armed
forces were killed liberating the islands.
This year marked the 20th anniversary of
the 1991 Gulf war, in which 44 service
personnel were killed.” Following a short
interruption he went on to say, “The 1991
Gulf war was not the end of the loss
of British lives in Iraq. One hundred
and seventy-nine were killed in Opera-

tion Telic between 2003 and 2009. Last
month, we marked 10 years since the
beginning of operations in Afghanistan,
where 385 service men and women have
been killed.” Of course it didn’t occur to
Harvey, nor to any other Member who
spoke in the debate, that there would be
no loss of life if Britain stopped behaving
as an imperial power. But Harvey and
most other British politicians seem to rel-
ish Britain as an imperial nation. What
concerns Harvey and others is declining
public interest in and understanding of
Britain’s armed forces and he attempted
to explain it by contrasting public at-
titudes to the two world wars and more
recent conflicts.

“The armed forces of today”, he said,
“are different in many ways from those
who fought on the Somme or at El Ala-
mein. The conscription that created the
massed forces of the world wars was a
reflection of the existential threat facing
the country at the time. When world war
two ended in 1945, there were around
5 million men and women in uniform.
Almost every family in the country was
connected in some way to the sacrifice
that had been made, and service in the
armed forces was woven deeply into the
fabric of the nation, but for many years
now, our armed forces have been a small-
er, professional, all-volunteer force, in-
cluding reserve forces, which have been
used widely in recent conflicts.” One can
almost hear the regret and sadness in his
voice at the wearing away of the nation’s
military fabric, and a yearning for its re-
turn.

But Harvey and the Government
have a plan to weave once more the spirit
of Dunkirk and other glorious adven-
tures into the fabric of the nation. Before
outlining his plan, however, Harvey con-
tinued with his lament. “As the older gen-
erations who fought in the world wars or
undertook national service dwindle, and
as the services have reduced in size since
the end of the cold war, public under-
standing of our armed forces has declined
as a result. I am suggesting not that the
respect and esteem in which our armed
forces are held by the nation has in any
way diminished - the way the people of
Royal Wooton Bassett chose to mark the
return of the fallen is surely testament to
that - but that people understand less how
members of the armed forces view risk
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and reward, and what motivates them to
do the dangerous job they do.”

Harvey is barking up the wrong tree
here. It isn’t that people understand less
about the armed forces, including the
risks involved in their job. It is more the
case that people are increasingly scepti-
cal of the motives for the armed forces
activities. There is now a widespread
feeling that Britain should cease invad-
ing other countries which have no inten-
tion of invading Britain. Harvey, and he
speaks for most politicians on his side of
the House and not a few on the other, is
concerned about the demilitarisation of
Britain. So his plan is to reinvigorate the
covenant between the armed forces and
the British people. Harvey explained it
like this.

“What a life in today’s armed forces
is like and the impact that service life has
on modern families is also less widely
understood. That is why, as we seek to
reinvigorate the armed forces covenant,
we must raise people’s understanding of
the impact of service life. Fulfilling the
armed forces covenant has to be a whole-
of-society enterprise: it is not just for the
Ministry of Defence but for all Depart-
ments; it is not just for legislators here
in Westminster but for legislators at all
levels; and it is not just for the Govern-
ment, but for charities, the private sec-
tor and private citizens.” In other words,
Britain’s armed forces and their military
activities must permeate the whole of
our lives, they must be the raison d’etre
for our very existence. Without them we
are nothing, as a people or a nation.

Remembering The Jarrow March

On 1 October last, 200 men walked
from Jarrow in the North East of Eng-
land to London in a re-creation of the
historical Jarrow march or crusade
which began on 5 October 1936. To
mark the 75th anniversary of the origi-
nal march, Jarrow’s Labour MP Stephen
Hepburn initiated a short debate in the
House of Commons on 31 October. In
his comments he reminded MPs about
the reasons for the 1936 crusade. “The
mere mention of the great town of Jar-
row still strongly symbolises the fight
for work, dignity and respect, even 75
years after the march took place. That

certainly was not the intention of the
marchers at the time, however. All that
they knew was that their town had been
murdered by a cartel of businessmen
who, backed up by the Government of
the time, had closed the shipyard and
thrown 70% of the town on the dole. The
idea for the march came from a local
man called Davey Riley, who persuaded
first the local Labour party and then
the town council that the town needed
to take its case to London to persuade
the Government of the day to bring jobs
back to Jarrow. That is where the poli-
tics ended. The town council, which was
composed of all the political parties and
people from various backgrounds in the
town, resolved unanimously to support
the march and give it the backing of its
citizens, from the bishop to the business-
man, so that it could be a success.”

“The march caught the imagination
of the people of Jarrow straight away,
as it did with the rest of the public as it
travelled south to London. Two hundred
men were selected to march, and a peti-
tion was signed by 12,000 townspeople.
With the backing of the local council,
local businesses and the local clergy in
Jarrow, the men set off on their 300-mile
crusade. As was well documented, the
march did not have the backing of the
Government at the time. Disgracefully,
it did not get the backing of the Labour
leadership either. However, it did enjoy
the support of the public wherever it
went on its journey.”

“The men marched military style, as
most of them had been in the army in the
past. With the famous Jarrow banners
held aloft and the mouth organ band in
the lead, they raised the hearts and spir-
its of everyone they came across during
those bleak days of the depression. They
delivered a message of hope for the
people who needed hope, right across
the country, at the time. To ensure that
all went well en route, the then Labour
agent, Harry Stoddart, and the Tory
agent, Councillor Suddick, proceeded
before them to ensure that the sleeping
and eating arrangements were in place.”

“Of course, we all know what hap-
pened when the men reached London.
Their pleas for work were ignored, and
they were sent home with a pound in
their pocket to pay for their train fare.

When they got back to Jarrow, they
found not only that their dole had been
stopped but that the dreaded means-test
men were waiting at their front doors.
We all know the history: work did come
back to Jarrow a few years later, when
the Government saw the need for rear-
mament in the face of Hitler’s menace
and the horrors of war.”

Hepburn went on to draw parallels
between 1936, when a coalition govern-
ment was in power, and 2011 when Brit-
ain is experiencing another coalition. In
1936, public welfare was a mere skeleton,
with precious little help for the disabled,
the sick and the unemployed. Today, the
disabled, the sick and the unemployed
are bearing the brunt of the coalition’s
attack on the welfare state, built by a
post-war Labour government under the
most difficult circumstances. Here is
what Hepburn had to say about the two
periods.

“The real challenge for the Govern-
ment today is to have an economic policy
in which the interests of the community
and people, not the short-term interests
of the bankers and financiers, come first.
In the wake of the banking crisis, when
more than 90% of the people of this
country are experiencing the same wor-
ries and fears about losing their house
and savings, now is the ideal time to
bring about change for the better, just as
happened with consensus after the sec-
ond world war. But no, instead we are re-
turning to the same old Tory values of us
and them, and a return to the pessimism
of the ‘30s when the Government’s only
answer to people’s pleas for work was
unemployment in a divided society.”

“It is little known that at the time of
the Jarrow crusade there was a march
by blind people, and it set off in October
1936 at the same time. Conditions for
disabled people have improved vastly
since the ‘30s. Then, the fear was the fa-
mous - or infamous - and dreaded means
test. Today, there is a parallel. The un-
fairness of the work capability test has
been highlighted by disability groups
throughout the country, and I am pleased
that the Minister has commissioned a
report into that. If that report identifies
errors in the present system of assessing
people’s mental and physical disabilities,
the Minister should review all past cases
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assessed by Atos Healthcare when mis-
takes may have been made.”

“Finally, what is happening to the
public sector now is what the cartel did
to Jarrow in the 1930s. The public sector
grew up following the Beveridge report
when people in authority said, ‘Never
again will we go back to the bad old
days.” Public services were set up to look
after people’s welfare, and they are do-
ing a good job and delivering good serv-
ices, whether in health, education or the
police. Despite their success, they find
themselves being carved up at the very
time when the country’s top executives
are receiving 50% pay rises, and a sal-
ary of £1 million is considered in some
circles as low.”

In his response Minister of State
Chris Grayling referred to the coalition’s
economic strategy to get Britain’s financ-
es in order and to bring unemployment
down. “Alongside the need to pursue a
strategy of getting the finances in order
and of targeting support at enterprise
through enterprise zones, tax reduc-
tions and the changes that we have set
out today, we must provide much better
support for the long-term unemployed to
get them back into the workplace. The
introduction of the Work programme,
which across this country today pro-
vides specialised back-to-work support
for the long-term unemployed - From a
sedentary position, the hon. Member for
Wrexham (Ian Lucas) calls out ‘No jobs.’
- The truth is that each week, even in dif-
ficult economic times, Jobcentre Plus is
taking in around 90,000 vacancies. They
are estimated typically to be only around
half the total number of vacancies in the
economy. Therefore, over the next 12
months, in Britain as a whole, the best
part of 10 million people will move into
new jobs.”

“My goal, and the goal of the Work
programme, is to ensure that as many of
those jobs as possible go to the long-term
unemployed. I do not want those people
left on the sidelines, and I do not want
them struggling for years on benefits, un-
able to get back into work. The hon. Mem-
ber for Jarrow mentioned the work capa-
bility assessment, which was introduced
by the Labour Government. We have im-
proved that with a view to ensuring that
it is a more reflective process, and that

we take into account the very real needs
of the most severely disabled. Crucially,
our improvements are also about helping
people with disabilities to get back into
the workplace. That is an essential part
of turning their lives around and an es-
sential part of a smart social policy for
this country, which is essential.”

If, as Grayling claims, there are
around 180,000 jobs available each week,
one wonders why there are more than 2.6
million unemployed. Could it be that the
number of vacancies is grossly overes-
timated, that the jobs are not available
where many of the unemployed are, that
most are low-paid and part-time, or that
many of the unemployed are deemed to
be unsuitable by employers? Grayling
makes it sound as if 180,000 of the un-
employed could simply walk into a job
each week. Hence his confidence that
“over the next 12 months, in Britain as a
whole, the best part of 10 million people
will move into new jobs.” On Grayling’s
estimate, unemployment could be wiped
out almost at a stroke. To paraphrase Dr
John Reid, this man is not fit for purpose.

Action For Public Sector Pensions

The public service unions industrial
action of 30 November was repeatedly
attacked by cabinet ministers on the
grounds that it would cause great incon-
venience to the public. And that it was,
in any case, unnecessary as the Govern-
ment had made a greatly improved of-
fer which went a long way to meet the
criticisms of union leaders. It was also
said that taking a day off to strike would
result in a loss to the economy of £500m.
It was not revealed how the £500m figure
was calculated. It appeared to have been
simply plucked out of the air and stated
as a fact. And the loss to the economy
of a day’s holiday earlier in the year to
‘celebrate’ the wedding of William and
Kate was never mentioned. Nor were the
unions advised as to how their members
could strike for a day without causing
inconvenience to the public. And it was
suggested that the strike was somehow
invalid as less than 50% of the unions’
members voted in favour. The two big-
gest unions, Unite and UNISON, who
also have members in the private sector,
had turnouts of 23% and 29% respec-
tively. But a large majority of those who

voted, voted to support industrial action.

It was never explained to the public,
who by a small majority opposed the
strike, that unions have to hold a secret
postal ballot of all eligible members be-
fore industrial action takes place. Nor was
it explained, and this is a crucial point,
that the Employment Act 1988 laid down
that the ballot must include the following
statement : * If you take part in a strike
or other industrial action, you may be in
breach of your contract of employment.
However, if you are dismissed for taking
part in strike or other industrial action
which is called officially and is otherwise
lawful, your dismissal will be unfair if it
takes place fewer than twelve weeks after
you started taking part in the action, and
depending upon the circumstances may
be unfair if it takes place later.” If that
is not a deliberate attempt to deter union
members from voting, then it is difficult
to know what is. It would certainly deter
many of the passive members of a union.

Postal ballots were introduced under
the Trade Union and Employment Rights
Act 1993. Employment Rights here is a
misnomer. Many of the rights won by
the unions over the 20th Century were
removed by Tory legislation in the 1980s;
for example, in the Employment Acts
of 1980 and 1982, the Trade Union Act
1984, and the Employment Acts of 1988
and 1990. For most public service unions
prior to 1993, ballots were conducted at
the workplace, which tended to produce
a high turnout. Usually resulting in a yes
vote for industrial action. Tory ministers
believed that workplace ballots could be
rigged or union members pressurised
into voting yes. The change to postal bal-
lots was made with these considerations
in mind, but it was also assumed that in
the privacy of their home fewer members
would vote. Thus enabling Tory minis-
ters to shout ‘foul’ when a low turnout
resulted in support for industrial action.

Public sector pensions were said by
Ministers to be generous compared with
those in the private sector. As if public
sector employees were responsible for
the deplorable state, or absence, of pri-
vate sector pensions. According to the
Government, 13 million workers in the
private sector have no pension provision
at all. On radio’s ‘Any Questions’ and
TV’s ‘Question Time’, private sector
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workers appeared to argue that because
their pension benefits were poor or non-
existent, public sector pensions should
be brought down to the same level. It
was never said that private sector pen-
sions for most workers who are fortu-
nate to be in a scheme are less generous
because many of them are low-paid and
non-unionised. In his update on progress
in reform of public service pensions on
2 November, the Chief Secretary to the
Treasury Danny Alexander told MPs
that, “Public service workers deserve a
good pension in retirement as a fair re-
ward for a lifetime spent in public serv-
ice”, but then went on to explain how the
reforms would result in less generous
pensions for many hundreds of thou-
sands of public service employees.

Alexander outlined the Govern-
ment’s revised ‘offer’ which he claimed
will benefit “many low and middle in-
come earners.” However, two union
sticking points remained in the revised
‘offer’: the increase of 3% in individual
contributions and the switch from the
Retail Price Index (RPI) to the Con-
sumer Price Index (CPI). Unions believe
that the increase in contributions is ef-
fectively a tax on public sector workers,
which will go to the Treasury rather than
invested in the pension schemes. They
also argue that CPI indexing will reduce
both public and private sector pensions.
And this much was confirmed by Danny
Alexander who admitted to Labour’s
Helen Goodman that, “the switch from
RPI is a change to public service pen-
sions that will reduce the benefits over
the long term.” It is the Government’s
intention, in the words of Alexander, to
“encourage more private sector workers
to involve themselves in pensions.”

This is clearly a reference to the 13
million private sector workers who do
not have pension provision. According
to Alexander, this will be taken care of
when the National Employment Savings
Trust (NEST) scheme is introduced.
NEST has been in incubation since it
was first proposed by Lord Turner’s Pen-
sion Commission in 2005. Automatic
enrolment of private sector staff over
the age of 22 and earning at least £7,475
a year, who are not already in a pension
scheme, will begin in October 2012, but
the scheme will not be fully operational
until 2016. Cash contributions from

staff and employers will be invested in
investment funds. When members retire
they will have to use the money to buy
an additional pension.

Meanwhile, where was the Labour
opposition? Its Janus-like position made
it look foolish and lacking in conviction.
Why the unions continue to fund this
bunch of charlatans is beyond compre-
hension. When asked if they supported
the strike, senior Labour figures said
that the unions had a strong case, but
believed that the strike was wrong and
that talks should continue. This was said
repeatedly, even though it was known
that the unions had been told there was
no more money on the table, thus sug-
gesting that further talks would achieve
nothing. The strike had to go ahead, but
Labour, the party of the unions, was too
cowardly to support it. And none of the
19 Labour MPs who spoke in the debate
on 2 November said they supported the
strike. Three days before the strike the
Government told the unions that if the
dispute was not settled by the end of the
year the improved offer would be with-
drawn. The TUC’s General Secretary
Brendan Barber accused the Govern-
ment of alienating its entire workforce
and indicated that it was unlikely the
strike would be averted. And what was
Labour’s response to all this? Ed Balls
said, “I would urge the Government to
get round the table, give some ground
and sort this out.”

Italian Journey.

Italian journalist Enrico Franceschi-
ni had an interesting article in the 19 No-
vember issue of La Repubblica. Headed
‘The bricks of the City attract Italians.
The Greeks are the highest investors’,
the article was based on a Financial
Times report, but Franceschini gave it
a distinctive Italian flavour. It was sub-
headed ‘The crisis and learning about
the austerity measures have pushed the
very rich into protecting their capital.’
This is what Franceschini wrote.

“In Ttaly there is a crisis, and the
government of Mario Monti prepare
themselves to start emergency meas-
ures, including new taxes on property
and assets. But Italians, or most of the
very rich ones, are devising a new type

of ‘flight of capital’, however legal: they
withdraw their savings and investments
to buy more property, but this time real
estate in London. The two countries
hardest hit by the eurozone earthquake,
Greece and Italy, are the ones investing
in property in the British capital. The FT
revealed today that this has doubled in
the last year. At the start of 2011, Ital-
ians and Greeks had spent £406m (about
E460m) in the London housing sector,
against the £245m that the two nations
had spent in 2010, according to research
conducted by the Agency Frank Knight
for the financial paper.”

“The increase signifies that Italy and
Greece represent today only 10% of all
the foreign investments in the housing
area on the banks of the Thames. The
FT assets that this activity has acceler-
ated in the last three months, at the same
time as the accentuation of the crises
in Athens and Rome.’It has become the
equivalent of a flight of capital’, Liam
Bailey of Frank Knight said to the pa-
per. ‘Not only is it the wish to have a
house here, but also to get money out
of their own countries as quickly as
possible’. The FT have consulted other
agencies who confirm the trend, with a
real invasion of Italians looking for an
investment or form of support for their
capital. The average price of properties
range between £1million and £4million
(from E1.2m and E4.6m) but there are
also requests for properties of £10m and
above.”

“Altogether, The FT calculates that
£6 billion of foreign capital were in-
vested in the London property market
in the last year and a half, with middle-
eastern and asiatic buyers taking first
place. The requests for houses from rich
Egyptians and Libyans corresponded
with the Arab Spring and the revolutions
that overthrew the regimes in power in
the two North African countries. ‘But
at the moment’, said Nick Candy, one
of the best known property builders in
the capital, owner of One Hyde Park,
the most expensive condominium in the
world, put on the market last year, ‘the
Italians are in the first place as buyers
of luxury houses in the heart of the city’.
The phenomenon is in fact restricted to
the most exclusive areas: Chelsea, South
Kensington, Knightsbridge, Mayfair.”
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“There were years when the London
housing market drew in even more buy-
ers than today, exceeding even New York,
Paris and Hong Kong. Notwithstanding
the recent recession and the financial
crisis, between 2009 and 2011 the aver-
age price of houses in Great Britain has
increased by 9%, but in the centre of the
British capital prices have gone up by an
impressive 39%. A more profitable in-
vestment doesn’t exist, observed the City
journal. The rich Italians and Greeks,
preoccupied with the austerity measures,
run to put their money into the bricks of
London.”

A contribution to the discussion
from Mark Cowling

Joe Keenan raises many issues, and I
would like to respond to some of them.

I joined the BICO as it then was in 1976.
I was attracted to it because it made a crea-
tive use of Marxism which was very differ-
ent from the rest of the left, and produced
results which made a significant contribution
to British and Irish political debate. I have
in mind the two nations position on Ireland,
the advocacy of membership of the European
Economic Community and the advocacy of
workers control. In recent years the Bevin
Society has become much less distinctive and
interesting. A major strand has been anti-im-
perialism. This is advocated very effectively,
the articles by David Morrison being par-
ticularly fine, but the general orientation is

no different from that of most of the left. On
British issues there is frequent reference back
to the missed opportunity of the Bullock Re-
port, but not much which is radically different
from the rest of the British left. Joe Keenan’s
intervention is therefore very timely.

The comments I want to make concern
Joe’s quotation from the Preface to the Cri-
tique of Political Economy and his references
to the working class.

The well-known quotation from the
Critique, if applied to the situation today,
suggests that there is currently little scope
for radical politics. The forces of production
are advancing very rapidly under capitalism,
even in spite of the current dominance of new

It’s A Fact

As at 31/10/11 there were 484,500 former
civil servants in receipt of a pension from the
Principal Civil Service Pension Scheme. Of
these, 969 (0.2%) were receiving pre-tax pen-
sions of over £50,000 per annum, including
12 who were in receipt of pre-tax pensions
over £100,000 per annum. (Parliamentary
Written Answer 2 November 2011).

In February 1997 there were 5,130,300
out of work benefit claimants aged between
18 and 59. (16.2% of the total population). Of
these, 1,722,100 were in receipt of Jobseek-
er’s Allowance. 2,127,600 were in receipt of
Incapacity Benefit. And 1,280,600 received
other income support. In February 2011 there
were 4,465,600 out of work benefit claimants
between 18 and 59. (13.1% of the total popula-
tion). Of these, 1,414,730 were in receipt of
Jobseeker’s Allowance. 2,272,380 were in
receipt of Incapacity Benefit. And 778,490
received other income support. (Written P.A.
3 November 2011).

There has been a slight improvement
in the pupil/teacher ratio in local authority

maintained Primary and Secondary schools
in England since January 1997. The pupil/
teacher ratio in Primary schools in January
1997 was 23.4. By January 2010 it had fallen
to 21.3. And there was a further decline to
20.9 in November 2010. In January 1997 the
pupil/teacher ratio in Secondary schools was
16.7. In January 2010 it had fallen to 15.7.
In November 2010 the ratio was 15.6. (Over
the 16 years of a Tory government, between
January 1981 and January 1997, the pupil/
teacher ratio in Primary schools rose from
22.6 to 23.4. And in Secondary schools the
ratio rose from 16.6 to 16.7.) (Written P.A. 7
November 2011).

In2010-11, military service pay, at £8.937
billion, accounted for 25% of total defence
spending. Figures for 2009-10 were £9.481
billion (24%). And £8.937 billion (23%) for
2008-09. Service pay includes salaries, al-
lowances, pensions and national insurance
contributions. (Written P.A.
2011).

8 November

Government estimates suggest that there

will be a significant decline in the number of
incapacity benefit claimants in Great Britain
over the next three years. In the current year
2011-12, the number of claimants is recorded
at 771,000. By 2013-14, this is expected to
fall to 91,000. On the other hand, it is esti-
mated that over the same period there will be
a reduction of 132,000 in the number of job-
secker’s allowance claimants, from 1,375,000
in 2011-12 to 1,243,000 in 2013-14. (Written
P.A. 23 November 2011).

259,700 British nationals worked in other
EU countries in 2010, for the whole or part of
the year. The total number included 62,200 in
Spain, 58,400 in Germany, 47,500 in France,
and 37,600 in Ireland. Numbers for Italy and
the Netherlands are not available for 2010, but
the average number of British nationals work-
ing in Italy in the previous 5 years was 4,900.
The average number of British nationals
working in Belgium in the previous 10 years
was 27,530. In 2009 there were 286,600 Brit-
ish nationals working in other EU countries.
Ten years ago, in 2000, there were 232,200.
(Written P.A. 24 November 2011).
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right ideas. In particular, the application of
computers and microprocessors to all sorts
of applications is helping to make a wide
range of consumer durables much cheaper
and better than their predecessors. Just to
take three examples at random. We have re-
cently replaced our video-cassette recorder
with a DVD recorder. A video-cassette re-
corder which we purchased around 1993 cost
£700. It was particularly expensive because
it was able to record subtitles.

The DVD recorder cost about £250,
and is very much easier to operate than the
video-cassette recorder. Back in 1970 we
purchased a radio which cost £40, a very sig-
nificant investment for students at that time.
Recently I purchased a small analogue radio
for £27. It is significantly better than the
1970 model. We recently had to discard our
much-loved microwave oven, purchased for
£350 in 1981. Its replacement is much more
powerful, includes a conventional oven and
a grill, and cost £180. Part of the story, of
course, is the use of cheap, skilled, Chinese

labour, which is currently making all sorts
of products cheaper than their predecessors.
The overall effect is that once people have
managed to afford housing, heating and food
they are much better off despite relatively
stagnant incomes. I am sure that this is part
of the explanation for the relative lack of in-
dustrial militancy in recent years.

My comments on the issue of the work-
ing class are basically to the effect that it is
much more divided than it used to be. To start
with, I am not sure at what point one reaches
the upper limits of the working class. People
on quite high salaries are working class, if by
working class is meant people who are de-
pendent on their labour for their living. The
industrial working class, on the other hand,
is now quite small, thanks to automation on
the one hand and the export of manufactur-
ing jobs to rising economies in what was
the Third World on the other. The industrial
working class is relatively powerless be-
cause it is so small, and because, also, it is
very vulnerable to a shifting of work over-

seas. The working class in the wider sense
includes people with such divergent incomes
and life chances that the scope for unity is
quite limited. I work for a living, but I am
an overpaid professor with no mortgage, a
relatively secure job and a pension based on
my final salary. If [ am ill I am on full pay
for the first six months. At the other end of
the working class in this wide sense are peo-
ple such as care workers. They are typically
forced to be self-employed. They are paid
on or close to the minimum wage, and have
none of my other advantages. There is some
scope for unity in that we are all depend on
the NHS, education system, and possibly in-
come support as a rock bottom welfare pro-
vision. Beyond this, however, any solidarity
depends upon sentiments of fellow feeling
rather than upon material interests.

In these circumstances it is very difficult
to construct a coherent and wide-ranging
working class political programme, which is
doubtless much of the reason why there isn’t
one in the Labour and Trade Union Review.

Trotsky, the Performing
Bolshevik

Why he failed as a long-term leader and left behind a poisoned legacy

While it’s a bit much to say that the last
quarter of the 20th century history was
distorted by one man’s vanity, Trotskyism
definitely did play a large and negative
role in the 1970s. Back then, the West’s
ruling class was confused and scared and
open to significant change. Most notably
there was a serious chance of a new wave
of reforms, as radical as happened after
1945: Workers Control and wider social
planning in the form of a fairly egalitarian
Incomes Policy. Options existed at that
time that would have been vastly better for
the left than what actually happened.

Trotskyism with its massive misun-
derstandings served as a blocker of seri-
ous radicalism in favour of foolish dreams
of revolution. And they also helped to
discredit the massive advances of the post-

Gwydion M. Williams

1945 era, sincerely wishing for something
more radical but laying socialist politics
wide open to the aggression of the New
Right.

The Trotskyist argument and com-
plaint is that they had wonderful ideas
but that people failed to follow them. But
that’s politics. Most people who think that
they have wonderful ideas turn out to be
wrong: some turn out to be right but ahead
of their time. But somebody with appar-
ently wonderful ideas should also have the
judgement to decide whether or not a hard
uncompromising line is likely to pay off.
Or whether it would be wise to settle for
something rather less wonderful but feasi-

ble in real-world politics.

Trotskyism emerged as a distinct
movement in the 1920s, claiming that the
grand legacy of the October Revolution
had been betrayed by the existing Bol-
shevik leadership. Mainstream Lenin-
ism went on to score many successes for
left-wing causes before falling apart in the
1980s — apart from a few places like Nepal,
where it is still going strong. Meantime
Trotskyism has achieved nothing beyond
getting in the way of other more serious
political movements.

Radical movements usually begin
with fringe intellectuals, propagate mostly
among university students and sometimes
grow into substantial political forces that
can incorporate all sorts of wildly dif-
ferent people. Trotskyist movements in
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a huge variety of different countries have
an unhappy habit of getting bogged down
in the second stage, propagation mostly
among university students and a few work-
ing-class militants. It produces people
who preach unlimited liberty but practice
authoritarianism — whereas mainstream
Leninists have generally been willing to
accept popular authoritarianism as a nec-
essary part of progressive politics.

Socialist parties mostly begin on the
basis of an ideology, with no regard for
immediate practicality or popular support.
Some stay there. All branches of Trotsky-
ism have stayed there, apart from some
medium-sized movements in Sri Lanka
that have achieved nothing much in that
country’s unhappy politics.

A purer variety of Trotskyists also
briefly had an armed insurgency in Argen-
tina, another disaster.

The partly Trotskyist POUM in Spain
fit this pattern: they weakened the Repub-
lic’s struggle for survival in the 1930s Civil
War with demands for a hard-line radical
policy. This hard-line radical policy would
probably have failed even if all commit-
ted socialists had been for it. The left in
Spain was split between non-socialists
Radicals, Socialists who were sometimes
pro-Moscow, Anarchists who were suspi-
cious of everyone and a small Communist
Party that grew rapidly during the war. The
Communist line was for a United Front that
kept everyone together but gave the Com-
munists the chance to grow further, a tactic
that worked elsewhere. POUM opposed
this in favour of a hard-line policy that
obviously wasn’t going to be implemented,
whether or not it was a good idea.

So where did it all go wrong?

In 1917, Trotsky was very much a ‘gen-
eral without an army’. Lenin chose to bring
him into the Bolshevik leadership because
he had skills that Lenin needed. He was
a brilliant orator at a time when oratory
counted for a great deal. Also an impres-
sive journalist, and he turned out to be a
good organiser when operating within an
existing political structure, Lenin’s struc-
ture.

It gets overlooked how unexpected and
remarkable it is that dozens of very differ-
ent individuals have been able to make the

transition from Marxist ideologues to ma-
jor politicians. From little-known leaders
engaged in small-scale organisation on the
fringes of society to military, political and
economic organisation on a grand scale.
Able to do this with great success, when it
normally needs long experience and a kind
of apprenticeship to achieve even moderate
competence. The only way to make sense
of this is to accept that Marxist theory and
Leninist politics have huge advantages over
conventional politics and political theory.
(Or at least they did in the 1920s and 1930s:
a lot of Leninist ideas then seeped into
mainstream politics and became viewed as
‘common sense’.)

Libertarian ideology has proved to be
the direct opposite, a massive subtractor of
value. Libertarians could of course say that
their creed has never been properly prac-
ticed, but that is also true of thousands of
other creeds. The New Right is Libertari-
anism adapted for functional power poli-
tics, and it has done much worse than the
Old Right or Old Left. Politics dominated
by New Right lost the USA the extremely
strong position they had in 1991. A minor-
ity among them wanted a ‘Marshall Plan’
for the new Russia, a repeat of the policies
that won over Germany, Italy and Japan af-
ter World War Two. But for the ideologues,
relying on their own supermundane under-
standing of the force behind history, the
Marshall Plan was an abomination that
succeeded quite by chance or possibly
damaged a normal recovery. (A view they
also take of Roosevelt’s New Deal — they
are always heroes of history as it did not
happen.)

Libertarianism can draw on the exist-
ing skills of some of the world’s best busi-
ness people and the impressive technology
and traditions of the US armed forces. The
creed has vast amounts of money and me-
dia favouritism. Yet it has made a complete
dogs dinner of trying to run the world after
the Soviet collapse. I think that Newt Gin-
grich was the only one among them who
tried to make the transition from ideologue
to practical politician, and he hasn’t so far
made a success of it.

Curiously, the failure of the USA to cre-
ate a New World Order has not been blamed
on their current ideology. In part because
most left-wing thinking has not moved on
from the 1970s and has not admitted that
mainstream leftism blundered in the 1970s.

Trotskyism has been part of the hindrance,
unable to suggest realistic politics that go
against conventional wisdom.

(Any fool can challenge conventional
wisdom. The trick is to do so correctly. Or
at least with an alternative system that can
match the successes of conventional wis-
dom.)

Both Liberalism and Libertarianism
started out in highly organised societies,
places where several centuries of authori-
tarian monarchy had stamped a definite
order on what were originally loosely con-
nected populations with a diverse collec-
tion of local outlooks. Once the job had
been done, it was possible to relax disci-
pline and expect the population to cohere
on a mostly voluntary basis.

(You might of course think that the
world was a better place when it consisted
of loosely connected populations with a
diverse collection of local outlooks. But
unless you also think it should have stayed
pre-industrial, you can’t easily avoid the
conclusion that coherent societies had to be
created large enough to generate a new way
of life. And to win the inevitable military
conflicts with rivals.)

Curiously, radical social and economic
developments worked best when elements
of tradition were retained in the service
of the new order. In most of Western Eu-
rope, there was an hereditary monarch to
give stability to the system and prevented
political rivalries from ripping the state
apart. France was the grand exception and
the state was indeed ripped apart several
times. After executing their monarch, the
French ran through several versions of
Republican government, and then moved
with overwhelming popular support to
Napoleon’s Empire. When Napoleon fell,
they ran through a restored monarchy, an
alternative liberal monarchy, another re-
public, a new Empire under Napoleon’s
nephew and finally a Third Republic that
was set up after a vicious civil was and the
crushing of the Paris Commune. Politics
remained bitter and ineffective as France’s
relative position in the world declined, un-
til De Gaulle with his quasi-dictatorial rule
established a Fifth Republic that has been
fairly effective.

That was Western Europe, along with
its colonies. Colonies usually carry on
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with much the same politics as the home
society. Spain and Portugal were frac-
tious and dominated by a politically-mind-
ed military: Latin America has been the
same. British colonies inherited the 1688
settlement in which the gentry decided it
was best to accept the results of elections
and be a loyal opposition when not in
power. (Not democratic until the 1880s or
later: voting was originally confined to a
rich male minority and dominated by aris-
tocratic influence.)

The USA likes to think of itself as
an Immaculate Conception on clean new
lands, or rather lands from which the abo-
riginal inhabitants had been conveniently
cleared. Butthe US Constitution was based
on 13 self-governing states and defined its
federal government as an approximate
copy of Britain, with a President in place
of the King, a Vice-President in place of
Heir Apparent and a Senate in place of the
House of Lords. It still wasn’t that stable,
enduring astonishing losses and show-
ing amazing heroism on both sides in its
1860s war over the extension westwards of
slavery and the right of states to secede.

Marx and his followers assumed that
the rest of the world would follow broadly
the European schema, but this turned out
to be wrong. Up to 1914, there was gen-
eral confidence in progress and also some
belief that a World State was going to be
the end result. The war that began in 1914
was expected to end quickly, but dragged
on for several terrible years and did the
victors almost as much damage as the de-
feated. And it was out of this massive fail-
ure of European civilisation that a host of
new political ideas emerged. The two that
mattered in terms of power-politics turned
out to be Fascism and Leninism.

Lenin invented the basics, so that
during the 20th century ‘Leninism’ and
‘Marxism’ became virtually the same
thing, with non-Leninist Marxism becom-
ing insignificant. The world in 1919 was a
very different place from what it had been
in 1914. Only Lenin’s party was at home
in the new environment, which had been
caused by rival empires deciding to carry
through their rivalries to the bitter end.

In terms of building on Lenin’s work,
I’d rate the highest achievers as Mao, Sta-
lin, Deng Xiaoping, Trotsky and Ho Chi
Minh, in that order. 1 rate Mao above

Stalin because his work has continued to
flourish while Stalin’s fell apart. Deng
was at all times a Leninist, and even iden-
tified himself as a Maoist in the crisis of
1989, if the Tiananmen Papers are genuine.
Some parts of his reforms were window
dressing: the ‘Township and Village En-
terprises’ that many Western observers
have praised and admired are pretty much
the same thing as Mao’s Communes, just
with elements of individual enterprise and
a name that reassures Western customers.
I’ve been arguing that China under Deng
switched to Moderate Socialism rather
than Capitalism since the mid-1990s,
about a decade ahead of a similar conclu-
sion being reached by a minority of the
West’s China experts.

To go back to the crisis of the First
World War, Trotsky in 1917 was one of a
couple of dozen prominent individuals in
the Russian Left. Outside Russia he was
barely known. His reputation was made by
his large visible role in Russia’s successful
revolution. But as I’ll show, Trotsky dur-
ing his days of power was something dif-
ferent from what he later claimed. He was
deeply involved in the original creation
of the system whose bad points he then
blamed on Stalin.

If one were to use the standard modern
terminology, one would have to speak of
Trotsky being Stalinist in the era 1917-23.

Actually there is no Stalinism, just
mainstream Leninism and various off-
shoots. None of the offshoots were politi-
cally significant, apart from Mao’s ‘Conti-
nuity Leninism’, which rejected Khrush-
chev’s pretence that there was a significant
difference between Lenin and Stalin.

Stalin was important in 1917, but little
noticed by outsiders. For a time he was
the most senior Bolshevik inside of Russia,
the others being still in exile. He operated
on the basis of existing policy, assuming
that Russia was going through a Bourgeois-
Democratic revolution and the Bolshevik
task was to defend working-class interests
with a view to a workers revolution many
years in the future. He was willing to ac-
cept a moderately radical government as
legitimate, even though this ‘moderation’
included a determination to carry on with
the appalling slaughter of World War One.
Only when Lenin arrived were Stalin and
other Bolsheviks convinced that some-

thing more radical was needed. This hap-
pened to coincide with Trotsky’s long-held
notion of Permanent Revolution, so Lenin
coopted Trotsky onto the top leadership of
a party that he very much dominated.

Trotsky had no idea about how to trans-
late his ideas into coherent power-politics.
Mostly he made speeches or wrote articles
and then hoped that people would do what
he said. This worked when the whole
society was shaken up by revolution and
rapid change: not at other times. At least
it worked to the extent it made Trotsky a
major political figure, of the sort that often
flourish in revolutionary times and mostly
leave nothing solid behind them. Trotsky
in 1917 allowed himself to be plugged into
Lenin’s highly disciplined and effective
party, expecting that world revolution
would follow shortly. When it didn’t and
when his own position became shaky after
Lenin’s death, he reverted to his old habit
of blaming others. His resumed his fool-
ish habit of talking as if he possessed some
brilliant answer which he was being ma-
liciously prevented from implementing by
lesser men jealous of his brilliance.

I don’t doubt that Trotsky aroused
jealousy. But the real problem was that
he didn’t actually possess some brilliant
answer, or even a workable answer.

Despite failing to keep control of the
revolution he had helped start, and despite
intermittently denouncing it for turning
into something evil, Trotsky never admit-
ted fault and never ceased to denounce
the Moderate Socialists as traitors. The
Moderate Socialists had decided that
compromising with existing authorities
was the lesser evil than creating a radical
authoritarian system. They were probably
wrong in the 1920s and 1930s, but only if
the massive collapse of the Great Slump
could be anticipated.

If you’re not planning on overthrow-
ing the system, you are in practice accept-
ing the existing state structure, army and
police to do any ‘dirty work’ that exercis-
ing power may involve. Moderate Social-
ists in office usually rely on others to do
their nastiness for them.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Moderate So-
cialist policies had great success, though it
helped greatly because the rich and privi-
leged were scared of both the Communist
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challenge and a revival of Fascism. Still, it
would have been productive in the 1960s
and 1970s to acknowledge this success and
see how much further Reformism could go.
Instead radical thinking was dominated
by Trotskyism and by the semi-Trotskyist
outlook adopted by Khrushchev. From the
1980s, socialist advance turned into a re-
treat and sometimes a route.

Trotsky was an excellent Leninist or-
ganiser from 1917 to some time in 1923,
arguably till the time he realised he wasn’t
going to be Lenin’s successor, at least not
in the short term. Between 1903 and 1917
he had been wandering ineffectively in the
dead ground between Menshevism and
Bolshevism, between Moderate Social-
ists who sought improvements within the
existing society and Revolutionary Social-
ists who were set on tearing it all down
and building again. (Or perhaps failing to
build again.)

Trotsky was able to make a rather good
description of the difference, as expressed
in the split between Lenin and Martov in
what was then the Russian Social Demo-
cratic Labour Party:

“Later on, through the split at the Sec-
ond Congress of the party, the Iskra ad-
herents were divided into two groups, the
‘hard’ and the ‘soft’ These names were
much in vogue at first. They indicated
that, although no marked divisions really
existed, there was a difference in point of
view, in resoluteness and readiness to go on
to the end.

“One can say of Lenin and Martov
that even before the split, even before the
congress, Lenin was ‘hard’ and Martov
‘soft.” And they both knew it. Lenin would
glance at Martov, whom he estimated high-
ly, with a critical and somewhat suspicious
look, and Martov, feeling his glance, would
look down and move his thin shoulders
nervously. When they met or conversed
afterward, at least when I was present, one
missed the friendly inflection and the jests.
Lenin would look beyond Martov as he
talked, while Martov’s eyes would grow
glassy under his drooping and never quite
clean pince-nez. And when Lenin spoke to
me of Martov, there was a peculiar intona-
tion in his voice: “Who said that? Julius?’
— and the name Julius was pronounced in
a special way, with a slight emphasis, as if
to give warning: ‘A good man, no question

about it, even a remarkable one, but much
too soft.” [A]

“How did I come to be with the ‘softs’ at
the congress? Of the Iskra editors, my clos-
est connections were with Martov, Zasu-
litch and Axelrod. Their influence over me
was unquestionable. Before the congress
there were various shades of opinion on the
editorial board, but no sharp differences. I
stood farthest from Plekhanov, who, after
the first really trivial encounters, had taken
an intense dislike to me. Lenin’s attitude
toward me was unexceptionally kind. But
now it was he who, in my eyes, was attack-
ing the editorial board, a body which was,
in my opinion, a single unit, and which
bore the exciting name of Iskra. The idea
of a split within the board seemed nothing
short of sacrilegious to me.

“Revolutionary centralism is a harsh,
imperative and exacting principle. It often
takes the guise of absolute ruthlessness in
its relation to individual members, to whole
groups of former associates. It is not with-
out significance that the words ‘irreconcil-
able’ and ‘relentless’ are among Lenin’s
favorites. It is only the most impassioned,
revolutionary striving for a definite end —a
striving that is utterly free from any-thing
base or personal — that can justify such a
personal ruthlessness. In 1903, the whole
point at issue was nothing more than Len-
in’s desire to get Axelrod and Zasulitch off
the editorial board. My attitude toward
them was full of respect, and there was
an element of personal affection as well.
Lenin also thought highly of them for what
they had done in the past. But he believed
that they were becoming an impediment
for the future.

This led him to conclude that they
must be removed from their position of
leadership. I could not agree. My whole
being seemed to protest against this mer-
ciless cutting off of the older ones when
they were at last on the threshold of an
organized party. It was my indignation
at his attitude that really led to my part-
ing with him at the second congress. His
behavior seemed unpardonable to me, both
horrible and outrageous. And yet, politi-
cally it was right and necessary, from the
point of view of organization. The break
with the older ones, who remained in the
preparatory stages, was in evitable in any
case. Lenin understood this before any one
else did. He made an attempt to keep Ple-

khanov by separating him from Zasulitch
and Axelrod. But this, too, was quite futile,
as subsequent events soon proved.

“My break with Lenin occurred on
what might be considered ‘moral’ or even
personal grounds. But this was merely on
the surface. At bottom, the separation was
of a political nature and merely expressed
itself in the realm of organization methods.
I thought of myself as a centralist. But
there is no doubt that at that time I did not
fully realize what an intense and imperious
centralism the revolutionary party would
need to lead millions of people in a war
against the old order.” [B]

But did he properly realise it later?
During the excitement of revolution, he
was willing to smash the old order and set
up a radical dictatorship, without consid-
ering what this meant. Martov remained
consistently opposed. Others who had
been against Lenin decided that there was
no other option and joined the new Com-
munist Party. Trotsky helped build the new
authoritarian order, and showed no concern
about its harshness for as long as he was
effectively Lenin’s deputy. When revolu-
tion led on to civil war, he was determined
it would be fought properly: that is to say,
with great ruthlessness.

“Now it is time to speak of ‘The train
of the Predrevoyensoviet.” [The train of the
Chairman of the Revolutionary Military
Council. — Trans.] During the most strenu-
ous years of the revolution, my own per-
sonal life was bound up inseparably with
the life of that train. The train, on the other
hand, was inseparably bound up with the
life of the Red Army. The train linked the
front with the base, solved urgent problems
on the spot, educated, appealed, supplied,
rewarded, and punished.

“An army cannot be built without re-
prisals. Masses of men cannot be led to
death unless the army command has the
death-penalty in its arsenal. So long as
those malicious tailless apes that are so
proud of their technical achievements — the
animals that we call men — will build armies
and wage wars, the command will always
be obliged to place the soldiers between the
possible death in the front and the inevita-
ble one in the rear. And yet armies are not
built on fear. The Czar’s army fell to pieces
not because of any lack of reprisals. In his
attempt to save it by restoring the death-
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penalty, Kerensky only finished it. Upon
the ashes of the great war, the Bolsheviks
created a new army. These facts demand
no explanation for any one who has even
the slightest knowledge of the language of
history. The strongest cement in the new
army was the ideas of the October revolu-
tion, and the train supplied the front with
this cement.” [C]

Politics helped, but a lot of people
were shot for various sorts of disobedi-
ence. And Trotsky took the lead in restor-
ing officers from the old army with some-
thing like their old powers, albeit watched
over by Commissars. That was probably
the only way to win that war — and the
alternative would have been victory for
a White-Russian movement that strongly
resembled what later developed as Fas-
cism. If there was an error it happened
earlier: banning all rival left-wing parties
and making a costly agreement with Ger-
many with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, a
few months before Germany faced total
defeat and was tricked into signing an ar-
mistice that was supposed to be based on
President Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Peace
was made between Soviet Russia and
Germany in March 1918: Germany itself
made a virtual surrender in the form of an
armistice in November 1918, after coming
close to victory in the West using troops
freed from fighting Russia. As Brendan
Clifford has argued, this was a missed
opportunity and both Lenin and Trotsky
were guilty of it.

Having established a dictatorship so
as to enforce a peace that gave away huge
territories that had been part of the Tsar-
ist Empire, the Bolsheviks took steps to
take them back as soon as the opportunity
arose. This included the Ukraine, briefly
nationalist and independent under German
protection. Also Georgia, briefly a social-
ist state run by Mensheviks but then con-
quered after having signed a peace treaty
with the new Soviet Union. And there was
a serious attempt to push west, to link up
with leftists in Germany by way of Poland,
regardless of what the Poles might think of
it. Trotsky was very much part of it:

“Of course, I never had an occasion to
express my sympathy with the Poland of
Pilsudski; that is, a Poland of oppression
and repression under a cloak of patriotic
phraseology and heroic braggadocio. It
would be easy to pick out a number of my

statements to the effect that, in the event
that war was forced on us by Pilsudski,
we would try not to stop half-way. Such
statements were the result of the entire
setting. But to draw the conclusion from
this that we wanted a war with Poland, or
were even preparing it, is to lie in the face
of facts and common sense...

“The capture of Kiev by the Poles, in
itself devoid of any military significance,
did us a great service; it awakened the
country. Again I had to make the rounds
of armies and cities, mobilizing men and
resources. We recaptured Kiev. Then our
successes began. The Poles were rolled
back with a celerity I never anticipated,
since I could hardly believe the foolhardi-
ness that actually lay at the bottom of Pil-
sudski’s campaign. But on our side, too,
after our first major successes, the idea
of the possibilities that were opened to us
became greatly exaggerated. A point of
view that the war which began as one of
defense should be turned into an offensive
and revolutionary war began to grow and
acquire strength.

“In principle, of course, I could not pos-
sibly have any objection to such a course.
The question was simply one of the cor-
relation of forces. The unknown quantity
was the attitude of the Polish workers and
peasants. Some of our Polish comrades,
such as the late J. Marklilevsky, a co-
worker of Rosa Luxemburg’s, weighed
the situation very soberly. The former’s
estimation was an important factor in my
desire to get out of the war as quickly as
possible. But there were other voices, too.
There were high hopes of an uprising of
the Polish workers. At any rate, Lenin
fixed his mind on carrying the war to an
end, up to the entry into Warsaw to help
the Polish workers overthrow Pilsudski’s
government and seize the power.” [D]

Trotsky insists he correctly saw the
dangers of the war, while not objecting
to the idea if it could have been carried
through. He also blames the consequent
defeat on misbehaviour by an army group
that included Stalin: that’s one of history’s
unresolved issues. Trotsky was certainly
happy with the principle that World Com-
munism should expand itself by armed
conquest of reluctant neighbours, wher-
ever this should be possible.

People nowadays forget that a World

State was a widespread radical objective.
Lenin’s Third International was much the
most plausible vehicle to establish such
a unity. But Leninists found that to es-
tablish new politics was a lot harder than
had been expected. The idea of a World
State of any sort has now receded, and new
multi-cultural forms of radicalism have
blossomed.

Still, Leninism did move mainstream
politics a very long way in the directions of
the original radical vision of 1917. Some
of the problems were with that original vi-
sion. But I don’t know of any other mean-
ingful political movement that was closer
to the modern mainstream on a broad
spectrum of issues. Sexual equality, racial
equality, the end of Imperialism, the end
of bourgeois values, the weakening of reli-
gion and the establishment of considerable
sexual freedom, at least for heterosexuals.
There was a strong positive influence, in
the end damaged by a determination to
conquer and command. Trotsky was part
of it and his heirs continued the same at-
titudes without any realistic politics that
might have enforced their aims.

Trotsky was quite content with dicta-
torship at home, for as long as Lenin was
boss and he was deputy. Shooting rival
socialists was part of normal politics as it
had developed after the Bolsheviks pushed
aside rival parties and took total power for
themselves:

“In July, Lenin was on his feet again,
and although he did not officially return to
work until October, he kept his eye on eve-
ry thing and studied everything. During
those months of convalescence, among the
things that engaged his attention was the
trial of the Socialist- Revolutionists. The
Socialist-Revolutionists had killed Volo-
darsky and Uritzky, had wounded Lenin
seriously, and had made two attempts to
blow up my train. We could not treat all
this lightly. Although we did not regard
it from the idealistic point of view of our
enemies, we appreciated ‘the ré6le of the
individual in history.” We could not close
our eyes to the danger that threatened the
revolution if we were to allow our enemies
to shoot down, one by one, the whole lead-
ing group of our party.

“Our humanitarian friends of the nei-
ther-hot-nor-cold species have explained to
us more than once that they could see the
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necessity of reprisals in general, but that to
shoot a captured enemy means to overstep
the limits of necessary self-defense. They
demanded that we show ‘magnanimity.’
Clara Zetkin and other European com-
munists who still dared at that time to say
what they thought, in opposition to Lenin
and me, insisted that we spare the lives of
the men on trial. They suggested that we
limit their punishment to confinement in
prison. This seemed the simplest solution.
But the question of reprisals on individuals
in times of revolution assumes a quite spe-
cific character from which humanitarian
generalities rebound in impotence.

The struggle then is for actual power,
a struggle for life or death — since that is
what revolution is. What meaning, under
such conditions, can imprisonment have
for people who hope to seize the power in
a few weeks and imprison or destroy the
men at the helm? From the point of view
of the absolute value of the human person-
ality, revolution must be ‘condemned,” as
well as war — as must also the entire history
of mankind taken in the large. Yet the very
idea of personality has been developed only
as a result of revolutions, a process that is
still far from complete.

In order that the idea of personality may
become a reality and the half-contemptu-
ous idea of the ‘masses’ may cease to be
the antithesis of the philosophically privi-
leged idea of ‘personality,” the masses must
lift themselves to a new historical rung
by the revolutionary crane, or, to be more
exact, by a series of revolutions. Whether
this method is good or bad from the point
of view of normative philosophy, I do not
know, and I must confess I am not inter-
ested in knowing. But I do know definitely
that this is the only way that humanity has
found thus far.

“These considerations are in no sense an
attempt to ‘justify’ the revolutionary terror.
To attempt to justify it would mean to take
notice of the accusers. And who are they?
The organizers and exploiters of the great
world slaughter? The nouveaux riches who
offer up to the ‘unknown soldier’ the aroma
of their after-dinner cigars? The pacifists
who fought war only when there was none,
and who are ready to repeat their repul-
sive masquerade? Lloyd George, Wilson,
and Poincar, who considered themselves
entitled to starve German children for the
crimes of the Hohenzollerns — and for their

own crimes? The English conservatives or
French Republicans who fanned the flames
of civil war in Russia from a safe distance
while they were trying to coin their profits
out of its blood? This rollcall could be con-
tinued without end.

For me, the question is not one of phil-
osophical justification, but rather of politi-
cal explanation. Revolution is revolution
only because it reduces all contradictions
to the alternative of life or death. Is it con-
ceivable that men who solve the question
of sovereignty over Alsace-Lorraine every
half-century by means of mountains of hu-
man corpses are capable of rebuilding their
social relations by nothing more than par-
liamentary ventriloquism? At any rate, no
one has shown us as yet how it can be done.
We were breaking up the resistance of the
old rocks with the help of steel and dyna-
mite. And when our enemies shot at us, in
most cases with rifles from the most civi-
lized and democratic nations, we replied in
the same vernacular. Bernard Shaw shook
his beard reproachfully over this in the di-
rection of both parties, but no one took any
notice of his sacramental argument.” [E]

Read that passage carefully and note
how Trotsky slides between two very dif-
ferent issues. I fully agree that the Bol-
sheviks had a strong moral position as
against the politicians who had organised
the mass slaughter of World War One, and
then chose to cheat Germany with the Ver-
sailles Treaty. But there was a legitimate
criticism that those leaders went back to
normal politics after the war, some of them
losing office by normal democratic politics.
The Bolsheviks, having obtained uncon-
stitutional power in the confusion of 1917,
hung onto it continuously right up until
the ignominious collapse of 1989 / 1991.
Trotsky didn’t start calling it ‘dictatorship’
until he became dissatisfied with his own
position after Lenin’s death.

While Lenin lived, he was clearly the
boss, even if he had to get a consensus on
important issues. He tolerated Trotsky be-
cause Trotsky was useful, and because he
knew that Trotsky could never actually dis-
place him. It didn’t matter whether or not
Trotsky wished to do so: he was mistrusted
by the core of the Bolshevik Party, those
who remembered him as an oppositionist
from 1903 to 1917.

With Lenin dead, it became a matter

of alliances. The top leaders were Trotsky,
Stalin, Bukharin and Zinoviev & Kamaneyv,
who functioned as a duo led by Zinoviev.
Initially none of them had the power to
lead alone. The leadership first stabilised
with Zinoviev and Kamanev in alliance
with Stalin: at the time most people saw Zi-
noviev as the new boss. Foolishly, Trotsky
got into open disagreement with this new
leadership. He had helped abolish the sort
of regular or bourgeois-democratic politics
in which you could be against the current
government yet still loyal to the state.

The lack of any clear distinction be-
tween opposition and treason wasn’t actu-
ally a Soviet peculiarity. It has been the
norm for most governments for most of hu-
man history. It has been making a return
since 1991 with the West’s “War on Terror’.

Parliamentary government and consti-
tutional monarchs had been developing as
the norm up to 1914. But every single par-
liament had plunged enthusiastically into
the slaughter of World War One. None of
them coped well with the resultant mess.

Multi-party politics in Weimar Ger-
many lasted for 15 calendar years and saw
12 different men served as Chancellor, the
equivalent of Prime Minister. Hitler as
Chancellor was the 13th, coming to power
by an entirely democratic process and
dismantling Weimar with general popular
approval. Pretty well every other govern-
ment east of Germany — and many west of
it — had become some sort of autocracy or
dictatorship by the early 1930s. Czecho-
slovakia was the main exception, at least
it was a democracy for the Czechs as the
dominant majority. Chamberlain aban-
doned this last democracy and then chose
to fight in defence of Poland, which had
become a right-wing autocracy that was
hostile to Jews.

Back in the 1920s, Trotsky should have
had the sense to remain quietly as an al-
ternative, rather than setting himself up as
an opposition. He’d helped create the state
and had helped crush various opposition-
ists, some of them quite left-wing. Had he
known when to shut up and control himself
he might have come back later, as Mao was
to do within Chinese Communism. But
Trotsky was vain and was bad at working
with others, he isolated himself.
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