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The sudden shock of the coronavi-
rus pandemic has called into ques-
tion the rationale of capitalism. A 
system where pundits feel it is legit-
imate to debate the relative merits 
of saving peoples’ lives or saving 
the economy i.e. big business and 
financial institutions. This crisis has 
also shown not only that capitalism 
struggles to deal with global chal-
lenges facing humanity, but also 
how it made ordinary people’s lives 
precarious even before the virus hit. 
In Covid-19 and the sickness of capital-
ism Frieda Park exposes the many 
ways in which working class people 
are suffering more than the wealthy. 
The risks are many; of catching the 
virus and suffering the consequenc-
es, losing their livelihoods, their 
children being disadvantaged. With 
its disastrous herd immunity strat-
egy, the government’s response put 
keeping business running as usual 
before human life. Forced to ditch 
that, it has floundered and is failing 
to deliver on the most basic require-
ments of protective equipment for 
workers and testing for the popula-
tion. But that is only to be expected 
from people who have little experi-
ence of how the real world works 
and worship the anarchy of the free 
market. NHS staff and others have 
been proclaimed ”heroes”, but that 
doesn’t stretch in Tory minds to 
ensuring that they are protected nor 
paid and respected for the jobs they 
do. Ordinary people must not be 
made to pay the price for this crisis 
when it is over. As it has exposed 
capitalism so the crisis has also 
demonstrated the essentially social 
and collective nature of our lives – 
supporting each other and keeping 
vital services going. For a humane 
and functioning economy and soci-
ety socialism makes sense – capital-
ism does not.

The damage done by years of 
austerity has also had an impact 
on health, care and other services’ 
ability to respond to coronavirus. 
In The epidemic of poverty – killing 
before coronavirus Simon Korner 

takes a look at Professor Sir Michael 
Mamot’s report into how health 
inequalities are the result, not only 
of underfunded services but also of 
unequal access to life opportuni-
ties. Not only had life expectancy 
stagnated overall but for the poor-
est it had begun to fall, even before 
coronavirus takes its toll.

Coronavirus
- China & Cuba

But not all countries have done 
as badly as Britain in managing 
the pandemic. China, where the 
outbreak started, has reduced 
infections to very small numbers 
as other countries streak ahead of 
it in rates of infection and deaths. 
The strict lockdown has begun 
to be lifted. Pat Turnbull explores 
how this unfolded in Coronavirus 
- Cuba and China take a lead. China 
showed what worked early on but 
the British and other governments 
have chosen to ignore the lessons. 
Meanwhile China has been offer-
ing support to other countries 
to help combat the disease – as 
of course has Cuba, building on 
its reputation for offering health 
solidarity to countries in need. Not 
only have other countries failed to 
follow the example of what works 
and take advantage of Chinese 
and Cuban expertise, the United 
States has sought to use the crisis 
to ramp up pressure and sanctions 
on Cuba, Venezuela and Iran. That 
the US does not care about how 
many die in those countries due 
to its inhuman actions is shocking 
but shouldn’t be a surprise as the 
Trump administration has been one 
of the world’s worst at protecting its 
own citizens form the virus.

In other news

Though it may appear otherwise, 
there are other things happening 
in the world and we also cover a 
range of international and domestic 
issues. In the wake of the general 
election defeat Sir Keir Starmer has 

been elected leader of the Labour 
Party. In The future after Corbyn 
Frieda Park looks at the mountain of 
problems that Corbyn faced which 
were factors in his eventual defeat, 
but also asks were there things that 
could have been done differently 
such as the retreat over the EU, the 
handling of allegations of anti-
semitism and building a base in the 
working class. Despite this huge 
setback there are still positives to 
build on. There is a new generation 
of activists and, virtually wiped out 
under New Labour, the left remains 
stronger than it was.

Negotiations with the EU to finalise 
Britain’s relationship with the bloc 
continue. Johnson will seek to main-
tain neoliberal market assumptions 
in any deal as Bert Schouwenburg 
discusses in In or out of the EU - 
neoliberalism is the real disease. The 
coronavirus crisis is exposing the 
fiction of EU solidarity as richer 
countries, especially Germany, 
refuse to spread the burden of debt 
which poorer and worse affected 
countries have had to take on to 
combat the virus. This could prove 
a major crisis for the future of the 
Euro and the EU itself.

Barry Johnson

Finally we pay tribute to our 
comrade Barry Johnson who sadly 
died earlier this year. Barry was a 
founder member of the editorial 
board of The Socialist Correspond-
ent and we will miss his thoughtful 
socialist analysis and passionate 
commitment to the struggle. Barry 
Johnson 1931-2020 – A life in struggle 
for the working class, is based on his 
partner, Hilary Cave’s, oration at his 
memorial and describes the man, 
his life and struggles.
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by Frieda Park

What is this “economy” that we 
are told needs to be protected in 
the coronavirus pandemic at the 
expense of ordinary people’s lives? 
What is the purpose of economic 
activity if it is not the welfare of 
people? These questions have arisen 
starkly out of this crisis as they did 
from the financial crash of 2008. 
Governments are terrified of people 
losing faith in capitalism and are 
being forced to respond in ways 
which clash with their underlying 
belief in the gods of the free market 
and individualist self-sufficiency. 
But these Emperor’s new clothes 
do not conceal the naked truth of 
capital whose principle purpose is to 
generate profit. This truth has been 
further confirmed by the reluctant 
responses of governments which 
have trailed behind the growing 
crisis and failed to deliver what was 
needed by front-line staff, patients 
and the population at large. Even 
when they did decide to act it was 
with a lack of commitment to do 
what was needed to halt the spread 
of the disease and look after people.

The other area which has had a 
spotlight shone on it is that many 
only just survived, even before the 
coronavirus outbreak. This has 
become evident as people are put 
out of work. Precarious workers in 
the gig economy have even fewer 
protections with no sick pay and 
employers who take no responsibil-
ity for their welfare. Then there are 
homeless people, asylum-seekers 
and refugees, those reliant on 
food-banks, older people who were 
already isolated, people in debt, 
small businesses living from hand to 
mouth…the list goes on. These are 
literally millions of people. Millions 

of people whose lives were made 
precarious by neo-liberalism and 
whose survival is now threatened.

Survival of the fattest 

You may be a Prince of the Realm 
or Prime Minister, anyone can catch 
coronavirus, but the impact of the 
disease is worse if you are at the 
bottom of the heap. Once recovered, 
Prince Charles and Boris Johnson’s 
lives will carry on much as they did 
before, not so if you have lost your 
job or were struggling to get by in 
the first place. The effects of the 
pandemic will affect the well-off 
and the less well-off unequally.

You cannot work at home if you are 
a factory, delivery, retail, hospitality 
or transport worker or if you work 
caring for and supporting people. 
Being able to work from home there-
fore benefits disproportionately the 
better off who can keep their jobs 
and incomes and isolate themselves 
more effectively from the virus.

The ability of children and young 
people to continue their educa-
tion at home is also determined by 
wealth. Private schools and their 
pupils have greater access to tech-
nology which will allow structured 
learning to take place. Educational 
inequalities will be exacerbated 
further and carried on into adult-
hood and that is not to mention the 
other benefits that school offers 
young people. For some it is a place 
of safety where they are warm, fed 
and cared for.

The more cramped a family’s living 
space is, then the greater will be the 
stresses placed on families and the 

greater the likelihood of passing the 
virus on. We are instructed to stay 
at home – but what if your home is 
the street?

Inevitably working class people also 
have fewer or no reserves to tide 
them through a difficult patch. More 
than half of the poorest house-
holds in Britain have no savings. 
Nearly half a million people claimed 
Universal Credit in the nine days to 
March 24th 2020 and in three weeks 
1.2 million people made claims.

Structurally the dice were already 
loaded against the poorest in the 
coronavirus pandemic, and in favour 
of the richest, ensuring the survival 
of the fattest. And this does not even 
begin to count the impact on the 
poorest nations in the world, those 
crowded into refugee camps and 
imprisoned on the Gaza strip.

In the herd together?

All of the above would have held true 
regardless of how the crisis was man-
ged, but the Tory government’s woe-
ful response makes things very much 
worse. It will cause hardship to many 
thousands of people with unneces-
sary suffering and deaths. No matter 
Johnson appearing on TV flanked by 
neatly folded union flags and evoking 
of the spirit of the war, the reality on 
the ground tells a very different story. 
We are not in this together.

The British, and most other govern-
ments, refused to take on board the 
evidence of what works in stemming 
the spread of coronavirus. What 
works was what was done in China: 
the key elements being strict isola-
tion, tracking contacts and mass 

COVID-19
& the sickness of capitalism
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testing. Governments have remained 
concerned that this approach would 
have serious economic conse-
quences – as though hundreds of 
thousands of people falling sick 
and many dying wouldn’t.  Despite 
knowing at the outset of the crisis 
what had worked in China, the Brit-
ish government took no notice and 
adopted a “herd immunity” strat-
egy. This strategy was born out of 
pandemic modelling for influenza, 
but it was flawed. Covid-19 is a new 
coronavirus, which we knew nothing 
about, and which is not a flu virus. It 
is more infectious and more deadly 
than flu, there is no pre-existing 
immunity and there is no vaccine 
for it. But based on this model the 
government believed that the virus 
should be allowed to run its course 
to build herd immunity. Even if 
it had been valid it still callously 
factored in a number of deaths. As 
Johnson said we must be prepared to 
see our loved ones die, or as Dominic 

Cummings, reportedly character-
ised the government strategy “herd 
immunity, protect the economy and 
if that means some pensioners die, 
too bad”.  

This raises the question of whether 
the government was acting purely in 
line with scientific advice, as it said 
it was, and by implication doing the 
best it could. Science, the pursuit 
of knowledge and understand-
ing of material reality, is a human 
activity and is subject to all kinds 
of biases and competing interpreta-
tions. It is not politically neutral and 
can be used selectively to support 
particular ends. To what extent in 
this situation did the Tories get the 
scientific advice they wanted? There 
is a remarkably close fit between 
the herd immunity strategy and 
maintaining business as usual in 
the economy. Officials are never, 
these days, appointed to be critical 
of their bosses, they are appointed 

to tell them more or less what they 
want to hear. It will be so even 
with scientists. In all likelihood, the 
Chief Medical Officer and the Chief 
Scientific Officer who appeared 
with Johnson at press conferences 
believed in the advice they were giv-
ing, however, that did not necessar-
ily make it impartial and it certainly 
did not make it correct. Their pres-
ence at press conferences, however, 
reinforced the message of apparent 
expertise and objectivity and was 
as much a prop for Johnson as the 
union jacks.

The herd immunity approach began 
to unravel pretty quickly. It became 
apparent that it would not just be a 
few unproductive pensioners, who 
were in any case a burden to the 
NHS, care services and the benefits 
system who would die. Hundreds 
of thousands would die. And the 
thing about plagues is that they are 
no respecters of class boundaries. 

Boris Johnson
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The rich might be in a better posi-
tion to survive, but they are going 
to get it too and, yes, some of them 
will die. How ironic that Johnson, 
Cummings, Health Secretary Han-
cock and Prince Charles all got the 
disease - an uncomfortable reminder 
for them and us that they are part of 
the human race.

Having been forced to change tack 
the government managed the situ-
ation incompetently. Measures to 
help people were only announced at 
the point that major problems arose. 
Planning and provision for the NHS 
lagged woefully behind the pace of 
the virus and behind what other 
countries were doing. The govern-
ment seemed to be unable and/or 
unwilling to anticipate, plan and 
deliver – not surprising when you 
have spent your whole life thinking 
that state intervention, public servic-
es and planning are bad and that the 
market, the anarchy of capitalism, 
works. They do not know or appreci-
ate how things actually happen in 
the real world. The press has sudden-
ly discovered battalions of “heroes” 
saving the country. The people who 
have, in fact, been the fabric of our 
lives 24/7, 365 days a year every year. 
They are not just medical staff but 
working class people in supermar-
kets, admin roles, transport, cleaning, 
deliveries and a hundred jobs that 
went unnoticed before. Strange no 
one is out clapping for stockbrokers 
or fund managers. 

Dangerous failures

The total failure to provide adequate 
protective equipment for front line 
staff, and the failure to get testing 
for those staff, never mind mass 
testing, up and running has been a 
disgrace. Weeks in, testing was still 
discussed in relation to getting NHS 
staff back to work and not as a key 
element of controlling the spread of 
the virus in the population at large. 

Care of older people and the protec-
tion of staff who work with them 
has been another disgrace. Older 
people with symptoms of coronavi-

rus are being treated as though they 
were living in their own homes and 
infected people are being left to let 
the virus run its course. But they 
are not living at home, they are liv-
ing in institutions with many other 
vulnerable people who are going 
on to catch the disease and many 
are dying. Just as they are not being 
valued or protected neither are the 
staff who work with them who, if 
they are lucky, have only the most 
basic protective equipment. And 
then there are the old people who 
have other conditions being shunted 
out of hospital to hotels to be cared 
for by non-medical staff.

There have been many, many 
reports of workers being badly 
treated by employers and having 
to fight for basic rights at work in 
this crisis. Like the notorious Sports 
Direct and its boss Mike Ashley who 
initially tried to keep its stores open 
after lock down, but even when they 
were forced to close, was insisting 
that store staff still come into work. 
There have been major concerns 
about the conditions for warehouse 
staff across companies which raises 
the question whether the goods they 
are supplying are really necessary.

Financial support to individuals will 
be inadequate in many cases to meet 
their outgoings – furloughed workers 
are guaranteed 80% of their wages, 
but that discounts bonuses which 
many rely on as a part of their regu-
lar income. Many are in debt and 
who only spends 80% of their income 
in the month? Universal Credit was 
already not fit for purpose and the 
DWP is now struggling to process the 
mountain of new applications.

Loans directed at saving small and 
medium sized businesses have 
been funnelled through the Tories’ 
friends – the banks. Many business 
owners found them inaccessible. 
After complaints that some banks 
refused the loans if the business or 
the owner had assets which could 
be used as collateral against an 
ordinary loan, forcing them to take 
on expensive debt, the scheme was 

changed. This will allegedly make 
the loans more available. But even 
if businesses can get the cash it will 
not arrive for weeks. It has been 
estimated that up to a million small 
businesses may collapse. Looking 
around the streets in your town 
you may wonder how many coffee 
shops, hairdressers and other inde-
pendent stores will re-open.

To be fair to the Tories the Scottish 
government and the other devolved 
administrations have followed the 
government line with no dissent from 
their central strategy and only some 
minor variations in policy. Despite 
health being a devolved power 
Scotland’s record on delivering care, 
protective equipment etc is every bit 
as bad as England’s. Nicola Sturgeon 
appears day after day on TV with the 
same waffle and excuses as the UK 
government to try to distract from 
these failures. The most egregious 
example of anyone thinking they 
were above the herd was in fact 
Catherine Calderwood, the Chief 
Medical Officer for Scotland, who 
thought it fine to lecture the plebs 
about staying at home while she 
broke the rules by visiting her second 
home during the lockdown. At first 
she declined to step down and was 
defended by Sturgeon.

The blame game

The other failed part of the Tory 
strategy was to emphasise individual 
over collective action and state inter-
vention. This led to bizarre mixed 
messages and people not knowing 
what was expected of them. Indi-
viduals were blamed for government 
failings and we were encouraged to 
blame each other instead of holding 
the Tories to account. 

We were instructed not to go to pubs 
and restaurants, even while they 
remained open for business. Their 
owners were expected to sit in their 
deserted premises, order food and 
supplies, pay staff and be unable to 
claim on any insurance that might 
have covered them if there had been 
an enforced shut down. 



We were told to go out and exercise, 
but initially unclear about what 
that meant, people were shamed for 
heading out to the hills to go walking. 

We were told that people with 
underlying health conditions were 
more at risk, but the numbers 
receiving letters from the govern-
ment telling them that they must 
strictly self-isolate is far less than 
the numbers at increased risk. Lev-
els of risk are being down-graded. 
So what should you do if you have 
diabetes, severe asthma or any 
other problematic ailment but have 
not had a letter from the govern-
ment? We were told we should only 
go to work if it was essential and 
safe to do so. But what if your boss 
takes a different view from you on 
that? Building work was allowed to 
continue on non-essential sites with 
workers being put at risk in their 
workplace and in travelling to work. 

We are told not to panic buy. But 
with no system in place to support 
people if they couldn’t get out to 
shop, stocking up on some essen-
tials in a rapidly changing situation 
where you and your family may 
need to completely self-isolate for 
a week or two seemed sensible. 
Supermarket shelves were quickly 
emptied because they use just-in-

time delivery systems and do not 
keep big stocks of goods, especially 
the bulky ones like toilet rolls. 

We are left to work out what our 
best guess is. One person may 
decide that they are willing to take 
risks, but they are not just risking 
themselves in the situation, they 
are risking other people too. Indi-
viduals cannot shoulder the respon-
sibilities of society. 

Johnson is fond of invoking war-
time analogies to make himself 
look Churchillian. He has failed to 
recognise that the wartime effort 
to defeat fascism relied not just on 
individuals playing their part but on 
a virtual command economy with 
food rationing, strict standards for 
production of basic goods etc. He 
seems also to have forgotten that 
after the war the British people 
kicked Churchill out of office and 
elected a reforming Labour govern-
ment which brought us the NHS 
(which the Tories voted against), 
other pillars of the welfare state 
and a massive programme of coun-
cil house building.

Shielding the banks

There has been a clear effort to 
protect the financial sector and big 
business – what the Tories regard as 
the economy. Indeed banks are like-
ly to benefit as they funnel govern-
ment guaranteed loans to business-
es. Struggling companies will have 
to pay the cash back once the crisis 
is over at the same time as they are 
trying to re-build. By delaying gov-
ernment enforcement of closures 
many felt they had to act to protect 
themselves by, for example, cancel-
ling holidays, but in the absence of 
government advice not to go they 
will have been unable to claim on 
their insurance. Likewise businesses 
that were forced to shut up shop 
earlier. Governments are borrowing 
billions to throw at the problems 
they are trying to deal with. This is 
debt that they will have to re-pay 
to the money markets and financial 
institutions when this is over. Other 

big businesses close to Tory hearts 
will find their recovery supported 
better than the local coffee shop. 
They have already gone out of their 
way to keep construction going and 
expect a bailout for airlines.

No going back

We do not know how badly this 
pandemic will affect us or when 
it will end. It has exposed capital-
ism’s inability to respond effectively 
to major threats to humanity – it 
is not that long ago since we were 
debating its inability to tackle Cli-
mate Change.

If the banks have to be repaid then 
who is going to re-pay them? The 
Tories will certainly want to shift the 
burden to ordinary people and small 
businesses. Let’s see the banks make 
the sacrifices instead. No going back 
to austerity, to an underfunded, 
privatised and marketised NHS with 
badly paid staff working in debilitat-
ing compliance cultures. No more 
nurses going to foodbanks or junior 
doctors forced to strike over unsafe 
contracts. No more gig economy and 
precarious lives. 

No more forgetting that we, the 
people, are the heroes of our society 
and should not be made to pay 
the price for Tory incompetence 
and capitalism’s failures. We have 
the skills, knowledge and commit-
ment that make the real economy 
work. That must be recognised and 
valued. We are social beings whose 
lives depend on us acting together, 
not the individualists of capitalist 
myth. No more worshipping the 
free-market whose inability to meet 
the needs of people is tenuous at 
the best of times, but in a crisis 
spells disaster.
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by Pat Turnbull

On March 2nd it was reported that 
authorities in Wuhan, China, had 
closed the city’s first makeshift 
temporary hospital after discharg-
ing the last 34 recovered coronavirus 
patients, as fewer than 200 new cases 
had been reported for the first time 
since January.  The head of Wuhan’s 
largest temporary hospital, located 
in an exhibition centre with beds for 
2,000 patients, announced it would 
be closed by the end of March.

Wuhan, a city of over 11 million 
inhabitants, was the site of the origi-
nal coronavirus outbreak, reported 
to the World Health Organisation on 
December 31st 2019.  The world mar-
velled as Wuhan built a new hospital 
in ten days, with the total number of 
hospital beds in the city eventually 
going up from 5,000 to 23,000.  

On the 7th of April China recorded 
no new deaths from coronavirus and 
only 32 new cases of the virus all of 
whom had arrived from abroad. Up 
to that date China had 81,740 cases 
of whom 3,331 were recorded as 
having died. China has been rapidly 
overtaken by many other countries 
in cases and deaths where strict 
measures to control the virus have 
not been applied. China has been 
able now to ease the restrictions and 
come out of lockdown.

From the time China realised what it 
was dealing with, the whole country 
went to work to combat the virus.  
As of January 23rd, 50 million people 
were put in lockdown, slowing the 
spread of the virus.  Appearing on 
television on February 8th, President 
Xi declared “a people’s war against 
the new demon”.  Tens of thousands 
of volunteers poured into Hubei to 
build the new hospitals.  Thousands 
of teams were sent to trace the con-

tacts of the sick.  When, at the end of 
the Chinese New Year celebrations, 
860 people returned to Beijing, the 
government ordered them to stay 
at home for two weeks, and the city 
authorities mobilised 160 building 
keepers to ensure the instructions 
were met. Bruno Guigue, a French 
academic, added that the response 
was also enabled because 50 per cent 
of national wealth is public property.

Virologist Dmitry Lvov, who had 
spent his career researching the 
most dangerous viruses in the Soviet 
Union and beyond, commented on 
China’s policy of putting entire cities 
on lockdown, “In case of coronavirus, 
it makes some sense...if everyone 
worked like the Chinese, it would end 
very quickly.”  Chinese scientists had 
quickly framed the virus, examined 
its genetic structure and published 
the results for the benefit of the 
world’s health services.  Lvov contin-
ued that Beijing had taken “extraor-
dinary measures” to combat the virus 
spread, and said we should “con-
gratulate their healthcare system 
and the government on the sweeping 
measures they’ve taken” adding “they 
did well.”[1] 

Britain’s dangerous 
strategy

All the more incomprehensible, 
therefore, that Britain ignored this 
experience and embarked on a differ-
ent and dangerous strategy.  Health 
chiefs in England and Scotland, 
instead of organising serious meas-
ures to combat the spread of Cov-
id-19, breezily announced that it was 
expected to infect 70 or 80 percent of 
the population.  Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson advised us all to “take it on 
the chin” and allow coronavirus to 
“move through the population with-
out really taking as many draconian 
measures”, that it will be “business as 
usual” for the “overwhelming major-
ity” of people in the U.K. and that 
we should anticipate the deaths of 
“loved ones”.[2]  

The government’s approach was 
criticised by Jeremy Hunt, former 
health secretary and now chair of 
the Commons Health and Social 
Care select committee, who said it 
was “surprising and concerning” that 
the government was not looking at 
more decisive measures, adding “the 
places that have succeeded are the 
ones that have moved earliest to 
social distancing.”[3] Professor John 
Ashton, a former public health chief, 
criticised the government’s “compla-
cent” response, saying it “wasted a 
month” before getting serious.[4] As I 
write the government has recognised 
that its approach is ineffective and 
unpopular and has started closing 
public facilities and requiring over 
seventies to stay at home, but has 
still delayed the closure schools and 
colleges, a policy called for by the 
National Education Union.

The Premier League, Football Asso-
ciation, English Football League and 

Lvov continued that 
Beijing had taken 
“extraordinary meas-
ures” to combat the 
virus spread, and said 
we should “congratulate 
their healthcare system 
and the government on 
the sweeping measures 
they’ve taken” 
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World Soccer League took matters 
into their own hands on 14/3/20 and 
collectively agreed to postpone the 
professional game.  Former Eng-
land star Wayne Rooney strongly 
expressed his anger that footballers 
had been treated as guinea pigs, but 
only with the revelation that Arsenal 
manager Mikel Arteta had tested 
positive were the football authorities 
finally spurred into action.

The coronavirus pandemic has also 
exposed the failures of health cover-
age in the USA.  A video of Katie 
Porter, a US law professor, attorney, 
and politician serving as the US 
representative for California’s 45th 
congressional district, confronting Dr 
Robert Redfield, director of the Cen-
tres for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, has gone viral. The Hill, reported 
that at the House Oversight and 
Reform Committee on 12/3/20 Katie 
Porter confronted Dr Redfield with 
the cost of a coronavirus test - $1,331.  
She asked “Dr Redfield, do you want 
to know who has coronavirus and 
who doesn’t?  Not just rich people, 
but everybody who might have the 
virus,” and finally got him to say he 
would use his power to guarantee 
that people would be eligible to get a 
free test.

How did it start?

While coronavirus first publicly 
surfaced in China, question marks 
are now being raised about its true 
origin.  The World Health Organisa-
tion states that no direct causal proof 
has been established for what is now 
described as the Covid-19 pandemic, 
since it has spread throughout the 
world.  While it was first reported as 
a coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan, 
China, on 31st December 2019, the 
identity of China’s “patient zero” is 
also unclear.[5] 

The disease was thought to have 
originated in an open-air seafood 
market, but further research, a study 
of genetic data from 93 coronavi-
rus samples taken from 12 coun-
tries across four continents, led by 
researchers from the Xishuangbanna 

Tropical Botanical Garden of the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences, South 
China Agricultural University and 
Chinese Institute for Brain Research, 
suggests the virus was introduced 
from elsewhere and had already 
circulated widely among humans in 
Wuhan before December 2019, prob-
ably beginning in mid to late Novem-
ber. The crowded market was what 
enabled it to be transmitted so that 
it spread to the whole city in early 
December 2019. (Pan Zhaoyi, writing 
in CGTN, 23/2/20)

A video of Robert Redfield, the above 
mentioned director of the US Centres 
for Disease Control, admitting that 
some patients in the US, thought to 
have died of flu, later tested positive 
for the coronavirus, raised questions 
for Chinese foreign ministry spokes-
man Zhao Lijian about the origins of 
the virus. China has asked for details 
of the cases and the dates. (RT, 
13/3/20)

Inhuman sanctions

Iran, as a country seriously affected 
by US sanctions, has suffered badly 
from coronavirus.  Al-Monitor report-
ed on 12/3/20 that Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javid Zarif had tweeted 
that efforts to fight the virus “are 
stymied by vast shortages caused by 
restrictions on our people’s access to 
medicine/equipment” with a picture 

listing the country’s medical needs, 
including respiratory assistance 
devices and basic medical equipment 
like gloves and masks. Zarif also 
wrote a letter to United Nations Sec-
retary General Antonio Guterres call-
ing for an end to US sanctions as Iran 
battles the disease. Iran has asked 
the International Monetary Fund for 
$5 billion; Iran’s economy has been 
seriously affected by its inability to 
sell oil, combined with banking and 
insurance sanctions.

But far from loosening sanctions 
the US administration has tightened 
them not only on Iran, but also Ven-
ezuela and Cuba. The US has sent 
gunboats to Venezuela rather than 
medical help. Britain, France and 
Germany have announced that they 
plan to get round US sanctions and 
provide medical aid to Iran.

Cuba too has suffered, in particu-
lar from the United States’ sixty 
year blockade and especially since 
the defeat of the Soviet Union, its 
chief trading partner.  Nevertheless, 
Cuba, with its socialist economy and 
humane priorities, is well prepared to 
face the threat of Covid-19.  Cuba has 
long been renowned as a developer 
of medicines, in this case Interferon 
Alpha- 2B Recombinant, an anti-viral 
product from the country’s biotech-
nology industry. Granma reported on 
10/2/20: “The Chinese Health Com-

A nurse measuring the body temperature for outpatients in Hubei TCM Hospital
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From 
The Socialist 
Correspondent 
10 years ago
“This was the hidden agenda 
of the Copenhagen Conference 
(on Climate Change COP15). As 
Hugo Chávez and others have 
noted, industrialised country 
governments have been keener 
to support the banks than tackle 
the risk to life on earth. Our gov-
ernments – captured by capital 
– have failed. A popular move-
ment for a low carbon economy 
must take up the challenge.”

Issue 8 Spring 2010

We can’t save both our planet 

and capitalism

Alex Mitchell

mission has selected our product 
among those used to fight corona-
virus.  Cuba shared the technology 
to produce the drug some years ago, 
with the opening of the Chang Heber 
joint Chinese-Cuban facility in the 
town of Changchun.”

Radio Havana Cuba on 15/3/20 
quoted Maria Elena Entenza, Nation-
al Director of Primary Health Care, 
reporting that all doctors’ offices 
and polyclinics in the highly organ-
ised and comprehensive free Cuban 
health service are prepared to assist 
patients and to actively seek out 
cases with respiratory symptoms and 
offer them timely assistance.  The 
family doctors, living in their com-
munities, are deservedly renowned 
for their detailed knowledge of their 
patients; in this case they are also 
closely following tourists in their 
districts, and polyclinics have estab-
lished separate areas with medical 
and nursing staff to care for them.  
Maria Elena Entenza added, “Empha-
sis should be placed on vulnerable 
groups and where there is a concen-

tration of people with risk factors 
such as the elderly, especially those 
living alone and the disabled.  Also in 
social institutions such as grandpar-
ents’ homes, homes for the elderly, 
maternity homes, and psycho-peda-
gogical centres.”

Cuba News on 13/3/20 reported: “The 
protocol envisaged on the island to 
deal with the coronavirus outbreak 
includes 22 Cuban products, of 
which there are already doses for the 
treatment of thousands of people, 
Eduardo Martinez, president of the 
BioCubaFarma Business Group, told 
the press.”

Meanwhile, in Britain, the Con-
servative government, which has 
cut 17,000 hospital beds since 2010, 
now anticipates renting 8,000 private 
hospital beds at a cost of £2.4 mil-
lion a day.

[1] RT 2/3/20
[2] The BBC 5/3/20
[3] The Independent 13/3/20
[4] RT 12/3/20
[5] RT 13/3/20
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The EU & the USA dismiss the 

politics of 
generosity 

by Simon Korner & Gary Lefley

Since mid-March, China has deliv-
ered millions of masks and test kits 
to EU countries to help fight Cov-
id-19, as well as to countries around 
the world. But this aid has been 
dismissed as the “politics of gener-
osity” by the EU’s Foreign Minister 
Josep Borrell, who said a “global bat-
tle of narratives” was being played 
out. “China is aggressively pushing 
the message that, unlike the US, it is 
a responsible and reliable partner,” 
he said. 

Borrell’s politically loaded ingrati-
tude seems especially shabby given 
the EU’s refusal to help Italy when 
it requested face masks through the 
EU’s Civil Protection Mechanism. On 
8th April, EU talks aimed at sup-
porting the poorest and some of 
the worst hit nations broke down 
over the reluctance of some of 
the wealthier ones to provide the 
financial aid needed. Pedro Sánchez, 
Spain’s Prime Minister, has warned 
that if the EU fails to help coun-
tries indebted by coronavirus then 
the bloc could “fall apart”. Whilst 
a package of aid has now been 
agreed Germany has absolutely 
refused to countenance any meas-
ures that would spread the debt 
burden and relieve countries most 
in need. Meanwhile the President 
of its Scientific Research Council 
has resigned over the EU’s failure to 
have a plan to fight the virus

Cuba, too, has been extraordinar-
ily active in sharing its advanced 
medical practice – including send-

ing a health care brigade to Italy. 
Other brigades have gone to help in 
Venezuela, Nicaragua, Jamaica, Gre-
nada and Suriname. Cuba has also 
made available to all countries its 
anti-viral ”wonder drug”, Interferon 
Alpha-2B Recombinant, that has 
been used so effectively in saving 
lives in China. 

US warns - do not accept 
Cuban aid 

But the US State Department has 
warned other countries not to 
accept Cuban aid. The US is con-
tinuing with its 60 year policy of 
attempting to restore capitalism 
and US neo-colonialism in Cuba. 
Even during this pandemic, the 
Trump administration is pursuing 
its policy of isolating Cuba politi-
cally and economically. It has yet 
again ignored calls from the United 
Nations to lift the blockade and end 
sanctions.

Meanwhile, Trump has put US 
big business ahead of its people’s 
health. He wanted, for example, the 
US lockdown to end by Easter. His 
half measures, denial and failure to 
act threaten the lives of millions of 
Americans. We are indeed facing a 
battle of narratives: between those 
who prioritise humanity and those 
who would sacrifice people for 
profit. For some, evidently, domes-
tic dividends and imperial power 
are more important than defeating 
Covid-19.

The US is continuing 

with its 60 year pol-

icy of attempting to 

restore capitalism and 

US neo-colonialism in 

Cuba. Even during this 

pandemic, the Trump 

administration is pur-

suing its policy of iso-

lating Cuba politically 

and economically.

Cuba Medical Aid

“
”
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by Simon Korner

The Covid-19 epidemic has exposed 
the abject failure of capitalism to pro-
tect our lives. But in February, before 
the current virus took hold, a major 
report revealed that life expectancy 
in Britain – which had been rising 
steadily for 120 years – had begun 
to plateau.  The report by Professor 
Sir Michael Marmot, who heads the 
Institute of Health Equity, is a sober, 
and sobering, analysis from a lead-
ing establishment academic. Not 
only life-span but quality of life was 
examined by Marmot, who docu-
ments a huge rise in ill health and 
disability: “While life expectancy is 
one important measure of health, 
how long a person can expect to 
live in good health is perhaps an 
even more significant measure of 
quality of life… For women, healthy 
life expectancy has declined since 
2009–11 and for both men and 
women years spent in poor health 
have increased.”
 
Class inequalities

The report points to class ine-
qualities, as seen in stark regional 
disparities, with the poorest 10% 
of regions far harder hit than the 
wealthiest. In the most deprived 
areas, such as the north-east – and 
also among certain demographics, 
such as women of Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani origin – life expectancy 
actually fell between 2010-2012 and 
again between 2016-2018. 

Typically, a boy born in the Royal 
Borough of Kensington and Chelsea 
might live 8.8 years longer than one 
born in Blackpool. Similarly, a man 
in Westminster can expect to live 7 
more years than a man in Rochdale. 
A baby born in a poor area is almost 

THE EPIDEMIC OF POVERTY 
killing before coronavirus

twice as likely to die within the first 
year of life than one in a rich area. 
The highest life expectancy in the 
UK is in London and the south-east 
– though deprived London boroughs 
such as Tower Hamlets have some of 
the lowest levels of life expectancy in 
the country. 

In terms of ill health, people born 
in Rochdale are likely to develop a 
disabling condition in their late 50s, 
according to the Centre for Age-
ing Better. A boy born in Blackpool 
today can only expect to reach age 
52 without a long-term physical or 
mental health condition, and a girl 
can only expect reach age 53 without 
a chronic disabling condition. That’s 
nearly 20 fewer years of good health 
than those born in Richmond, Lon-
don. “The poorer the area, the worse 
the health,” says Marmot. “There is a 
social gradient in the proportion of 
life spent in ill health, with those in 
poorer areas spending more of their 
shorter lives in ill health.” 

Overall, the picture is dramatically 
unequal: if you’re poor your life will 
be shorter and less healthy than if 
you’re well off – by a large margin. 

Austerity

The Marmot report is an update of an 
earlier report, ‘Fair Society, Healthy 
Lives’, which was commissioned by 
the Tory-led Coalition government 10 
years ago. The previous report recom-
mended among other things “giving 
children the best start in life” and 
“fair employment and good work for 
all.” All of its vital recommendations 
were ignored. Since then, auster-
ity has led to further massive rises 
in poverty, precarious employment, 

cuts in education, unaffordable rents 
and increased homelessness. Over 
the past decade, public spending was 
reduced from 42% to 35% of national 
income. This meant severe govern-
ment cuts to local councils. In par-
ticular spending on public services 
was hit hard – down to 1948-49 levels, 
according to analysis by the Insti-
tute for Fiscal Studies (2014). Central 
government funding for housing was 
cut by 77%, leading to a massive rise 
in homelessness. 

In 2010, Sure Start centres, which 
provided help for pre-school chil-
dren and advice on child and family 
health, were shut down. The Coalition 
government also shifted responsibil-
ity for public health from the NHS 
to local councils, whose budgets had 
been decimated. Ring-fenced govern-
ment funding for public health was 
held down in 2014-5, according to 
the King’s Fund, and local authority 
cuts in non-ringfenced areas, such as 
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housing and parks and leisure serv-
ices, damaged public health. Marmot 
comments: “The cuts over the period 
shown have been regressive and 
inequitable—they have been greatest 
in areas where need is highest… the 
cuts have harmed health and con-
tributed to widening health inequali-
ties… and are likely to continue to do 
so over the longer term.” 

The “red wall” constituencies that 
voted Brexit are typically the poor-
est and least healthy, and receive the 
least government funding. 

Marmot’s current recommenda-
tions echo those he made a decade 
ago, all of which still need enacting. 
These include raising the living wage; 
reducing casual employment; remov-
ing barriers to welfare payment; 
increasing spending on early years 
services; and restoring per-pupil sec-
ondary school funding.

International comparisons

Out of the major imperialist coun-
tries, only the US has worse life 
expectancy figures than Britain. Aver-
age American life expectancy has 
fallen since 2014, especially among 
poor white Americans, while the low-
est life expectancy is still to be found 
among Native Americans and African 
Americans. Deaths of despair – sui-
cide, drugs, drink – account for much 
of their rising mortality rate. In Eng-
land, deaths of despair have likewise 
risen, particularly related to alcohol. 
“People who live in more deprived 
areas are up to six times more likely 
to die from alcohol-related liver dis-
ease than those in wealthier places”, 
writes John Harris (The Guardian, 9 
March 2020). He adds that the UK has 
the “highest per-capita rate of drug 
fatalities in Europe.” Ian Lavery and 
Jon Trickett’s paper Northern Discom-
fort links the high unemployment 
rate in the north-east, Yorkshire and 
Humber to the high rate of male 
suicides. 

Other rich countries have also seen 
falling improvements in life expect-
ancy, though France and Germany’s 

rate of decline is slower – at roughly 
half the rate of the US and UK. For 
British women in particular, the 90% 
slowdown in rising life expectancy is 
the worst in the rich world. 

The EU has contributed to the 
decline in rising life expectancy by 
insisting on steep cuts to healthcare 
and welfare in its member states, 
making a nonsense of the supposed 
benefits of the ‘social contract’. The 
European Commission has made 
63 individual demands of member 
states to cut spending and privatise 
healthcare services between 2011 
and 2018, according to Emma Clancy, 
Sinn Fein policy adviser in the Euro-
pean parliament. 

Compare this situation to a social-
ist country like Cuba, which has 
suffered decades of US sanctions. In 
Cuba, life expectancy is 5 years long-
er than that of African Americans, 
though 70% of the Cuban population 
is of African origin. Its infant mortal-
ity is half that in most big US cities. 
Socialism has prioritised primary 
healthcare, focusing on prevention – 
with some of the highest vaccination 
rates in the world – and excellent 
medical education.

China’s life expectancy rose rapidly 
after its socialist revolution, “among 
the most rapid sustained increases in 
documented global history”, accord-
ing to Cambridge academic journal 
Population Studies (2015). Average Rus-
sian life expectancy rose from age 33 
in 1917 to age 43 in 1927, according 
to the World Atlas of the Child (World 
Bank, 1979). By 1975 it had risen to 70.

Coronavirus

Coronavirus has exposed inequal-
ity in the starkest ways. The work-
ing class are most likely to catch 
the disease, being forced to work in 
unsafe conditions without protective 
clothing and without proper physical 
distancing. Research on an earlier flu 
outbreak in Connecticut, USA, found 
that the rate of infection nearly dou-
bled in poor areas. And, if they escape 
the disease, workers are more likely 

to be hit by loss of income or health-
care as a result of quarantine.

Moreover, working class people are 
not only likelier to catch Covid-19 but 
to die from it. This is because health-
care is unaffordable to so many. In 
the US, 26% of people went without 
necessary healthcare because it was 
too expensive, according to a recent 
Gallup poll. 18% of the poll’s respond-
ents said someone in their family had 
foregone prescribed medication for 
the same reason. Given that underly-
ing ill health increases the chances of 
dying from Covid-19, and given that 
the poorest in society tend to develop 
chronic health conditions much ear-
lier in life (5-15 years earlier, accord-
ing to the Annual Review of Sociology, 
2009), class is therefore a major risk 
factor along with age. While on aver-
age it is people over 70 who are at 
much greater risk of dying from the 
coronavirus, for the poor the figure 
may be as low as 55. 

As Marmot says: “The question we 
should ask is not, can we afford 
better health for the population of 
England, but what kind of society do 
we want?... Put simply, if health has 
stopped improving, then society has 
stopped improving. The health of the 
population is not just a matter of 
how well the health service is funded 
and functions, important as that is, 
but also the conditions in which peo-
ple are born, grow, live, work, and age, 
and inequities in power, money, and 
resources. Taken together, these are 
the social determinants of health.”

Dr Lucy Haim and Martin McKee (The 
Guardian, 24 June 2019) underline 
Marmot’s point: “Life expectancy, 
mortality rates and infant mortality 
are the most important statistics a 
nation can produce about its health – 
and the UK’s are not only stalling but 
worsening, falling behind interna-
tional trends.” And as the award-win-
ning progressive journalist Jonathan 
Cook points out on his blog: “There 
is nothing unique about the corona-
virus crisis. It is simply a heightened 
version of the less visible crisis we are 
now permanently mired in.”
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by Bert Schouwenburg 

Keir Starmer’s election as Labour 
leader represents a satisfactory out-
come for the forces of reaction both 
inside and outside the Party who 
had come to view Jeremy Corbyn 
as a real threat to the established 
neoliberal capitalist order. Ironi-
cally, it comes at a time when the 
coronavirus pandemic has served to 
highlight the system’s deficiencies 
as never before, not least within the 
European Union, the endorsement 
and defence of which cost Labour 
the 2019 election and Corbyn his job. 

The Brexit election

During opening remarks at the 
Chingford and Woodford Green 
constituency hustings on December 
6th, Tory candidate and eventual 
winner, Iain Duncan Smith had said 
that the General Election was about 
Brexit, that all political parties had 
pledged to uphold the result of the 
2016 referendum but that the Con-
servatives were the only party that 
would keep their promise. We now 
know that IDS’ analysis was cor-
rect. Voters in the hitherto Labour 
strongholds of the North and Mid-
lands who had voted to leave the 
EU in 2016 abandoned the party in 
droves and handed the Conserva-
tive Party a landslide victory.

In the 2017 election, Labour had 
said it would honour Brexit and 
reaped the benefits at the ballot 
box, but by 2019 their manifesto 
policy had morphed into a com-
mitment to renegotiate its terms 
followed by another referendum 
with an option to remain in the 
EU, a muddled compromise rightly 

In or out of the EU
NEOLIBERALISM 

is the real disease
seen by many as a betrayal of the 
2016 verdict. In the months and 
years leading up to the election, 
Labour had repeatedly thwarted 
all attempts by the government to 
negotiate an exit package with the 
EU and by the time it took place, 
several prominent shadow cabinet 
members were openly supporting 
the remain option, in lockstep with 
a sizeable rump of their backbench 
colleagues. Kier Starmer was at the 
forefront of this pro-EU movement 
and his activities made a significant 
contribution to Labour’s humiliat-
ing defeat.

Outside Parliament, a formidable 
campaign had been launched for 
the UK to remain in the EU, a cam-
paign that attracted huge numbers 
of people onto the streets of London 
in support of a second referen-
dum or “People’s Vote”. A signifi-
cant percentage of the marchers 
were white, middle class folk from 
London and the Southeast, many 
of whom had a scarcely disguised 
contempt for those who had voted 
for Brexit. Indeed, a feature of the 
campaign were claims that the ref-
erendum result was unfair because 
ill-informed Brexit voters had been 
lied to by politicians like Boris John-
son and Nigel Farage, as if other 
elections were somehow different. 
Unsurprisingly, what was seen as 
patronising drivel from the met-
ropolitan chattering classes went 
down like the proverbial lead bal-
loon in the deprived post-industrial 
areas of England where the elector-
ate saw the European Union as an 
integral part of a system that had 
largely abandoned them. 

EU fundamentals

In contrast, many remain support-
ing voters had an idealised view of 
the EU as a benevolent institution 
promoting international coopera-
tion and harmony and perceived 
anyone who opposed it as being 
“Little Englanders” or downright 
racist. As Costas Lapavitsas said in 
his book The Left Case Against the 
EU, “the privileged layers, includ-
ing a broad section of the middle 
class with access to the media, the 
universities, research institutes and 
so on have become closely attached 
to the notion that the EU stands for 
progress”, an illusion that is shared 
by many on the left, including trade 
union hierarchies increasingly out of 
touch not only with the poor and the 
dispossessed but also with their own 
rank and file members. The attach-
ment to the EU by the left has alien-

Monument commemorating the signing 
of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992
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ated working class people across 
Europe who have looked elsewhere 
for a political voice to the detriment 
of social democratic parties seen as 
defenders of the status quo, and to 
the benefit of re-emerging extreme 
right wing nationalist parties. 

Far from being a force for interna-
tional cooperation and develop-
ment, the EU has its origins in the 
politics of the Cold War. From the 
1950s onwards, it was essentially 
a customs union designed to pro-
mote the coal and steel industries of 
Western Europe, protect its farmers 
and act as a bulwark against the 
Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 
countries. The Maastricht Treaty of 
1992 created the common currency, 
the Euro, and reasserted the ‘Four 
Freedoms’ that underpin the Europe-
an single market, i.e. free movement 
of goods, services, capital and people 
between what were to become the 
28 member states. Significantly, it 
reinterpreted them as individual 
rights, thus enabling them to be 
used against collective interests and 
policies. Maastricht provided the 
impetus for increasing European 
integration to the benefit of multi-
national capital and big business by 
institutionalising neoliberalism. 

In 1939, the economist who is con-
sidered to be the Godfather of neo-
liberalism, Friedrich von Hayek, pro-
posed the creation of a federal union 
that would remove the impediments 
to the free movement of ‘men, goods 
and capital’ and become a single 
market. Consequently, prices and 
wages would reflect production 
costs across member states and, 
crucially, would inhibit their ability 
to arbitrarily interfere with work-
ings of the free market. The EU has 
become the embodiment of Hayek’s 
vision, a hierarchical alliance of 
nation states operating within a 
single market promoting neoliberal-
ism, a borderless region for private 
property and enterprise. By contrast 
in this federal body, member states 
have limited rights and decision-
making in many spheres is taken 
out of their hands. The control of 

money has also become the province 
of the EU through the establishment 
of the European Central Bank and 
the introduction of the Euro which 
played key roles in the evolution of a 
neoliberal EU and the hegemony of 
Germany.

German economic dominance of the 
EU destroys a prevalent a myth that 
there is a level playing field allow-
ing all member states to share in its 
supposed prosperity. From the out-
set, the European Monetary Union 
(EMU) lacked mechanisms such as 
mutualising public debt, that would 
alleviate the glaring inequalities 
within and between EU member 
states. Although national central 
banks retain control of assets and 
liabilities, the European Central 
Bank oversees the statutory respon-
sibility for member states to keep 
inflation below 2%. The EMU Stabil-
ity and Growth Pact (SGP) obliges 
member states to maintain public 
deficits within 3% of GDP and public 
debt within 60% but, pursuant to 
Article 125 of the Lisbon Treaty, the 
ECB will not assume responsibility 
for their obligations in this regard. In 
short, the EMU has benefited large 
European multinational corpora-
tions in an era of advancing finan-
cialisation of the economy, and in 
particular those of Germany which 
has become the hegemonic country 
of the EU.

An important factor in Germany’s 
dominance was the defeat sustained 
by organised labour in the 1990s, 
exposing another myth: that EU 
membership is essential for the pro-
tection of workers’ rights. Neoliberal 
policies were enacted to curb trade 
union power and drive down wages. 
The labour market was deregulated 
and worker protections reduced to 
permit the growth of part-time, tem-
porary and precarious employment. 
Rights to unemployment benefit 
were curtailed, forcing people to 
take work that they would otherwise 
not have considered. Unions were 
less able to resist and few work-
ers were organised in the growing 
service sector. The cumulative effect 

of the labour market reforms was to 
effectively end the tripartite bargain-
ing relationship between employers, 
unions and the state and, make Ger-
many a harsher and more unequal 
society. Germany became more 
competitive, not through improved 
productivity, but through enforced 
austerity.

No solidarity

The constraints of the SGP have 
occasioned enforced structural 
adjustments in several member 
states, most notably in Greece 
where an EU/IMF bailout, prima-
rily designed to protect the Euro 
and safeguard loans from German 
banks, has brought the country to 
its knees. An integral part of the 
adjustment package involves the 
dismantling of collective bargaining 
mechanisms and across the EU over 
the last 10 years there has been an 
average reduction in its coverage 
of 14%. The largest drop has been 
in Romania – a staggering 63% - 
and, predictably, in Greece (45%). 
According to the International 
Labour Organisation, EU collective 
bargaining agreements are experi-
encing the greatest percentage drop 
in the world. Of course, the most 
basic right is the ability to have a 
secure and well-paid job in the first 
place; what the TUC would refer to 
as decent work. With unemploy-
ment rates across the EU having 
touched levels not seen since the 
great depression and significant 
increases in precarious, informal 
low paid work, not even the most 
ardent EU supporter can claim this 
as a success. Hardly surprising 
then, that in a recent poll, over 60% 
of Bulgarians said that life had been 
better under Communist rule. 

In fact employment rates in the 
accession states of the old Eastern 
Bloc would have been worse, had 
it not been for “freedom” of move-
ment inside the EU, allowing people 
to emigrate in search of work 
elsewhere. Entire villages and towns 
in Poland and Romania have lost 
virtually all their young adult males, 
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leaving children to be looked after 
by their mothers and grandparents. 
What is seen as a success by some 
of the more naïve NGOs in the UK is 
in fact a licence for exploitation, not 
only by unscrupulous employers but 
also by organised crime syndicates 
engaging in modern day slavery to 
such an extent that British police 
forces have admitted that they do 
not have the resources to control 
it. Migrant workers are routinely 
employed to undercut hard won 
terms and conditions and union 
rates of pay and in these circum-
stances it is hardly surprising that 
there can be resentment amongst 
the indigenous workforce, especially 
in poorer areas that then become 
fertile territory for the xenopho-
bic rhetoric of the far right. The 
situation is worsened by erroneous 
claims from the TUC that freedom 
of movement is not a factor in the 
decline of workers’ rights, a direct 
contradiction of Friedrich Engels 
accurate observation on the benefit 
of a ‘reserve army of labour’ for the 
capitalist class.

Nevertheless, workers’ ability to 
cross borders to find employment 
does not extend beyond the bounda-
ries of the EU and the treatment of 
migrants and refugees from other 
continents who are fleeing famine, 
wars and the effects of climate 
change, often as a result of Western 
interventions, is appalling and well 
documented. Indeed, those who 
have suffered most within the EU 
during the coronavirus pandemic 
are refugees packed into squalid 
camps on Greece’s Mediterranean 
islands without adequate food, 
housing or sanitation. Even before 
the virus took hold across Europe, 
not one EU member state had ful-
filled its obligations towards taking 
in a proportionate share of those 
currently stranded in Greece. In a 
more recent development, European 
Commission President, Ursula von 
der Leyen, praised Greece for being 
the EU’s border “shield” after their 
police teargassed and brutalised 
thousands of refugees on the Turk-
ish border.  

In other aspects of the struggle 
to contain the virus, there is little 
evidence of pan-EU solidarity and 
it has exposed EU divisions and the 
unequal status of member states. 
Appeals for help from Italy, the most 
hard-hit member state, fell on deaf 
ears obliging it to bring in doctors 
from Cuba and medical supplies 
from Russia and China, some of 
which were impounded by the Czech 
Republic en route, prompting Lom-
bardy’s Health Minister to castigate 
the EU for its lack of support. As 
Serbia’s President, Aleksander Vucic, 
said, EU solidarity is a ‘fairy tale’. 

Bad as this may be, the longer 
term threat to Italy arises from 
the imposition of the SGP. The 
country’s economy is no bigger 
now than it was at the time of the 
crash in 2007. When it joined the 
Eurozone in 1999, it had a thriving 
manufacturing sector but this has 
reduced by 20%. Its national debt 
is already 135% of GDP and grow-
ing during the crisis. Most of it is 
held by Italian banks so if there is 
a collapse, the banks go down too, 
leaving the State with little room 
for manoeuvre, given that, being 
part of the Euro, it cannot devalue 
the currency or print money. Italy’s 
plight epitomises the EU’s inability 
to address the economic conse-
quences of the Covid-19 lockdown, 
largely because of German Chancel-
lor Merkel’s refusal to contemplate 
any form of fiscal union to social-
ise the collective debts of member 
states by the issuing of Eurobonds. 
Instead, Germany, the Netherlands 
and other more prosperous north-
ern states are insisting that Italy 
and others can only be bailed out 
by using the same mechanism that 
was deployed in Greece with all 
the attendant austerity measures 
that entails. Small wonder then 
that some economists are predict-
ing that the Eurozone will break up 
under the weight of its own contra-
dictions. Yanis Varoufakis, Greece’s 
former Finance Minister, has said 
that Greece should have abandoned 
the Euro and still should. 

Migrant workers are 
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Trade agreements

The EU has competence for trade 
on behalf of all member states and 
has an aggressive policy of secur-
ing Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) 
across the globe. In reality, these 
have little to do with trade, are not 
free and do not have the agreement 
of those affected. They are prima-
rily instruments to facilitate the 
deregulation and liberalisation of 
trade partners’ economies for the 
benefit of European capital and are 
therefore more about investment 
than the exchange of goods. FTAs 
are long term commitments that 
override any constraints that may 
be imposed by domestic legislation 
and are enforced by investor state 
dispute settlement mechanisms, 
allowing private corporations to sue 
countries that do not allow them 
unfettered market access as per the 
terms of the agreement.

FTAs are particularly pernicious 
when applied to countries in the 
global south and the deals made by 
the EU would be instantly recognis-
able to an 18th century colonial 
administrator. Euphemistically 
titled Economic Partnership Agree-
ments have been made with African 
countries using a style of negotia-
tion that would not be unfamiliar to 
Al Capone, whereby the European 
Commission demands that their 
economies are opened up to subsi-

dised European agribusiness, failing 
which their exports would be barred 
from the EU. In Latin America, 
despite opposition from civil society 
groups on both sides of the Atlantic 
and the EU’s supposed commit-
ment to human rights, FTAs have 
been signed with some of the most 
repressive regimes on the continent, 
including Guatemala, Honduras 
and Colombia. The European Com-
mission justifies this by repeatedly 
insisting that constructive engage-
ment will improve matters and that 
that each FTA includes a chapter on 
“sustainable development” obliging 
the trade partners to respect labour 
rights and the environment. Without 
the will or the means to enforce the 
chapter, it is utterly meaningless 
and widely ignored.

It is precisely this type of agreement 
that Boris Johnson wants the UK 
to sign up to post-Brexit. His asser-
tion that it can be negotiated and 
finalised in a year, together with his 
Chancellor’s insistence that they will 
not have to adhere to EU standards 
on goods and services are little more 
than grandstanding. EU FTAs take, 
on average, 7 years to complete. 
The proposed deal with Mercosur 
(South American Common Market) 
has already taken over 20 years and 
if a third country wants to operate 
in or sell goods to the EU, they will 
have to comply with their stand-
ards. If and when Johnson does get 

his deal, it will compromise British 
sovereignty as much, if not more 
in some aspects, than remaining in 
the EU and will undoubtedly permit 
EU companies access to services 
that are already tendered such as 
the railways and, yes, the NHS. This 
should not come as a surprise to 
anybody. Johnson may have wanted 
to come out of the EU for reasons 
related to British capital’s ability to 
compete on a wider stage and for his 
own personal ambition but his gov-
ernment’s version of neoliberal capi-
talism is in essence no different to 
that of the EU. His effusive praise of 
NHS workers caring for coronavirus 
victims should not be interpreted as 
a damascene conversion to a health 
service exclusively owned and run 
by the state. 

Different futures

A progressive government freed 
from the constraints of the EU 
could have begun to reverse some 
of the collateral damage caused by 
decades of neoliberal capitalism 
and, at the same time, weakened 
an institution that is dedicated to 
the preservation and advance of 
a profits based system predicated 
upon infinite economic growth as 
measured by GDP, an absurd propo-
sition at the best of times, let alone 
in the midst of a growing climate 
emergency and the current health 
crisis. Instead, thanks to Labour’s 
shift towards Remain and defeat at 
the election, we have a right wing 
administration largely in tandem 
with Brussels’ direction of travel, 
The common enemy was and is 
neoliberal capitalism, a class issue 
rather than a nationalist issue, and 
those of us on the left must do eve-
rything possible to agitate, educate 
and organise to get that message 
across, not only to the supporters 
of the EU, but also to the alienated 
Brexit voters who will soon realise 
that, under Johnson, the separation 
that they wanted will be little more 
than a sham. Just ask Kier Starmer.

Bert Schouwenburg is a trade union 
adviser 

Friedrich von Hayek, godfather of EU neoliberalism
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by Frieda Park

What is most notable about Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour 
Party was that it actually happened 
at all and even more astonishingly 
that it was sustained for nearly 5 
years. In and of itself this was a 
huge success. It created and enabled 
the continued development of a left 
movement in Britain and moved 
the whole of politics to the left. Not 
only has the Labour right had to 
shift leftwards, but even the Tories 
have been forced to ditch the grim 
austerity message which nearly lost 
them the 2017 general election – 
albeit neither of them is embracing 
this with great sincerity. All of this 
remains a huge legacy of the Corbyn 
period. But obviously there were 
weaknesses as well which came 
home to roost in the 2019 election.

NOT OF OUR CHOOSING

The central problems that Corbyn 
faced, and which did most to under-
mine his leadership, were objective, 
and they were problems which we 
could do little to change:

1. He was catapulted to the lead-
ership of the Party from virtually 
nowhere. There was no long-term 
campaign that built support, infra-
structure and llike-minded people 
gaining positions in the Party and as 
elected representatives.

2. Class struggle, with some honour-
able exceptions, was at a low ebb 
with unions taking a beating from 
the Thatcher era onwards. Socialist 
organisations and ideas had been 
marginalised.

3. The movement around Corbyn 
involved a lot of people new to 

THE FUTURE 
AFTER CORBYN

politics. Though radical many did 
not have much political education 
or experience of struggle. Many also 
bought into identity politics and 
were uncritically pro-EU. The move-
ment did not have strong working 
class roots.

4. Initially Corbyn did not have the 
wholehearted support of the trade 
unions.

5. Well to the left and with a par-
ticularly strong record on peace and 
international issues Corbyn was 
then leader of a Party one of whose 
roles has been to be an acceptable 
alternative government to the Tories 
for British capitalism.

6. This earned him the contempt 
and loathing of the right of the Party 
and, 

7. the enmity of the British state and 
the media.

These objective problems made it 
tough for Corbyn to advance his 
politics when he was being under-
mined and attacked on all fronts. 
At points it seemed impossible that 
he could hold on to power. From 
the Parliamentary Labour Party 
(PLP) there were resignations, coup 
attempts and nasty attacks in the 
media. At one point he did not have 
enough people willing to be in his 
shadow cabinet and some jobs had 
to be doubled up.

Against all the odds he survived, 
and having won a second leader-
ship election actually began to gain 
ground in the Party. He led the party 
into the 2017 general election where, 
rather than May winning a resound-

ing victory, she lost her majority 
and Labour increased its vote share 
by 30.4%. It was the first time it had 
gained seats since 1997. This was 
a huge triumph for Corbyn and the 
team running the election campaign, 
with radical policies, including 
nationalisation of the railways and 
an end to austerity, under the slogan 
– For the Many not the Few.

Corbyn consolidated support in the 
party and the unions, but that did 
not make the problems go away. The 
right-wing and the British establish-
ment realised they had underesti-
mated Corbyn, his anti-austerity 
message and the loyal support he 
had in the Party. They changed tack. 
Many were less overtly confronta-
tional in the PLP, they were digging in 
for the long haul. The attacks shifted 
to the relentless campaign over 
alleged anti-semitism in the Party. 

SUBJECTIVE PROBLEMS

Although at one level Corbyn consol-
idated his position, at another level 
subjective problems arising from 
the objective conditions in which 
he became leader began to emerge. 
The handling of Brexit, alleged anti-
semitism and the 2019 election cam-
paign demonstrated these. The lack 
of political depth and experience 
of class struggle and connection to 
the working class became evident. 
Although severely constrained by 
the objective circumstances and less 
than solid support on the left there 
were areas where things could have 
been done better.

1. Led by the liberal media and 
Sir Keir Starmer the party moved 
inexorably towards a Remain posi-
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tion, ditching the pledge to respect 
the outcome of the EU referendum 
which played an important part in 
Labour’s success in the 2017 general 
election. Most of the left, Momen-
tum and leading figures such as John 
McDonnell were part of the problem. 
Attempts to prevent the Party adopt-
ing an out and out Remain position 
represented continued retreats and 
eventually the Party ended up going 
into the election with a scarcely 
credible position on the key issue it 
was fought on. The voices of those 
on the left who saw the folly of this 
were not loud enough and were not 
listened to.

2. The media and right wing 
campaign round allegations anti-
semitism was never adequately 
addressed. There was never any 
evidence that anti-semitism was a 
wide-spread or institutional prob-
lem. There was only a small propor-
tion of members who had allega-
tions made against them and there 

was never any evidence that Labour 
had a bigger problem than other 
political parties or society as a whole. 
In fact the reverse was the case, the 
evidence that did exist seemed to 
suggest that the problem was less. 
Under its new General Secretary, 
Jennie Formby, Labour speeded up 
dealing with anti-semitism allega-
tions. Yet false narratives were not 
adequately countered. On the other 
hand members were suspended who 
had not made overtly anti-semitic 
comments and the International 
Holocaust Remebrance Alliance Defi-
nition was adopted which conflates 
criticism of Israel with anti-semitism. 
Though Corbyn had tried to take a 
stand on this at the EC he was under-
mined by some in the trade unions 
and by Jon Lansman, founder and 
chair of Momentum. 

3. The constraints imposed by the 
weak understanding of the issues 
around anti-semitism and the EU 
made it very difficult for people to 

speak out – but it would have helped 
enormously if they had. Indeed a 
toxic political environment devel-
oped where to criticise the Party’s 
handling of the anti-semitism issue 
risked individuals being branded 
anti-semitic and being expelled. 
And opponents of the EU were 
branded as racist and anti-worker, 
so attempts to hold the policy of 
respecting the outcome of the refer-
endum foundered.

4. Progress was difficult on bring-
ing together and educating activ-
ists in consistent socialist politics 
and focusing on building the Party 
in working class communities. The 
domination of Momentum was a 
barrier to this. While it did great 
work mobilising activists and win-
ning internal elections, its politics 
were weak.

5. The lack of political maturity and 
direction began to be apparent at 
the 2019 Party conference. Motions 

Keir Starmer and Rebecca Long-Bailey, 2020 Labour Party leadership election hustings, Bristol
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were passed making the abolition of 
private schools and complete free 
movement of people Party policy. 
A classic coming together of liberal 
and ultra-leftist ideas. This contin-
ued into the general election where 
more and more policies, over and 
above what was in the manifesto, 
were announced daily.

6. There was little appreciation or 
preparedness for the fact that a Cor-
byn government, even with the more 
modest manifesto of 2017, would 
be taking on the vested interest of 
capital and the British state, never 
mind the extensive further policies 
in the 2019 one.

A POSITIVE BALANCE

Whilst all that is frustrating the 
positives gained from the Corbyn 
period are enormous.

1. The entire political landscape 
has shifted to the left. The Brit-
ish public have demonstrated that 
they are tired of austerity and want 
something different. No candi-
dates for the Labour leadership felt 
emboldened to turn the clock back 
on policies like re-nationalisation of 
the railways. The Tory chancellor, 
Rishi Sunak, made a flurry of spend-
ing announcements in his budget – 
austerity is a dirty word. Whilst the 
sincerity of much of this is in doubt, 
the argument is with those challeng-
ing austerity and seeking a better 
deal for working people. 

2. The left is stronger throughout the 
party, even in the PLP where a new 
cohort of left MPs was elected at the 
last election. 

3. Masses of committed activists, 
many young and from diverse com-
munities, have joined the Party. 
Their work rate in the general elec-
tion was incredible.

4. Out of that new generation of 
activists is emerging many who have 
learned some of the hard lessons 
from the successes and failures 
of the Corbyn period. There are 

academics and intellectuals arguing 
for social democratic and socialist 
polices. Not so long ago words like 
capitalism, socialism, the working 
class, imperialism and exploitation 
were rarely used and seemed an 
anachronism – now they are the cur-
rency of debate on the left. There is 
the potential for a serious left to be 
built from this experience.

STARMER’S VICTORY

Keir Starmer’s victory in the lead-
ership election was a result of the 
historic trends within Labour and 
the more recent weakness of the 
left. It rested largely on his pro-EU 
credentials and a tremendous ability 
not to say anything much of any 
significance about anything else. 
Although he said he would continue 
with Corbyn’s most popular policies. 
He appealed to a desire for “electa-
bility” and enough people on the left 
bought this package, along with a 
big number of right wingers who re-
joined Labour to support him, to give 
him a resounding victory.

Momentum foisted the Long-Bailey/
Rayner ticket on the left and Jon 
Lansman managed Long-Bailey’s 
campaign. Though good on a number 
of economic issues and the Green 
New Deal which she pioneered, Long-
Bailey seemed bland on other issues. 
It was dismaying to hear her say that 
she would be prepared to launch 
Trident nuclear missiles and com-
mit mass murder. She also signed up 
to the pledges pushed by the Jewish 
Labour Movement designed to fur-
ther persecute critics of Israel in the 
Party and the pledges on trans-rights 
which committed her to expelling 
people who take a critical view of 
gender self-identification.  It was a 
campaign which failed to enthuse. 

Fortunately Richard Burgon stuck 
to his guns and stood for the dep-
uty leader post on a consistent left 
platform, so that voice was heard in 
the campaign.  He received strong 
support from Momentum groups 
around the country and from the 
Campaign for Socialism in Scotland. 

In the final round of voting he came 
third receiving 21.3% of the vote, 
despite not having the backing of 
Momentum.  (Long-Bailly secured 
27.6% with Momentum’s backing.)

The most overtly Blairite candidate 
standing was Ian Murray for the 
deputy leadership who was knocked 
out in the second round.

Remember that Corbyn only man-
aged to get on the ballot for Labour 
leader by securing the mis-guided 
support of some on the right, so it is 
a measure of how far we have come 
that both Long-Bailly and Burgon 
were able to secure support in their 
own right to get on the ballot from 
within the PLP.

PRACTICAL LESSONS

Starmer’s victory is a big setback, 
but there is still much that has been 
achieved and more importantly can 
be achieved.

There is a burning need to root 
the left in the working class and to 
develop and support class struggles 
in workplaces and communities. 
There needs to be greater clarity 
about policies, tactics and strategy 
to take the working class forward. 

There also requires to be clarity 
about the nature of the British state 
and the challenges of taking on the 
vested interests of capital. We have 
to develop principled international-
ism and campaigning for peace.

People need to have the courage of 
their convictions and stand up and 
be counted over controversial issues.

All this points to the need for bet-
ter left organisation and political 
education.

There is now a basis to do this work 
– before Corbyn that would have 
been a fantasy.



Summer 2020 / THE SOCIALIST CORRESPONDENT 21

by Brian Durrans

At the time of writing (20 March 
2020), UK universities are in the 
news for two main reasons connect-
ed with the coronavirus pandemic. 
The Government’s belated decision 
to close schools has been welcomed 
by teachers but those in secondary 
schools and some university rep-
resentatives have questioned how 
students’ GCSE and A-level grades 
will be allocated given exam can-
cellations. Interestingly, one Vice-
Chancellor challenged this decision 
as a risk to social justice for many 
students, acknowledging that, com-
pared with coursework assessment 
which may now be unavoidable, 
exams discriminate less against 
working class students. 

Far more than this, however, uni-
versities have been in the headlines 
because of their scientific research-
based input to debate and policy 
on how to deal with the current 
pandemic; and medical specialists 
at Imperial College London played 
a lead role in  persuading Down-
ing Street to ditch its fatuous “herd 
immunity” approach for a more 
robust line on social isolation and 
testing. 

The pandemic doesn’t kill its vic-
tims just with the help of a decade’s 
austerity. The erosion of capacity in 
the NHS began earlier than the 2008 
financial crash and even before 
the Private Finance Initiative (PFIs) 
of New Labour. Likewise, over the 
decades de-industrialisation and 
the shrinking and shackling of trade 
unions paved the way for the gig 

University staff 
fight on wages, 
conditions & the 
future of education

economy and unprecedented levels 
of inequality in wealth and health. 
The crisis reveals whose work mat-
ters most, and that we need not just 
a proper NHS but also proper social 
care integrated with it; and sustain-
able jobs for the future, which point 
us towards Socialism.  

For all that our scientists are lauded 
as heroes in the battle against coro-
navirus, the university system that 
makes them what they are has itself 
been under systematic attack for 
many years on several fronts, prin-
cipally a narrowing corporatisation 
of learning and research and cuts 
to jobs, security and incomes, and 
ever-increasing workloads. Academ-
ics and ancillary stuff who together 
run higher education under increas-
ingly difficult circumstances have 
begun a serious fight-back both  on 
wages and conditions and with  a 
clear understanding that the very 
future of advanced learning hangs 
in the balance not only in more 
vocational fields like engineering, 
medicine, law and management but 
in the swathe of other disciplines on 
which the economy and the quality 
of all our lives also depend. 

Following increasingly well-support-
ed and militant campaigns in 2018 
and 2019, the University and College 
Union (UCU) organised industrial 
action this year with strikes and 
other forms of non-co-operation on 
an unprecedented scale covering a 
range of issues including workload-
related stress and ill health as well 
as equality, job security, pay and job-

related pensions. Staff in 52 colleges 
and universities voted for actions 
on pensions and in 70 of them the 
focus was on wider work-related 
issues; altogether 74 different insti-
tutions were involved over a four-
week period from 20 February to 13 
March.  On 15 March 2020, in view of 
the pandemic and pressure to close 
classes, picketing was suspended but 
the campaign continues.[1]

Those strikers on one of the several 
official pickets at Imperial College 
London (ICL) with whom I spoke on 
3 March were good-humoured yet 
realistic about their prospects of 
winning concessions from intran-
sigent employers. The dominant 
outlook was that their working lives 
had been deteriorating for so long 
that passivity is not an option. Long 
ago, these would have been among 
the “middle strata” who’d have iden-
tified with the capitalist status quo. 
They gave me a flyer advertising a 
lunchtime discussion on environ-
mental policy, a hot topic at ICL. 
UCU members might not win this 
round, but they increasingly know 
which side they’re on.    

[1] https://www.ucu.org.uk/heaction-institutions 

UCU picket, 3 March 2020



by Martin S. Gibson

Probably the most serious schism in 
the history of the Scottish National 
Party is no longer hearsay or gossip: 
it is real and could split the inde-
pendence movement right down the 
middle.

Over two years ago Alex Salmond 
claims his worst ‘nightmare’ began. 
According to the former Scottish 
National Party (SNP) Leader and 
former First Minister of Scotland it 
started when Nicola Sturgeon’s SNP 
Government launched an official 
investigation into allegations that 
Salmond sexually assaulted nine 
women who worked with him in 
2013 while he was First Minister. 
Scotland’s MeToo movement version 
of Hollywood’s Harvey Weinstein 
scandal: a powerful man serially 
sexually assaulting the women in his 
employ. It was all the more aston-
ishing because it was provoked by 
someone who was Salmond’s closest 
political ally and friend and his cho-
sen successor as First Minister. It had 
to be true. 

SNP splits

For Salmond and his staunchest sup-
porters this was akin to a declaration 
of war. Never one to run from a fight, 
Salmond’s riposte was a crowdfund-
ing campaign to raise £50,000 to meet 
his legal costs. This closed two days 
later after he raised over £100,000. 
In August 2018, Salmond launched a 
civil action in the Court of Session for 
a judicial review. His complaint - that 
the Scottish Government’s investiga-

THE TRIALS OF 
SALMOND 

tion was unjust - was upheld by the 
court. Sturgeon’s Government paid 
more than £500,000 in Salmond’s 
legal expenses. They further admit-
ted breaching their own investigation 
guidelines by appointing an investi-
gating officer who had ‘prior involve-
ment’ in the case. Sturgeon’s Govern-
ment also admitted its procedures 
had been ‘flawed’ and ‘unlawful’. 

Despite Salmond’s resounding 
success, the sexual assault alle-
gations did not vanish with his 
victory. The Court of Session only 
concerned itself with a complaint 
of an ‘unjust’ procedure. A second, 
criminal, case on 9 March 2020 at 
the High Court in Edinburgh, would 
determine his guilt or innocence. 

What Salmond’s judicial review 
did was to lift the lid a little on the 
SNP’s schism between supporters of 
direct action to win independence 
sooner rather than later, versus 
those who preferred to tread the 
legal and more cautious road to 
independence. This longstanding 
faultline has, for the most part, 
been suppressed for the greater 
good of the cause of independence. 
Fast forward to 23 March 2020 and 
the Covid-19 pandemic is raging 
over every continent. On that day 
the schism lid is blown off com-
pletely when a High Court jury - 
under Judge, Lady Dorrian - acquits 
Salmond of all the charges made 
against him. One of the 14 charges 
was dropped before the trial began. 
After nine days in court and six 

hours of deliberation, the 13-mem-
ber jury - mainly women - found 
him not guilty of 12 charges and 
not proven on one charge of sexual 
assault with intent to rape. Sal-
mondistas ‘welcomed’ their former 
party boss’s victory and demand: 

n ‘heads must roll’;

n a judge led inquiry into the whole 
affair;

n a clear out of the SNP’s HQ from 
top to bottom; and, 

n the return of Salmond’s party 
membership surrendered when he 
began his fight to clear his name.  

Sturgeonites - having lost in court 
twice inside two years - licked their 
wounds again and worried about 
what lay ahead. Nicola Sturgeon says 
the jury’s verdict must be ‘respected’, 
and adds that now is not the time for 
discussing Salmond’s two court cas-
es, ‘This country faces a crisis right 
now (Covid-19) that is bigger than 
anything we’ve ever faced before, 
and as first minister my duty to the 
public is to focus 100% on steering us 
through that crisis - and that is what 
I intend to do.’ 

In a joint statement, issued through 
Rape Crisis Scotland, the nine women 
said: ‘While we are devastated by the 
verdict, we will not let it define us. We 
hope through shining a light on our 
experiences, it will serve to protect 
and empower women in the future.’

 AND TRIBULATIONS OF 
STURGEON
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All those outside the party’s inner 
circles wondered what on earth was 
going on inside the normally ultra-
disciplined, on-message SNP, and 
why all 14 charges by nine women 
were rejected. From the very start 
of the whole affair two years ago, 
Salmond’s main line of defence was 
to admit he was ‘no saint’ but had 
committed ‘no criminality.’  This 
was employed to the full by Sal-
mond’s lawyer, the veteran Dean of 
the Faculty of Advocates and former 
Labour MSP, Gordon Jackson QC. 
Jackson told the jury that Salmond, 
‘should have been a better man’, but 
none of this made him a ‘criminal’. 
Something with which a majority 
of the jury agreed. A few days later, 
the Dean was overheard talking 
about his client’s case on a train, 
including naming two of the female 
complainants whose anonymity is 
protected by law. As a result, Jackson 
referred himself to the Scottish Legal 
Complaints Commission (SLCC) and 
resigned as Dean. 

Salmond’s demeanour when he left 
the court was devoid of the victor’s 
wide triumphant smile and fist in the 
air. He had more the air of a troubled, 
wounded man who felt he has a very 
big score to settle. This was perhaps 
a sign that, although acquitted of 
all charges, he knows his reputa-
tion has been shredded like no other 
time during his turbulent political 
life. Nonetheless, he was still able to 
issue his own warning to Ms Stur-
geon and her supporters, ‘… there is 
certain evidence I would have liked 
to have seen led in this trial but for a 
variety of reasons we were not able 
to do so. At some point, that informa-
tion, those facts and that evidence 
will see the light of day.’ To jostling 
journalists and photographers who 
surrounded him outside the court, 
he made a final and personal plea to 
all of them, ‘Whatever nightmare I 
have been through over the last two 
years it is as nothing compared to the 
situation (Covid-19 pandemic) we are 
all going through. I know you have a 

job to do. If you can, go home, take 
care of your families, God help us all.’ 
Salmond and Sturgeon agree that the 
SNP’s civil war, in public at least, has 
to wait until the world war to defeat 
the invisible and deadly Covid-19 
pandemic is over.

It is believed Mr Salmond is writing a 
book about his two year ‘nightmare’ 
and the alleged conspiracy against 
him by his SNP opponents and insti-
tutions of the state. Nicola Sturgeon 
will face a Scottish Parliamentary 
Inquiry into her role during the whole 
two year-long sexual assault affair. 
She has also referred herself to a 
standards panel which will investi-
gate whether or not she broke the 
Ministerial Code during her govern-
ment’s investigation.

Independence now or 
gradualism?

The SNP’s schism is between ‘inde-
pendence now’ fundamentalists 
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- fundis - like Salmond and those 
like Surgeon who prefer to tread 
a legal and more cautious road to 
independence. It is said that one 
of the biggest political parties in 
Scotland is the party of ex-Labour 
opportunists who have joined the 
SNP. These defections reached their 
height during the highly emotional 
and divisive Scottish independence 
referendum in September 2014. SNP 
fundis are sceptical of these Johnny-
come-lately ex-Labour devolution-
ists whose significant influence 
has - wittingly or not - undermined 
the struggle for independence. Few 
political parties have had the SNP’s 
good fortune to discover that their 
Labour unionist enemy’s only policy 
to defeat them - devolution, which 
the SNP always opposed - turned out 
to be highly beneficial electorally to 
the SNP.  In less than a decade - as 
the late Labour MP for West Lothian, 
Tam Dalyell forewarned - the SNP 
has become the largest party within 
the Scottish Parliament. ‘Devolu-
tion’, Dalyell far-sightedly warned, 
‘is a motorway with no exits’. And 
the irony of all ironies, is that the 
SNP’s inexorable rise is matched 
only by Scottish Labour’s inexora-
ble fall. Labour used to count on 50 
Scottish MPs at Westminster, today 
they have only one.

On the back of repeated SNP vic-
tories in Scottish Parliament and 
UK first-past-the-post General 
Elections, Salmond’s relentless 
demands for a Scottish independ-
ence referendum finally succeeded 
in October 2012 when Conservative 
Prime Minister, David Cameron 
agreed to a referendum which 
took place on 18 September 2014. 
Scotland’s answer to the referen-
dum question, ‘Should Scotland be 
an independent country?’, resulted 
in a decisive 10% victory for the No 
side: 55% for No and 45% for Yes. 
Salmond immediately announced 
he would resign as SNP leader and 
First Minister.

Nicola Sturgeon - unopposed - 
became the new leader and First 
Minister. She paid a warm tribute to 

Salmond, ‘The personal debt of grati-
tude I owe Alex is immeasurable.’ 

The SNP’s disappointment at losing 
this ‘once in a generation’ chance 
of independence left them with a 
quandary which they have so far 
been unable to resolve. Do they 
accept the No vote and wait for 
another 30 years or for another legal 
referendum and use that time to win 
more powers for the Scottish Parlia-
ment. Or should they take the Jim 
Sillars’ direct action road to inde-
pendence. Former left-wing Labour 
MP and former Deputy leader of 
the SNP, Sillars said, ‘We must be 
prepared to hear the sound of cell 
doors slamming behind us if we are 
prepared to win independence’.

When Salmond became First Min-
ister, two Scottish voting blocs - 
Remain vs Leave - were established:

1. The three main unionist parties 
- Conservatives, Labour and Liberal 
Democrats - are the sole beneficiaries 
of the 55% who would vote to Remain 
in the UK; and,

2. The SNP is the sole beneficiary of 
the 45% who would vote to Leave 
the UK.

This is the great and stubborn 10% 
Remain vs Leave dividing line in 
Scottish politics which the SNP has 
failed to reverse. In normal Scottish 
Parliament and UK General Elections 
this 45% SNP block vote is unbeat-
able because the unionist vote is 
always split three ways. It’s why SNP 
electoral victories since 2007 - and 
more so after 2014 - usually vary 
from excellent to landslide. The last 
real test of Scottish public opinion 
was Boris Johnson’s Get Brexit Done 
Westminster election in December 
2019. The SNP did well winning 13 
new seats but their share of the 
Scottish vote was 43.6%, a gap of 
11.4% against the unionist parties’ 
combined vote. Sturgeon wearily 
demanded another independence 
referendum (IndyRef2) on the back 
of the SNP’s ‘overwhelming’ vote.  
Johnson flatly refused her demand.  

Sturgeon vs Salmond

Since February, Nicola Sturgeon’s 
SNP Government has been con-
sumed by Scotland’s battle against 
the Covid-19 pandemic which is 
naturally taking precedence over 
everything else. Her decision to ditch 
- indefinitely - IndyRef2 will only add 
to her fundis’ sense of disappoint-
ment and impatience. The tabloid’s 
usual and deeply shallow tendency 
to present political schisms as a 
clash of two personalities, is not 
totally unwarranted in this case. As 
an ardent advocate of the European 
Union, Sturgeon made many appear-
ances in the Brexit Referendum of 
2016 for the Remain campaign. Her 
passionate performances catapulted 
her into political stardom around 
the world. The US Forbes business 
magazine ranked Sturgeon in 2016 
as the 50th most powerful woman 
in the world and 2nd in the UK. 
Around the same time, BBC Radio 
4’s Woman’s Hour regarded her as the 
most powerful and influential wom-
an in the United Kingdom. At home 
and abroad her stature - and most 
probably her ego - was unmatched. 
Sturgeon was riding high, basking 
in the sobriquet of ‘Nicola, Queen of 
Scots’ and a reputation as one of the 
most powerful women in the world. 
Salmond was on a downer, having 
lost his Westminster seat of Gordon 
in East Aberdeenshire to a Conserva-
tive in the UK May 2017 General 
Election. 

In August Salmond reappeared on 
the public stage at the Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival where he hosted his 
own show, Alex Salmond Unleashed. In 
November - his ego still intact - he 
launched the Alex Salmond Show on 
the RT (Russia Today) TV Channel 
and was fiercely criticised by politi-
cians and media alike as a puppet 
of the Kremlin.  Among Salmond’s 
critics was Sturgeon who said, ‘Alex 
… is free to do as he wishes, but had 
I been asked, I would have advised 
against RT and suggested a differ-
ent channel ...’ This gentle rebuke 
is evidence that she believed - as 
his party leader - she should have 
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at least been consulted, and at best, 
he should have followed her advice. 
The fact that he did neither is evi-
dence they were no longer commu-
nicating with each other and that 
their old roles were reversed. She 
was now the boss. Their two enor-
mous egos apart, the differences 
between Salmond and Sturgeon go 
beyond clashes of personality. The 
substance of their conflict is the 
unresolved quandary about which 
road to take to independence.

Many argue in Sturgeon’s defence 
that she has enhanced the SNP’s 
electoral superiority over all other 
parties in the devolved Scottish Par-
liament. Others argue that what she 
has never done - despite all her ‘suc-
cesses’ - is reverse the stubborn10% 
gap between Remain and Leave and 
delivered a majority for independ-
ence. It’s 21 years since the devolved 
Scottish Parliament was established. 
It’s 13 years since Salmond became 
that parliament’s First Minister and 
over five years since Sturgeon suc-
ceeded him. It’s also getting on for 
six years since the nationalists’ deep 
disappointment at the outcome of 
Scotland’s one and only legal inde-
pendence referendum. These mile-
stones constitute an especially long 

time for many impatient nationalists 
who never wanted devolution in the 
first place and who have watched 
their party - year after year - being 
sucked into managing the affairs of 
a Parliament that is still devolved, 
still subservient, still incomplete and 
still not an independent and sover-
eign Scottish Parliament.

In the first ever Alex Salmond Show 
broadcast on RT on 16 November 
2017, Salmond’s main interviewee 
was the now exiled former President 
of Catalonia, Carles Puigdemont, 
who on 1 October 2017 unilaterally 
declared Catalonia an independent 
republic. The Spanish government 
declared it an illegal rebellion and 
later gaoled several leaders of the 
Catalan independence cause.
Like Salmond, Nicola Sturgeon sup-
ports the Catalan nationalists’ battle 
for independence. However, it’s 
clear she has doubts about how they 
went about it. In the run up to the 
‘illegal’ 2017 Catalan independence 
referendum, Sturgeon and Salmond 
offered their personal support. As 
First Minister, the Spanish Govern-
ment criticised Sturgeon, claiming 
she had ‘totally misunderstood’ 
the situation in Spain and Catalo-
nia. Sturgeon replied by advising 

the Spanish Government to follow 
‘the shining example’ of the 2012 
Edinburgh Agreement between the 
Scottish and UK Governments that 
allowed Scotland to hold the legal 
referendum in 2014. Another of her 
imperial majesty’s gentle rebukes!

Eighteen days after his acquittal, 
the Alex Salmond Show was broad-
cast on RT with Salmond alone at 
the helm and looking completely 
untroubled. The whole show was 
devoted to the 700th anniversary 
of the Declaration of Arbroath of 
6 April 1320 and its ‘fundamen-
tal importance’ to the struggle 
for Scottish independence today. 
Optimistic supporters want Sal-
mond to return to front line politics 
and lead the fight for independ-
ence now. Pessimistic supporters 
feel his sexual assault ‘nightmare’ 
will prevent such a return. The 
Alex Salmond Show’s first broadcast 
on Catalan independence, and his 
latest broadcast on Scottish inde-
pendence, suggest that whatever he 
does, it is unlikely that he will be 
cautiously trudging along any legal 
roads to independence. It will be 
about winning Scottish independ-
ence sooner rather than later and 
by hook or by crook.
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by Clare Bailey

If you have never visited the WikiLeaks site, now – as we approach the final stage of the Assange extra-

dition hearing – would be a good time to do that. You could do worse than begin by dipping into its 

Global Intelligence Files – 5 million emails from Stratfor, a ‘geopolitical intelligence platform’ based in 

Texas. Stratfor provides services to huge corporations like Raytheon and Lockheed Martin as well as to 

government agencies like the US Department of Homeland Security. The emails are directly revealing 

of Stratfor’s networks and methods – the following one for example, in which Fred Burton, their chief 

security officer, discusses the arrest of Julian Assange in the UK in December 2010 and advocates mov-

ing Assange ‘from country to country to face various charges for the next 25 years.’

The case of 
JULIAN ASSANGE

Re: Discussion - Assange Arrested

Leaked e-mail
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In the event, the US used the 1917 
Espionage Act rather than conspira-
cy or political terrorism charges, and 
did not need to move Assange from 
country to country. The Swedish 
government’s 2010 warrant for his 
arrest on concocted allegations of 
rape and molestation was sufficient 
to keep him in suspension in the UK, 
on bail until May 2012 when the UK 
Supreme Court ruled he should be 
extradited to Sweden and fearing 
subsequent extradition from there to 
the US, he took refuge in the Ecua-
dorean embassy where he remained 
for the next 7 years. 

Anyone with questions about the 
rape allegations made against him 
should read Republik’s: A Murderous 
System, an interview with Nils Melz-
er, the UN’s Special Rapporteur on 
Torture, published on January 31st 
2020. Melzer’s account of the Swed-
ish authorities’ actions and proceed-
ings against Assange is uniquely 
well-informed and makes it clear 
how the fictitious charges came 
about and were rapidly instrumen-
talised by the countries involved: 
https://www.republik.ch/2020/01/31/
nils-melzer-about-wikileaks-found-
er-julian-assange. All the charges 
were eventually dropped.

The US has been more than willing 
to play a long game. Assange has 
now been persecuted – tortured 
according to Melzer’s official report 
– for a decade. His long incarcera-
tion in the Ecuadorean embassy 
provided the Americans with the 
opportunity to destroy his reputa-
tion and discredit him personally, 
so that he was cut off from pub-
lic support. He was turned into a 
living example of the punishment 
any journalist would suffer if they 
dared receive and publish material 
from whistleblowers like Chelsea 
Manning. In the same interview 
with Republik, Melzer states: ‘In 20 
years of work with victims of war, 
violence and political persecution I 
have never seen a group of demo-
cratic states ganging up to deliber-
ately isolate, demonize and abuse 
a single individual for such a long 

time and with so little regard for 
human dignity and the rule of law.’ 
The ‘democratic states’ he refers to 
are the US, the UK, Australia, Swe-
den and, latterly, Ecuador.

Manning herself was arrested in 
2010, convicted under the Espio-
nage Act in 2013 and sentenced to 
35 years. She served 7 years of that 
sentence before being pardoned by 
Obama as he left office. She was 
re-arrested and convicted in 2019 
for refusing to testify against Julian 
Assange to a grand jury investigat-
ing the Assange case in preparation 
for the extradition hearing now in 
progress in the UK. She was released 
a second time in March 2020 after 
a suicide attempt; her release was 
accompanied by the statement that 
her imprisonment ‘no longer serves 
any coercive purpose’.

WikiLeaks

Assange founded WikiLeaks in 2006. 
A publishing platform for whistle-
blowers, it describes itself as ‘an 
uncensorable system for untrace-
able mass document leaking’. Ten 
years after its first publications, in 
his first speech as director of the 
CIA in 2017, now US Secretary of 
State Pompeo defined WikiLeaks as 
‘a hostile intelligence service’. It was 
in 2010 that it came to most people’s 
attention when it leaked the first of 
the files lodged with it by Manning. 
These were, in April of that year, the 
Collateral Murder footage of the 2007 

US airstrike on unarmed civilians in 
Baghdad and, in July, the Afghan War 
Diary, internal US military logs of 
the war in Afghanistan. Worth not-
ing again that the first rape charges 
against Assange were brought by the 
Swedish government in August 2010.

Collateral Murder (so-named as cor-
rective to the repulsive euphemism 
‘collateral damage’) is described by 
WikiLeaks as ‘a classified US mili-
tary video depicting the indiscrimi-
nate slaying of over a dozen people 
in the Iraqi suburb of New Baghdad 
- including two Reuters news staff.’ 
Released on April 5th 2010, the 
full version is 38 minutes long and 
the footage, compared with other 
officially released film, is unusually 
clear. It suggests that the public is 
misled by the brief clips broadcast 
occasionally on news channels into 
believing that there these gunships 
can’t see the ground very clearly. 
In Collateral Murder the grotesquely 
named Apache helicopter circles the 
same patch of residential neigh-
bourhood endlessly; the soldiers 
inside can be heard deliberately and 
consciously discussing what they’re 
doing. They shoot indiscriminately 
at a group of men, one of whom may 
have been armed – it’s hard to tell; 
two of the ‘objects’ however turned 
out to be cameras carried by Reuters 
journalists. The dialogue continues 
to shock however many times one 
hears it: ‘Light ‘em all up.’ The group 
instantly falls to the ground and the 
bodies are covered by the dust cloud 
raised by the storm of bullets. Then 
the crosshairs settle on a wounded 
man trying to crawl to shelter. They 
open fire on a van that comes to try 
and pick up the wounded and kill 
another ‘4 or 5’. ‘Look at those dead 
bastards. Nice.’ Then they see a 
child in the van: ‘Looks like a kid.’

Kristinn Hrafnsson, editor-in-chief of 
WikiLeaks since Assange stood down 
in 2018, said that when he first saw 
the film with Assange it was the word 
‘Nice’ that bore the full weight of the 
horror he was watching, ‘the callous-
ness of the imperial mind’ in action 
as a recent WikiLeaks podcast put it. 

Assange supporters protest

Leaked e-mail
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Hrafnsson went to Iraq 3 years later 
to try to find the children who’d 
been in the minivan and was suc-
cessful. He learned their father had 
been taking them to school and was 
killed protecting them from bullets; 
they themselves had been wounded 
in the attack and bore the scars. 

The reaction of the US military to 
the film was that it was a “partial 
picture” and that everything that 
took place was anyway within the 
rules of engagement. Lawyers acting 
for the US Army advised that since 
no one can surrender to an aircraft, 
the people killed were killed legally. 
Later on when WikiLeaks published 
the Iraqi War Logs, it became clear 
that this was no isolated event and 
that the assassination and the killing 
of civilians was normal. There have 
been over 200,000 documented civil-
ian deaths since the beginning of 
the war; the only thing that distin-
guished the killing filmed in Collat-
eral Murder from 1000s of others was 
that the unedited film was success-
fully released into the public realm. 

The Afghan War Logs were released 
a few months later. Published in 
The Guardian, Der Spiegel and The 
New York Times, it was one the larg-
est leaks in the history of the US 
military. As stated in the overview 
provided by WikiLeaks: ‘The mate-
rial shows that cover-ups start on 
the ground. When reporting their 
own activities, whether directly or 
via embedded journalists, US Units 
are inclined to classify civilian kills 
as insurgent kills, downplay the 
number of people killed or other-
wise make excuses for themselves.’  
Taken together the archives show, 
again in the words of WikiLeaks, 
‘The vast range of small tragedies 
that are almost never reported by 
the press but which account for the 
overwhelming majority of deaths 
and injuries.’

In the age of the embedded journal-
ist, Manning and WikiLeaks enabled 
the public to see what routinely hap-
pens when imperialist armies are 
deployed in adventurist wars.

A word about ‘embeds’

The ‘embed’, defined as a journalist 
attached to a specific military unit 
for a period of weeks or months, 
was the creation of the US military 
determined to control reporting 
of major conflict. After journal-
ists reported critically on opera-
tions during the war in Vietnam, 
especially after the Tet offensive in 
1968, media-military relations were 
no longer considered ‘safe’. As the 
press increasingly questioned strat-
egy and reported significant defeats, 
public opinion began to change and 
to challenge decisions to send ever 
more troops. Some decades later, 
in February 2003 an unclassified US 
government report included the fol-
lowing Pentagon statement: ‘Media 
coverage of any future operation 
will, to a large extent, shape public 
perception of the national security 
environment now and in the years 
ahead. This holds true for the US 
public, the public in allied countries 
whose opinion can affect the dura-
bility of our coalition, and publics in 
countries where we conduct opera-
tions, whose perceptions of us can 
affect the cost and duration of our 
involvement.’

The Iraq war began six weeks later.

Embedded journalists have said 
that they become attached to the 
soldiers in the units they work with. 
There are strong emotional incen-

tives to omit the worst of what they 
see and hear, as well as political 
ones; the reports they send back 
to their editors present an entirely 
sanitised version of the truth on the 
ground. In an essay written in 2008 
for The Stanford Journal of Interna-
tional Relations, Kylie Tuosto writes: 
‘What embedded reporting shows 
…. is the media and military are 
now accomplices in the creation of 
a Hollywood-esque dramatization 
of war in Iraq used to propagate 
pro-war sentiment at home as well 
as justify America’s presence in 
overseas conflict’ (The Grunt-Truth of 
Embedded Journalism, 2008).

Inside the embassy

Assange’s 7 year stay in the Ecuado-
rean embassy was officially nei-
ther detention nor imprisonment, 
but while the threat of extradition 
hung over him it was impossible 
for him to leave. A sympathetic 
Ecuadorean government granted 
him citizenship in December 2017 
and while left-wing President Cor-
rea was in office, he was safe from 
arrest. This relative security did 
not, however, prevent the destruc-
tion of Assange’s reputation in 
the British press. By a process of 
consistent insinuation, rumour and 
smear, he was cut off from progres-
sive public support and the reason 
for his incarceration was obscured 
behind the trumped up image of a 
sex offender created by journalists 
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willing to do the state’s work. Most 
journalists ignored what was hap-
pening to Assange, and those who 
did pay attention obsessed about 
his personal traits, his hygiene, his 
cat, and of course the Swedish alle-
gations, which no one took the trou-
ble to investigate properly. The NUJ 
was notable for its absence from 
campaigning. When Moreno was 
elected president of Ecuador in May 
2017, things changed dramatically. 
Moreno discussed Assange with 
Trump’s advisor Manafort and later 
with Vice President Mike Pence. 
Assange’s internet access was cut 
off and the level of surveillance was 
stepped up. Spanish security com-
pany Undercover Global Ltd was 
later found to have been supplying 
audio and visual information about 
Assange’s meetings with his law-
yers directly to the CIA. Assange’s 
Ecuadorian citizenship was revoked 
in April 2019 and he was imme-
diately taken from the embassy 
by force. Since then he has been 
held on remand in Belmarsh high-
security prison – in solitary confine-
ment until earlier this year when 
Belmarsh prisoners demanded his 
release into normal detention.
 

The extradition hearings

The first phase of the hearings 
took place over 4 days in February 
this year. The judge overseeing the 
hearings, Lady Arbuthnot, could 
hardly be a more compromised 
figure after a report by Declassi-
fiedUK in November 2019 revealed 
that her husband ‘has financial 
links to the British military estab-
lishment, including institutions and 
individuals exposed by WikiLeaks’. 
Her son also has links to an anti-
data leak company, Darktrace, set 
up by the UK intelligence establish-
ment and staffed by US intelligence 
officials. She has refused to declare 
any conflict of interest, and though 
she has since appointed a junior 
presiding judge for the Woolwich 
sessions, Vanessa Baraitser, she 
remains in charge of the extradi-
tion case overall. According to Craig 

Murray, former British ambas-
sador who attended the hearings: 
‘When enquiring about facilities 
for the public to attend the hear-
ing, an Assange activist was told 
by a member of court staff that we 
should realise that Woolwich is a 
“counter-terrorism court”. That is 
true de facto, but in truth a coun-
ter-terrorism court is an institution 
unknown to the UK constitution. 
Indeed, if a single day at Woolwich 
Crown Court does not convince you 
the existence of liberal democracy 
is now a lie, then your mind must 
be very closed indeed.’

Argument over the first 4 days was 
focused on the terms of the UK-US 
extradition treaty and the nature 
of the charges against Assange. An 
excellent account of those days in 
court can be found on Murray’s 
blog: https://www.craigmurray.org.
uk According to him and others 
who were in court, the treatment of 
Assange throughout was brutal. The 
International Bar Association issued 
a strong condemnation:

‘The International Bar Association’s 
Human Rights Institute (IBAHRI) 
condemns the reported mistreat-
ment of Julian Assange during 
his United States extradition trial 
in February 2020, and urges the 
government of the United King-
dom to take action to protect 
him. According to his lawyers, Mr 
Assange was handcuffed 11 times; 
stripped naked twice and searched; 
his case files confiscated after the 
first day of the hearing; and had his 
request to sit with his lawyers dur-
ing the trial, rather than in a dock 
surrounded by bulletproof glass, 
denied.’

In his summary at the end of this 
first stage of the hearings, which 
are set to continue in May unless 
Assange’s lawyers succeed in hav-
ing them postponed until Septem-
ber, Murray wrote that in its pro-
ceeding against Assange, the US is 
claiming universal jurisdiction. It is 
claiming the right ‘to charge anyone 

of any nationality, anywhere in the 
world, who harms US interests...’

Health fears

Assange is one of only 2 (out of 
797) inmates held in Belmarsh for 
violating bail conditions. Most are 
there on charges of, or convictions 
for, far more serious offences. And 
Assange has anyway now been held 
for longer than the 50 weeks he was 
originally jailed for in April 2019; 
he is in detention without charge. 
In November 2019, well before the 
coronavirus outbreak, 60 doctors 
sent a letter to the Home Secretary 
expressing serious concern about 
the state of Assange’s health: ‘We 
have real concerns, on the evidence 
currently available, that Mr Assange 
could die in prison. The medical 
situation is thereby urgent. There 
is no time to lose.’ The number of 
signatories increased to 117 by 9th 
April.

On March 25th 2020, Assange’s 
lawyers applied for his release on 
the grounds of seriously impaired 
health. The request was refused by 
the presiding judge Vanessa Barait-
ser, who ruled that the Covid-19 
pandemic does not provide grounds 
for his release. She came to this 
decision despite the fact that at that 
time there were already outbreaks 
in prisons. At the time of writing, 9 
prisoners (one of them in Belmarsh) 
and 2 prison staff have died of the 
virus. In addition 100 Belmarsh staff 
are currently self-isolating.

4000 prisoners are to be temporar-
ily released from British prisons 
as a result of the epidemic. Julian 
Assange will not be one of them.
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by Pat Turnbull

This year is the 75th anniversary of 
the signing of the Potsdam Agree-
ment on 2nd August 1945 by Joseph 
Stalin, Harry S. Truman and Clem-
ent Attlee, representing the victori-
ous allies against Nazi Germany in 
the Second World War, namely the 
Soviet Union, the United States, and 
the United Kingdom. The Potsdam 
Agreement was founded on the 
policy of post war cooperation and 
mutual understanding laid down 
in the Declaration of Yalta, signed 
by Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin, 
which resulted from the Crimean 
Conference, February 3rd to 11th 
1945. The Potsdam Agreement 
Part III dealing with Germany, the 
defeated opponent, states:

“The purpose of this Agreement is to 
carry out the Crimean Declaration 
on Germany.  German militarism 
and nazism will be extirpated and 
the Allies will take, in agreement 
together, now and in the future, 
the other measures necessary to 
assure that Germany never again 
will threaten her neighbours or the 
people of the world. It is not the 
intention of the Allies to destroy or 
enslave the German people. It is the 
intention of the Allies that the Ger-
man people be given the opportunity 
to prepare for the eventual recon-
struction of their life on a democrat-
ic and peaceful basis.”

To ensure this outcome the Potsdam 
Agreement laid down: the complete 
disarmament and demilitarisation 
of Germany, the arrest and bringing 
to judgment of those responsible for 
the war and for Nazi crimes, the final 
reform of German political life on a 
democratic basis, the decentralisa-
tion of German economic life “for the 

From Potsdam to 
Defender-Europe 20

purpose of eliminating the present 
excessive concentration of economic 
power as exemplified in particular by 
cartels, syndicates, trusts and other 
monopolistic arrangements.”  

Germany was, very importantly, to be 
treated as a single unit, the obligation 
being to set up a number of central 
administrative organs for the whole 
of Germany until the formation of 
an all-German government. Three 
days after the signing of the Potsdam 
Agreement, on 5th August 1945, the 
New York newspaper PM wrote: 

“The decisions on Germany mean a 
complete defeat of those financial 
and industrial circles in the United 
States and Britain who bowed down 
to fascism before the war and 
hoped for the renewal of the Ger-
man big monopolies after the war, 
who supported Hitler...the removal 
of German monopoly control over...
German industry is an outstanding 
achievement of this historic confer-
ence...The decisions of the Potsdam 
conference have one aim: to secure 
peace. Reactionaries everywhere 
will be dissatisfied with this.”

As a consequence of the post war 
agreement between the allies, a 
series of military tribunals known 
as the Nuremberg trials were 
held in 1945 and 1946. Prominent 
members of the political, military, 
judicial and economic leadership 
of Nazi Germany were tried for 
their war crimes. In his prosecution 
speech to the Nuremberg tribunal, 
the United States Chief Prosecutor, 
Robert H. Jackson, while admitting 
that the United States had suffered 
the least damage in the Second 
World War, declared that despite 

this, the USA was determined to 
make a repeat of German aggres-
sion impossible, continuing:

“Twice in my lifetime the United 
States has sent its young men 
across the Atlantic Ocean, has 
nearly exhausted its resources and 
loaded itself with debts in order to 
help subdue Germany...The United 
States cannot throw generation 
after generation of its youth upon 
the battlefields of Europe...Experi-
ence has taught that wars can no 
longer be contained; all modern 
wars finally become world wars, 
and none of the great powers at 
least can remain outside. If we can-
not remain outside a war then we 
have only one hope - to avoid it...” 
It was necessary “to create a legal 
security that he who begins a war 
must pay for it.”

History has shown what happened 
to these hopes. Rather than see 
a united, democratic, de-nazified 
Germany, the western powers split 
Germany, keeping the western 
section as a bastion of big capi-
tal, and as the intended military 
spearhead of aggressive policies 

Yalta Conference (Churchill, Roosevelt 
& Stalin)
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against the Soviet Union. Germany 
finally ‘reunited’ only in 1990 as the 
most powerful capitalist country 
in Europe, with the German Demo-
cratic Republic, the German peace 
state, the state which had fulfilled 
the Potsdam Agreement, destroyed 
in the process.

Defender-Europe 20 
manoeuvres

A reminder of these ambitions of 
75 years ago is timely in the year 
of United States exercise Defender-
Europe 20. Only the spread of coro-
navirus halted the largest military 
training deployment in Europe 
for 25 years. Due to last for five 
months, the operation would have 
been at its height in April and May. 
20,000 US soldiers were to be the 
core of the 37,000 troops from 18 
NATO countries which were to par-
ticipate under US leadership. From 
January about 6,000 US soldiers had 
been moved from the US to Europe. 
The US European Command report-
ed that 9,000 vehicles and pieces 
of equipment from Army Preposi-
tioned Stocks had been moved, and 
3,000 pieces of equipment moved 
via sea from the USA. It viewed 
the exercise as a success in that 
respect: soldiers and equipment 
had been moved from multiple 
ports to training areas in Germany 
and Poland. Training had been 
intended to take place in Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Germany, Poland, 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia.  

The Bundeswehr, the German 
armed forces, which would have 
had a central role, called a halt 
to its participation in mid-March. 
But German military ambitions 
were clearly expressed at SiKo, the 
annual Munich Security Conference 
(so called), which took place from 
14th-16th February with 150 heads 
of government and ministers, and 
500 participants including repre-
sentatives of arms manufacturers 
like Raytheon, Kraus-Maffei Weg-
mann, Airbus, Lockheed Martin and 
Rheinmetall - all at a cost of 2.6 
million Euros to German taxpayers. 

German paper Unsere Zeit reported 
that Wolfgang Ischinger, leader 
and ideas man of SiKo since 2008, 
bemoaned that Germany was not 
more involved militarily on a world 
level:  “I think the neighbours would 
all rejoice if Germany had deployed 
as many planes against Islamic 
State as Denmark.”

Retired colonel Mikhail Khodarenok 
who served as an officer at the 
main operational directorate of 
the General Staff of the Russian 
Armed Forces, interviewed by RT 
on 4/2/20, had no doubt who was 
the target of Defender-Europe 20: 
Russia. “Defender-Europe 20 is an 
exercise of strategic defence and its 
objective is to counter a ‘Russian 
invasion’. Since there is no indica-
tion that Moscow would ever seek 
to invade Europe, it’s clear that 
these exercises are anti-Russian in 
nature, and are yet another planned 
provocation against Russia.”

Fighting wars or fighting 
coronavirus?

German newspaper Junge Welt report-
ed that NATO General Secretary Jens 
Stoltenberg, introducing NATO’s 
latest annual report on 19/3/20, had 
declared that despite the coronavirus 
crisis, NATO’s ability to carry out 
operations remained unweakened. 
“Our armed forces are ready to be 
deployed.” This applied to manoeu-
vres of the “international battle 
groups in the east” near the Russian 
border, and to naval and land inter-

ventions “from Afghanistan to Kos-
ovo”. Coronavirus had already forced 
NATO to call off at short notice its 
March “Cold Response” manoeuvre in 
Norway, where the war alliance had 
intended to practise high intensity 
battles under cold winter conditions: 
Oslo called a halt in view of the rap-
idly spreading virus.

When countries the world over are 
struggling to find the resources to 
fight Covid-19, it seems particularly 
inappropriate that, as the NATO 
General Secretary announced, 
NATO member states raised mili-
tary spending by 4.6 per cent in 
2019 in comparison to the previous 
year - to a massive 1,039 billion dol-
lars. The entire national budget of 
Germany in the same year was 343 
billion Euros. 

This huge waste is brutally high-
lighted by the coronavirus crisis. 
Junge Welt interviewed peace cam-
paigner Michael Schulze von Glass-
er on 20/3/20.  As he said, “Above 
all else the current crisis shows 
that there are threats to humanity 
worthy of our concern.  Epidem-
ics and the climate crisis which 
threaten humanity need to be 
fought.  Instead ...billions of Euros 
are senselessly pumped into the 
military.” The talk is of mobilising 
the Bundeswehr against the corona-
virus crisis, but one example shows 
how little suited it is to the task. 
Chief administrative officer Stephan 
Pusch, CDU (Christian Democratic 
Union), responsible for Heinsberg in 
North-Rhine Westfalia, particularly 
hard hit by coronavirus, asked for 
medical help from the laboratory 
capacity of the Bundeswehr to get 
prompt test results, but was disap-
pointed that all requests for help 
were turned down.

(Quotations from the Potsdam Agree-
ment and the Nuremberg trials are 
from The White Book on the American 
and British Policy of Intervention in West 
Germany and the Revival of German 
Imperialism, National Council of the 
National Front of Democratic Ger-
many, August 1951.)

No war
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BOOK REVIEW

review by Marianne Hitchen

Despite the recent setbacks of the 
general election defeat and the election 
of Keir Starmer as Labour leader, this 
book is a reminder of how far we’ve 
come in the five years since Jeremy 
Corbyn was elected, and the gains that 
have been made in that time. Many 
working class demands that were con-
sidered wildly unrealistic, are currently 
being considered by some sections 
of the Conservative government. In 
the book, Andrew Murray follows the 
fortunes of both the British left and of 
international capital from his starting 
point of 1973 to the summer of 2019, 
when a Corbyn-led Labour govern-
ment still seemed possible. It is a useful 
reminder of the struggles and move-
ments that many of us grew up with.

In 1973 trade union power was at its 
strongest since the General Strike of 
1926, with successful strikes, sit-ins 
and solidarity actions to protect living 
standards. Attempts by both Labour 
and Tory governments to restrict indus-
trial action in the early 1970s were 
defeated. Working class confidence was 
further boosted by the successes of the 
socialist world and international libera-
tion movements. But darker forces were 
already at work; indeed, they never 
went away. The Labour left controlled 
neither the party nor the Trades Union 
Congress (TUC), both of which were 
dominated by people allergic to social-
ism. Working class support for Labour 
was divided by Harold Wilson’s refusal 
to oppose the Vietnam War, and by the 
government’s ‘In Place of Strife’ attack 
on the trade unions. The idea that suc-
cessive Labour governments, together 
with the power of organised labour in 
the workplace, would eventually lead 

Andrew Murray, published by Verso Books 2019

The Fall and Rise 
of the British Left 

to socialism was widely held by many 
on the left, as well as in the Communist 
Party of Great Britain. The latter was 
finally shut down after a highly organ-
ised and determined campaign waged 
by the numerically stronger anti-com-
munist forces within its ranks.

Roots of neoliberalism

With all its flaws, the British labour 
movement was a major headache for 
capitalism which, feeling under threat, 
was preparing to break with the rules 
of the game as it had hitherto been 
played in this country, at least since 
1945. Evidence that capitalism had no 
intention of being voted out of power 
and going quietly was provided by the 
savage coup in Chile, in which the 
socialist government was overthrown 
by the fascist dictator, Pinochet, sup-
ported by the US – in particular, by 
Milton Friedman’s doctrine of the radi-
cal free-market economy now known a 
s neoliberalism. For Margaret Thatcher 
and Ronald Reagan, the Chilean 
experiment was to serve as a model for 
their own countries. The result was a 
crushed and atomised society, togeth-
er with undreamed of freedom, riches 
and power for the few, courtesy of an 
alliance between domestic reaction 
and US imperialism.

But while the flow of international capi-
tal and the markets were to be freed 
from state intervention, any opposition 
that threatened to be successful would 
be met by uncompromising force. 
Dissenting voices in the media were 
gradually phased out. In 2015, we were 
reminded of the implacable and abid-
ing nature of the capitalist state by an 

unidentified senior serving general in 
the British army, who told The Sunday 
Times that the military would use ‘fair 
means or foul’ to stop an elected gov-
ernment led by Jeremy Corbyn pursu-
ing policies considered by the top brass 
to be dangerous to British ‘security’.

The late 70s and 80s saw a depressing 
succession of setbacks for the working 
class. Jim Callaghan, the Labour Prime 
minister, introduced the beginnings 
of neoliberal economic policies, then 
known as monetarism. Then Margaret 
Thatcher’s election in 1979 unleashed 
a full-blown, neoliberal economic and 
political agenda. She repeated her 
electoral success in 1983, following the 
jingoistic Falklands war. A democratic, 
left-wing upsurge in Labour was seen 
off and finally, the great miners’ strike 
of 1984-5 saw the National Union of 
Mineworkers – the ‘strongest Trade 
union movement in the capitalist 
world’ – confronted and defeated. The 
lesson the TUC took from the miners’ 
strike was the wrong one – essentially 
that militant action was a dead end. 
Almost gleefully, the forward march of 
labour was declared halted by an influ-
ential section of ‘left’ commentators. 

The 1980s saw an upsurge of small, 
separate campaigns and protest groups 
such as those centred on women, black 
people, gay rights, the Campaign for 
Nuclear Disarmament and the Greater 
London Council, often most successful 
when these groups joined forces, for 
example Women against Pit Closures 
and the Greenham Common Women 
for nuclear disarmament, or gay groups 
in support of the miners. However, 
the message of solidarity, caring, col-
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lectivity and creating a better society 
was often drowned out by the call for 
individual rights, which is very much 
with us today. This was followed at the 
end of the decade by the catastrophic 
collapse of the chronically exhausted 
socialist world. The author does not 
dwell on the causes of this, but makes 
clear that it was a massive blow to 
working class movements world wide. 
We now had ‘gloves off’ capitalism, no 
longer fearful of unfavourable com-
parisons with socialism, and with the 
prospect of new markets to exploit.

Rise of New Labour

When asked about her greatest 
achievement, Margaret Thatcher said 
in 2002: ‘Tony Blair and New Labour. 
We forced our opponents to change 
their minds.’ Blair was eager to dem-
onstrate that New Labour was a safe 
pair of hands for capitalism. One of his 
first acts was the abolition of Clause 
Four as it stood in the Labour Party 
constitution. Its aim was to ‘secure for 
workers by hand or by brain the full 
fruits of their industry and the most 
equitable distribution thereof’. New 
Labour’s policy was to leave the econo-
my, the City of London above all, to its 
own devices. The financial sector was 
to be lightly taxed, barely regulated, 
and open to the world. London became 
the centre for international money 
laundering. Corporation tax was cut 
from 35% to 28% - ‘going further than 
Thatcher in letting bosses hang on to 
their bloated rewards’. This was meant 
to produce a higher rate of growth, 
and the expected tax proceeds were 
supposed to ‘trickle down’ to improve 
public services. Instead, New Labour 
sowed the seeds of its own demise 
with the financial crash of 2008.

New Labour ‘swiftly became entirely 
absorbed in the apparatus of political 
power and started to lose its connec-
tion with public opinion, the original 
source of its strength.’ It was a mana-
gerial project, which recognised the 
importance of every identity except 
class, while fusing cultural liberalism 
with hardline free-market economics: 
‘Competence, rather than conviction, 
was the virtue prized above others.’ 

The Labour Party leadership and the 
British labour movement generally, not 
to mention town halls up and down the 
land, are still struggling with the legacy 
of these ideas and the people they 
produced.

Fighting Back

A few dissenting voices continued, 
steadily, to be heard. Ken Livingston 
was elected Mayor of London in 2000 
and, in parliament, Jeremy Corbyn 
voted against the New Labour gov-
ernment line 428 times: against war 
(Afghanistan and Iraq), in defence of 
civil liberties, against cuts in social 
welfare, and for better treatment of 
immigrants and asylum seekers. Then 
in February 2003, two million people 
marched in London and other cit-
ies around Britain to try to stop the 
imminent war in Iraq – ‘One of the 
longer-term consequences of that 
huge protest, and the dismissal of it by 
the New Labour administration, was 
the election of Jeremy Corbyn to the 
Labour leadership.’

Andrew Murray was chair of the 
Stop the War Coalition during the 
years 2001- 2011 and 2015-2016, and 
he emphasises the part it played in 
raising consciousness of imperialism 
and reviving debate within the trades 
union movement. ASLEF, NATFHE, 
RMT and the civil service union all 
declared support for Stop the War. 
British Muslims took part in protests 
and demonstrations in greater num-
bers, challenging the rise in islamo-
phobia following 9/11, and became 
an important feature of the renewed 
political climate. ‘It became straight-
forward to locate the whole war policy 
in an inglorious tradition of self-inter-
est in the Middle East by great powers.’ 
says Murray, pointing out that the 
argument over whether the Iraq war 
was justified is now finished.

Turning to the banking crash of 2008, 
the book tells of the scandalous price 
paid by the working class for saving 
capitalism: hundreds of billions of 
pounds of public money plus a savage 
austerity programme. Privatisation 
of public services, outsourcing and 

private finance initiatives – and their 
spectacular failures – and the ongo-
ing transfer of wealth from Labour 
to capital galloped ahead under New 
Labour. It intensified under the Tory/
Lib Dem coalition elected in 2020. 
Neoliberalism now entered its ‘zom-
bie phase…surviving without point 
or public purpose’. Murray considers 
the effects of the Scottish referendum 
on independence, ‘when the politics 
of identity and class collided with 
disastrous results for the Labour Party 
electorally’, and the catastrophe of 
Grenfell: ‘What came in with bombs 
and bullets in Santiago goes out amid 
social calamity’.

Does Andrew Murray consider the 
neo-liberal phase of capitalism to be 
over? This book was written before the 
current pandemic, when the state’s 
role in managing social welfare is 
being reluctantly resurrected, if only 
for a short time. Every successful 
socialist advance has been made by 
movements whose leaders had a firm 
understanding of Leninist principles, 
he says, stressing the need to study 
politics seriously, the importance of 
internationalism, and the spirit of self-
sacrifice and discipline that is needed 
to succeed. The Tories cannot adapt 
to the failures of capitalism, but ‘have 
chosen to remain the party of ram-
pant inequality, food banks and hedge 
funds’. This continues to be the case.

Today another economic recession is 
on the cards. Will the British people 
stand for austerity mark 2? Alistair 
Heath, deputy editor of The Daily 
Telegraph wrote: ‘Another crash could 
destroy capitalism as we know it…no 
developed nation today could possi-
bly tolerate another wholesale bank-
ing crisis and proper, blood and guts 
recession…another collapse, especially 
were it to be accompanied by a fresh 
banking bailout by the taxpayer, would 
trigger a cataclysmic, uncontrollable 
backlash, the public…would simply 
not wear it. Its anger would be so 
explosive, so all-encompassing that 
it would threaten the very survival of 
free trade, of globalisation and of the 
market-based economy.’ We shall see.
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Barry was the middle son born to 
Laura and George Johnson in Byron 
Street, Hucknall. Barry’s older broth-
er Arthur has died, but his younger 
brother Don is with us. As Barry and 
Don grew up there was plenty of 
love, but little money, in the fam-
ily. This was because their father 
had been sacked from his job in 
the pit after having been identified 
as a local strike leader in the 1926 
dispute. After the end of the second 
world war, when his father had been 
able to return to mining, enough 
money was found to enable Barry to 
visit his French pen-friend Guy. This 
was the start of a very long friend-
ship, with Barry and Guy staying at 
each other’s family homes. As both 
Barry’s parents were hard-working 
communists and community activ-
ists, he learned his politics at an 
early age. Before he was old enough 
to vote himself, Barry was involved 
in running general election Labour 
Party Committee Rooms in Hucknall. 
On leaving school Barry became a 
library assistant. Perhaps that was 
where he acquired his lifelong love 
of books, or perhaps he took the job 
because he already loved books. 

BARRY JOHNSON 1931-2020 
A life in struggle for the working class

OBITUARY

We pay tribute to our comrade Barry Johnson 

who was a founder member of the editorial 

board of The Socialist Correspondent. We will miss 

his thoughtful socialist analysis and passionate 

commitment to the struggle. This obituary 

is based on the oration given by his partner 

Hilary Cave at the well-attended memorial 

commemoration of his life held in Chesterfield 

on 17th February 2020.

In due course he was obliged to do 
National Service in the RAF, which 
he disliked. Barry told me that dur-
ing this time national servicemen 
were being used to break a strike. 
He was furious about this, so when 
his name appeared on the list of 
those selected for the following 
week’s dirty work, he kept repeating 
to everyone that he would refuse 
to strike-break, no matter what. 
The officers in charge clearly did 
not want to take him on and have 
a public fuss, so as if by magic his 
name disappeared from the list of 
those ordered to break the strike.

Barry was married, then separated, 
with a son, Shuan, whose early 
death following an acute illness was 
a source of enormous grief. 

Struggles and studies

Barry worked in the International 
Department of Boots, where he 
quickly learned about the tricks 
employed by pharmaceutical firms 
to maximise their profits, often 
at the expense of people in poor 
countries. As an active member 
of USDAW he became involved 
in Nottingham Trades Council. 
Later, working on circulation for the 

Morning Star, he spent a lot of time 
campaigning in pit yards and other 
workplaces.

Barry was keen to undertake fur-
ther study, so as a mature student 
he attended a Nottingham college 
of further education to gain his A 
Levels. Then he was able to give up 
paid work to attend Loughborough 
University, studying Economics and 
Economic History, which he loved. 
During this period he became heav-
ily involved in the print workers’ 
struggle against a lock-out at the 
Nottingham Evening Post. His trades 
union campaigning experience and 
commitment were so highly valued 
that the union paid him a wage so 
he could afford to keep working on 
their campaign instead of spending 
his university holiday taxi-driving to 
earn money.

In the early 1970s Barry went to 
work at Chesterfield College, devel-
oping TUC courses for workplace 
reps, which he regarded as his 
dream job. Later he also worked 
on the radical Access course led by 
Angus Mclardy. Barry and I first met 
during the 1970s, when I too worked 
in trades union education. Above: Barry with Arthur Scargill during 

the miners Strike
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In the period leading up to the Min-
ers’ Strike, when we could all see 
that Thatcher’s government was 
intending to attack the miners and 
their industry, the labour move-
ment in Chesterfield needed to 
select a Labour Party candidate for 
the general election. Of course there 
were many contenders, including 
an NUM member supported by his 
own union. At an advanced stage 
of the selection process Barry used 
his influence to persuade the NUM 
that they should vote for Tony Benn, 
rather than for their own member, 
as candidate. Tony was finally cho-
sen, then elected. His support for the 
NUM, and his efforts on their behalf 
in the House of Commons, were 
magnificent, so for that and many 
other reasons, Tony was the best 
choice among the possible candi-
dates. Barry’s persuasive skills had 
been useful to the movement.

The Miners Strike

During the 1984-5 Miners’ Strike 
Barry would get up very early to 
join the picket line at his nearest 
pit, Linby, close to Hucknall, before 
travelling to work in Chesterfield. 
As President of the Trades Council 
here, he worked tirelessly to sup-
port the NUM and the local Mining 
Women’s Support Group. Early on 
in the Strike, the Trades Council 
organised a march around Chester-
field to show support for the miners, 
ending in a rally on the Town Hall 
steps. We were joined by Yorkshire 
miners on their way to a march in 
Nottingham. At one point in his 
speech Barry praised those Notts 
miners who were on strike. There 
was a cry of “scabs” from one of the 
Yorkshire miners. Barry challenged 
him immediately, pointing out that 
it took more courage to be on strike 
in Notts, where most miners were 
working, than in Yorkshire, where 
the strike was solid.

Later in the Strike, Kate Whiteside, a 
miner’s wife and activist, had been 
asked to speak at the Trades Council. 
As the miners were getting no strike 
pay and the government had altered 

the regulations to remove benefits 
from any striking miner, the strike 
would have collapsed without food 
parcels supplied by the Women’s 
Support Group. Kate told us the 
group was very short of money, 
showing us a plastic carrier bag con-
taining the small amount of food that 
was all they could afford to put into 
weekly parcels. Barry picked up the 
bag, waving it at the meeting, declar-
ing, “This is our shame. We must 
raise more money for the miners, or 
they’ll be starved back to work.” 

As I worked then for the NUM and 
knew the hardship being felt by 
mining families, I added my pleas to 
those of Barry. We both knew how 
important this battle was for the 
whole labour movement. Afterwards, 
some delegates, who preferred not 
to help the miners, accused us of 
haranguing them. Somehow neither 
of us felt guilty about this.

As President of the Trades Council, 
Barry was one of the founders of 
what is now Derbyshire Unemployed 
Workers’ Centres, advising people 
who are out of work, sick, disabled 
or precariously employed. It must 
be doing valuable work, because 
Derbyshire County Council, now 
Tory-controlled, has withdrawn 
every penny of their grant to it. North 
East Derbyshire District Council, also 
Tory-controlled, has cut our grant 
significantly, too.

Returning to the winter of 1985, as 
the Miners’ Strike was obviously in 
trouble, Derbyshire Women’s Sup-
port Groups organised a march to 
every pit in North Derbyshire. The 
weather was appalling, with snow 
and blizzards. Every time Barry 
could slip away from college for an 

hour or two he would march with 
the women as they struggled along 
their route. After the strike was lost, 
the resources of Nottingham miners 
were stolen, with court permission, 
by the breakaway outfit. Nottingham 
NUM Area had many newly-elected 
branch officials who needed train-
ing, but as the NUM’s National Edu-
cation Officer I had no resources to 
do this. So Barry spent many week-
ends working with me as we trained 
this new generation of activists, 
mainly at Ollerton Miners’ Welfare. 
Barry did this work willingly, on top 
of his normal week’s work at college, 
without being paid a penny.

Barry had joined the Communist Par-
ty at an early age and although much 
later he became very unhappy with 
many of its positions, he refused to 
leave until it finally dissolved itself. 

Personal passions

What was Barry like as a person? 
I found him quiet, kind, thought-
ful and affectionate. He taught me 
to enjoy opera and old buildings. 
Together we enjoyed the theatre and 
many types of music. Barry particu-
larly admired Paul Robeson, not only 
for his marvellous voice, but also 
for his political stance. Barry always 
remembered, with emotion, attend-
ing a concert in Nottingham when 
Robeson was supposed to appear 
in person. Because the American 
government had withdrawn his pass-
port, he was forced instead to sing in 
America, with his voice being relayed 
to Nottingham over the radio. 

In his youth and middle age Barry had 
liked beer, but he later switched his 
affections to red wine and Armagnac. 
After the tremendous shock of a mas-
sive heart attack during his sixties, he 
became a keen walker, aiming to walk 
the entire Notts/Derbyshire border. He 
loved moors and had a special affec-
tion for Eyam Moor. As the years went 
on, he eventually needed a wheel-
chair and in good weather I used to 
wheel him along flatter parts of the 
High Peak Trail, Sherwood Forest and 
Chesterfield Canal, where he enjoyed 

Barry campaigning
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the fresh air and wildlife. Until Barry’s 
illness prevented him from going any-
where at all, we enjoyed attending the 
local jazz club. 

When Barry and I first became a 
couple, I discovered that he tended 
to regard holidays as a waste of good 
campaigning time. Visiting France, 
though, was a different matter in 
Barry’s eyes, so we had a number of 
lovely holidays there, sometimes vis-
iting Barry’s friend Guy and his wife. 
During one holiday we saw a poster 
advertising a march in Poitiers organ-
ised by the CGT, a French trades 
union confederation, to protest 
against unemployment. When we 
turned up at the pre-march rally in a 
trades union hall, Barry approached 
one of the organisers to offer solidar-
ity from Chesterfield Trades Council, 
then we took our seats unobtrusively 
at the back of the hall. We were 
taken aback to hear the platform 
speaker announce our presence, then 
invite us to stand up to be applauded. 
Feeling embarrassed by the warmth 
of our reception, Barry muttered “It’s 
the first time I’ve ever been applaud-
ed just for being a Brit!” 

Further studies & final years

A good few years into his retire-
ment, Barry went to Leicester 
University to study part-time for 
an MA in Local History. He really 
loved this. I will read you a poem 
that sums up Barry’s approach to 
history, and to education in general. 
This approach is not officially popu-
lar these days. Written by Bertolt 
Brecht, who was forced to flee from 
Nazi Germany, the title of the poem 
is: “Questions from a worker who 
reads” (see right).

Barry was encouraged by his tutors 
to pursue research for a PhD. He 
enjoyed being part of various his-
torians’ online groups, exchanging 
ideas, information, and sources. 
After years of study, Barry’s illness 
forced him to abandon his PhD 
studies, which he found upsetting. 
Later, his supervisor Professor Chris 
Wrigley offered to edit a paper 

Barry had written about the butty 
system in the pits, so our Labour 
History Society could publish it as 
a pamphlet. At least Barry had the 
satisfaction of seeing some of his 
research in print.

Well-read and passionate about 
learning, Barry helped to found the 
Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire 
Labour History Society, serving as 
its first chairperson. Having also 
helped to found Sheffield Humanist 
Society, he was active there for sev-
eral years, also becoming a human-
ist funeral officiant.

The last twelve years of Barry’s life 
were very painful for both of us, as 
he became more and more incapaci-
tated, both physically and intellectu-
ally. According to his wishes, I cared 
for him at home for ten of those 
years. Finally, on the instructions 

Who built Thebes of the seven gates?
In the books you will find the names of kings.
Did the kings haul up the lumps of rock?
And Babylon, many times demolished
Who raised it up so many times? In what houses
Of gold-glittering Lima did the builders live?
Where, the evening that the Wall of China was finished
Did the masons go? Great Rome 
Is full of triumphal arches. Who erected them? Over whom
Did the Caesars triumph? Had Byzantium, much praised in song
Only palaces for its inhabitants? Even in fabled Atlantis
The night the ocean engulfed it
The drowning still bawled for their slaves.

The young Alexander conquered India.
Was he alone?
Caesar beat the Gauls.
Did he not have even a cook with him?

Philip of Spain wept when his armada 
Went down. Was he the only one to weep?
Frederick the Second won the Seven Years’ War. Who
Else won it?

Every page a victory.
Who cooked the feast for the victors?
Every ten years a great man.
Who paid the bill?

So many reports.
So many questions.

of a consultant, he was sent into St 
Michael’s nursing home for end-of-
life care in September 2018. Barry 
was a fan of the Dylan Thomas’ 
approach to death:

“Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close 
of day:
Rage, rage against the dying of the light”

Initially resistant to living in care, 
as he became more and more ill, 
Barry developed close bonds with 
staff members there. My thanks 
to staff for the care and sensitivity 
with which Barry and I were treated, 
especially during and after his last 
days and hours of life. However, this 
period of illness was only a small 
part of his long and active life.

Barry, you will stay in our memories, 
our thoughts and in my heart always.


