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

As Marxists, we stand for 
a revolutionary solution to the 
exploitation and conflict inherent in 
the capitalist system. That’s why we 
campaign for a socialist programme - 
a democratically owned and planned 
economy which meets the needs of 
the millions, not the millionaires.

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

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

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

Join us today. 
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MAY DAY Greetings to all our comrades and readers and to all 
those fighting exploitation and oppression around the world!

May Day 2018 dawns on a world increasingly dominated by 
the rivalry and conflicts of the major imperialist powers.

Militarisation and the struggle for the re-division of the world 
goes hand in hand with the rise of more aggressive and nationalist 
forces and a strengthening of authoritarian, bonapartist or even 
dictatorial forms of rule.

In Europe, the so-called “refugee crisis” has not only led to the 
rise of far-right and even fascist forces, but also to the imposition 
of harsher institutional measures such as camps to “concentrate” 
the refugees on the outer borders or in the border states. 

Such a wave of reaction inevitably strengthens the oldest 
and most entrenched of all social oppressions, that of women. 
Women are subject both to the increased burden of low paid, 
precarious work in the factories, offices and fields and to that 
of private domestic labour, caring for the young and the old. 
Women’s oppression also takes the form of a massive increase of 
harassment, violence, including gang rape, femicide on a mass 
scale and attacks on achieved rights, like the right to abortion. 
Equally, lesbian, gay and trans people are subject to social 
oppression and, in many countries, legal discrimination and 
even open violence.

Young people, too, are particularly hard hit by the capitalist 
restructuring of the global economy, suffering low wages, 

discrimination and denial of educational and cultural advance. 
They are also the cannon fodder in reactionary wars and in 
future open military conflicts.

The global offensive against the masses and the working 
classes, however, has also led to mass movements of resistance. 
They all testify to the need to challenge capitalism, whose 
destructive nature will always threaten to undermine and 
destroy the fundamental sources of society’s wealth; the natural 
environment and human labour.

The working class organisations have proved themselves 
unfit for the task of giving such a leadership, because the mass 
working class parties are reformist parties, led and controlled 
by a bureaucracy which has tied them to the capitalist system, 
even if it needs to portray itself as working class, popular, left and 
progressive.

We advocate the broadest unity of the working class and 
oppressed, we call on all working class organisations, including 
the reformist ones, to break with the bourgeoisie and their policy 
of class collaboration and to unite against the common enemy.

We live in period where the alternative is posed once again: 
Socialism or barbarism; a world of war, exploitation, oppression 
and ecological catastrophe - or a world of peace, democracy, and 
human emancipation. We say another world is possible. If you 
agree, join us in our fight for international socialism and workers’ 
power!

EDITORIAL
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LABOUR, 
ANTISEMITISM 

AND ANTIZIONISM
KD TAIT 

 
THE DECISION by Labour’s right wing to 
reheat the smear campaign accusing Jeremy 
Corbyn of failing to tackle antisemitism within 
the party is a deliberate attempt to sabotage 
Labour’s local election campaign, discredit the 
leadership, and silence critics of Israel’s brutal 
oppression of the Palestinians.

Though they have differing priorities and 
motives, anti-Corbyn Labour MPs, the right 
wing Tory press, the Zionist Jewish Labour 
Movement and pro-Tory organisations like 
the Board of Deputies, quickly joined the press 
campaign to convince the public that Jeremy 
Corbyn is an antisemite, and the Labour Party 
overrun with antisemitism.

The latest offensive is a repetition of that 
deployed in the aftermath of Corbyn’s 2015 
election as party leader, which led to the 
abortive attempt to remove him less than 
twelve months later (the ‘chicken coup’). This 
time the offensive was better timed.

For pro-Israel forces inside the party, like 
the Jewish Labour Movement, it also coincided 
with a potentially dangerous moment; major 
celebrations around the 70th anniversary of 
the foundation of Israel, to which Nato and 
the EU sent delegations, just as Theresa May 
praised the Balfour Declaration as a great Tory 
achievement on its centenary.

Naturally, the Palestinian refugees 
organised protests against the Nakba, the 1948 
expulsion of the Palestinians. Typically, too, the 
Netanyahu government brazenly announced it 
would respond by killing peaceful protesters in 
Gaza. This it has duly done and is still doing. 
And, surprise, surprise, the British media 
have ignored it. Amongst political leaders, 
only Jeremy Corbyn has had the principle and 
courage to denounce this. In a statement to a 
protest he said:

“The killing and wounding of yet more 
unarmed Palestinian protesters yesterday by 
Israeli forces in Gaza is an outrage. … They 
have a right to protest against their appalling 
conditions and the continuing blockade and 
occupation of Palestinian land, and in support 
of their right to return to their homes and their 
right to self-determination.”

He added, “firing live ammunition into 
crowds of unarmed civilians is illegal and 
inhumane and cannot be tolerated”.

What is the evidence that antisemitism is 
rife ?

In 2016, the Chakrabarti Report into 
antisemitism and other forms of racism 
within the Labour Party was established 
following allegedly antisemitic comments by 
Ken Livingstone and Naz Shah MP. The BBC 
summed up its findings, “The Labour Party is 
not overrun by antisemitism or other forms 
of racism but there is an ‘occasionally toxic 
atmosphere’.”

Dissatisfied with this, the Commons 
Home Affairs Committee, CHAC, with a big 
majority of Tories and Labour MPs opposed to 
Jeremy Corbyn, launched its own investigation. 
Despite the committee’s composition and its 
denigration of the Chakrabarti Report, their 
own official report was obliged to conclude:

“Despite significant press and public 
attention on the Labour Party, and a number 
of revelations regarding inappropriate social 
media content, there exists no reliable, 
empirical evidence to support the notion that 
there is a higher prevalence of antisemitic 
attitudes within the Labour Party than any 
other political party.”

In fact, the recommendations of the 
Chakrabarti Report were blocked by a 
party apparatus controlled by disgraced 
former general secretary Iain McNicol. This 
obstruction, and the fact that the most high 

profile attempts at expulsion for ‘antisemitism’ 
by the party’s disciplinary bodies have been 
prominent Jewish anti-Zionists like Moshe 
Machover and Glyn Secker, says much about 
the motivations and priorities of those leading 
this attack. To this has now been added the 
outrageous expulsion of Marc Wadsworth, 
veteran of the Black Sections movement of the 
1980s and early 90s, a key figure, too, alongside 
the Lawrence family, in launching the campaign 
for justice for Stephen.

The claim that there was something 
antisemitic in his accusation that Ruth Smeeth 
MP was cooperating with Daily Telegraph 
journalists, and his expulsion for “bringing 
the party into disrepute”, is the latest example 
of the witch-hunt. The purveyors of insincere 
antisemitism accusations do not mind in the 
least how such expulsions really do bring the 
party into disrepute with the black community, 
especially at a time when Corbyn and Diane 
Abbot are doing all they can to expose the racist 
policies of the Tories towards the Windrush 
generation.

Wadsworth’s expulsion has fuelled demands 
for the expulsion of Ken Livingstone and Jackie 
Walker. Clearly, this points to how dangerous 
it is to remain silent on the witch-hunt or deny 
that it is taking place. Jeremy Corbyn and his 
spokespersons have foolishly adopted a passive 
approach to it, indeed they have conceded far 
too much to the idea that there is a serious 
problem of antisemitism in the party. Throwing 
Jewish anti-Zionists to the wolves will rebound 
on him because nothing he says will satisfy the 
right wing – except his own resignation.

Supporters of Corbyn’s leadership against 
the right should not be afraid to criticise him 
whenever he makes dangerous concessions to 
the huge right wing majority in the PLP.

There is no need to deny the existence of 
any real cases of antisemitism within the party 
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in order to point out what all active members 
will recognise, that, in meetings, events and 
campaigning, instances of antisemitism are 
practically non existent. That is why the vast 
majority of the accusations relate to instances 
of alleged antisemitism expressed online.

There can be no doubt that in a mass party 
there will be a small number of real antisemites, 
that is, people who are prejudiced against 
Jews for being Jews. Such racists should be 
investigated, fairly judged and, if proved guilty, 
expelled.

Nevertheless, the undoubted widespread 
racist trolling on social media, however 
unpleasant, does not prove that the perpetrators 
are Labour Party members, Corbyn supporters 
or left wingers as the Tory media and the 
Blairite MPs keep asserting. Let them prove 
it. Otherwise it is a scandalous libel to hold 
Jeremy Corbyn, or the left within the party in 
general, responsible for such antisocial activity.

ANTISEMITISM
Underpinning the antisemitism claims is the 
belief that the left is particularly susceptible 
to this form of racism, where it is expressed 
not as Holocaust denial or overt Jew-hatred, 
but as variations on what the German social 
democrat, August Bebel, rightly called the 
‘socialism of fools’. That is, the attempt to 
focus popular indignation against capitalist 
exploitation onto a tiny fraction of the capitalist 
class and a section of the working class; the 
Jewish part. That is how Marxists responded 
to the rise of a modern antisemitism, which is 
a form of racism, as opposed to that based on 
Christian religious bigotry.

This antisemitism substitutes conspiracy 
theory for an objective, materialist explanation 
of the development and operation of class 
society. The most famous example of this is 
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a forgery 
concocted by the Russian Tsar’s secret police. 
To this day, those who claim that Jews control 
business and high finance, the US government 
and/or the media, even if they substitute the 
term Zionists for Jews, reveal themselves to be 
real antisemites. Such people and their ideas 
need to be driven out of the workers’ movement 
wherever they make their appearance.

It is not only factually incorrect to hold 
Jewish people disproportionately responsible 
for rapacious capitalism and the imperialist 
system, it also exonerates the real means by 
which the capitalist class exploits and rules 
and, therefore, poisons the development 
of class consciousness and a revolutionary 
politics of human emancipation. That is why 
antisemitic tropes originate in, and are the 
favoured weapons of, the anti-socialist, far 
right movements, not the socialist left. It is 
noteworthy that the Daily Mail in its headlines 

and cartoons cheerfully recycles the antisemitic 
imagery it fostered in the 1930s but now applied 
to Muslims and EU migrants.

Some of these stereotypes can be, and have 
been, picked up by some people new to leftwing 
politics, frequently online, where political 
debate too often degenerates into abuse and 
baiting. Socialists need to point out forcefully 
wherever this includes stereotypes and coded 
phrases originating from the far right. We must 
not let it be repurposed and reproduced as a 
kind of “leftwing common sense”.

This “socialism of fools” is just as dangerous 
as the “leftwing” chauvinism that seeks to 
maintain privileges for British workers over 
those from Europe, or the “leftwing” patriotism 
that claims a common “national interest” 
between the working class and the ruling class 
in times of war.

Unfortunately, those accusing Labour of 
having a problem with antisemitism are not at 
all interested in cultivating a climate of political 
education and collective struggle, which would 
be the most effective way for new members to 
throw off the reactionary ideas that our society 
is saturated in.

ANTIZIONISM
The primary rationale of the charge, expressed 
more bluntly by some than others, is that the 
party’s new members are significantly more 
likely to be antisemitic because they, like Jeremy 
Corbyn, are supporters of the Palestinians and, 
to varying degrees, opponents of the Israeli 
state.

It is not an antisemitic conspiracy theory 
to assert the irrefutable fact that the Israeli 
Embassy and British pro-Zionist organisations 
and individuals have waged a campaign to 
discredit the Labour Party left and leadership, 
with a vehemence other organisations are 
spared.

The testimony of anti-Zionist Jews in 
Labour confirms this. For daring to speak out, 
they have in turn been harassed, accused of 
antisemitism and in some cases suspended or 
expelled from the party.

Criticism of Israeli state oppression of the 
Palestinians is not antisemitic. Nor is refusal 
to “recognise the right to exist” of Israel as a 
self-designated Jewish State. Both logically and 
historically, that is linked to the denial of the 
Palestinians’ right to self-determination and 
of the right to return of the refugees ethnically 
cleansed in 1948 and 1967. It is de facto a 
recognition of Israel’s right of settlement, 
conquest and expulsion. Refusal to recognise 
such a right is not a denial of Israeli Jews’ rights 
to live and work in Palestine-Israel, still less is it 
an incitement to a second Holocaust.

For the Zionists, this basic statement of 
socialist principles is ipso facto antisemitic. The 

leftwing apologists for Zionism in the Workers 
Liberty group call this anti-Zionism “leftwing 
antisemitism”, although they are careful to 
distinguish themselves from the Labour right 
by arguing that such “antisemites” should not 
be expelled. But this tactical difference between 
friends is not allowed to interfere with their 
shared interest in libeling anti-Zionists and 
antiracists as antisemites, with the goal of 
stigmatising and delegitimising the just and 
legitimate struggle for Palestinian liberation.

Nevertheless, it is true that within the wider 
Palestinian solidarity movement, which has 
only recently started to overlap significantly 
with the Labour Party, legitimate criticism of 
the Israeli state does sometimes cross a line 
into antisemitic generalisations, or genuinely 
offensive analogies with the Nazis.

The fact that the Israeli state describes itself 
as the state of the world’s Jews, and facilitates 
the immigration of Jewish people predicated on 
the ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians, is used 
to “justify” the antisemitic idea that all Jews 
should be held responsible for its crimes.

The support of Anglo-Saxon imperialism in 
particular and western imperialism in general 
for the Israeli state is often explained by recourse 
to antisemitic conspiracies about Jewish 
control of the media or the US government and 
international institutions. In fact, the Zionist 
settlement project from 1917-1947 was only 
possible because British imperialism saw it as 
one of its assets for colonising the Middle East. 
After the formation of the state of Israel, now 
with US support, it became a major asset in 
weakening and dividing the Arab states and 
aiding the Cold War with the Soviet Union. 
Today, it plays a role for both US and European 
imperialist powers in a new period of rivalry 
with Putin’s Russia. None of this was in reality a 
conspiracy since both the imperialist politicians 
and the Zionist leaders were pretty frank as to 
their objectives.

The religious and racial dynamic of Israel’s 
oppression of the largely Muslim Palestinians 
also fuels the flames of the retrograde 
religious bigotry and antisemitism of Islamist 
organisations like the Gaza-based Hamas party, 
or movements that claim to be in solidarity 
with the Palestinians in other Muslim-majority 
countries.

In the West, particularly in Britain with 
its large Muslim minority, and in France 
with Europe’s largest Jewish population, both 
with a legacy of colonialism in the Middle 
East, these states’ enthusiastic support for 
the War on Terror abroad, their military and 
financial backing for Israel, and their vigorous 
stigmatising of antisemitism but toleration of, 
or even support for, Islamophobic and racist 
persecution of Muslims, has created fertile 
ground for Islamist antisemitism to flourish.
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In this context, the attempt to characterise 
Corbyn as tolerating, or even being a “figurehead 
for antisemitism”, is a gigantic fraud. Corbyn 
certainly has repeatedly condemned the crimes 
of the Israeli state against the Palestinians 
and that is enough for hardened Zionists to 
dub him an antisemite. In fact, like much of 
the mainstream of the labour movement, he 
does not deny the right of Israel to exist as a 
Jewish state. He is a long-term supporter of the 
so-called ‘Two state solution’, which, though 
endorsed by the UN and indeed formally by 
the USA, has been repeatedly blocked by Israel.

The reality is that many Zionists are not 
Jews, and plenty of supporters of the Israeli 
state are in fact motivated by the antisemitic 
idea that Jews and non Jews cannot coexist. 
This also explains the support of the notorious 
antisemite, Lord Balfour and, latterly, the 
US Christian Evangelical movement, for the 
Zionist project.

To point out these contradictions is not to 
minimise, let alone justify, the existence of real 
antisemitism, but to highlight the hypocrisy of 
the establishment and the imperialist system 
whose colonial plunder and exploitation of the 
working class generates and institutionalises 
racism and social oppression. We cannot 
summon the arsonist to put out the fire.

That is why socialism and Zionism are 
incompatible. The solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is not two religiously-
defined national states, but a single, secular 
state with freedom of religion for Jews, Arabs 
and Christians, and equality for the Palestinian 
and Israeli Hebrew speaking nationalities, in 
the whole territory.

It is the Palestinian working class, poor, and 
refugees who will be the central agents of that 
struggle, aided by the courageous Israelis, at 
present a minority, who oppose their country’s 
oppression of the Palestinians. Their victory will 
mean the liberation of Jewish and Arab workers 
alike from the prison of national chauvinism 
and religious bigotry. The task of socialists in 
the West is to be staunch allies in that struggle 
by fighting to end British and US imperialism’s 
support for the Zionist settler state and to end 
its role as the vanguard of western imperialism 
in the Middle East.

Many of Corbyn’s opponents, whether 
in the Labour or Tory parties, or the wider 
establishment, who have jumped on the 
antisemitism bandwagon, are not motivated by 
Zionist convictions. Israel is central to the whole 
edifice of the post-WW2 reorganisation of the 
Middle East, which was carried out under the 
auspices of the US, with the French and British 
as junior partners. For them, the idea of a 
Labour leader with a record of opposing the use 
of military force to secure Britain’s imperialist 
interests, and who might weaken Israel’s ability 

to serve Britain’s interests, is intolerable.

WEAPONISED HYPOCRISY
There are many Labour party members who 
are genuinely concerned about the presence 
of antisemitism and racism within the party. 
Some of the antisemitic abuse directed at 
politicians, ostensibly in support of Jeremy 
Corbyn, is shocking even to seasoned anti-
racist campaigners.

But the hundreds of thousands of members 
and supporters who are sincere in their desire 
to root out racism, and uproot the causes 
of racism, are having that task made more 
difficult by the weaponisation of antisemitism 
for factional purposes.

The behaviour of right wing MPs like 
Luciana Berger, John Mann, Ruth Smeeth 
and John Woodcock, lining up alongside Tory 
MPs and the anti-Catholic DUP to denounce 
Jeremy Corbyn in the House of Commons, is 
a calculated attempt to bring the party and, 
by extension its leadership, into disrepute. It 
includes the bullying and abuse of Jews who 
support Corbyn.

The extent to which Corbyn’s opponents are 
prepared to debase themselves and the party’s 
reputation, was shown by the reactions to his 
attendance at a Seder organised by Jewdas. The 
members of this irreverent, leftwing Jewish 
organisation were immediately denounced as 
the “wrong sort” of Jews. The “right sort” of 
Jews on the Board of Deputies meanwhile had 
refused Corbyn’s offer of a meeting unless he 
accepted an ultimatum of demands that would 
surrender the Party’s democratic autonomy.

The cynical attempts to portray Corbyn, 
a lifelong campaigner against racism, as an 
antisemite, the denunciations and insults in 
the Tory press, the open collaboration with 
Labour’s political opponents, are unprincipled 
and irresponsible.

Not every accusation of antisemitism 
is false but, when so many clearly are, the 
inevitable consequence of this crying wolf 
is that it devalues and diminishes a serious 
claim. We should be alert to the danger that 
some Labour Party members may come to 
regard all charges of antisemitism as generally, 
if not always, fraudulent and unjustified. That 
would would be a dangerous conclusion since 
antisemitism remains an integral part of racism, 
alongside prejudice against BAME people and, 
more recently, hatred of Muslims.

Labour’s leftwing members have no reason 
to fear being put under the spotlight. It is 
socialist activists who are at the forefront of the 
fight against racism and sexism and all other 
prejudices, wherever they rear their head. But 
Labour’s elected representatives should also be 
held to an equal, in fact higher, standard.

The fact that Labour MP Sarah Champion 

could write an article in the Sun suggesting that 
British Pakistanis have a cultural problem with 
grooming, and then be let off with a slap on the 
wrist, is the disturbing proof that the racism 
that blights our society finds its reflection at 
the highest levels of our movement. Jack Straw 
and David Blunkett’s racist comments in the 
past show that Labour has been an instrument 
and an acceptable face of the official racism that 
BAME people are subjected to, in a way that has 
become unacceptable for Jewish people.

Ordinary members need take no lessons 
in fighting racism from MPs from this 
dishonourable tradition, nor from those who 
line up alongside the Tories and DUP to accuse 
principled antiracists of being racist.

CONCLUSIONS
Jeremy Corbyn has made it clear that the party 
will not tolerate people who abuse MPs or, 
indeed, any party member, online or offline, on 
the basis that they are Jewish or that they are 
Zionists or supporters of Israel. But criticism 
and debate on Israel and its actions, is not 
personal or racist abuse.

Any supporter of Corbyn who sends abusive 
or threatening tweets or emails to Labour right 
wingers is not only engaging in the appalling 
bullying behaviour he has condemned time 
and again, but contributing to the antisocial 
degeneration of political culture and harming 
our movement.

Not only is it wrong in itself but it plays right 
into the hands of the left’s real enemies. If this 
happens then it should certainly be sanctioned, 
up to and including suspension or expulsion, by 
the appropriate disciplinary bodies.

Real antisemites should have no place in 
the Party, but due process, that is, the right of 
the accused to be notified of the charges and 
have the right, indeed the obligation, to answer 
them, must be followed. Conversely, people 
who make false and malicious accusations of 
antisemitism should be severely sanctioned.

Waging an effective struggle against racism 
means first of all being able to point out clearly 
that racism is a social phenomenon, rooted in 
the colonialism and slavery that inaugurated 
the capitalist epoch and our modern political 
system. That in turn means breaking with those 
MPs who defend Britain’s racist immigration 
laws, and support policies which contribute to 
the marginalisation and oppression of Muslims 
and ethnic minorities.

This is the first step on the road to 
a working class party that elevates the 
fight against racism from a question of 
individual morality, to a collective struggle 
to revolutionise the political and economic 
foundations of our society, in order to end the 
exploitation of capitalism, and do away with 
the social oppression it generates.
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LABOUR MPS SHAMEFUL 
SILENCE ON GAZA DEATHS

RACHID KADER 
 

THERE WERE a lot of Labour people on the  
first demonstration for the Gazans murdered 
in cold blood by Israel – but there was not one 
Labour MP among them.

Why?
The protest was so supportable, called by 

Palestine solidarity campaigns to protest the 
murder of 31 civilians by Israeli occupation 
forces in the Gaza strip.

Yes, Jeremy Corbyn sent a statement 
to be read out on his behalf, which clearly 
condemned the killings and called for a review 
of arms sales to Israel. Yes, it is right that 
Corbyn spoke out, given the furious campaign 
mounted by pro-Israel groups in recent weeks.

But where were they? The absence of 
even one Labour MP is scandalous. The only 
explanation is that there was a deliberate 
instruction to stay away.

This shows that the Zionist opponents 
of Palestinian solidarity have succeeded in 
terrorising opinion within the party to the 
extent that even the shooting of dozens of 
civilians could not stir a single Labour MP into 
demonstrating the most basic act of solidarity.

Those who stand with the oppressed and 
against the oppressor will bring down the fury 
of the whole establishment on their heads.

Jeremy Corbyn is being demonised 
because he has a courageous record of standing 
up for the Palestinians, for the Anti-Apartheid 
movement, of opposing the crimes of the 
British state.

But his conspicuous absence from recent 
demonstrations speaks volumes about the 

power of the ruling class and its agents to tame 
opposition.

Labour people were on Saturday’s 
demonstration. Members and supporters 
travelled from across the country. Some 
canvassers came straight from the doorstep to 
show their solidarity, and then went back to 
carry on canvassing after.

These grassroots members are the lifeblood 
of the labour movement and all progressive 
causes. All the more shameful that not one 
of our MPs used their profile and platform to 
stand up for the victims of this blatant colonial 
violence – in the process kowtowing to Labour’s 
enemies.

RETURN MARCH
The latest killings in Gaza are Israel’s response 
to the ‘Great Return March’, a series of weekly 
protests to raise awareness of the Palestinians’ 
demand for the right to return to the lands they 
were driven from with the foundation of the 
Israeli state.

On the first day 19 people were shot dead. 
A week later nine people were killed, including 
the prominent local journalist Yasser Murtaja. 
Israeli occupation forces described the peaceful 
crowds of families and children as “terrorists” 
trying to “invade” Israel. Defence Minister 
Avigdor Lieberman defended the killings, 
declaring “there are no innocent people in 
Gaza.”

Despite the lethal repression, and the 
world’s inaction, the protests will continue until 
15 May, which marks the 70th anniversary of 
the Nakba – ‘Catastrophe’ – when almost a 
million Palestinians were forced to flee in 

a campaign of ethnic cleansing by Zionist 
militias.

SIEGE
Gaza’s 1.8 million inhabitants have been 
trapped inside the besieged enclave for 
over ten years, as punishment for electing 
the Islamist Hamas party in democratic 
elections. Most of the young people killed 
in the past fortnight will have never left the 
giant open air concentration camp.

In 2009 and 2014, Israeli launched 
devastating attacks on the strip, deploying 
indiscriminate artillery and aerial 
bombardment, using white phosphorus 
which is banned for use in urban areas, 
and flattening much of the region’s 
infrastructure. Thousands of civilians were 
killed, including hundreds of children.

For seven decades Israel has been given 
a free rein by Britain, the former colonial 
ruler of mandate Palestine, and then the 
USA, to carve out a Jewish settler-state by 
ethnically cleansing the Palestinians. The 
self-described ‘democracy’ can only claim 
a majority by systematically excluding 
Palestinians from their territory and their 
rights.

Israel imposes an apartheid system on 
the occupied Palestinians. It arrests children 
and imprisons them following show trials 
in military kangaroo courts. It vindictively 
punishes the people of Gaza by preventing 
the import of vital building and medial 
supplies. Its police and settler militias harass 
and kill Palestinians with weapons bought 
from the UK.
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IMPERIALISM
Unlike the so-called ‘rogue states’ like Russia 
and Iran that get criticised every day by western 
imperialism, Israel is allowed to operate a 
regime of terror over the Palestinians with total 
impunity.

The hypocrisy of Israel’s imperialist allies, 
like former colonial rulers of the middle east 
like Britain and France and current global 
overlord America, never fails to plumb new 
depths. When Russia is accused of assassinating 
a former spy, dozens of countries are whipped 
into a spectacle of standing up to its aggression.

Yet when Israel carries out a premeditated 
massacre of civilian protesters in broad daylight, 
the billionaire-owned ‘free press’ is filled with 
equivocating reports of neutral “clashes” and 
appeals for “moderation”.

That’s why appeals to ‘international law’ are 
beside the point. There is only international law 

when the major world powers think it is in their 
interests to enforce it. As long as the Israeli 
state defends their interests and acts as their 
gangrenous splinter in the Middle East, it will 
continue to be armed, funded, and supported 
by the world’s barons.

SOLIDARITY
It is a basic duty for socialists to stand up for 
the Palestinians’ rights, including the right of 
refugees and their descendants to return to the 
lands they were driven out of.

The most effective way for socialists in the 
west to support the struggle for Palestinian 
liberation is to create irresistible pressure on 
our own governments to end their support for 
Israel.

That’s why Saturday’s demonstration was 
important, even if it was small. We need to 
continue to mobilise solidarity demonstrations 

all the way up to 15 May and beyond, to prove 
the world is watching and Gaza is not forgotten.

LABOUR
The right wing attack on Jeremy Corbyn has put 
a lot if stress on silencing him over Palestine. 
We need to reinforce his decades long support 
for the Palestinians, and strengthen his hand 
against the pro-Israeli groups that would silence 
him or call him to heel.

That’s why every branch, CLP, regional 
and national conference must be deluged 
with motions condemning the crimes of the 
Israeli state, and committing our movement to 
supporting Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 
against Israel until they :
• End the occupation
• End their racist citizenship law
• Grant the right of Palestinian refugees to 

return

KD TAIT

THE US, French, and British attack on the 
Syrian regime’s chemical warfare facilities, 
ostensibly in retaliation for the recent chemical 
attack in Douma, was little more a cynical 
attempt by the Nato powers to avoid being 
made to look totally impotent by the Syrian 
dictator – whilst carefully avoiding a direct 
military clash with his protector, Russia. 

The airstrikes were not intended to 
protect Syrian civilians, nor even to seriously 

hamper Bashar al-Assad from liquidating the 
remaining opposition areas with the kind of 
legal, conventional high explosives that the 
US, Britain and Israel have used to equally 
devastating effect elsewhere in the region.  

In reality, for all their talk, the West is 
indifferent to victims of Syria’s civil war, aside 
from ensuring as few of them as possible make it 
to Europe. The British and French governments 
– the most enthusiastic proponents of bombing 
– have admitted the fewest Syrian refugees of 
any of the major EU powers. 

In most of Syria, it true, it is Assad, with 
his Russian and Iranian allies who bear 
responsibility for the mass slaughter of those 
who rose up against his bloody dictatorship. 
But the Nato powers and their ally Turkey have 
done their share of brutal bombing in northern 
Syria, including the Kurdish area of Afrin.

And beyond its borders Saudi Arabia is 
waging a genocidal war in Yemen, with the 
assistance of the Nato powers and without 
comment from the western Media. Likewise 
Israel’s ongoing murder of demonstrators in 
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Gaza is studiously ignored.
After the horrific war crimes committed 

in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya, we have every 
reason to treat with contempt our rulers’ 
claims to be intervening to protect civilians or 
“deterring” criminals like Putin and Assad. The 
leaders of the US, Britain and France, along 
with Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Israel, are just as 
criminal as their rivals in Moscow, Damascus 
or Tehran.

The UK’s involvement in the Middle East, 
first as its colonial ruler, then as junior partner 
of US imperialism, has entrenched a dynamic 
of bloodshed, dictatorship and sectarianism 
that has stained the map with the blood of 
generations. 

Theresa May’s decision to bypass Parliament 
in order to avoid the humiliation suffered by 
David Cameron in 2013 is proof of the Tories’ 
contempt for democracy, and an indication of 
Britain’s future as an even more craven satellite 
of US imperialism.  

RESISTANCE
The overriding task for socialists in Britain is 
to revive a massive antiwar movement, like 
that of the early 2000s, able to force the UK to 
withdraw its troops, close its bases, and end its 
support for dictators like Egypt’s General Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi.

It is the working class in Britain that has 
the power to stop the slide to war, force the 
government to take in Syrian refugees, and 
build links of solidarity with socialist and 
antiwar activists in the US, Russia, and the 
Middle East. 

Socialists should not abandon the antiwar 
movement to pacifists who think Britain can 
play a neutral role, nor to one-sided ‘anti-
imperialists’ who excuse the crimes of Britain’s 
rivals.

Still less should Labour MPs or trade union 
leaders support Britain’s merchants of death in 
the name of ‘protecting jobs’, let alone provide 
left cover for the Nato protection racket as Paul 
Mason does.

Instead we should fight for Labour to 
break with its tradition of support for British 
imperialism and lead a campaign of political 
and industrial action against Britain’s war 
machine:
• No more wars
• Troops out now
• Leave Nato - Close all foreign bases
• Nationalise the arms industry under 

workers’ control
Transforming the labour movement and 

building parties committed to the replacing the 
dictatorship of British capitalism with the rule 
of the working class is the most effective action 
British workers can take in solidarity with the 
workers of the world.

DAVE STOCKTON 

ON 4 MARCH, a former Russian spy turned 
double agent for MI5, Sergei Skripal, and his 
daughter Yulia, were poisoned using Novichok, 
a hitherto obscure nerve agent. The British 
government has named Russia and its newly 
re-elected President, Vladimir Putin, as the 
culprit.

The main evidence is the claimed 
development of Novichok by Russia, as claimed 
by experts at Porton Down, Britain’s own 
chemical warfare laboratory. However, the 
same scientists have also made clear that they 
have no evidence that the Novichok used in 
Salisbury was itself produced in Russia. The 
identity of the assassins, if known, has not been 
revealed.

The legal maxim for judging likelihood, cui 
bono - who benefits - is not much help here. 

Given the scientific resources necessary to 
produce the nerve agent, it is highly likely that a 
state agency was involved - but which state, and 
at what level? In the murky world of security 
services, which are effectively above the law in 
all countries, any of the major powers could 
be thought to have a motive. Clearly, Russia’s 
Federal Security Service, FSB, and Foreign 
Intelligence Service, SVR, could have an interest 
in impressing on any other potential deserters 
to the West just what the consequences would 
be.

At the same time, the lurid nature of the 
attack, the use of such an obscure weapon, the 
total disregard for civilian lives and the murky 
relationship of Skripal to the British security 
services virtually guaranteed that Russia 
would be blamed. Political assassination on 
the territory of another sovereign state, using 
a chemical weapon banned by a treaty signed 
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by nearly all countries, was bound to draw a 
powerful response.

To whose advantage was that? Coming 
whilst the Presidential election was underway 
in Russia it gave Putin an opportunity to pose 
as the strongman defying the West which 
always seeks to harm Russia. Equally, those 
in the West determined to encourage a “Cold 
War” atmosphere could make a lot of mileage 
out of these circumstances.

Indeed, it came at an advantageous 
moment for the beleaguered government of 
Theresa May. She was on the verge of a major 
climb down over the transition agreement with 
the EU, one that would outrage her party’s 
powerful Hard Brexit faction. Now she set out 
not only to rally her own party around the flag 
of “Britain under attack” but to put the leader of 
“Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition” on the spot.

So, when Jeremy Corbyn condemned the 
attack but balked at identifying Russia, asking 
the UK government to produce the evidence 
of its complicity and questioning whether 
it was acceptable for the Tories to be taking 
donations from oligarchs linked to the Russian 
government, this provoked a furious reaction 
on the Tory benches. May retorted, “I am only 
sorry that the consensus does not go as far as the 
right honourable gentleman, who could have 
taken the opportunity as the UK government 
has done to condemn the culpability of the 
Russian state”.

May was soon joined by the habitual 
spokespersons of the war party thronging 
Labour’s backbenches. Yvette Cooper, Ben 
Bradshaw and Hilary Benn, were soon on their 
feet declaring their solidarity with May to loud 
Tory cheers.

Theresa May has, of course, used the 
event to escalate the Cold War with Russia 
and to blackmail Britain’s allies in Europe, the 
Commonwealth and the USA into joining 
in by sending Russian diplomats home and 
announcing that Russia is guilty before 
definitive evidence has been considered.

The rabid British media campaign, with 
the BBC leading the pack, is designed to paint 
Vladimir Putin as uniquely evil and dangerous, 
in order to create public support for a creeping 
escalation of the cold war, driven principally by 
the USA and Britain.

As President of Russia, Putin is certainly 
ruthless in defending the interests of the corrupt 
oligarchy that has emerged to rule the country 
from the chaos of the 1990s. Journalists, 
opposition activists, rogue oligarchs have all 
been imprisoned or murdered by his regime. 
Socialists should utterly condemn these acts 
and, indeed, Putin’s entire regime.

But the Tories, and Labour’s Blairite right 
wing, cannot don the prosecutor’s gown against 
Putin’s wickedness. Britain is no less ruthless 

in pursuing its interests: in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Libya or with its support for “extraordinary 
rendition”.

In all cases, the interests are those of 
the capitalist class, the billionaire bankers, 
etc. There can always find justifications for 
the threat of war, or war itself, whether it’s 
“weapons of mass destruction” or “fighting 
Islamic terrorism”.

Expelling a few dozen diplomats is 
relatively trivial. Threatening to boycott the 
World Cup is laughable, since England always 
‘boycotts’ the second round. But economic 
sanctions, if they seriously hurt another state’s 
economy, are potentially steps towards hot 
war. All such actions are simply presented by 
Putin as acts of aggression by the West against 
Russia’s “legitimate interests”, reinforcing 
national chauvinism and hatreds on both sides.

Socialists in Britain oppose all such 
retaliatory actions because we oppose the 
motives of “our” government. When they speak 
of defending the national interest, they really 
mean the interests of the ruling class, nationally 
and internationally. Equally, demands that 
Labour should “put the national interest first” 
simply mean that Labour should commit 
itself in government to putting the interests of 
that super rich elite above the interest of the 
working class, the actual majority of the nation.

We take no sides in the conflict between 
the imperialist governments of Russia and 
the “Western” powers. We do, however, 
have a duty to expose the hypocrisy of “our” 
own government’s claims to be defending 
“democracy”, and the fact that its rivalry with 
other powers is only about who will dominate 
and exploit which parts of the world.

The Tories, and the Labour rebels, seized 
the opportunity to present Corbyn as disloyal 
and Labour under his leadership as “not fit to 
govern”. This means no more and no less than 
that he is not to be trusted with the security of 
the British imperialist state and its role as an 
international exploiter and bully. They want 
people to think Corbyn is a Russian agent or 
even actually a threat to their own safety.

This is just camouflage for their real 
concern; that a Corbyn government could not 
be trusted with oversight of the armed forces, 
the secret services or participation in military 
alliances.

In fact it is the security apparatus that 
cannot be trusted to investigate the Salisbury 
assassination, or keep us safe. The British army, 
secret services and judiciary have a long history 
of committing crimes and injustices against 
British citizens and lying through their teeth 
about them. These stretch from the torture and 
internment without trial of Irish republicans, 
the countless murders of Black people, the 
Guildford Four (1975), Orgreave (1985), 

Hillsborough (1989), Stephen Lawrence (1993), 
and the assassinations of its own citizens in 
Gibraltar (1988) and Syria (2015-17).

Conversely those, like Corbyn, with a 
record of standing up and exposing these 
crimes and calling for accountability, are the 
few politicians who can be trusted. That is why 
they are being targeted.

The secret service will always work against 
a Labour government that poses even a 
relatively minor threat to the “establishment”. It 
is plain that a Labour government cannot rely 
on such an agency and should not defend its 
dirty secrets. On the contrary, it should shine 
the light of publicity onto its nefarious activities 
and relations with regimes around the world 
like the Saudi Royals and the Egyptian dictator.

Labour under Corbyn should not even try 
to present itself as a loyal defender of the ruling 
class and its secret state and forces of repression. 
It should declare itself the loyal defender of the 
country’s great majority, its working people, 
against the tiny minority of capitalist parasites 
who exploit them and lead them into wars from 
which they gain nothing but loss and suffering.

It is Britain’s participation in wars, its 
membership of military alliances and its 
conflicts with imperialist rivals that today 
constitute the greatest danger to ordinary 
people, at home and abroad. Ending those 
is the first priority of a Labour government 
committed to peace, and to disarming the 
states and classes whose rule means terror and 
exploitation for most of the world.
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BERNIE MCADAM 
 

THIS YEAR marks the twentieth anniversary 
of the signing of the Good Friday Agreement 
(GFA). The ‘peace process’ that this initiated 
between the British state and Sinn Fein/ 
Irish Republican Army (IRA), with ceasefire 
followed by decommissioning of IRA arms and 
recognition of the police, was crowned with a 
power sharing government based on an elected 
Stormont Assembly. But twenty years later the 
Stormont Executive and Assembly have lain in 
a state of collapse for over a year and the GFA 
has clearly unravelled.

The two leading parties in the north of 
Ireland, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) 

and Sinn Fein, have been unable to agree a way 
forward on a range of issues such as an Irish 
Language Act, legacy and single sex marriage. 
The DUP’s role in the Cash for Ash scandal was 
yet another crisis of corruption that sparked the 
collapse of Stormont. The Brexit result has also 
added another intractable dimension to the 
future of the GFA and the likely end of a ‘soft’ 
border between the north and the Republic of 
Ireland.

Some staunch supporters of the GFA fear 
that peace itself will be threatened. There is 
no immediate likelihood of this happening 
but the desirability of any kind of border has 
been questioned quite sharply in the north 
and south of Ireland. Historically this has 

always divided Unionists from Nationalists/
Republicans but now a compelling economic 
argument for unity has surfaced as it becomes 
clear that a hard border following Brexit from 
the European Union would be disastrous for 
both the northern and southern economies.

As Theresa May’s Tory government, 
propped up by the DUP, muddles its way 
through Brexit negotiations, a toxic cocktail 
of hard Brexiteers and Unionists has emerged. 
Tory politicians Owen Paterson, Daniel 
Hannon and Jacob Rees-Mogg fear clinging 
on to the GFA will stall Brexit, Labour’s 
Brexiteer unionist Kate Hoey says the GFA “is 
not sustainable”. All this is music to the ears of 
the DUP, a party that was never too keen on 

‘‘PEACE 
WITHOUT
JUSTICE’’

20 YEARS OF THE GOOD FRIDAY AGREEMENT



sharing power with Catholics in the first place. 
This kind of attack on the GFA harks back to 
the days when the Unionists ruled without any 
consent or participation from the Nationalist/
Republican community at all.

Arrayed against this “irresponsible 
behaviour” are of course the architects of the 
GFA. Chief among them Tony Blair pleads 
with politicians to “cherish” the GFA, as does 
Bill Clinton and Sinn Fein. Jeremy Corbyn also 
commends the GFA, saying, ‘the Good Friday 
Agreement was a defining moment in Irish 
history which allowed peace to prevail’, paying 
tribute to Tony Blair’s role. We are asked to 
believe that Blair the warmonger has somehow 
morphed into a peacemaker on Ireland or that 
somehow peace with justice had been achieved.

In fact neither scenario is credible. Blair’s 
drive for peace was consistent with the interests 
of British imperialism and backed to the hilt 
by then US president Bill Clinton. For Blair 
and successive British governments the prime 
objective was always disabling the Republican 
resistance – doing so with the assistance of 
Republicans themselves was a useful bonus. 
Peace was on Britain’s terms. Peace without 
addressing the injustice of partition guarantees 
future conflict and a pro Union state condemns 
a minority community to playing second fiddle. 
No justice here!   

UNIONIST VETO
The main driver of the GFA was Sinn Fein/IRA, 
against a backdrop of war weariness and the 
failure of the IRA guerilla campaign to secure a 
united Ireland. Without their willingness to call 
a ceasefire and negotiate, none of this would 
have been possible. The other main driver of 
the deal were the hardline Unionists of Ian 
Paisley’s DUP. Their willingness to share power 
was a sure sign of Sinn Fein’s climbdown.

The power sharing project was in itself a 
reform quite different to the historic running 
of the north by the Unionists. Many in the 
DUP were never sold on the idea. Some of the 
more blatant forms of discrimination had been 
whittled down since 1968. This was not down 
to peace deals but to the mass struggles of 
Catholics over thirty years including the armed 
struggle. But the northern Orange state had not 
been smashed and the border was still there.

Crucially the GFA acknowledged the 
northern statelet’s right to exist so long as the 
majority of the population in the six counties 
desire, i.e. the Unionist veto.

The resulting power sharing Executive 
rested on an elected and devolved Assembly 
at Stormont, based on a sectarian headcount 
and a sectarian hand out of resources that 
benefited the leading political and middle class 
elements in both communities. In line with 
its anti working class nature it has faithfully 

implemented British government austerity 
measures as dictated by the hand that feeds it 
at Westminster. Stormont has clocked up serial 
scandals in particular those that have beset the 
DUP. No change here!

The repression that saturated Catholic 
areas throughout the war years has been scaled 
down but is still there and now selectively used 
against political opponents of the GFA. There 
is still a form of internment without trial, or 
more accurately interment on remand, strip 
searching in prisons, constant harassment of 
republican activists, even Diplock non jury 
courts still exist. In short the state is still a 
sectarian bulwark of the Union.

No matter how welcome peace might have 
been to a war weary population, the partitioned 
state still existed and its border served to deny 
the right of the Irish people as a whole to decide 
the future of Ireland. The GFA has copper 
fastened the border with the same old Unionist 
veto. A border which has from its inception 
in 1921 completely divided communities and 
economic hinterlands with accompanying 
levels of social deprivation.

PEACE WITHOUT JUSTICE
In its recent coverage of the GFA, the BBC 
would have us believe that the thirty year war 
in the six counties was a “sectarian war” with 
British troops acting as peacekeepers. But the 
reality is quite different. Britain was not neutral, 
it propped up a state that was inherently 
sectarian from birth. This was not a religious 
war, it was a war against British occupation.

Ireland was partitioned in 1921 against the 
backdrop of a war for Irish independence and a 
Treaty which split the forces of Irish resistance 
down the middle. Northern Ireland came into 
being on the basis of a sectarian headcount. The 
border guaranteed a Unionist majority of 67 to 
33 per cent in what amounted to six of the nine 
counties of Ulster. The history of ‘Northern 
Ireland’ since then involved widespread and 
systematic discrimination of the Catholic 
minority. A minority that identified with an 
Irish nation and were treated as second class 
citizens as punishment.

The gross civil rights abuses were eventually 
challenged by a mass civil rights movement in 
1968. The Unionist state’s response was to baton 
protesters off the streets and this triggered a 
mass anti Unionist rebellion. Catholics failed 
to secure meaningful reform and the brutal 
response from successive British governments, 
as in the massacres of Bloody Sunday and 
Ballymurphy, pitted them against a state 
backed by British troops and a sectarian police 
force.This boiled over into a struggle to ‘Smash 
Stormont’ and drive out the British along with 
their border.

The struggle took many forms, from rent 

and rates strikes, demonstrations and pitched 
street battles with the forces of the state and a 
guerilla campaign of bombings and shootings. 
The peace process that culminated in the GFA 
was an acknowledgement from Sinn Fein/IRA 
that it had failed to drive the British out and 
secure a united Ireland.

In this sense Sinn Fein made its peace with 
the Unionist state. Yes it still claims to want a 
United Ireland and is campaigning for a border 
poll to realise this, yet it fully respects the 
Unionist veto. The calling of a border poll can 
only be decided, that is vetoed, by the British! 
Even Sinn Fein’s demand for Special status for 
Northern Ireland within the EU is not a serious 
transitional arrangement towards a united 
Ireland.

Sinn Fein has committed itself to share 
government with one of the most reactionary 
parties in Europe. As a result it has no strategy 
to overcome Unionist intransigence on single 
sex marriage, the Irish language, legacy, etc and 
worst of all has shared in the implementation 
of draconian austerity from Westminster. 
Now that direct rule from Britain has taken 
over from the collapsed GFA institutions with 
DUP approval, Sinn Fein can only plead for 
the GFA once more. This has been the price of 
republican disarmament. A sectarian peace, but 
peace without justice!

Sectarianism has not diminished since 
the GFA and every so often sectarian tensions 
intensify especially when the DUP finds it 
necessary to whip up loyalist fervour. The DUP’s 
role in the ‘flag riots’ in 2013 is a case in point. 
The GFA cannot resolve the democratic deficit 
at the heart of the northern state. A Unionist 
veto consigns the minority and their political 
representatives to a permanent subordinate 
role. Power sharing is a clever way of concealing 
this, at least for a time. But the contradiction of 
having a British border in Ireland will always 
burst forth.

The Labour Party should be at the helm of 
a campaign to withdraw Britain from Ireland 
and despatch the reactionary Unionist state to 
the dustbin of history. The GFA has brought 
that goal nearer not one jot. Jeremy Corbyn and 
other Labour supporters of a united Ireland 
should break completely with the notion of 
‘Unionist consent’ (a la GFA) and campaign for 
immediate British withdrawal and for the Irish 
people as a whole to determine the future of the 
border.

Workers here have no interest in the 
remnants of a colonial presence in a country 
that British imperialism has brought so much 
ruin and misery to over the years. We have 
every interest in siding with those republicans 
and socialists fighting for a united Ireland but 
more importantly as part of a fight for a socialist 
Workers’ Republic.
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EMILE GALLET

FIFTY YEARS ago France was rocked by the 
biggest general strike in European history.

Black and white film of Parisian students 
hurling rocks at riot police, building barricades 
with cars and street furniture; crowds choking 
on clouds of tear-gas. The media view of May 
’68 concentrates on a youth insurrection 
against seventy-eight-year-old authoritarian 
President Charles De Gaulle.

But there is another side to May ’68; one in 
which student revolt lit the fuse of a 10 million 
strong general strike. As in the great strike 
wave in1936, this seemed a situation in which 
“everything was possible”. Then, to the surprise 
of many who took the party’s class rhetoric 
seriously, the French Communist Party (PCF) 
saved De Gaulle and the bourgeoisie from 
disaster - ensuring the general strike did 
not lead to a revolution, nor even to a “left 
government” as 1936 had, but to an election in 
which the reformist left was crushed and the 
General’s rule restored, albeit temporarily.

FRANCE IS BORED
At the start of 1968 France had 550,000 
students, twice as many as Britain, with well 
over a third of them in Paris. Their numbers 
had nearly tripled since 1960. This spectacular 
growth was a reflection of the changing needs 
of French capitalism which had undergone a 
feverish technological renewal in the ten years 
following de Gaulle’s seizure of power in 1958.

But campus facilities had barely expanded 
to accommodate this rapid growth. The lecture 
theatres were crammed to bursting and even 
the new universities built in the early 1960’s 
were already in a dreadful state. There was 
mass discontent with this as well as the petty 
restrictions imposed on the student hostels by 
the university authorities. Nanterre in the Paris 
suburbs was the centre of this disaffection.

Nanterre campus was built to house 7,000 
students. Yet by 1967-68 there were 12,000 
students, whilst the university cafeteria could 
only accommodate 100 people!

This explosion in student numbers 
occurred at the same time as unemployment 
began to take off again with the long boom of 
the 1950s and 1960s coming to an end. There 
were 450,000 registered unemployed at the 
beginning of 1968, and the government’s fifth 
economic plan was based on the figure rapidly 
rising to 600,000. There was a sudden loss of 
confidence in the future and young people felt 
society to be closed and unresponsive to their 
needs.

Youth under 21 did not have the right 
to vote and there was stifling governmental 
control over the media—especially the TV 
and radio. This led to a dull, old-fashioned 
conformity which increasingly chafed all layers 
of youth in a period when other imperialist 
countries—notably Britain and the USA—were 
experiencing an explosion of “youth culture”. 
France seemed embodied in its geriatric 
President: anachronistic and authoritarian.

Prime Minister Georges Pompidou had 
proposed an educational “reform” designed to 
get rid of “bad” students. Nearly three out of 
four students failed to complete their courses. A 
system of degrees by credits was to be replaced 
all at once by one based on years of study. This 
was part of the student time bomb. However, 
probably the most important factor responsible 
for the politicisation of this new layer of youth 
was the Vietnam war.

US imperialism’s murderous attempt to 
regain control over South-East Asia, and the 
courageous struggle led by the Vietnamese 
people, radicalised hundreds of thousands of 
youth all over the world. In the USA, Germany 
and Britain mass protests had already turned 
to street fighting. The impact in France 
was particularly strong, partly due to the 
political links between the PCF and the North 
Vietnamese government. Solidarity actions 
abounded, especially following the launching of 
the Têt offensive by the North at the beginning 
of 1968. In the month of February 1968 alone, 
there was a major Paris demonstration every 
week.

WORKERS DISCONTENT 
Just as the student movement had social and 
economic definite roots, so too the general 
strike of May-June was not a purely spontaneous 
event. From the spring of 1967 onwards, a 
series of strikes, occupations and violent 
confrontations with the police showed that 
the working class was becoming increasingly 

MAY 1968
EVERYTHING 
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15www.redflagonline.org

combative.
In 1966, 

wages and 
conditions of 
French workers 
were low as 
compared with 
those of other 
EEC countries. 
Their wages were 
the lowest, their 
hours the longest 
(up to 52 hours 
a week in some 
industries) and 
their tax levels the 
highest. As the 
post-war boom 
began to fizzle 
out, the Pompidou 
government 
prepared a wave of 
austerity attacks.

In March 1967, 
the government 
began to issue 
decrees—without 
going through 
parliament—
attacking the 
social security 
system and letting 
unemployment rip. The government needed to 
use the big stick to ensure that its policies were 
imposed upon a working class that was restless.

Probably the most significant of the pre-
May strikes took place in Caen, in January. 
There, 4800 workers in the SAVIEM industrial 
vehicles plant went on strike over a long-
running wage dispute. The work-force was 
predominantly young (average age 25), was 
largely rural in origin and had a very low level 
of unionisation (6 per cent). And yet these 
workers, who the bosses no doubt thought 
would be easy meat, turned out to be extremely 
combative.

The unions’ reaction to Pompidou’s attacks 
was to try and channel workers’ anger into easily 
controllable campaigns. On 13 December 1967, 
millions of workers participated in a day of 
action against the attacks on the social security 
and health system. Yet despite the obvious 
willingness of the workers to fight, the unions 
merely set the date for another demonstration. 
The date was May 1968.

However no one at the time foresaw the 
momentous, joyous, explosion of rebellion 
which was to com. In March Georges Pompidou 
stated: “Today, it is difficult to revolt, because 
there is nothing to revolt against.”

Even Ernest Mandel, leader of the United 
Secretariat of the Fourth International (USFI) 

in April 1968 
could state:

“If we ignore the opinion of madmen, we 
quite clearly do not have, in the near future, 
the possibility of a revolutionary overthrow 
of the bourgeoisie in France or Britain. There 
is not a pre-revolutionary situation in these 
countries.”(La Quatrième Internationale, April 
1968, p8)

MAY 
Paris was to be the centre of the May maelstrom. 
On the Nanterre campus, the Trotskyists of the 
JCR and various semi-anarchist tendencies 
had organised protests against the university 
reforms (10,000 students had gone on strike 
in December 1967), against the Vietnam war 
and for the freedom to display political posters 
on the campus. These campaigns had led to to 
several pitched battles with the police.

On 20 March a few hundred students 
protesting against the war attacked the 
American Express office in Paris. A JCR 
member was arrested, and two days later 142 
students founded the 22 March Movement to 
fight to get him out of prison.

This group was to rapidly become the focus 
of a series of student struggles.

For example, the University authorities had 
forbidden students in the Halls of Residence 
to have overnight visitors of the opposite 

sex. The students quite 
rightly demanded to 
be treated like adults—
which according to the 
law most of them were 
not! Focusing their 
mobilisation on the 
repressive nature of the 
University authorities, 
the 22 March Movement 
began to organise 
hundreds of students 
in regular discussion 
circles.

An anti-imperialist 
day of action, planned 
by the 22 March 
Movement for Friday 3 
May was threatened by 
fascists. Fearing a large-
scale confrontation, 
the Vice-Chancellor of 

Nanterre declared that 
the University would be 
closed until the exams, 
at the end of June. Faced 
with this arbitrary 
and anti-democratic 
decision, the “22 
Mars” called a protest 
demonstration in the 

Sorbonne University, in the heart of 
the Latin Quarter.

As the demonstration assembled, the 
atmosphere was extremely tense. The police 
were everywhere and the students were 
expecting an attack by fascists. Some 400 
stewards controlled access to the Sorbonne and 
the university authorities threatened to close 
the University if the students did not leave.

The students had no time to consider their 
reply, because almost straight away the riot 
police - who had cut their teeth beating and 
massacring Algerian protesters in the preceding 
years - waded in with their batons. In the streets 
outside, groups of students started lifting 
cobblestones and hurling them at the police. 
In a short space of time a mini-riot broke out 
as running battles between youth and students 
took place.

By the end of the battle the Sorbonne was 
occupied by the police, the night air was full of 
the acrid smell of tear gas, and more than 600 
students had been arrested.

One of the lecturers’ unions, the SNESup, 
called for a solidarity strike on Monday 6 
May, refusing to follow the legally obligatory 
“cooling-off period” The UNEF student union 
at last roused itself from its stupor enough to call 
on workers to join a solidarity demonstration 
in Paris on the same day.

Around 100,000 leaflets were given out 

Student leaders on a demonstration
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at factory gates by mainly by Trotskyists and 
Maoists. Later, 30,000 demonstrators—still 
largely students, but now including young 
workers —marched through Paris beating off 
two police charges.

Every day of the week, 6-10 May, 
witnessed a major 
demonstration. On 
most nights there were 
fierce confrontations 
with the police. The 
number regularly 
involved grew to 50-
60,000. On Wednesday 
8 May the PCF, which 
had initially denounced 
the demonstrators 
as “petit-bourgeois 
trouble-makers”, tried 
to march at the head of 
the demonstration. The 
students stewards put the 
self appointed “vanguard” 
firmly in their place.

10 May proved to be 
the key day—or rather 
night. Provoked by the 
refusal of the Minister of 
Education to reopen the 
Sorbonne and Nanterre, 
30,000 students decided 
to try and take back 
the Sorbonne. They 
surrounded the university 
and faced repeated baton 
charges, tear gas grenades 
and brutal beatings. The students fought back 
with everything to hand. The streets were 
denuded of paving stones, trees were cut down 
and cars were pushed into the road to form 
barricades.

After this “night of the barricades”, it was 
obvious that the government was going to have 
to give in. Shocked by the police violence, the 
public was clearly on the side of the students, 
and there was no guarantee that the police 
could hold their own. Quite the opposite, as 
more and more youth flooded into the Latin 
Quarter, it was certain that the police would 
eventually be beaten.

Pompidou, who had been on an official 
visit to Afghanistan, returned on Saturday 
11 May. He immediately took stock of the 
situation and, like any sensible politician, caved 
in. All the Universities would be reopened and 
the reform would be shelved.

THE WORKERS MOVE
On Monday 13 May a massive victory 
celebration took place with between 600,000 
and one million demonstrators thronging the 
streets. All over the country, millions of workers 

went on strike to express their solidarity with 
the students and to protest against police 
violence.

Both the government and the union leaders 
hoped that that was the end of the matter. 
But the 

movement, which until then had been limited 
to students, became transformed into a national 
and working class movement. At the Sud-
Aviation aero plant in Nantes, the workers had 
been fighting for higher wages for some time. 
Inspired by the students’ victory, on 14 May 
they occupied the factory, locked the manager 
in his office and called for solidarity from other 
workers in the town.

The next day, the Renault plant at Cléon 
went on strike. Finally, on Thursday 16 May, 
the Renault Billancourt plant, the symbol of the 
French industrial working class, and a fortress 
of the PCF and the CGT trade union, went on 
strike. Significantly, it was young workers who 
began the movement, against the advice of the 
local union leaders.

Within a few days, and without a call from 
any union leaders, the vast majority of French 
workers were out on strike. Out of France’s 15 
million workers, around two thirds took action. 
More than four million remained on strike for 
more than two weeks. Two million were on 
strike for more than a month. The demands 
raised by the strikers were many and varied: 
pay increases, the removal of authoritarian 
managers, ending the attacks on the social 

security system.
Every sector of French society was affected. 

The industrial working class took action on 
a scale never before seen. Companies like 
Peugeot, which had never known a major 

strike, were paralysed. The mines, the 
docks and public transport were 
all on strike. The media workers—
especially the state-controlled 
ORTF radio and TV station—
fought for workers’ control over 
what was said and shown.

Other sectors, less used to the 
class struggle, also went on strike 
or occupied their enterprises. 
Opera singers, actors, footballers, 
taxi drivers, all took action. The 
movement, without being called 
for or coordinated by any party or 
union bureaucracy had become the 
largest and longest general strike in 
European history. And like every 
general strike, May 1968 posed 
point blank the question, “who 
rules”?

As the general strike grew, the 
trade unions—and especially the 
PCF-controlled CGT—did all they 
could to close off this question in 
the minds of workers. They sought 
to channel the strike’s revolutionary 
force into the narrow channel of 
limited and ephemeral reforms. 
Above all the the Stalinists’ were 
appalled at the fact that the 

influence of the revolutionary groups might 
grow amongst the workers.

L’Humanité, the PCF’s daily paper, attacked 
the youth who fought on the “Night of the 
Barricades” as “provocateurs” and “scum”.

Following the occupation of Billancourt, 
demonstrations went from Paris to the huge 
Renault plant virtually every night. The CGT 
kept the factory gates firmly locked and put up 
posters warning the workers against “people 
from outside the labour movement” who “serve 
the ruling class”.

Where occupations had been launched, 
the unions systematically tried to weaken 
the independent organisation of the workers, 
wherever possible sending them home and 
preventing the occupation becoming a living 
centre of political education. Where strike 
committees existed they were generally 
composed of local union leaders.

The bureaucrats move to close things down 
The CGT also did its best to keep the labour 

movement separate from the students. For 
example, on 24 May, two separate enormous 
demonstrations took place in Paris, one 
called by the CGT, the other by UNEF. In the 
provincial towns, this kind of tactic was more 
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difficult, and the two movements tended to mix 
together, threatening the bureaucrats’ influence 
and showing the possibility of forging a united 
attack on the government.

Deeply shaken by the demonstrations 
and by the abject failure of De Gaulle to 
restore order, Pompidou began a marathon 
set of negotiations with the union leaders 
who he realised were nearly as frightened of 
the movement as he was. The agreement they 
reached—7 per cent increase in wages, shelving 
of certain attacks on social security, an increase 
in the minimum wage—were mere crumbs 
from the capitalists’ table.

As soon as they tried to sell this miserable 
deal to the workers, it became obvious that it 
was not enough. When Seguy, leader of the CGT 
went to Billancourt to explain the agreement 
on 27 May, he was booed and shouted down 
in the PCF’s industrial stronghold! Throughout 
the country, it was the same story. The strikers 
would not go back to work, they would not 
accept the agreement. The sense of expectation 
of the need for some fundamental change had 
taken hold of the entire working class. Reeling 
from the shock of rejection, the PCF and the 
CGT tried had to raise their sights, to turn 
the movement into pressure for a change of 
government.

They called another demonstration, on 29 
May. Again 600,000 people marched, this time 
under the slogan “for a people’s government”. 
The memories of 1936 and the Front Populaire 
were in the air. De Gaulle flew to Germany 
to a cabal of his closest military aides, whilst 
ministers began to burn their secret archives.

And yet, the next day, the tide began to 
turn. De Gaulle returned from Germany, 
having decided against the “last and fatal 
arbitration”, i.e. using the army against the 
strikers. What if the troops would not be used? 
Instead, knowing the electoral cretins who 
led the workers he called a general election 
and mobilised his supporters in a massive 
reactionary demonstration on the Champs-
Elysées.

The PCF was only too willing to divert 
the flood into the parliamentary watermill. 
It called on workers to return to work and to 
settle matters at the ballot-box. Pointing to 
the electoral victory of the Popular Front in 
1936, the Stalinists assured the masses that the 
“people’s government” demanded on 29 May 
could be produced without bloodshed and 
suffering by the upcoming elections.

At first there was considerable resistance. 
But without any alternative objective, 
disappointed but not defeated, the workers 
slowly returned to work. But woe to those who 
abort a revolution. When the elections took 
place at the end of the month, the PCF’s hopes 
were dashed.

To their astonishment the Gaullists won 55 
per cent of the vote and were swept back into 
office, whilst the Stalinists lost over half their 
seats, falling from 73 to 34 deputies. Even more 
staggering was the vote in the constituencies 
around the major factories. For example, 
around Flins, the PCF lost 25 per cent of its 
votes as compared to a year before.

Despite this sad finale, May 68 played a 
fundamental role in shaping today’s French 
class struggle. De Gaulle lost the mystique of 
invincibility. In little more than a year he lost 
a referendum and resigned, returning to his 
village in Lorraine in a huff, there to live out his 
embittered old age. The Gaullist “strong state” 
was scaled down and reformed by Pompidou.

The PCF began the decline which has 
continued unabated ever since. At the same 
time, a political space had been opened up on 
the left which the social-democratic reformists 
(Mitterrand and the new Socialist Party) 
occupied for two decades. To the left of the PCF 
a number of relatively large “Trotskyist” groups 
were created.

Far from being an event which is only 
of interest to nostalgic “children of ‘68”, the 
great explosion of fifty years ago continues 
to reverberate in today’s class struggle. Even 
more importantly, it carries a series of lessons 
which are of fundamental importance to a new 
generation of youth. For us the task is not to 
repeat May 68, but to surpass it.

REVOLUTION?
The general strike of May created what 
revolutionaries call dual power in certain 
factories. Managers and owners had been 
locked out, elements of workers’ control over 
production were established in several centres.

This posed a real challenge to the rule of the 
bosses in these areas. They showed, however 
briefly, the power of the mobilised proletariat. 
Nevertheless, most factories did not even 
possess a strike committee, and those that did 
exist were not elected by the workers.

Dual power in society as a whole certainly 
did not exist even though the Nantes Strike 
Committee, exceptionally, took control of 
public transport, controlled the roads leading 
to the town and even issued food coupons to 
strikers which were honoured by the local 
traders.

More typically, the committees of action 
that the far left tried to establish amounted to 
little more than discussion forums rather than 
united front bodies for deciding action and 
they probably existed in fewer than a quarter of 
the workplaces on strike.

But the general strike by its amplitude and 
its duration certainly posed the question—
“which class rules?”—even if the seizure of 
power by the working class never became the 

task of the day. The problem was that the parties 
and union federations of the working class, the 
PCF and the SFIO (the old name for today’s 
Parti Socialiste) leaders, the CGT, CFDT and 
FO trade union bureaucracies answered this 
question unambiguously; “the bosses!” The 
Stalinists hated the idea of revolution like the 
plague.

The PCF claimed that a revolution was 
not possible because a majority were not in 
favour of it, because the state’s repressive 
apparatus remained intact. This conceals 
the fact that they did nothing to develop or 
alter these conditions. They sought to reduce 
everything that was revolutionary in the 
situation back to the level of normal union 
negotiations and a normal election campaign.

The result was that the economic gains 
which were made proved ephemeral and 
the reformist parties suffered a serious 
parliamentary setback. They were totally 
reconciled to the Fifth Republic and its 
institutions. Worse, they even sought to 
preserve De Gaulle because of his anti-
American, relatively pro-Soviet stance.

The real task in those weeks was to bridge 
the gap between the workers’ legitimate 
desire for immediate improvements in wages 
and conditions, for more democracy, and 
the desire for a different class government, a 
different class power.

This bridge could have been built 
through a fight for transitional demands 
to strengthen the movement for workers’ 
control in the factories and through repeated 
calls for a workers’ government, based on the 
organisations of the working class. 

These demands should have been linked 
to a massive unionisation drive; extending 
control over the determination of wage levels 
and hours of work, rather than just allowing 
the CGT bureaucracy to do it for the workers; 
defence of the workplace occupations from 
the CRS by workers’ self-defence.

Last but not least there was an important 
place for far reaching democratic demands. 
Not only should De Gaulle have gone but so 
should the whole Bonapartist paraphernalia 
of the Fifth Republic too. Instead of 
parliamentary elections there should have 
been agitation for a constituent assembly, to 
be elected by universal suffrage of all over the 
age of 16.

Such a programme, combining 
immediate, democratic and transitional 
demands would have provided the French 
working class and radicalised youth with a 
platform for settling their accounts with the 
Gaullist “strong state” and with the whole of 
French capitalism.
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THIS YEAR’S celebrations of the anniversary 
of the foundation of the State of Israel were 
bigger than ever. They were held on 18 April, 
corresponding to a date in the Hebrew calendar 
that in the Gregorian calendar corresponds to 
15 May.

And this latter date is when Palestinians 
commemorate the 1948 Nakba (“Catastrophe”). 
This is their name for the events whereby 
between 750,000 and 900,000 Palestinians 
were driven from their ancestral lands, villages 
and cities to create a state in which relatively 
recent Jewish settlers were a majority. Before 
these events, Arabs had formed two thirds of 
Palestine’s population and owned 90 per cent of 
its land.

Israel’s official story of how and why this 
happened is that the surrounding Arab states 
broadcast radio messages urging the Palestinian 
Arabs to flee. This, supposedly, was to allow the 
armies of four Arab states to invade Palestine 
and “drive the Jews into the sea”. David Ben 
Gurion, the “founding father” of the Israeli 
state, in effect claimed that the Palestinian 
Arabs fled to enable the Arab armies to carry 
out a second Holocaust.

Over decades however, not only Palestinian 
historians but even a handful of courageous 
Israeli historians have exposed this account as 
a pack of lies. Zionist paramilitary forces, many 
armed and trained by the British in the 1930s 

and 1940s, were by far the strongest of all of the 
armies on the ground.

By early 1948, the mainstream Labor 
Zionist movement’s militia, the Haganah, stood 
at around 50,000, rising by summer to 80,000. 
It included a small air force, a navy and units 
of tanks, armoured cars and heavy artillery. 
Against this, the Palestinians had some 7,000 
poorly-equipped irregulars, most of them locals 
alongside some volunteers recruited from Syria 
and Iraq. The Haganah could also rely on the 
support of the more right-wing Zionist militias, 
like the Italian fascist-inspired Irgun and Lehi 
(the latter also known as “the Stern Gang”).

The surrounding Arab states – Transjordan, 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt – all had only 
just emerged from British or French colonial 
rule or domination; and their governments 
were still dominated by British and French 
interests. Their armies, good for little more 
than palace coups and for shooting strikers 
and demonstrators had been created for the 
purpose of internal repression, rather than for 
serious wars with other states.

And of these five countries, Lebanon’s 
main role in the 1947-49 war in Palestine was 
to round up and disarm Palestinian refugees 
and fighters on its territory, rather than to 
assist them. Only Jordan had a well-trained 
professional army, the Arab Legion; and it was 
still commanded by a British general, Sir John 
Bagot Glubb (“Glubb Pasha”).

Moreover, Jordan’s King Abdullah was 

secretly negotiating with Ben Gurion (through 
other Labor Zionist leaders like Golda Meir) 
for a Jordanian occupation of the West Bank, 
and for its annexation to his resource-poor 
kingdom. Both sides wanted to prevent the 
emergence of a separate state for the Palestinian 
Arabs under the leadership of the Grand Mufti 
of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husseini; or even worse 
from their standpoints, under the leadership of 
the Palestinian guerrilla leaders who had fought 
the British and the Zionists during the Arab 
Revolt of 1936-39.

Adhering closely to the “red lines” of King 
Abdullah’s understanding with Ben Gurion – 
which the British clearly had prior knowledge 
of – Glubb saw to it that the Arab Legion never 
at any point in the war occupied any of the 
territory that had been set aside for a “Jewish 
state” by the United Nations (UN). The Arab 
Legion even allowed Tiberias and Safed in the 
north of the country to fall to the Haganah in 
April and May 1948, to prevent Husseini from 
being able to establish a provisional Palestinian 
government there.

Most of the fighting between the Haganah 
and the Arab Legion took place because the 
Zionists tried to occupy areas well beyond this 
pre-agreed division of the spoils.

DIVIDE AND RULE
The British had previously toyed with the idea 
of dividing Palestine in the Peel Commission’s 
proposals in July 1937, as a way of bringing 
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about an end 
to the Arab 
Revolt. But the 
outbreak of war 
in Europe in 
September 1939 
forced them to 
shelve the Peel 
Plan to placate 
Palestinian Arab 
opinion, much 
to the annoyance 
of Jewish 
colonists who 
had supported 
British colonial 
rule against the 
rebellious Arabs.

Many of 
these Jewish 
colonists had 
been recruited 
into the British 
war effort in 
Lebanon and Syria, 
through the British-
sponsored Zionist 
paramilitary 
organisation 
Palmach. This 
became the main 
legal cover for 
the underground Haganah until the British 
stopped funding it in 1942. However, a small 
minority within the Zionist movement 
conducted a terrorist campaign against both 
British and Arab targets in protest at the British 
“White Paper” that followed the shelving of the 
Peel Plan, even during the Second World War.

Represented by Lehi’s leader Avraham 
Stern, this extremist minority even approached 
the Nazis with a request for German support 
for the creation of a pro-German fascist state 
under their leadership, to which Adolf Hitler 
would then be able to deport German-occupied 
Europe’s Jewish populations en masse. The 
Nazis however regarded this proposal as a 
distraction from the genocidal “Final Solution 
to the Jewish Question” that they were already 
undertaking in Europe; and Stern himself was 
captured and killed in a shootout with British 
police in February 1942.

However, after the end of the Second 
World War in May 1945, Lehi were joined by 
the more “mainstream” right-wing Irgun from 
which Lehi had originally split in August 1940, 
in resuming their armed campaign to coerce 
Britain into accepting a Jewish state in the 
whole of Palestine. The most famous by far of 
the attacks conducted by these two groups was 
the King David Hotel bombing in Jerusalem 
in July 1946, which killed 91 people including 

41 Arabs, 28 
British government employees and 17 Jews.

This armed campaign enjoyed the 
occasional if indirect support of the official 
Labor Zionist leadership around Ben Gurion, 
and threw British policy in Palestine into 
crisis. Unwilling to be seen to “take sides”, and 
in order not to disturb its relations both with 
the Zionist movement in Palestine and with its 
own client Arab regimes, British imperialism 
cynically handed over the “Palestine problem” 
to the newly-formed UN, then still dominated 
by European powers with large colonial 
empires of their own.

BRITAIN ACTS AS MIDWIFE TO MASSACRE
The UN then arrived at a detailed plan for the 
partition of Palestine into Arab and Jewish 
states, although with only voluntary “transfers” 
and “exchanges” of populations stipulated in it. 
Arab governments and Palestinian Arab leaders 
overwhelmingly rejected the plan, awarding as 
it did roughly half of Palestine to the Jewish 
one-third of its population, in a proposed 
“Jewish state” in which Arabs even then would 
still form a slim majority. Assuming, of course, 
that they remained there.

On the other hand, Ben Gurion and 
the mainstream Labor Zionist movement 
accepted the UN Partition Plan, seeing it as a 
springboard for future Zionist aspirations in 

Palestine as a whole; while 
the “Revisionist Zionist” 
Irgun and Lehi both 
rejected it. For the right-
wing Revisionists, this 
plan fell far short of their 
original demands for a 
Jewish state on both sides 
of the River Jordan.

Both wings of the 
Zionist movement, 
however, had the full 
intention of turning Jews 
into an overwhelming 
majority of the 
population there by 
“redeeming” the land 
from its indigenous 
population; that is, 
by expelling Arabs 
and importing Jewish 
immigrants and 

refugees from Europe, 
the Arab world and 
elsewhere.

In fact, the UN 
Partition Plan gave the 
Zionist movement far 
more land than was then 
owned or controlled 
by Palestine’s Jewish 

settler minority. And to achieve the 
“Jewish majority” that would give a Jewish 
state in Palestine any political or demographic 
viability, it was necessary to put into operation a 
number of plans that had been drawn up years 
or decades beforehand, to drive the Arabs out.

The most comprehensive of these was 
known as Plan Dalet (or “Plan D”), which 
informed most of the Hanagah’s military actions 
in 1947-49. This envisaged the forced transfer 
from their lands of hundreds of thousands of 
Palestinian Arabs in the Arab-majority rural 
Galilee region and in the Negev Desert; as well 
as the ethnic cleansing of Palestine’s major 
towns and cities, especially the ports like Haifa, 
Jaffa and Acre.

Britain’s response to the Partition Plan in 
November 1947 was to “wash its hands” like 
Pontius Pilate. Britain simply announced that it 
would terminate its former League of Nations 
Mandate over Palestine on 14 May 1948. The 
Zionist Jewish Agency for Palestine, a quasi-
state body established by the British and led 
by Ben Gurion, then unilaterally declared the 
independence of the new State of Israel on the 
same day as Britain’s formal withdrawal.

In the intervening six months, however, 
Britain was still officially responsible for 
maintaining “law and order” in Palestine. 
But British forces in effect had withdrawn 
to their camps, and British-officered police 
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Aftermath of the massacre



stations did absolutely nothing to protect those 
(overwhelmingly Arabs, but also some Jews) 
from being massacred or displaced.

This perfidy was entirely of a piece with 
Britain’s actions during the Partition of India 
only a few months prior, when Britain stood 
aside and did nothing to prevent the terrible 
communalist slaughters and expulsions of 
millions, previously having spent decades 
setting Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs against each 
other. Both exits from Empire remain terrible 
stains on the record of Clement Attlee’s much-
lionised Labour government of 1945-51.

In the actual event, the new Israeli state’s 
well-armed and well-trained militias seized 
78 per cent of the former British Mandate 
territory, far beyond the 56 per cent awarded to 
them by the UN. In the process, some 530 Arab 
villages were destroyed or emptied of their Arab 
residents, as well as the Arab quarters of all the 
major urban areas, even including the western 
parts of Jerusalem. Jaffa was attacked on 25 
April 1948 by the “official” Haganah, acting 
alongside the even more murderous Irgun. Its 
Arab population of 100,000 was reduced to 
5,000 in a few days.

These atrocities were not simply carried out 
in the hot blood of combat, but were designed 
coldly and deliberately to spread panic, and thus 
to induce the indigenous Arab population to 
flee. According to the Israeli military historian 
Arieh Itzchaki, there were ten major massacres 
and about 100 smaller massacres perpetrated 
by various Zionist militias during the Partition.

Caesarea (“Qesarya” in Arabic) was the 
first village to be expelled in its entirety, on 
15 February 1948. Another four villages were 
“cleansed” on the same day, all recorded by 
watching British troops stationed in nearby 
police stations. Another village attacked that 
same night was Sa’sa’ near the Lebanese border, 
where the officer in charge Moshe Kelman later 
recalled: “We left behind 35 demolished houses 
(a third of the village) and 60–80 dead bodies 
(quite a few of them were children)”.

DEIR YASSIN
The most infamous Zionist massacre of all 
however took place at Deir Yassin village near 
Jerusalem on 9 April 1948. It was carried out 
by the Irgun and Lehi militias, whose national 
commanders respectively were Menachem 
Begin and Yitzhak Shamir. Both later became 
politicians for current Israeli prime minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud party, 
each serving as prime minister themselves in 
1977-83 and in 1986-92 respectively.

The responsibility for this massacre has 
generally been placed on these two militias 
alone. This in part is because Ben Gurion 
admitted to and “apologised” for the massacre 
at the time, in a bid to shift international blame 

onto his right-wing rivals. But Israeli “New 
Historians” like Ilan Pappe have shown that 
Haganah commanders approved of their plans, 
and even sent the Palmach to Deir Yassin to 
help them finish it off.

This massacre however had an immediate 
effect on Arab civilian morale. Its scale 
(exaggerated from the actual figure of 107 dead 
to some 254) was used to terrify other villages 
and city districts. Trucks carrying loudspeakers 
broadcast the news and urged Arabs elsewhere 
to flee to escape a similar fate.

This village of only 600 people lay just a 
few miles to the west of Jerusalem. It villagers 
had signed a non-aggression pact with 
neighbouring Jewish settlements and even with 
Lehi commanders. It had at most around 30-
odd armed villagers for its defence.

Some 132 Irgun and 60 LEHI commandos 
stormed into it as dawn was breaking. Ilan 
Pappe’s 2006 book The Ethnic Cleansing of 
Palestine sums up what happened:

“As they burst into the village, the Jewish 
soldiers sprayed the houses with machine-
gun fire, killing many of the inhabitants. The 
remaining villagers were then gathered in one 
place and murdered in cold blood, their bodies 
abused while a number of the women were 
raped and then killed”.

Born in Deir Yassin, a recent documentary 
film by Israeli director Neta Shoshani collected 
a series of eyewitness accounts, including from 
some Israelis involved in the events. One was 
Yehoshua Zettler, the Jerusalem commander of 
Lehi. In a candid but unapologetic interview, 
he described the way in which Deir Yassin’s 
inhabitants were killed:

“I won’t tell you that we were there with kid 
gloves on. House after house […] we’re putting 
in explosives and they are running away. An 
explosion and move on, an explosion and move 
on and within a few hours, half the village isn’t 
there any more.”

Another witness was Professor Mordechai 
Gichon, who was a Haganah intelligence officer 
sent to Deir Yassin after the massacre ended:

“To me it looked a bit like a pogrom. If 
you’re occupying an army position – it’s not a 
pogrom, even if a hundred people are killed. 
But if you are coming into a civilian locale and 
dead people are scattered around in it – then it 
looks like a pogrom. When the Cossacks burst 
into Jewish neighbourhoods, then that should 
have looked something like this.”

Despite Ben Gurion’s and the Labour 
Zionists’ attempts to present this and other 
massacres as the exceptional results of the 
actions of a few extremists, these “extremists” 
were not punished in any way. Indeed they 
eventually succeeded the Labour Zionists in 
power in Israel in the 1970s, and continued the 
same murderous methods in southern Lebanon 

the 1980s. And these “respectable” extremists 
never apologised once for their actions in 1948. 
Quite the opposite.

Menachem Begin, who was later awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1978, wrote in in his 
memoir The Revolt: Inside Story of the Irgun in 
1951 as follows:

“The massacre was not only justified but 
there would not have been a state of Israel 
without the victory at Deir Yassin.”

He went on:
“The legend of Deir Yassin helped us in 

particular in the saving of Tiberias and the 
conquest of Haifa. […] All the Jewish forces 
proceeded to advance through Haifa like a 
knife through butter. The Arabs began fleeing 
in panic, shouting ‘Deir Yassin’!”

Today, Israeli Defence Force snipers 
are killing dozens of unarmed Palestinian 
demonstrators and wounding hundreds 
on the border fence with the Gaza Strip. 
These demonstrators are trying to use their 
commemorations of the 70th anniversary of 
the Nakba to break through the Israeli and 
Western media’s blackout of their still-desperate 
situation.

And the appallingly racist and pro-Israel 
US President Donald Trump is threatening to 
open the US embassy in Jerusalem in person on 
or around 15 May.

It is therefore vital that the global movement 
of solidarity with Palestine make clear that a 
state born out the expropriation of a entire 
people – a racist state created on the basis of a 
hundred Deir Yassins – has no right to continue 
to exist on this basis.
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OVER THE past four weeks, at least 37 
Palestinians have been killed, and more 
than 4,000 wounded, by Israeli troops firing 
indiscriminately into demonstrations organised 
as part of the Great Return March.

As usual, the US and British representatives 
on the United Nations Security Council have 
blocked any condemnation of the Israeli state’s 
repression of peaceful protests.

The violence comes as the Israeli 
government and world leaders prepare to 
celebrate the 70th anniversary of the foundation 
of the State of Israel in 1948.

For Palestinians, Israel’s foundation is 
known as the Nakba or Catastrophe, in which 
almost a million Palestinians were driven from 
their homes in a bloody campaign of ethnic 
cleansing.

The Great Return March in Gaza, which 
started on Land Day, 29 March, and will end on 
Nakba Day, 15 May, aims to highlight the right 
of the refugees and their descendants to return 
to their stolen lands.

The propaganda machine of the Israeli 
government and its embassies are churning out 
lies claiming the “Arabs” brought the violence 
on themselves by throwing stones or petrol 
bombs over the ‘security fence’ that imprisons 
the Palestinians in Gaza.

In Britain, the pro-Israeli media will back 
this narrative up, and it will be repeated by 
Zionists and opponents of Palestinian solidarity 
in the labour movement.

The BBC describes one of the most 
powerful armies in the world firing on 
demonstrators as “clashes”, while right wingers 
in the Labour Party have spent the past month 
denouncing Jeremy Corbyn – who has hitherto 
defended the Palestinians and condemned 
Israel’s atrocities – as an antisemite.

All this is mood music preparing public 
opinion for new outrages. Donald Trump and 
his tame UK prime minister Theresa May, 
see Israel as a key ally against Iran, whose 
occupation of Syria has alarmed Israel. Saudi 
Arabia’s Crown Prince, engaged in a genocidal 

and largely unreported war in Yemen, shares 
this concern.

Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital is the first step to permitting 
the settler-state to seize yet more Palestinian 
land around the city. An escalation of any of 
the regional wars, or the outbreak of an open 
clash between Israel and Iran, will doubtless be 
used as cover to expel more Palestinians, and 
further consolidate Israel’s illegal occupation of 
Palestinian land.   

The actions of the Israeli state, a country 
which not only possesses nuclear weapons, but 
the world’s fourth most powerful army, and the 
unconditional backing of the United States and 
most European countries, are not measures 
of “self-defence” but acts of aggression and 
colonisation against the practically defenceless 
and friendless Palestinians.

Israel’s repression of unarmed 
demonstrators, its war crimes, its contempt 
for international law and human rights are 
rapidly eroding the sympathy it has historically 
enjoyed from ordinary people. The attempt 
to hide behind the Holocaust is increasingly 
recognised not only as an insult to its millions 
of victims, but an obstacle to the fight against 
the resurgence of antisemitism. 

The reason Israel enjoys the unqualified 
support of the western powers does not derive 
from Zionist convictions, or a particularly 
sympathy with Jewish communities, let alone 
their (justified) guilt at having closed their 
borders to most of the European Jews who 
became the Holocaust’s principal victims.

It is because Israel, carved out of Mandate 
Palestine with British assistance, has always 
acted as a powerful obstacle to the unity of 
the Middle Eastern countries against the 
western powers who have plundered its oil with 
impunity for over a century.

For all these reasons, principled socialists 
and trade unionists in the West should step 
up our support for the Palestinians’ right to 
return, condemn the crimes of the Israeli state, 
and fight to end our government’s military, 
diplomatic, and economic support for the 
Zionists’ colonial project.

Israel has 
marked its 
70th 
anniversary 
by attacking 
unarmed 
protests 
in Gaza

SPEAK UP FOR
PALESTINE
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“Trade wars are good” – Donald Trump
Though Donald Trump’s tweets often seem 
mere clowning, the decrees he signed imposing 
import duties on steel and aluminium, and 
subsequent threats of further punitive duties on 
Chinese imports, do have to be taken seriously.

The US president has used a loophole that 
allows him to bypass Congress in an attempt 
to evade international trade agreements and 
impose “protective tariffs”. He is using Section 
232 of the Trade Expansion Act (1962), which 
provides for action based on a threat to national 
security. However, the 25 percent import duties 
on steel and 10 percent on aluminium are in 
reality punitive duties which violate the rules of 
the World Trade Organisation, WTO.

Trump had anyway already made it clear, 
if there were any doubt, that he does not 
care about international trade agreements or 
the threat of legal proceedings at the WTO. 
When the EU Commission threatened to take 
countermeasures of equal value; 25 percent 
duties on whisky, peanut butter, jeans, etc. 
with a total import value of €2.8 billion, in 
line with WTO regulations, Trump reacted by 

threatening to increase import duties on cars 
from the EU, in a tit for tat move. Referring 
to the $800 billion USD trade deficit, Trump 
explained, again via Twitter, that “trade wars 
are good and easy to win”.

TURMOIL
On 10 March 2018 The Economist cover page 
cartooned Trump as a hand grenade with the 
headline “The Threat to World Trade”. The 
London weekly has been the “central organ” 
of free trade advocacy since its foundation in 
1843. The lead article was headlined “The rule-
based system is in danger” and drew parallels 
with US President Herbert Hoover’s 1930 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, under which the US 
adopted protectionism, and recorded how this 
exacerbated the 1929 Wall Street Clash into a 
global depression.

In the Economist’s view, whilst the tariffs 
would support the US steel industry in the 
short term, they would increase the price of 
intermediate products for steel processing 
companies, which are among the much more 
productive sectors of the US economy. This 
was also the experience when President George 
W Bush attempted to introduce tariffs for the 

steel sector in 2005. In the end, the pressure 
from other industries proved greater and the 
tariffs were abolished. This time too, the major 
trade associations, above all the powerful US 
Chamber of Commerce, have taken a stand 
against the increase in duties by the President 
with a protest declaration on 18 March. This 
was then echoed by a large number of members 
of Congress, including members of the 
Republican party.

The resignation of the chief economic 
advisor to the White House, Gary Cohn, 
certainly signaled a conflict with the free 
trade faction in the US bourgeoisie. However, 
Lawrence “Larry” Kudlow (formerly chief 
economist of investment bankers Bear 
Sterns) and also from the business wing of 
the Republicans, was immediately appointed 
to be his successor, although he, too, had 
criticised the tariff increases shortly before as 
“hidden tax increases”, which would cost five 
million jobs. This could indicate that the US 
is ultimately not really launching a trade war, 
but a roughhouse renegotiation of world trade 
conditions into which Trump is now sending 
his economic bulldogs like Robert Lighthizer 
(US Trade Representative) and Wilbur Ross 
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(US Commerce Secretary).
Of course, the USA is anything but 

a “victim” of the existing trading system. 
Tariffs have played less and less of a role in 
international trade since the 1990s, the global 
average fell from 13.1 percent in 1995 to 7.5 
percent today. The US collects an average 3.2 
percent duty on EU goods and the EU 3.9 
percent on US goods. Overall, the customs 
duties have had only a marginal effect on the 
US trade balance. The decisive factor here is the 
price problem, that is, the productivity problem 
of certain sectors of US industry.

The US trade deficit is, in any case, 
massively offset by the strength of US 
technology and financial capital. Thus, despite 
the enormous trade deficit, the dollar has not 
declined significantly. This in turn reinforces 
the export weakness of manufacturing industry 
in the USA. In addition, US corporations 
have outsourced significant areas of their 
production either to the NAFTA states, Canada 
and Mexico, or to China. For example, 40 
percent of imports of electronic goods into the 
USA are actually products of US-Chinese joint 
ventures. Obviously, large parts of US capital 
have benefited greatly from this international 
division of labour.

CHINA’S COMPETITION
However, the shocks in the wake of the financial 
crisis and the major investment programmes 
that followed it have led to a number of changes 
in China’s role. The country has climbed 
substantially up the value-added chains of the 
international division of labour. Now China 
itself employs cheap production in dependent 
countries and has accumulated technical 
know-how for its own high-tech industries. 
Its corporations have long since been able to 
compete with those of other great powers in all 
areas. In particular, the USA, which continues 
to be at the top of the international value chain 
in terms of high-tech expertise and financial 
capital, is nonetheless feeling the challenge 
from China. Those parts of US capital that 
share these fears would have good reason to 
back Trump’s actions.

Trump’s announcement of tariffs on steel 
and aluminum on March 8 was just a foretaste 
of the main show, which took place on March 
22 at the Oval Office: the announcement of 
punitive tariffs of $60 billion against China. By 
way of comparison, the volume of EU exports 
affected by steel tariffs was around 5 billion. 
Interestingly, Lighthizer announced on the 
same day in the relevant Congress committee, 
that the EU, together with the North American 
Free Trade Area (NAFTA) states, plus Australia, 
Argentina, Brazil and South Korea, Japan 
was somehow forgotten, would initially be 
exempted from tariffs for steel and aluminium 

(until the beginning of May).
All this shows that an intensified 

reorganisation of the imperialist world order is 
taking place in the context of the trade conflict. 
At the beginning of March, all free trade 
enthusiasts, including those within the EU and 
even European Social Democrats, called for 
immediate rejection and the opening of talks 
with China and other powers for a combined 
response. Canada was the first to fall over, ready 
to compromise in the NAFTA negotiations, 
and then to be the first to be exempted from 
customs duties.

The EU remained opposed and EU Trade 
Commissioner Cecilia Malmström and Federal 
Economics Minister Peter Altmaier worked 
on Lighthizer and Ross. Shortly before the 
provisional agreement, CDU politician Jürgen 
Hardt (Coordinator for Transatlantic Relations 
at the Federal Foreign Office) said: “Of course, 
we will also tell the Americans that we could 
take joint action against unfair trade practices 
from China” (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
March 17). It is in the EU’s interest to seek an 
agreement with the US rather than to side with 
China. This seems to have happened now and 
the list of countries with exceptions shows 
how isolated China is in the face of the much 
more massive attack of 22 March. However, 
the last word has certainly not been spoken, 
the exceptions only apply until 1 May and the 
massive US demands on the EU could lead to a 
change of fronts at any time.

In fact, because of the size of its domestic 
economy, the US is much less dependent on 
exports than any of its major competitors. 
The current slump in world trade is hitting all 
those whose economies are more dependent on 
exports – not only China, but also Germany. 
The Managing Director of DIHT (Industrie- 
und Handelskammertag) Martin Wansleben 
explained: “Today, we are all a bit China” (ntv, 
23 March).

The fear that a trade war between the USA 
and China could lead to an overall slump in 
world trade and thus to a problem for German 
exports is obvious. In the 1930s, the tariff war 
and the retreat into rival trading blocks, led to 
a halving of world trade within only 3 years. 
Even today, IMF economists are considering 
scenarios that envisage a break in the recovery 
cycle of the global economy that only began in 
2017. Growth rates are already seen to be as 
much as 1 percent lower than possible or even 
on the way back into recession. It is therefore 
not surprising that, even in the USA, Trump’s 
announcement on March 22 immediately led 
to a crash of more than 700 points in the Dow 
Jones stock market index.

Of course, much will now depend on 
China’s reaction. There is no doubt that it has 
a problem with its oversized steel sector, which 

is flooding the world with cheap steel. Under 
Xi Jinping, it has been official policy to reduce 
over capacity both for reasons of global policy 
and for environmental protection. However, as 
with many other sectors, the ability of Beijing 
to enforce its policy on reluctant provincial 
authorities is not guaranteed. Questions of 
patent rights, and allegedly illegal technology 
transfer also affect core elements of the new 
economic plan. In the wake of the recent 
National People’s Congress, which endorsed his 
pre-eminence, Xi may feel confident that he can 
go some way to meeting US demands in areas 
such as financial services, banking and capital 
investment, which fit in with his own reform 
strategy.

The first statements from China in response 
to Trump’s measures were very patriotic and 
sounded almost like a mobilisation for war. 
There are certainly counter-measures that 
China could take that could give Trump pause 
for thought. These include, for example, tariffs 
on soya imports from the US, worth $12 billion 
annually, which would seriously hit his voters 
in soya producing states. However, to make that 
stick, would need the cooperation of Brazil as 
an alternative source of the soya China will still 
need. Less problematically, a limit on the export 
of rare earths to the USA would have a severe 
impact on high-tech industry there. Lastly, with 
reduced access to the US market, China could 
be expected to turn more aggressively to other 
markets, including the EU. This can already be 
seen with regard to steel exports which could 
have a far more serious impact on the European 
steel industry than Trump’s tariffs. All in all, the 
prospect of a period of turbulent trade conflicts 
and rifts in the global economy is now much 
more likely.

A LOOK INTO HISTORY
Capitalism in its history has known several 
different world trade orders. It was the British 
bourgeoisie, for example, which, from the 
1840s, imposed a worldwide free trade regime 
dominated by British industry. For example, 
it struck a series of trade agreements with 
European countries, the most far reaching of 
which was the Cobden-Chevalier Treaty of 
1860 with France, that substantially reduced 
tariffs. Finally, a mechanism was found with 
the 1879 gold standard that “automatically” 
forced governments to adjust to trade flows 
because trade balance deficits automatically 
led to currency devaluation as a result of gold 
outflows.

In the pre-imperialist era, that is, before 
the late 1890s, it was, however, still possible to 
establish individual islands of protectionism. 
Competitors to British capital emerged in 
Germany, the US and Japan and were able to 
grow certain sectors of their industries and 
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agriculture behind protective tariffs, while 
remaining within the general framework of 
world free trade, guaranteed by the UK.

The contradictions within the imperialist 
order finally burst to the surface in the First 
World War, which caused world free trade and 
the gold standard to collapse for several years. 
Britain’s desperate attempts to reintroduce the 
gold standard in 1925 could not overcome the 
fact that it was no longer strong enough in 
relation to the other powers, in particular the 
USA, to act as the organising centre of world 
trade. With the economic crisis, both the 
gold standard and the world trading system 
collapsed in the 1930s.

After the Second World War, a much less 
open system was established with the Bretton-
Woods agreement. Only the dollar, as the 
leading currency, still had a link to gold. The 
tariff level was much higher than in the British 
period and the system as a whole was driven by 
the dominance of US capital exports. However, 
the narrow framework and the clear hegemony 
of one imperialist power made possible the 
capitalist boom period that lasted until the 
collapse of Bretton Woods in the early 1970s.

After the crises of the 1970s and 1980s, 
various regimes; freely floating currencies, 
fixed exchange rates, trade restrictions, trade 
liberalisations, alternated and new competitors 
for US capital emerged. It was not until the 
1990s that a new system of world trade became 
firmly established once more. The currency 
system is now finally dominated by “the 
markets”, especially those for foreign exchange, 
derivatives and government bonds, and the 
deregulation of internal markets allows private 
capital exports on an unprecedented scale.

Today, the production chains of the major 
capitals are also international in scale, which 
means that a considerable part of world trade 
consists of trade in intermediates. Central 
to the relative and, as it turned out, quite 
temporary, stabilisation of the globalisation 
period, however, was China’s rise to become the 
workshop of the world, and its exception from 
the world monetary system, which allowed 
the yuan to be kept at an artificially low value. 
Dollar purchases by the Chinese central bank, 
cheap Chinese goods and a debt economy 
backed by US assets to finance US imports were 
the engines of the globalisation upturn.

2008 CRISIS
This growth model was obviously shaken by 
the economic crisis after 2008, but the policy 
of cheap money through “Quantitative Easing” 
and large government investment programmes, 
especially in China, made it possible for it 
to continue for a while – albeit against the 
backdrop of a stagnating global economic 
trend. Overall, however, the outcome has been 

a substantial strengthening of China which, 
in the long term, will certainly strive for a 
different role from that it played in the period 
of globalisation.

Obviously, we are once again facing a 
reordering struggle between the capitalist 
powers and this will not end with a few tariff 
disputes. Rather, turbulent times similar to 
those in the 1970s and 1980s are to be expected. 
Even then, apparent stabilisations were achieved 
through a return to old rules, for example, the 
Plaza-Louvre agreement to fix exchange rates. 
Depending on the severity of the conflicts, 
however, more serious slumps such as that of 
the early 1930s are also possible. Even if there is 
a change of government in the USA or a change 
of majority in the next congressional elections, 
the friction with China will not disappear 
and the measures of any US government will 
continue to shake the world market order in the 
near future.

The USA and its president may regard 
their current course of confrontation with 
their biggest trading partners and rivals as a 
means of improving their own position on 
the world market, forcing their competitors to 
make concessions and thereby regaining the 
lost stability of globalisation, but occasional 
flashes of sheet lightning in the sky of the world 
economy could easily portend a hurricane. 
A trade war may not be desirable, but the 
confrontation has its own logic, which can and 
must lead to an aggravation of the situation in 
the coming years.

THE WORKING CLASS
In this situation, it is all the more important 
that the working class does not allow itself to 
be dragged along behind “its” ruling class. 
Trump’s promises to wage earners in the US 
steel industry will in any case turn out to be 
hot air. At best, they can hope for a few jobs, 
temporarily, but with far worse working 
conditions and at lower wages. Overall, all 
governments will try to pass the cost of a trade 
war on to wage earners in the form of higher 
prices, whether through higher imports or by 
presenting the purchase of expensive domestic 
products as a patriotic duty.

Any support for such a policy could only 
lead to the nationalistic division of the workers 
in different countries. Any involvement of trade 
unions, social democratic or left wing parties 
in protective tariff policies must be strongly 
condemned – just as the deceit of capitalist 
free trade and its empty promises must be 
denounced.

Any national solidarity behind government 
trade policies; any act of “retribution” with its 
own protective tariffs must be firmly rejected. 
In the final analysis, trade wars never remain 
purely economic matters and they serve not 

only to defend or conquer positions on the 
world market, but also in the imperialist world 
order.

They are part of a struggle to redivide the 
world’s markets and natural resources that is 
now developing between the old and new great 
powers. Only if the working class recognises 
that its main enemy is its “own” imperialist 
bourgeoisie and not their “trade rivals”, only 
if it does not sacrifice the class struggle in the 
“national” interest, can the intensification 
of competition, a world trade war and its 
political consequences, including world war, be 
prevented by the international class struggle, by 
the socialist world revolution.
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BRAZIL - Whether in Chile or Ireland, 
Germany or Poland These are tense days in 
Brazil. The political instability, which began 
with the parliamentary coup, heightened in the 
days leading up to the Federal Supreme Court 
hearing of Lula’s request for Habeas Corpus last 
Wednesday, April 4.

On the eve of the trial, the Army General, 
Villas-Boas, issued a social network communiqué 
threatening military intervention if Habeas 
Corpus, which would guarantee Lula’s liberty, 
were granted. The participation of Rede Globo, 
the main TV network in such plans was clear 
by the tone of its reporting on this threat. The 
message was very clear; either arrest Lula or face 
a military coup.

The Court’s voting on the case was a clear 
demonstration of hypocrisy. This was highlighted 
by the vote of Minister Rosa Weber, who explicitly 
recognised that Lula’s arrest at this stage of 
procedure would be unconstitutional but that she 
supported it in Lula’s case! Her vote meant the 
Court was evenly divided, for and against arrest, 
thus it was the vote of the Court’s President, 
Carmen Lucia, that resolved the issue, evidently 
against the granting of Habeas Corpus.

The incoherent and hasty vote had the single 
and exclusive goal of removing Lula from political 
activity before this year’s elections by sending him 
to prison even before he had exhausted his right 
of Appeal.

According to the polling of Estadão – Ipsos, 
released on March 4, Lula’s support is at 42 
percent, slightly down on the 44 percent of the 
previous month, but within the margin of error 
anyway.

This puts him ahead of Marina (Rede) with 
29 percent, Bolsonaro, PSC, with 24 percent, 
the governor of Sao Paulo, Geraldo Alckimin, 
PSDB, with 20 percent and Ciro Gomes PDT, 
on 18 percent. Only Luciano Huck, the Rede 
Globo presenter, is ahead of Lula with 56 percent 
approval.

The situation is made even more absurd by 
the fact that the same Supreme Court cleared 
various leading members of the MDB and PSDB 
who were facing serious charges which, unlike in 
Lula’s case, were based on hard evidence.

This makes it even clearer that this is a 
political persecution of Lula and the Workers’ 
Party, PT.

The day after the vote, Judge Sergio Moro 
issued the arrest warrant establishing a deadline 
for Lula to surrender to the Federal police in 
Curitiba by 5.00 pm on April 6.

There was an immediate militant response. 
Former president Lula, who followed the 
Court’s proceedings and heard the final vote 
in the Institute Lula, went to the offices of the 
Metalworkers’ Union, ABC, and remained there 
for nearly 2 days, “protected” by an immense 
army of militants. It is important to highlight 
the presence of the OCP which has led a great 
campaign against the condemnation and arrest 
of Lula.

The left parties, with the exception of the 
PSTU, have taken positions in support of the 
former president. Candidates for the presidency, 
such as Manuela Dávila (PC of B), Guiherme 
Boulos (PSOL) also sided with Lula. The slogan 
that unites the left at the moment is defence of 
democratic rights. For all forces on the Left, apart 
from the PSTU, the condemnation and arrest of 
Lula is a political persecution and an attack on 
democratic rights.

The CUT showed its ability to mobilise the 
working class and acted with greater agility and 
certainty than even against the labour “reform”. 
Confrontation was inevitable. Police opened fire 
with live ammunition against MST militants who 
closed over 50 highways in 24 states. By contrast, 
the demonstrations supporting Lula’s arrest were 
weak, with many demonstrators paid to attend.

Lula said he would not appear in Curitiba on 
Friday. He slept in the union offices and the next 
morning after, coffee, he attended the memorial 
Mass for his late wife, Marisa, surrounded by a 
large number of militants who went there to ask 
him not to surrender. Several artists and party 
leaders from the Left and unions were present to 
give greater support to the former president.

Soon after Mass, Lula delivered a speech 
in which he demonstrated firmness and said he 
knew that “they” wanted to see his head bowed, 
defeated and ashamed. But that he would not give 
“them” that pleasure. He also said that he would 
not give himself up because he is not a thief and 
will not accept to be called one. He said he would 
report to the Federal police.

When he got into a car and was going to leave, 
the crowd of militants surrounded it and would 
not let it pass and tried to close the huge gate. Lula 
had to retreat and return to the Union where he 
waited for a few more hours. When the mood of 

the militancy cooled down, he decided to leave 
and walked through the militants who still tried 
to stop him, but eventually gave in to his will and 
he entered the car of the Federal police who had 
been waiting for him.

Lula was taken to the airport and thence to 
Curitiba where he was arrested at the headquarters 
of the Federal police. From dawn, militants had 
been gathering in front of the building to show 
their support for Lula and had been attacked by 
the military police, injuring 8 people with gas 
and rubber bullets. After the arrival of Lula, as a 
prisoner, the Federal police attacked the left-wing 
militants with a disproportionate violence, in 
which a woman and four children were injured.

Later, those who came to support the arrest of 
Lula were received with smiles and applause from 
the Federal police.

We in the Socialist League have always been 
critical of the PT’s governmental strategy with 
its policy of conciliation between the classes that 
led to granting the bankers and multinationals 
exorbitant profits, even during the 2008 crisis.

We know that the PT, up to this point, has still 
not broken openly with the right-wing parties that 
planned this coup, and that Lula was looking for 
a businessman to be his deputy on the slate. But 
right now, it’s very difficult for any entrepreneur or 
politician on the right to accept being a prisoner’s 
deputy.

Lula is angry but not beaten. The PT is 
organising committees for the freedom of Lula 
throughout the country. Caravans of militants 
from various places in the country are being 
organised to go to Curitiba to join the militants 
there to support Lula. The PT states that there is 
no plan B for the elections, in other words, Lula 
and the PT will not appoint anyone to replace 
him. Then we will have great possibilities of Lula 
being a candidate even though he is in jail.

We have news that Lula’s conviction and arrest 
is being condemned by the international press, 
such as Washington Post and Le Monde. Left-
wing politicians such as Maduro and Melecon 
have also expressed support for Lula.

it is now likely that the agitation and political 
confrontation in Brazil will last for a long time 
and that the 2018 elections will be held in a very 
different atmosphere from the calm we have seen 
in recent decades.

The left has so far failed to build any unity for 
this electoral process, but it is now unified in the 
fight for the freedom of Lula.

BRAZIL - LULA ARRESTED 
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MARC LASALLE

PARIS - After a month of militant but 
inconclusive strikes and occupations by railway 
workers and students, activists are organising 
to relaunch the mobilisation against the 
government attacks, with a national day of 
action in the first week of May. 

At the beginning of April workers on 
the state rail network, the SNCF, launched 
a three-month campaign of rolling strikes 
against a new law proposed by prime minister 
Edouard Philippe that will put an end to their 
work contract, transform SNCF into a private 
company, accelerate the dismantling of the state 
monopoly and close down unprofitable lines. 
In short it will put an end to the railways as a 
public service.

The first weeks of the strike saw strong 
participation, with 50,000 rail workers striking 
for two days every week and with more than 
70 per cent of train drivers involved. This has 
caused major disruption, with only 10 to 30 
per cent of trains running during the strikes. 
Despite the barrage of anti-strike propaganda 
the action was, and is still is, surprisingly 
popular, with 50 per cent of the public 
supporting it. 

Indeed, since Emmanuel Macron’s reforms 
to the labour market have largely hit the 
working class, and he is now widely seen as the 
“president of the rich”, any opposition to him 

has a chance of attracting broad sympathy. 
However, the strike strategy decided by 

the main trade union federations (CGT, FO 
and CFDT) is seriously flawed. This method 
(a “stop-and-go” strike two days per week, 
with a timetable fixed in advance by the TU 
leadership) is totally controlled from above. 
Normally, the very combative strikes typical 
in this sector are “renewable” strikes, with a 
general assembly (AG) in every site convening 
daily and voting the continuation of the strike. 
As the calendar of the present strike is fixed, 
this strips the AG of their main function - 
organising control of the dispute. 

As a result, in most cases workers do not 
participate to the AG at all, do not discuss 
the strike situation daily and what action to 
be taken. In short the AGs do not prepare 
and extend the mobilisation. While AG and 
mobilisation committees have been set up in 
the largest and most active sites (in the Paris 
terminuses for instance), the number and 
activity of these organs have been dwindling 
week after week. 

Attempts to declare a “renewable strike” 
have been isolated and abandoned . Today, the 
mobilisation committees are mostly reduced to 
the far-left activists (members of the Nouveau 
Parti anticapitaliste (New Anticapitalist Party 
- NPA) or Lutte Ouvrière (Workers’ Struggle 
- LO). In the words of a striker: “Some of us, 
and understandably so, prefer to go to a student 

AG and be greeted as heroes, rather than trying 
with many difficulties to build initiatives with 
railway comrades.”

Indeed, the student movement offered a 
marvellous opportunity for the railway workers 
to extend their strike beyond their sector. 
Since February, university students have been 
struggling against a new law that would restrict 
access to university. Reacting to an increase in 
the number of new students (a consequence 
of the baby boom around the year 2000), the 
government has preferred to restrict the access 
to university rather than increasing the budget 
and the number of teachers. 

In March and April the mobilisation 
picked up, with twelve major universities 
occupied by students. There, sympathising 
with the teachers and even the local security 
agents, they organised alternative courses 
and other activities, sometimes in support of 
immigrants. The stronghold of the mobilisation 
was and remains Tolbiac, a campus of the 
Sorbonne University (Paris-1) in the heart of 
Paris, where students declared the “Commune 
libre de Tolbiac”. Their demands were for the 
“convergence of the strike” with the railway and 
hospital workers, against all of Macron’s “casse 
sociale” (social demolition) reforms. But they 
also called for the repeal of the new law against 
migrants and even for a general strike. 

Indeed the topics of the conferences and 
workshops were quite radical: the Russian 

FRENCH WORKERS 
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revolution, 
Paris 
Commune, 
and even “Is 
Revolution 
still possible?”, 
with a packed 
amphitheater 
listening to 
Frédéric Lordon, 
one of the figures 
of Nuit Debout 
- the square 
occupation in 
2016 linked to 
the movement 
against the El 
Khomri Law, an 
attempt by the 
former Socialist 
Party government 
to deregulate the 
labour market. 
On March 22 and 
April 19 the trade 
unions in the public 
sector called for 
two days of action 
in which hundred 
of thousands 
of workers and 
students marched 
all over the country. 

REPRESSION
However, the government felt the danger of 
the situation, (the very same ingredients of 
1968) and quickly sent in the police. Occupied 
universities at Tolbiac, Nanterre, Lille, 
Bordeaux, Nancy, and Metz were attacked and 
forcibly evacuated by police. In Montpellier, 
the dean of the law faculty and a professor 
organised a gang of fascists who, armed with 
batons, beat the students occupying the place 
and forced them to leave. 

Other confrontations between fascists and 
students took place in Paris, Lille, Strasbourg, 
Angers. In several cities, fascists (Action 
Française, GUD, Bastion Social) are organising 
“anti-blockade committees” aimed at breaking 
the occupations. Another fascist group, 
Génération Identitaire, has recently organised 
a blockade of the French-Italian border in the 
Alps to stop migrants from entering in France. 

These new developments clearly show that 
far right groups feel stronger and more confident 
after last year’s election and the watershed shed 
vote for the Front National (FN). While clashes 
with fascists took place also in the recent past, 
these new events show that the fascist threat 
is today more than a theoretical possibility 
and that the working class should prepare 

and organise 
to defend itself and its struggles in a more 
concrete and practical way. 

CROSSROADS
The movement today is at a turning point. 
Undoubtedly workers and students will attend 
the May Day marches in large numbers. The 
unions, having seen that the strike is not gaining 
any concessions from the government, have 
called for a railway workers’ protest on May 3, 
which students will also join. MPs from France 
Insoumise, the left populist organisation led by 
Jean Luc Mélénchon, are calling for a national 
demonstration on 5 May, now also supported 
by the NPA. All this might reinforce the unity 
on the streets among workers and students. It 
might also bring in the lycée students, who so 
far have failed to mobilise but were crucial for 
the anti-CPE movement in 2006.

But the movement is also faced with several 
weaknesses. Students increasingly feel the 
pressure of approaching exams. In many cities, 
University sites are administratively closed (a 
kind of lock-out) to prevent occupations, but 
exams are taking place in other venues under 
tight police control. Moreover, the lectures are 
almost over, so that there will be few occasions 
to mobilise the mass of students. Similarly, lycée 
students are also close to the final exam, the 
baccalaureat. Railway workers feel the pressure 

of the long strike as well of 
their isolation. The lack of 
AGs deprives them of a tool 
for collectively discussing 
and organising.

However, the most 
serious weakness is 
political. Organised 
student unions like 
UNEF are either 
moribund or completely 
bureaucratised. The 
national student 
coordination is quite 
weak and many students 
are heavily influenced by 
confused autonomous-
anarchist ideas. While 
both the Socialist and 
Communist parties are 
now are extremely weak, 
France Insoumise lacks 

almost any organisation 
on the ground, and is 
more willing to occupy 
the social media with 
its MPs than to help the 
self-organisation of the 
students. The NPA, who 
ought to be playing an 
important role, is totally 

paralysed. Its actions are split between 
those led by its several left currents with no 
overall coordination.

Indeed, despite the fact that “convergence 
des luttes” (convergence of struggles) is a 
slogan widely raised both in universities and 
among workers, the practical implementation 
of this slogan requires a political struggle and 
a political organisation, i.e. a party, to bring it 
about. A political struggle is required to free 
the railway strike from the tight control union 
bureaucrats and to re-empower the rank and 
file. Liaison and coordinating actions across 
several sites requires a trade union fraction and 
a strong intervention by a party. At the same 
time, this should be aimed at a more active 
and outward oriented strike, trying to win 
over larger sector of the public sector workers 
also under attack. A reorientation of the strike 
requires the widest possible discussion in AGs 
at the rank and file level. It requires also the 
adoption of wide and mobilising demands:
• Repeal the law breaking up the SNCF
• Repeal the law restricting the access to 

University
• Repeal the law against immigrants
• Coordinated occupation of key railway 

stations and universities, to enforce the 
strike against strikebreakers

• Coordinated self-defense against police 
and fascists

Railway workers protest Macron’s privatisation
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LAHORE - A new mass movement is 
developing in Pakistan. On April 8, tens of 
thousands of supporters of the “Pashtun 
Protection Movement” gathered in Peshawar, 
the centre of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province, 
KPK.

Some estimates put the total attendance at 
more than 100,000. The meeting was the latest 
highpoint of a mass movement against the 
national and racial oppression of the Pashtun 
people, which has begun to spread across the 
whole country.

Oppression of the Pashtun, and other 
minorities like the Baloch or Sindhi, as well 
as religious minorities such as the Hazara, 
has a long history in the country. Clearly, the 
Islamist, US-sponsored dictatorships of Zia 
and Musharaf, the neo-liberalisation of recent 
decades and the so-called “war on terror” 
waged by the US and the Pakistani military 
have heightened the oppression, misery 
and displacement of millions of the Pashtun 
people.

Like other national minorities, they face 
the chauvinism and oppression of a ruling 
class dominated by Punjabi capitalists and 
landlords. The recent turn of the country 
towards Chinese, rather than US, imperialism, 
may change the form of this oppression, but 
it will only reinforce it in a different manner.

KPK has been subject to more than a 
decade of military operations. All Pakistani 

governments have claimed that they are 
waging a war against the Taliban and 
“fundamentalism”. In reality, their war has 
always been against the masses, against 
workers, peasants and the poor, and it has 
made millions refugees in their own country. 
There is no family in KPK that has not lost 
somebody in the course of the operations 
since 2001.

Worse still, Pashtun are also branded as 
“fundamentalists” or “Taliban” in other parts 
of the country and, like other minorities, 
are subjected to racism, state repression, 
abductions and attacks by sectarian religious 
mobs.

A FESTIVAL OF THE OPPRESSED
However, in recent months, this has been 
challenged by the emergence of a new mass 
movement. Campaigns against the murder 
of Naqeab Masood and “Release Arif 
Wazir” found a mass following amongst the 
community and people began to speak out 
openly against the abductions of “missing 
persons”. In February, the movement reached 
its first highpoint with thousands gathering at 
a sit-in in Islamabad, forcing the government 
to make some concessions.

The meeting of the Pashtun Protection 
Movement on April 8, however, multiplied 
the numbers being mobilised. The state forces 
clearly tried to stop people from attending. 
Curfews were declared in a number of 
Agencies around Peshawar, but the masses 

defied them.
The meeting itself brought together tens 

of thousands from all parts of KPK, old and 
young, workers, peasants, poor and sections of 
the “middle classes”. But, maybe most striking, 
was the visible presence of many women 
at the protest and women speaking from 
the platform, a clear sign that the Pashtun 
movement has a progressive character, which 
can also challenge the deep rooted patriarchal 
structures in society.

The day was a day when the victims, the 
oppressed, could raise their voices openly 
and clearly. It gave a taste of the freedom, of 
the democratic rights, which can be achieved 
through struggle. Speaker after speaker, and 
many of the conversations in the crowd, 
expressed their emotions and their pain, but 
also their anger. They pointed out that their 
sons or fathers were “missing” for years, 
they denounced the victimisation of Pashtun 
people by the media and the country’s elite. 
But they also stressed the social and political 
space the movement had opened. “This 
movement is a rebellious movement, it opens a 
space for women and for minorities to express 
themselves openly”, said one woman from the 
platform. A Shia muslim explained that it was 
only within such a movement that he could 
speak out openly and in public without fear. In 
short, it was a festival of the oppressed.

A festival that the Pakistani state did not 
only try to prevent via curfews in different areas 
in nearby districts. There was also a total news 
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blackout on the 
mobilisation. 
The bourgeois 
media did not 
report it. The 
government 
blocked or 
jammed mobile 
phones and 
internet links. 
Given their own 
internal disputes 
and crises, the 
authorities and 
the ruling class 
are in too weak 
a position to try 
to directly crush 
the movement, 
so they focus on 
“softer” means of 
repression and 
blockage. But 
there is reason 
in their hostility; 
clearly the dynamic 
of the movement 
and its potential 
to spread and link 
up with other 
democratic and 
social struggles is a 
threat to them.

POTENTIAL
Firstly, the movement not only has a mass 
base amongst the Pashtun people. At present 
it has the character of a progressive movement 
against the military operations, the war on 
terror, against attacks and repression by the 
state and the Islamists and for democratic 
rights. In time, however, the ferment it is 
creating within society could lead to the 
creation of a unified, Pakistan-wide movement 
against all forms of oppression, which would 
also link it to working class issues and the land 
question.

Within the Pashtun movement, the 
traditional leaderships; the Awami National 
Party, ANP, and the Pashtunkhwa Milli 
Awami Party, PkMAP, have supported the 
war. The PkMAP, after some hesitation, has 
supported the Pashtun Protection Movement 
in order to try to regain lost support. ANP 
speakers faced mass discontent at the meeting 
in Peshawar because their party has remained 
silent on the military operations in KPK for 
years, effectively backing the military and 
the national governments. Clearly, their loss 
of credibility could open the space that the 
working class needs to become hegemonic in 
the struggle against national oppression and for 

democratic 
rights.

Secondly, the possibility of linking up 
with other oppressed nationalities and 
religious minorities is already more than 
just an abstract potential. The movement has 
already started to do this and gives a platform 
to representatives of the oppressed and the 
Left. Now, a number of further meetings are 
being planned, not only in Pashtun majority 
areas such as the Swat Valley but also in major 
cities like Lahore and Karachi.

In Lahore, there will be a mass meeting 
on April 22, which will aim to rally thousands 
to welcome the Pashtun movement. It will be 
organised by the “Lahore Left Front” a united 
front for democratic rights, in solidarity 
with the oppressed nations and the Pashtun 
movement and with workers’ and trade union 
struggles.

This united front, currently includes the 
following organisations: Awami Workers’ 
Party, Class Struggle, Workers’ and Peasants’ 
Party, Revolutionary Socialist Movement, 
Pakistan Trade Unions Defence Campaign, 
Communist Party Pakistan, Anjman Mozareen 
Punjab, Pakistan Kissan Rabita Committee, 
Revolutionary Students Front, Progressive 
Students Collective, People’s Solidarity 
Forum, Feminist Collective, Punjab Union 
of Journalists, Railway Mehnat Kash Union 

and Progressive Labour 
Federation. In addition, 
it is also supported by 
a number of NGOs and 
human rights campaigns.

Thirdly, we in 
the RSM argue that 
the campaign should 
be developed into a 
mobilising united 
front of action and that 
similar initiatives need 
to be set up throughout 
the country and to be 
unified nationally. The 
movement also raises 
the question of political 
direction, not just of 
the Pashtun struggle, 
but of the Left, working 
class and the oppressed 
in the whole country.

The rise of Left 
wing leaders amongst 
the oppressed, and 
their gaining a mass 
hearing, shows that 
there is the potential 
for the creation of a 
working class party. 
Such an organisation 

could unite and give leadership to 
the struggles against all forms of exploitation 
and oppression and link them to uprooting 
the source of all these evils, capitalism, by a 
socialist revolution in Pakistan.

Pashtun Protection Movement demonstration

The Revolutionary Socialist Movement is the Pakistan 
section of the League for the Fifth International 
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Three thousand trade unionists assembled in 
Chicago for Labor Notes’ biennial conference on 
8-11 April. Many there claimed it was the biggest 
Labor Notes conference ever. But numbers alone 
cannot convey the energy, the diversity, the 
militancy on display. 

WORKERS’ STRUGGLES
At Friday’s opening rally we heard, among 
others, from the Verizon communication 
workers, whose 40-day strike back in 2016 set 
a pattern for innovative militancy as did the 
recently victorious West Virginian teachers. 

A Verizon striker recalled that when they got 
wind of where the bussed-in scabs were staying, 
he went on eBay and bought the “mother of all 
megaphones”, and together with whistles, drums 
and voices hounded the hotels’ residents at 4.00 
in the morning… until eventually all the hotels 
evicted their scab clientele.

A woman teacher from West Virginia was 
rightly given top billing. And when she said, 
“It’s our labour to hire out, it’s our labour to 
take away,” the whole hall joined in a call and 
response chant. In a later workshop we found 
out more details of the strike as well as those in 
Kentucky and (yet to strike) Arizona. Oklahoma 
teachers were there too.

All of them said they had mobilised on 
Facebook and Twitter, despite the dangers this 

involves, including the fact that most strikes 
were illegal. But the benefits far outweighed the 
risks. These rapidly grew into mass campaigns, 
with 30-40,000 involved. Crucially the activist 
leaders didn’t try to shut down (non-abusive) 
comments and threads, with people coming up 
with great ideas spreading a sense that “this is 
our union”. They put out live videos of how to 
do actions and recruited workplace reps along 
the way. 

Kentucky’s first action was simple: wear 
red on Friday. And it worked. Preparing for 
walkouts, staff made pledges and did “walk-
ins”, where teachers, parents, community and 
students protest in front of the school until the 
bell sounds, then they all walk in together. 

Once they reach, say, 30,000 pledges, they 
announce a walkout: in West Virginia four 
counties to begin with, then the whole state for 
the nine-day strike. Kentucky walked out 30 days 
after their first action, so things can move fast.

The Teamsters for a Democratic Union 
were present and their presidential candidate, 
who came just 44 votes short of toppling the 
incumbent, spoke at the final rally. But he did 
not reveal his programme, i.e. what a TDU-
led union would do to break the power of the 
bureaucracy. 

One of the teachers explained Labor Notes’ 
optimistic approach well: “The union is our 
support network but we are driving this bus.” The 
trouble is buses are very good for local disputes 

and journeys, but who’s driving the inter-city 
high-speed locomotive that finally reaches the 
statewide of countrywide deal? It’s true that 
militants have rejected deals proposed by the 
officials but they do not control the negotiations. 
A far more fundamental democratic re-
organisation of the unions is needed, including a 
national leadership under the control of the rank 
and file. 

This weakness in their analysis is not 
surprising, considering Kim Moody and the 
and his co-thinkers come from the British SWP 
“rank and file” tradition of the 1970s and early 
1980s, when Tony Cliff was advocating a theory 
of spontaneity that regarded the bureaucracy as a 
thin crust on top of a bubbling lava of militancy. 

It is plain that as well as local organising 
and militancy, during the high point of strikes, 
it is vital to build a national, cross-union, rank 
and file movement – that ignites all the burning 
discontents and unites them. We need a class war 
– and that’s where you need politics.

BLACK CAUCUSES
Another memorable moment on Friday night 
was a video link address by Rev. William 
Barber II, who on the fiftieth anniversary of Dr 
Martin Luther King Jr, i.e. three days previously, 
launched a second Poor People’s campaign with 
40 days of non-violent direct action, NVDA, 
and… voter registration. A drawing together 
of various movements – Labor Notes, BLM, 
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#MeToo, etc. – would be explosive and hard to 
police… as MLK found out on several occasions.

Certainly, as a British visitor, I had been 
struck by the amount of open poverty in 
Chicago, on the West side and even downtown, 
and from accounts I heard Barber can mobilise 
many thousands. But the most important part of 
his speech, in my view, was his call for bottom-
up leadership, not “helicopter leadership” and 
for “a fusion movement, not a coalition”.

I was able to delve deeper into conditions 
facing black workers in my final session of 
the conference, “Black workers fight for jobs”. 
Gentrification is pushing black families out of 
Chicago, 200,000 people in the last 15-20 years. 
Houses in formerly black areas (Chicago is 
the most segregated city in the US) sell for $4-
500,000, so when black people are pushed out by 
the high cost of living, non-black families move 
in. The average white family in Chicago is 10 
times more wealthy ($170,000) than the average 
black family ($17,000), with home ownership 
playing a crucial role. 

Fifty schools have closed in West and South 
Chicago and the proportion of teachers who are 
black has halved from 40 per cent to 20 per cent 
in a city still one-third black. In the public sector 
as well as private, there is discrimination in jobs, 
promotion and salaries. Black caucuses in the 
unions are reviving as a result.

Obviously some participants - feeling 
frustrated and betrayed by the unions’ 
unwillingness to do anything to combat this 
fall in black workers’ rights, indeed their 
impoverishment –argued against any alliance 
with white people, at least not until they show 
some fight against discrimination and prejudice. 
On the other side, a woman waved her arm 
across the room and said, “How can you say that 
white people can’t be allies? Look around the 
room, there’s white people here.” 

This self-limitation by separatists is 
potentially harmful to the movement, no matter 
how one can sympathise with their feelings. 
Alliances with the white working class – i.e. not 
with the Democrats – can broaden and deepen 
the movement, while weakening the racists in 
the workplace and community. It also points to 
a common enemy, capitalism, which ultimately 
is the chief benefactor from racism, dividing the 
working class, and deepening our exploitation.

Another elephant in the room despite all 
the discussion of militant tactics for organising 
and winning strikes was the role of the trade 
union bureaucracy. This is the caste-like 
layer of officials who rule the unions and who 
reap generous managerial sized salaries in 
exchange for brokering agreements. Their role 
in avoiding, selling short or selling out strikes, 
their responsibility for the catastrophic decline 
in union membership especially in the private 
sector, was barely mentioned and even then only 

in passing. 

POLITICS
The workshops explicitly dedicated to politics 
were few and far between. The one on Medicare 
for All was a tale of endless lobbying with 
Democrats and, by extension, Republicans; 
this culminated in a Bill becoming an Act - but 
with no change in the law! 

The workshop run by the Democratic 
Socialists of America (DSA) was a small affair. 
Another, “What is socialism?” did what it 
said on the tin, i.e. introduce participants to 
basic socialist goals, concepts and tactics, but 
failed to mention the need for a party, let alone 
delve into the divide between revolution and 
reform. 

Next up was a meeting on the Corbyn 
movement, which was well attended. 
Besides myself the other panel speakers were 
Charlotte Bence (a Unite organiser) and Phil 
Clarke (Brighton District Labour Party). Phil, 
a member of the left who eventually won 
control of Brighton, told a lively tale involving 
suspensions of individuals and a massive 
influx into the party. All of our speeches were 
well received by the 100 or so participants. 

I saw evidence of an American working 
class becoming aware of its own oppression 
and opening itself up to solutions that go 
beyond “negotiation” and “arbitration” , 
becoming open to more militant actions 
like strikes. I saw a labor movement that 
was embracing community support and 
thinking of ways to support the victims of 
social oppression, many of which are union 
members and their families. I saw the social 
justice movements realising that trade union 
action is a way forward in ameliorating their 
conditions of oppression. Our job as socialists 
is to continue to push for these more militant 
actions to connect these struggles into one 
overarching class struggle against the system 
that controls and benefits from every one of 
these oppressions by profiting from them, 
either directly or indirectly.

Red Flag’s co-thinkers in the USA, 
Workers Power believe that the conditions 
exist for a historic revival of militant mass 
trade unionism - indeed it may well be 
underway. This needs to be embedded in 
broad movements of all the forces really 
fighting Trump. These include women 
fighting the Republican attacks on abortion 
rights, immigrants, the Dreamers, etc., 
fighting arrest and deportation, black youth 
fighting police murders, mass imprisonment 
and disfranchisement. Local councils of 
action representing militant union locals and 
community campaigns can massively aid one 
another by coordinating their struggles. 

But ultimately the big question is the need 

for a new working class, socialist party. 

SOME CONCLUSIONS 
Labor Notes 2018 – especially its rank and file 
participants – was certainly a testimony to the 
rich vein of working class struggles running 
through American society at the moment. The 
latest example is the 50,000 red t-shirt wearing 
teachers who brought Phoenix Arizona to 
standstill on 27 April. 

But with such magnificent mobilisations 
come new tasks and responsibilities. How can we 
take the movement forward to a national level, 
how can we increase the chances of success? 
What are the next steps? How can we turn 
quantitative increments into a qualitative leap? 
What charter of trade union rights needs to be 
put on the political agenda?

Labor Notes should, in conjunction with 
rank and file campaigns, like the TDU or the 
Chicago Teachers’ Alliance, and militant locals 
and federations, like the teachers or the CWA, 
call a working – and voting – convention to form 
a rank and file movement. 

What should such a movement be doing? 
Well, it would provide leadership. Not only 
promoting militant social unionism, organising 
from the bottom up, disregarding anti-union 
laws and holding to account union bureaucrats. 
Its global task would be critiquing and learning 
from 40 years of union decline but also of 
struggle against this. It should aim to create an 
action programme for the rebirth of the trade 
unions, especially in the private sector from 
which they have been all but excluded.

This should castigate not only the crimes 
of the class enemy, but those of the union 
bureaucracy, and fight for action to dissolve its 
functions into the rank and file: via the election 
of all officials, who should be paid the average 
wage of a skilled worker; all decisions in disputes 
and negotiations to be made by mass meetings 
and direct representatives of those in struggle; 
annual elections and the right of recall of all 
officials. 

Labor Notes – and the various formations of 
the unions’ militant minority arising out of local 
struggles, – needs to put itself to the forefront of 
the fight for a labor party. 

The conditions for building such a party 
and a rank and file movement in the unions 
are ripe, in fact overripe, i.e. crucial moments, 
immediately after Bernie Sanders’ campaign for 
example, have already been let slip.

Organised revolutionaries are also urgently 
needed at every stage of the struggle, including 
the embryonic one we are at now. Workers Power 
US is fighting, with our international comrades 
in the League for the Fifth International, for 
these ideas in the movement. If you agree with 
us - get in touch.
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