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The Right Honourable Tony Benn MP 

Tony Benn has often complained, with 
good reason, about the way in which he 
has been misrepresented by the British 
media. But he has himself publicly 
misrepresented the Labour & Trade 
Union Review. 

On October 3 last, outside a Labour 
Party Conference fringe meeting in 
Blackpool's Winter Gardens, he went up 
to a seller of L&TUR and declared 'This 
magazine is financed by the CIA!" This 
charge was made in the presence and 
hearing of large numbers of Labour Party 
members. Tirree hours later, the charge 
was publicly repeated, outside the main 
entrance to the Winter Gardens, by 
Dennis Skinner MP. When challenged, 
Mr Skinner could give no grounds 
whatever for his statement. It is 
reasonable to assume that he was merely 
repeating a canard which he had picked 

up from Tony Benn. 

Unwilling at first to doubt Mr Benn's 
good faith, we made enquiries as to 
whether he had any grounds for his belief 
concerning L&TUR. We discovered the 
existence of the Labour & Trade Union 
Press Service, the monthly newsletter of 
the Labour Committee for Transatlantic 
Understanding, and we realised that Mr 
Benn might have genuinely confused 
L&TUR with the L&TUPS. We have no 
reason to believe that the L&TUPS or the 
LCTU are "financed by the CIA", 
although they do at least possess 
substantial American connections. But 
neither the Labour & Trade Union 
Review nor the Ernest Bevin 
Society which publishes it have ever 
had any connection whatever with the 
LCTU and its publications. A statement 
to this effect was published in L&TUR 

Tony Benn may well dislike our 
magazine. We have made a number of 
criticisms of him in the past, although 
we have also given him credit where this 
has been due. But our columns have 
always been open to him, as they have 
been to all others who wish to defend 

• their views or actions against our 
I cnt1c1sms. And they remain open to 
I Tony Benn even now. But by refusing to 
I respond to a courteous and good 
I humoured invitation to retract his 

I accusation, Mr Benn has converted what 
may well have been an unintentional 

I misrepresentation of L&TUR into a 
I wilful slander against it. 
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no 9 (January 1989) and a copy of this 
issue was sent to Mr Benn with an 
accompanying letter. 

In this letter we explained that we 
believed Mr Benn to have confused us 
with the LCTU!L&TUPS. While 
accepting that he had done so in good 
faith, we put it to him that his false 
accusation had damaged L&TUR and that 
he owed it to us to put the matter right. 
We therefore asked him to allow us to 
publish a statement by him publicly 
retracting his charge. 

Our letter was sent on January 24. In 
the absence of a reply, a second letter 
was sent 'on March 24, asking him to 
send us a retraction in time for 
publication in this issue. No reply has 
been received. 

Labour Trade Union & Review 
conducts itself on the basis of clear 
political principles. What reputable 
principle can Tony Benn conceivably 
invoke in justification of his conduct? 

Lest there be any doubt whatever on 
the matter, L&TUR is self-financing. 
All the articles and other material are 
contributed free, as is all the labour put 
into production and distribution. Income 
from sales and subscriptions easily 
covers the costs incurred for hire of desk 
top publishing equipment, printing and 
postage. But it would be entirely 
unviable were it not for the enthusiastic 
commitment of its editorial board and its 
network of sellers, for whom this unpaid 
work is a labour of love. 

It is odd that, of all people, Tony 
Benn should be reluctant to believe that 
the force of political idealism is the 
explanation of L&TUR's continuing 
existence. 

Hugh Roberts 
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Multiculturalism and disbelief 

by 
Brendan Clifford 
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If Britain had, like the United States, 
citi:zenship tests for immigrants, the 
basic test as to whether an immigrant had 
caught the British spirit should be the 
answer to the question: Do you accept 
that the right to blaspheme is an 
inalienable human right? 

Societies flourish in connection with 
their communal piety. Britain is the 
first society which has flourished through 
impiety. 

A generation of multiculturalist 
propaganda and education has produced 
the Salman Rushdie affair. 
Multiculturalism is the last word in 
English impiety. It means that all gods 
are sacred, and that therefore none are 
sacred. Conviction in English belief 
gave way to respect for the beliefs of 
other peoples. 

Disbelief is the ground of 
multiculturalism. England is the host 
which tolerates all because it believes 
nothing. Tolerance is not a form of 
belief but a form of manners. It is the 
good manners of the English to tolerate 
all forms of belief equally because all 
forms of belief are equally unbelievable. 

The only English belief for many 
generations has been faith in the 
sceptical power of English manners to 
subject the babel of beliefs which are 
equally respected. A thousand gods have 
been allowed to flourish in the medium of 
English liberalism so that all might 
wither. They open themselves to the 
sun, they are aesthetically admired for 
their decorative aspect, and the sap dries 
up within them - that is the English 
nussmn. It is the secret of the success 
of the Glorious Revolution. It has been 
implemented with thoroughness wherever 
the apparatus of English administration 
has reached. And it has exerted a 
powerful insidious influence on human 
affairs. 

Its one great failure to date has been in 
Roinan Catholic Ireland. It is now facing 
a second failure, in Muslim Y orlcshire. 

Islam in England 

When manners fail to over-ride 
conviction, multiculturalism ceases to be 
a recipe for harmony. The unspoken 
assumption of multiculturalism is that the 
imported cultures which are put on a par 
with the native culture are rendered 
impotent in the process, and that they 
themselves become participants in 
English manners. They are refined in the 
process of being tolerated. 

But what is to happen if an imported 
communal religion proves to be immune 
to the insidious influences of English 
tolerance? What is to happen if Islam in 
England does not become an exotic 
variant on English manners, adding its 
colour to the already rich tapestry of 
English civil society? What is to 
happen if Muslim England refuses to go 
the way of Christian England; if it 
insists that it is not properly treated 
unless it is shielded from blasphemy? 

Islam is not a progressive religion. 
Its values are eternal, and are set down in 
a book. A progressive religion - a 
religion postulated on change - is pretty 
well a contradiction in terms. The 
Protestantism of the philosophers of the 
late 17th century is the only progressive 
religion that ever was - or at least, that I 
know of - and that religion subverted 
itself very quickly. 

Islam is what Islam has been for 
thirteen centuries. It cannot now be 
discovered that Islam is "really" 
something essentially different from what 
it has been for thirteen centuries. If 
English Muslims accept the idea that 
Islam is really something different from 
what they thought it was during all those 
centuries, that is a sign that they have 
begun to live in English manners rather 
than according to the will of Allah - and 
well and good if it happens. 

But if that does not happen, and if 
Muslim England adheres to the view 
expressed by Shabbir Akhtar in The 
Guardian (February 27th), the problem 

can not be denied without basic 
intellectual dishonesty: 

"Many writers often condescendingly 
imply that Muslims should become as 
tolerant as modern Christians. After al.I, 
the Christian faith has not been 
undermined. But the truth is, of course, 
too obviously the other way. The 
continual blasphemies against the 
Christian faith have totally undermined 
it. Any faith which compromises its 
internal temper of militant wrath is 
destined for the dustbin for history, for it 
can no longer preserve its faithful 
heritage in the face of the corrosive 
influences." 

A decorative ruin 

I am not a believer and I am not English. 
Thirty years ago I was ejected from a 
society which was then as full of belief 
as Iran is now. That society has since 
fallen into confusion because it was not 
nationally in command of its own belief, 
as Muslim societies are, but was in its 
inner life subject to the despotism of the 
Pope. A few years after I was ejected for 
scepticISm, the Pope, at the Second 
Vatican Council, gave new marching 
orders to the souls of Catholics. And the 
Republic of Ireland became the subject of 
a change which was not a development 
because it resulted from external causes. 
This is not something which could 
happen in an Islamic society. 

I have found it very pleasant to live in 
England amidst the ruins of Christian 
belief. And if England succeeds in 
reducing Islam to a decorative ruin, good 
on it. The world cannot exist without 
scenery. 

England, having overthrown 
aristocracy, preserved the great houses in 
order to keep the countryside interesting. 
And it preserves the inessentials of belief 
as a sort of immunisation against the 
essentials. 

I have not read The Satanic 
Verses. I become hopelessly lethargic 
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when confronted with novels by Booker 
Prize winners. Shabbir Akhtar has read it 
twice, and he says that "it is an inferior 
piece of literature". I have no doubt that 
it is. There are things which I am happy 
to take on faith. Especially since the 
literary quality of the book is beside the 
point 

The paragraph of literary appreciation 
is the only weakness in Shabbir Akhtar's 
article. From the viewpoint of belief, 
blasphemy whose literary quality is 
excellent differs from blasphemy whose 
literary quality is poor only in being 
more effectively blasphemous. The 
literary eloquence of Tom Paine's The 
Age of Reason was a black mark 
against it in the eyes of the faithful. 

Shabbir Akhtar says that Islam makes 
space within its parameters for "the 
sceptical temper", and that it includes a 
genuinely sceptical literature of much 
higher quality than The Satanic 
Verses. I take that to be true since the 
article has the signs of being written by 
a strong and honest mind. But again it 
is beside the point. A scepticism which 
is allowed for is not blasphemous. 

The Satanic Verses may be poor 
blasphemous literature. Salman Rushdie 
may be a commercially minded sensation 
monger who produced a pot-boiler 
designed to make himself richer through 
safe and profitable notoriety, never 
imagining that the pot could boil over 
and scald him. His half-baked apology 
certainly indicates that he is not a 
conscientious blasphemer like Tom Paine 
was. But, for all that, he has published 
what turns out to be a genuine work of 
blasphemy. And England, having 
subverted its own God, doesn't quite 
know what to do about blasphemy 
against this alien God who has somehow 
acquired naturalisation. 

The bishops protect Allah? 

The leaders of the Christian remnants - of 
the religion which felt a deadly enmity 
towards Allah before the virus of 
tolerance was injected into it by the 
Glorious Revolution - those redundant but 
decorative Archbishops demand that 
blasphemy now be extended to Allah. 
And by implication they demand that the 
blasphemy law be re-activated. Allah 
would be better off without it if it 
protected him in the way it has protected 
Jehovah and Jesus. 

But it is inconceivable that Christian 
England should recover its "militant 
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John Locke 

wrath". Its natural power is spent, and it 
cannot be reconstituted by laws. In 
effect what the Archbishops are 
demanding is that England should become 
a confessional state in which Christian 
infidels blaspheme or sectionalise over 
the memory of Jehovah while the 
community of Allah is accorded the legal 
power to punish apostates who succumb 
to English manners. And Shabbir Akhtar 
clearly does not think it impossible that 
England should be redeemed from liberal 
chaos by Islam. 

Foot defends nothing 

Michael Foot's reply to Shabbir Akhbar 
(Guardian, March 10th) is flat and 
incoherent It includes this nonsensical 
statement: 

"Indeed there is a twisted measure of 
sense in the Doctor's analysis (that 
Christianity allowed itself to be 
undermined by blasphemy): the survival 
of Christianity has been due in part to its 
newfound mildness, its tolerance of other 
creeds, an ending or at least a mitigation 
of the old rivalries, say, between 
Protestant and Catholics" 

If Christianity had not been made to 
be tolerant in England three hundred 
years ago, it is a virtual certainty that we 
would all be Christians still, and that all 
our disputes would still be theologically 
conceived as they were then. There is no 
objective inevitability about progress - 

and least of all in progress from 
theological to secular modes of thought 
Religious tolerance was established by 

the deliberate and sustained activity of a 
ruling class - the Revolution aristocracy - 
which had ceased to live in religion. 

And religious tolerance was achieved at 
the expense of religion. 

Most people in England today are 
Christian only in the sense that if they 
had to fill in a form listing a choice of 
religions they would tick the "Christian" 
box. And most people who think of 
themselves as Christians conceive of 
Christianity as a 'benevolent sentiment 
rather than a theology. Very few indeed 
believe in the theology. 

If God made the world, there is 
nothing improbable in the supposition 
that he put a Heaven and a Hell in it, and 
that he made known fairly precise 
instructions about how to avoid Hell and 
get to Heaven. And on the supposition 
that there is a God, that he did make the 
world, and that he did give precise 
instructions about the way to Heaven, the 
principle of "tolerance", of indifference 
as to the contenst of the different 
theologies, would be the ultimate sort of 
lunacy. And in societies where the world 
is conceived of in those terms, tolerance 
is treated as a form of lunacy. 

In England it is the practical 
implications of belief rather than the 
practical implications of disbelief which 
are treated as lunatic. And the culture of 
the transition from belief to disbelief - 
from Cromwell to Locke, from Locke to 
Paine, and from Paine to Bradlaugh - was 
everywhere in evidence when I came to 
London in the late 1950s. 

If the Muslim immigrants had been 
subject to the full influence of that 
culture it is unlikely that the present 
state of affairs would have come about. 
But the Leninist upsurge which was then 
beginning, and which came to dominate 
academic and publishing circles in the 
late 1960s, applied a scorched earth 
policy against the traditional culture of 
England. English Leninists behaved like 
the Christianity which when it came to 
power in Alexandria burned the great 
library there, in which the literature of 
the ancient world was collected. 

Traditional England, in which disbelief 
was made effective as a form of belief, 
survives in the manners of the people. 
But in the sphere of concentrated thought 
it scarcely exists now. Perhaps the 
obvious helplessness of Leninism in the 
face of militant Islam will cause the mind 
of England to connect up with Locke 
once again 



________________________________ ,_ 

Notes on the News 
by Madawc Williams 

Labour fumbles interest rates 

The function of an Opposition is to 
oppose most of what the Government is 
doing. Everyone expects it to do this. 
And opposition brings no credibility 
unless the Opposition sounds as if it 
could do better. 

t 
Interest rates are an appalling 

business; rates are getting close to the 
level of medieval usury. And mortgages 
are hitting the very people who rejected 
Labour and put Thatcher into power back 
in 1979. But it's not enough to say that 
they are bad; Labour has to show that it 
could improve matters. 

In the last issue of Labour & Trade 
Union Review, Jack Lane pointed out 
that compulsory credit controls are the 
way to control consumer spending. The 
credit industry is out of control. Wage 
earners find themselves bombarded with 
offers of extra credit and loans for 
personal consumption. The Tories refuse 
to impose such controls; they hope to 
choke off consumption by a general rise 
in interest rates. This is rather like 
curing a nose-bleed by garotting the 
sufferer! 

Sad to say, Labour has lost confidence 
in alternatives to Thatcherism - even 
traditional and non-socialist alternatives 
like credit controls. There was a time 
when every budget saw some adjustment 
to the ease of hire-purchase and the like. 
But Thatcher has taken such measures off 
the agenda, and the Labour front bench 
seems to lack the guts to put it back on 
again. 

Some people have been saying that 
this doesn't really matter. People vote 
against an unpopular government; the 
nature of the opposition doesn't really 
matter. 

This attitude shows a cynical contempt 
for the intelligence of the British public. 
It is also very probably wrong. People 
do not tum out a harsh but competent 
government, if the opposition looks like 
making a terrible mess of everything. 
WI1son won in 1964, because he looked 
competent - perhaps more competent 
than he actually was. 

Thatcher has succeeded, precisely 

-- 

because she is not a cynic. She keeps on 
taking risks in order to implement her 
ideals, and she very often succeeds. 
Labour should copy her methods while 
rejecting her beliefs. Far too many of 
the front bench have been doing the 
exact opposite! 

Taking the Piss 

One of the main advantages of modem 
civilisation is that we don't have to 
worry about (inding clean pure water to 
drink. Nor about the disposal of sewage. 
People who suddenly get cut off from 
such services soon learn to appreciate 
their value. But most of us can simply 
take it for granted. 

Thatcher hated this, of course. Here 
was an efficient public service, a 
nationalised industry providing a simple 
and convenient service. And doing it on 
a non-market basis: water rates were a 
fixed charge, because that was the 
cheapest way to do it. Her ideology has 
led her to try to destroy it, to leave as 
little as possible for a regeneration of 
public industry by some future socialist 
government, 

Hence the advertising by the water and 
sewerage industry, a business that has 
never before needed to advertise, because 
its benefits were obvious. Nor do serious 
investors need to be told that it's a good 
deal. A monopoly supplier, with plenty 
of land suitable for development at huge 
profit, is an obvious bargain. It must be 
for the benefit of all the small investors, 
who are supposed to help build up a 
regenerated Thatcherite middle class. 

But it's notable that the adverts 
concentrate on only one end of the 
business - the supply of pure water. I 
doubt if we shall see posters saying 
"We're taking the piss" which is 
exactly what there are doing, every day 
of the year. Still less would they say 
something like "A hot curry supper - 
three gallons before you eat it, and nine 

gallons afterwards." The Thatcherite 
middle class does not want to be 
reminded of fundamentals. 

Multiculturalism in one culture? 

Successive British governments have 
favoured a policy of "multiculturalism". 
This has in effect meant that immigrants 
were left alone to find their own level, 
and to develop in their own way. All 
very nice and liberal at first glance - but 
the Rushdie affair has shown where it can 
lead. 

Multiculturalism meant that the first 
generation of West Indian immigrants, 
who mostly wanted to assimilate, were 
either neglected or else encouraged to 
think of themselves as misplaced 
Africans. The very terms in which 
people talked about the problem - black 
and white - placed an emphasis on the 
differences. The fact that these were 
English-speakers with a substantially 
British culture was ignored in favour of 
the difference in skin-colour. In fact, 
they have assimilated, by and large. But 
official culture was unhelpful. 

Asian immigrants were another matter. 
They had their own cultures, which they 
intended to keep. "Multiculturalism" 
failed to define how these minority 
cultures were supposed to co-exist with 
the majority culture - or with each other, 
for that matter. 

British people assume in practice that 
religion is a private matter; and that 
religious people have to either ignore or 
put up with insults to their religion. 
Prosecutions for blasphemy are very rare 
indeed. I think that the last successful 
one before Gay News was the case of 
someone who spoke of "serving the lamb 
of God with mint sauce". It was in any 
case a long time ago, and people who 
wish to blaspheme are in practice free to 
do so. This is in sharp contrast to the 
laws on obscenity, which are enforced 
regularly and do impose some limits on 
what can be shown or printed. 

There has in fact been no specific law 
against blasphemy since 1967, when the 
Blasphemy Act of 1697 was repealed. 
But it remains an offence under common 
law. As indeed do schism, heresy and 
atheism: not that these parts of the 
common law are ever likely to be used 
again. But Tony Benn's bill would have 
forbidden criminal proceedings for any of 
these (The Independent 12/4/89). 

The Muslims in Britain failed to 
understand the logic of a secular society. 
One can hardly blame them, since a lot 
of the representatives of official culture 
seem unclear on the point. Very few of 
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them have pointed out that the British 
government has no power to ban books 
just because it does not like them. 
Anybody can publish anything, without 
any need to seek a licence or permission. 
Films are censored, and can be banned 
altogether in some cases. But books are 
free unless they offend against some 
specific law - usually the laws of 
obscenity or libel. 

Multiculturalism will only work if 
everyone operates within an agreed 
framework of assumptions. Which, of 
cource, means that it really isn't 
multicultural at all 

Free speech for Satan 

In the last issue, I spoke in defence of 
Rushdie. I want to make it clear that: 

Nuclear fusion research 

- I was not saying that Rushdie's books 
had any merit. I rather doubt if they r------------------, 
do. It is true that he won the Booker 
prize, but then so did Kingsley Amis. 

I was assuming that Rushdie was 
deliberately blaspheming against 
Islam; that he was making a gesture of 
defiance against his own religious 
background. I could be wrong, but 
that's how I understood it. 

I defended Rushdie, and still do defend 
him, because his right to free speech was 
being called into question. If everyone 
were to sit back and do nothing when the 
people they don't much like are being 
harassed, then they might find that there 
was no one to help them when their own 
views came under attack. But from what I 
know of the man, I do not like him or 
respect him. 

You don't have to be a star .... 

The world is powered by Nuclear Fusion - 
the nuclear fusion that is going on in 

the Sun, our local star. One way or 
another, very nearly all of our power 
sources come originally from sunlight. 
Coal and oil are the remains of plants 
that stored the sunlight of previous ages. 

Nuclear reactors are an exception. 
They work by breaking down Uranium 
into lighter elements; nuclear fission. 
They work with materials that are already 
present on Earth. The same would be true 
of nuclear fusion reactors, if we could get 
them to work. The lithium and duterium 
that is present in sea-water would give us 
all the power we could need for centuries 
to come, if only fusion reactors could be 
made to work. 
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concentrated on creating intense heat; 
heat far outside the normal range; the 
sort of heat found only in the core of the 
Sun and in the cores of other stars. But 
the resulting hot plasmas are unstable; it 
is hard to maintain them. Stars manage 
it by being very big, so that gravity 
keeps everything together. There is still 
some doubt if we will ever be able to 
create a "minature star" to power a fusion 
reactor. 

Over the past few years, scientists 
realised that "cold fusion" was also 
possible. Under certain rare conditions, 
fusion could start at ordinary 
temperatures. This could be done in a 
laboratory - but it took much more 
energy to create the conditions than 
could ever be generated by this sort of 
fusion. 

The remarkable claim by Fleischmann 
and Pons is to have discovered a practical 
system of cold fusion; one that generates 
much more energy than is put into it. At 
the time of writing, other researchers 
have confirmed than something very 
unusual happens when their experiments 
are repeated. They are not cranks, and 
they are not frauds. There remains the 
possibility that they have been misled 
by some subtle chemical reaction; or that 
their form of cold fusion will remain a 
laboratory curiosity, just like the other 
ones. 

On the other hand, it is possible that a 
safe clean source of power has really 
been discovered. If it has - or if it even 
looks likely - socialists should press for 
its immediate development. 

Glasnost and Secret Speech 

The Soviet Union has finally published 
Kruschev's "secret speech", the one in 
which he denounced Stalin in 1956. The 
substance of the speech has been public 
for years, but only now is it being 
officially recognised. This is long 
overdue; such a basic political text 
should never have been withheld. 

On the other hand, was the "secret 

has speech" really the blow for liberalism 
that it is usually made out to be? It is 
not as if Kruschev declared that the 
question of Stalin was now open for 
discussion - which would have been a 
genuinely liberal move. Rather, he used 
his position as leader of the ruling 
hierarchy to abolish one truth, and to 
create another. Before the "secret 
speech", loyal communists were required 
to praise Stalin. After it, they were 
required to denounce him. And most of 
them obeyed, denouncing Stalin out of 
loyalty to the system that Stalin had 
created! 

There is a Yugoslav joke about a man 
who was put in prison for crying "down 
with Stalin", during the period before 
Tito broke with the USSR. When the 
man was released, he was determined not 
to make the same mistake again, and 
therefore cried out "Long live Stalin". 
But Stalin was now Tito's enemy. 
Therefore the man was put straight back 
into prison! 

The trouble with the joke is that it 
isn't really a joke. People in the USSR, 
and in the international Communist 
movement generally, were not allowed a 
free debate about Stalin. The party line 
was reversed 180 degrees, and no one was 
allowed to question the new orders. 

With de-Stalinisation, the official 
party line was that all of Lenin's pupils 
and successors were unworthy. Which 
leaves the interesting question: who built 
the state? Who created all of the things 
that the Party continued to defend? The 
matter was never worked out: and left 
wing politics was distorted as a result. 

(f rotskyism only confused the matter 
further. Trotsky had helped organise the 
slaughter of the Kronstadt sailors, 
defended the imprisoning of rival 
socialists and the banning of their 
parties, proposed the militarisation of 
labour. He never apologised for any of 
these things; he implicitly defended his 
own record even while he denounced 
Stalin as a bureaucratic tyrant. 
Trotskyism is a mass of self- 
contradictions, and has therefore only 
added to the confusion.) 

It would be nice if the USSR now 
conducts a proper debate, with everyone 
free to say what they like either for or 
against Stalin. Let us hope that 
Gorbachev will allow it. (As the current 
leader of the hierarchy, he will be the 
one to decide!) 
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Oliver twists 

During the Vietnam war, there was a 
famous remark about having to "destroy a 
village in order to save it". Colonel 
Oliver North's activities seem to have a 
similar character: breaking the American 
Constitution in order to defend American 
hl>erty. 

l 

There is no doubt that Congress has 
the power to obstruct the President's 
foreign policies. The creators of the 
Constitution deliberately gave them · the 
power to do this, so as to limit the risk 
of being drawn into foreign wars. The 
Vietnam war was made possible by 
dodging the relevant constitutional 
machinery; officially it was . never a war, 
and therefore the limitations ont he 
President's power to declare war did not 
apply. And after Vietnam, the rules were 
tightened up. 

It could be argued that the Constitution 
is outdated, or perhaps flawed from the 
start. Most probably it is better to have 
the government dependent on the 
legislature, rather than have an elected 
legislature and an elected president argue 
about who really represents the people. 
But that is the American system, and 
Reagan, North and Co. have never 
argued that it should be changed. They 
simply tried to get round the checks and 
balances when these happened not to suit 
them. 

(I am assuming that Reagan did know 
what was going on - and that so did 
Bush. It has not been proved and may 
never been proved. But North is not 
being treated as a man who disobeyed 
orders out of private wilfulness.) 

The most notable thing is that the 
whole "Contragate" operation was 
damaging, as well as unconstitutional. 
Offering to trade arms for hostages 
merely made hostage-taking seem a more 
attactive business; more new prisoners 
were taken than were ever released. There 
were absurdities like paying millions 
into the wrong numbered Swiss bank 
account; a blunder that only came to 
light after the scandal broke. And the 
Contras are now finished; partly because 
so many of them were associated with the 
old dictatorship, and thus repugnant to 
most Nicaraguans. All in all, an 
appallingly bad piece of secret 
diplomacy. 

Labour & Trade 
Union Review 

on sale 

Labour & Trade Union Review 
is now on sale in a growing number of 
bookshops. 

We are constantly working to extend our 
distribution network, so if you know of 
a leftwing shop which might take 
L&TUR, please let us know. 

L&TUR n~ many more people to 
sell it, to friends and relations and, in 
particular, to fellow activists in their 
trade unions and in the Labour Party. If 
you would like to help us in this way in 
getting L&TUR's message across 
please contact the Editor at 114 Lordship 
Road, London N16 OQP (tel.: 01-802- 
9482). 

You can also, of 
course, subscribe to 
Labour & Trade 
Union Review. 

£7 .50 for six issues 
for individual UK subscribers. 

£9.00 for six issues, 
for individual overseas 
subscribers. 

If you subscribe already, why not get 
your friends to do likewise? And if there 
is a Trade Union Resource Centre near 
you, or a similar Labour movement 
institution, why not suggest to them 
that they take out a subscription as 
well? 

Bd lRevliew 

Belfast in the 
French 

Revolution 
By Brendan Clifford 

Reviewed by Madawc 
Williams 

Whether or not you're interested in 
Belfast, you should read this book. It 
seems that the Belfast newspapers during 
the time of the Revolution were more 
interested in French affairs than in Irish 
affairs, and gave them greater coverage. 

The Belfast newspapers are the best 
contemporary accounts of the matter 
available in English. As Brendan 
Clifford mentions, remarkably little of 
the primary material is available in 
English. Those of us who do not read 
French with any great fluency are thus cut 
off from hearing the leaders of the French 
Revolution speaking for themselves. 

Virtually everything by Marx and by 
Lenin has been translated, including 
some very minor works that barely 
deserved it. Both of them looked back to 
the French Revolution. Neither of them 
ever quite defined what they felt about it. 
And English-speakers have no easy way 
of finding out for themselves. 

Brendan Clifford gives extracts from 
the Belfast newspapers, which included 
the first and last English translations of 
some of the critical debates. He reaches 
some very interesting conclusions, which 
I will not attempt to ' summarise in this 
short review. Let me just reprint a quote 
concerning Napoleon and Robespierre: 

Napoleon, dictating his Memoirs on 
Saint Helena,was the first to point out 
the obvious: 

'The Emperor ... dwelt particularly on 
Robespierre .. He considered him ... as the 
real scapegoat of the Revolution, 
sacrificed as soon as he endeavoured to 
arrest it in its course: the common faJe, 
he observed, of all who before himself 
(Napoleon) had ventured to take thaJ 
step." 

The book is available from the 
Belfast Historical & Educational 
~iation, 33 Athol Street, Belfast, 
BT12 4GX. It costs £7.50 for 148 
printed pages. 
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The truth about the Dock 
Labour Scheme 

As we face the growing possibility of a 
national dock strike, the emphasis in the 
media is on the "jobs for life" aspect of 
the Dock Labour Scheme with rather 
unfunny cartoons of dockers with 
walking frames. 

It is doubtful if the "jobs for life" 
issue is what matters to either the 
government or the employers. Indeed, 
this government supervised a "jobs for 
life" scheme in the British Rail a few 
years ago. Any problems arising could 
be dealt with by redundancy payments 
(which will occur anyway under the 
abolition proposals), by natural wastage 
and by lowering the retirement age. 

It is two other aspects of the Scheme 
that annoy the employers and the 
government. (Apart that is from the 
government's wish to get at the unions, 
and Norman Fowler's wish to cut a dash 
in the run-up to the cabinet reshuffle. 
Also there is the point that a dock strike 
at a later time could rebound on the 
government nearer to an election date.) 

One wish of the employers is to get 
rid of permanant guaranteed work and 
return to some form of casual labour. 
They are .making much of the fact that 
men get paid even if there is no work for 
them. 

Any form of casual labour implies a 
pool of out-of-work dockers to be drawn 
on when ports are busy. This sort of 
thing may be acceptable to actors with 
their professional and artistic view of 
themselves. But it has long been 
considered uncivilised by most people. 
It is something that could win the 
dockers public support in a strike. 

In the long run a return to casual 
labour probably wouldn't work. The fear 
of unemployment has receded and few 
men would bother with dock work under 
such circumstances. What labour pool 
existed would be of an inexperienced and 
inferior kind. 

The second objection of the 
government and the employers is to the 
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managerial structure of the industry. 
Under the National Dock Labour Scheme, 
the ports are run jointly by the 
employers and the trade unions on a 
50/50 basis. 

This is something that is hardly 
mentioned by the unions or the Labour 
Party. Twelve years ago the labour 
movement formally rejected policies of 
workers' control when it turned down the 
recommendations for industrial democracy 
by the Bullock Committee. 

The then leader of the AEU, Hugh 
Scanlon, declared that it was 
"management's right to manage", and 
most of his colleagues like Arthur 
Scargill and Frank Chapple agreed with 
him. 

At the time the unions were the major 
social force in our society. They were 
offered the chance to manage the 
economy, to unleash the ideas, talents 
and skills of the workers, and to make 
the workers responsible for their own 
prosperity and futures. 

They chose instead to pretend that the 
class system had not changed since the 
last century, so that they could go on 
play-acting in an out-of-date drama called 
"Class War". 

"Had the unions been 
effectively and efficiently 

running the docks all these years 
there would be no pressure to 

abolish the Scheme, and no need 
for a dock strike .. " 

Well they had their fun and games, 
culminating in the "winter of discontent" 
in 1979, (apart from the sad epilogue of 
the miners' strike a few years later). Mrs 
Thatcher got into Downing Street, the 
Labour Party tore itself apart, the 
employers got their power back and the 
unions come closer to extinction. 

What the unions formally rejected 
twelve years ago, they had informally 
rejected long before that. The 50/50 
management system on the Dock Labour 
Scheme is a good example. The unions 
had industrial democracy handed to them 

on a plate after the War and made 
nothing of it It is conceivable that 
their silence about it now means they 
hardly notice its existence - except as a 
forum for ensuring the continuation of 
restrictive practices. 

Had the unions been effectively and 
efficiently running the docks all these 
years (which they easily could have 
been), there would be no pressure to 
abolish the Scheme, and no need for a 
dock strike. 

Until the unions completely change 
their attitude to work and industry, this 
and other governments will continue to 
treat them· as an unpleasant irritant, if 
not downright irrelevant, and the bulk of 
the workers could well take the same 
attitude. 

The· purpose of industry is to produce 
wealth and provide services. Either the 
unions treat industry and commerce in 
this way (and not simply as schemes to 
get the most money for the least amount 
of work), or the government and 
employers will do so. 

So far the unions have insisted that 
the creation of wealth and the provision 
of services is someone else's 
responsibility, and they have reaped the 
appropiate reward. They have not learned 
a great deal since the great dock strike of 
1889. 

Teachers 
Both main teachers' unions held their 
conferences recently - the "moderate" 
NAS/UWf (who are not at all bad at 
organising industrial action) and the 
"militant" NUT, who couldn't strike a 
match. 

The NUT must be a very frustrating 
union to belong to. Delegates, with no 
little help from the leadership, whipped 
themselves up into a mighty frenzy about 
all the dreadful things the government 
was doing to teaching. Doug McAvoy, 
successor to the dreadful Fred Jarvis as 
general secretary, got very worked up 
about "licenced" staff - i.e. people with 
professional and industrial experience 
being trained up as teachers in schools. 

"I do not doubt that many of our 
members will say that they don't want to 
work with these people... They won't 
find it comfortable ... " etc. 

Nod, nod, wink, wink, say no more. 
Wonderful stuff. No policies. No 
strategy. No leadership. 



l 
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'Inere is a shortage of teachers. This 
is one solution. Another is to attract ex 
teachers back to school with better pay. 
(There is no strategy for better pay, 
either.) But teachers haven't left in large 
nwnbers just because of pay. Many were 
not cut out to be teachers. Many were in 
the higher wage brackets of the 
profession. 

Mr McAvoy, since he has no strategy 
for preventing "licenced" teachers, knows 
that if the government wants to introduce 
them, they will be introduced. (Indeed, 
some Local Education Authorities have 
effectively already done so - including 
the socialist republic of Brent!) All he is 
doing is ensuring that there is no way 
that a percentage of future teachers will 
ever join the NUT. 

Then the delegates had a rare old time 
jumping up and down about such matters 
as the national curriculum, testing, 
teacher appraisal and technology 
colleges. On the latter there was a 
resolution to boycott them. The 
executive, in a fit of rationalism, 
managed to get that defeated, but with 
such bad grace that teachers in the new 
colleges are almost certain to boycott the 
NUT. 

All in all, the result of this year's 
conference was a great organised build-up 
of bitterness and resentment coupled with 
utter frustration at the lack of any 
coherent policy to remedy grievances. 

The NAS/UWT has also elected a new 
general secretary - Nigel de Gouchy. Mr 
de Gouchy actually talked about the job 
of teaching and the responsibility of 
teachers. He pointed out that given the 
amount of time children spend with 
teachers, the teachers have a major role 
in socialising children - good manners, 
queuing at bus stops - basic things like 
that. 

I hope that this sort of attitude can 
develop in the NUT - and throughout the 
trade union movement. It is also an 
attitude that gets the public to help 
ensure that workers are properly rewarded. 
(Bus drivers please take note.) 

A5 deputy general secretary, Nigel de 
Goocby did not strike me as a particularly 
subsunria) person - especially when he 
was dealing with the schools problem in 
Brmt last year. We may well be seeing 
m example of "the job making the man". 
He has certainly got off to a good start, 
md this column is happy to wish him 
well. 

LABOUR & TRADE UNION REVIEW 
and 

THE ERNEST BEVIN SOCIETY 

will be holding a one-day 

CONFERENCE 
on 

POLITICS FOR A LABOUR 
RECOVERY 

in 
The Holborn Room 

Y.W.C.A Central Club, 
16/22 Great Russell Street,London WCI. 

(Close to Tottenham Court Road tube station.) 

on 
Saturday 6th l\1ay 1989, 

Noon - 5pm. 

Session Que 
(12 noon - 1.30pm) 

LABOUR AND THE CONSTITUTION 
The defence of society against Thatcherism, plus what 
Labour's attitude should be towards devolution, 
electoral reform, local government, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland. 

Intermission 
(1.30 - 2pm) Food and snacks should be available; there are also 

plenty of nearby pubs and fast-food restaurants. 

PRODUCTIVE SOCIALISM 
The alternative which Labour must take up in order to 
oppose Thatcher's extreme economic individualism. 
Topics include the ethic of public service, industrial 
democracy and workers share-ownership. 

Session Two 
(2-4pm) 

Session Three 
(4-SPM) 

SPREADING THE MESSAGE 
The purpose and role of Labour & Trade Union 
Review. The progress achieved so far and the 
obstacles encountered. How are we to develop? 

Each session will be introduced by a speaker, and then develop into an open 
discussion. 

Everyone should contribute £3 towards the cost of hiring the room etc. (If anyone 
wants to offer more, we won't say no. And it all goes to publishing more material.) 

Back issues will be available, along with previous publications of the Ernest Bevin 
Society. 

Page9 



Multi-culturalism and False Prophets 

The idea that an immigrant culture should 
have the same social standing as the host 
culture was originally advanced not by 
the representatives of these cultures but 
by a section of the liberal left. The 
reasons for this lie in the history of 
liberalism and empire. 

The concepts of tolerance and 
accommodation which had their political 
foundations at home in the 17th and 18th 
centuries achieved external legitimacy 
only under the conditions of empire. The 
beginnings of this can be traced to Lord 
Macauley, who in the 1830s laid the 
basis for the Indian Penal Code. 
Macauley believed that it was important 
to talce account of the sensibilities of 
those cultures over which British 
influence prevailed. He stated: "If I was a 
judge in India, I should have no scruple 
about punishing a Christian who should 
pollute a mosque." Macauley's position 
constituted the basis upon which a belief 
in a paternalistic Empire was first 
constructed. 

As the Empire expanded abroad and 
democracy developed at home, a greater 
proportion of the population was 
introduced and exposed to the political 
concept of Britain as a paternal power 
overseeing the well-being and interests 
of many countries with diverse cultures. 

Although this also disguised the 
normal imperialistic impulses which are 
behind territorial expansion, in the case 
of Britain this could work only if enough 
of the Imperial administrators actually 
believed themselves to be the 
representatives of a beneficial power and 
in most instances acted as if they were. 
It must be remembered that in its day-to 
day existence Britain's empire was not 
maintained only by force of arms. A big 
problem with administering an empire 
with people who believed in their role in 
this paternal arrangement was the 
problem of 'going native'. This was a 
problem throughout the British Empire in 
the 19th century. 

As the 19th 
political thinking 
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century 
developed 

advanced, 
to the 

by Eamon Dyas 

extent that towards the end of the century 
it was generally accepted that people 
living under the Empire possessed certain 
rights. The concept of Imperial 
Citizenship was established. Such was 
the extent to which these ideas were 
progressing that there emerged a highly 
developed political position based on the 
concept of a Federal Empire. Among its 
architects was Cecil Rhodes. 

Not only was it necessary for the 
administrators of the Empire to believe 
in the paternal role of Britain but the 
concept had to be kept alive at home. 
The home ground had to be maintained 

and kept fertile in order to produce future 
generations of administrators who shared 
the belief. 

"After Empire the remnants 
of its paternalistic attitudes 
continued to exist. But, 
lacking a real purpose in 
their application they 
became the base within 
liberalism from which the 

doctrine of multi-culturalism 
was to emerge in the 

1960s." 

The extent to which this was taken 
seriously was demonstrated in an incident 
which occurred in 1892. The particular 
incident bears some resemblance to the 
Salman Rushdie affair and remains 
surprisingly overlooked in the current 
controversy. 

In that year a writer called Hall Caine, 
friend and companion to Gabriel 
Rossetti. decided to write a play about 
Mohammed. Because he was already a 
popular novelist and also a friend, Henry 
Irving offered to stage it at the Lyceum. 
As soon as this was announced and 
before it could be staged, the Muslim 
representatives in India complained to 

the British authorities and as a result the 
Lord Chamberlain effectively had it 
banned. The reason given for the ban was 
"deference to the prejudices of so large a 
portion of the Empire". 

It may be that the Muslims had cause 
to be concerned about what Caine might 
say about Mohammed. A later work of 
his, The Woman Thou Gavest Me, caused 
some offence to Catholics and was 
partially banned by W.H. Smith. The 
point, however, is that the government 
was sufficiently sensitive to the feelings 
of the Muslim community within the 
Empire to take action in a way that 
infringed one of the tenets of liberalism 
- freedom of expression - at home. The 
reasion for the ban was not blasphemy, 
as Islam did not come within the scope 
of the blasphemy laws, and it certainly 
was not because the play was deemed 
obscene. The reason was simply the 
interests of Empire. 

Nor was there any risk of the play 
causing a breach of the peace. At the 
time there did exist small pockets of 
Muslims in Britain, notably in Liverpool 
and Woking. However, these did not 
exist in sufficient nwnbers to warrant the 
government's action on Caine's play. 
Indeed, because they were mostly British 
and middle class converts to Islam, they 
retained much of the classical liberal 
antipathy towards censorship and the 
laws of blasphemy. 

The first mosque in Britain was 
fmmded in Liverpool in September 1887 
and was kept in being by a donation of 
£2,495 from an Afghan leader in 1895. 
The Liverpool mosque was important for 
the international Islamic community 
because of the large number of Muslim 
sailors and travellers passing through the 
port every year. The Muslim community 
in Liverpool was led by a sollicitor, 
W.H. Quilliam, who in 1885 had defended 
the Manchester Martyrs. The community 
published a weekly journal called The 
Crescent, which ran from 1893 to 
1908. 

The extent to which it was permeated 



with liberal values is demonstrated by the 
fact that it published a generous obituary 
on the death of George Holyoake in 
January 1906. It was also highly critical 
of the police when they suppressed 
public meetings organised by the 
Liverpool Secularists in 1908. On the 
question of blasphemy it was no less 
liberal. In its issue of January 1, 1908, 
it printed a letter from H. Snell of the 
Union of Ethical Societies calling for the 
repeal of the blasphemy laws. On this 
same topic, when Harry Boulter recanted 
after being charged with blasphemy, The 
Crescent accused him of being 
spineless and counterposed Boulter's 
behaviour with that of Charles Bradlaugh. 

It would also appear that the British 
Muslims were not unduly concerned with 
the content of Caine's proposed play 
about Mohammed. When it was 
announced in 1893 that the play was to 
be performed in America, the journal 
reported the news without comment. 

l 
l 
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The government's behaviour in 
banning Caine's play in 1892 was related 
not to domestic considerations but to the 
politics of the Empire. The prevailing 
feelings were summed up in an article in 
The Crescent on September 4, 1901: 

"The religion of the Muslim has 
strong claims on the Briton for his 
special attention; our rule ex.tends over 
territory contairung amongst its 
inhabitants millions of Muslims, under 
our banner dwell more followers of Islam 
than under that of any other nation; 
Edward of England is ruler over more 
Mohammedans than even Abdul Hamid, 
Sultan of Turkey." 

This, then, was the situation at the 
tum of the century. The political and 
social attitudes which enabled Britain to 
sustain a paternal policy towards the 
various cultures and sensibilities of its 
possessions existed and retained a 
relevance only for as long as the Empire 
existed. 

The dismantling of the Empire should 
have brought about a corresponding 
duninution of the relevance of these 
attitudes. However, ideas once they 
become socially ingrained are extremely 
difficult to dislodge. Even after Empire, 
the remnants of these paternalistic 
attitudes continued to exist. But, lacking 
a real purpose in their application 
(beyond the missionary ideal of the 
religious), they became the fragmented 
base within liberalism from which the 
left-hl>eral doctrine of 'pluralism' and 

multi-culturalism was to emerge in the 
1960s. 

Under different circumstances it is 
likely that the remnants of Imperial 
paternalism would, in most cases, have 
become the motivation for good works 
acting to stir our consciences about the 
Third World. However, the arrival of 
large groups of immigrants after World 
War Two offered the physical base upon 
which a distortion of the old paternalism 
could once again find a relevance, in the 
form of 'pluralism'. 

"The Labour Party has been 
hamstrung by the doctrine 
of multi-culturalism for so 
long that it is now failing to 

act as a political agent 
capable of sensitively 
educating the minority 

cultures in the sensibilities 
of the host culture." 

That these immigrant communities 
came in such numbers was a testament to 
the seriousness with which Britain had 
set out to meet her Imperial 
responsibilities. No other country had 
attempted to accommodate such a variety 
of immigrant cultures over such a short 
period of time. When they arrived here 
they were accorded full citi~n status, 
including the right to vote (a right denied 
similar arrivals in other countries). 

It is only natural, when substantial 
numbers of immigrants arrive in a 
country whose culture is profoundly 
different from their own, that they should 
band together and create their own 
minority communities. This will occur 
no matter how sympathetic the host 
culture. Members of minority cultures 
have to be able to explore and gradually 
come to terms with the host culture and 
they can only do this from the security 
of their own communities. 

Normally it is the children of the first 
wave of immigrants who take the first 
real steps towards integration, but the 
initial 'coming to terms' occurs among 
their parents. Just as there are elements 
within the host society which refuse to 
accept the arrival of people from different 
cultures, so too there are elements 
amongst the immigrant commurutles 
which will refuse to integrate and attempt 

to cut themselves off from the 
surrounding society. These people 
perform an important role, as they 
supply the nucleus around which the 
immigrant culture retains an identity. 
One such individual is the Maulana Lutfar 
Rahman, the religious leader of Bradford's 
Muslim community. 

Maulana Lutfar Rahman has made a 
conscious decision not to integrate. He 
arrived here in 1966 and still speaks 
only classical Urdu. In this way he has 
ensured that influences percolating from 
the host culture are kept to a minimum. 
His behaviour requires determination and 
a profound belief in his own culture. A 
danger arises, however, when such 
impulses overstep the boundaries which 
the host culture has laid down. 

Mr Maulana Lutfar Rahman would, I am 
sure, have been quite content to continue 
to ignore and be ignored by British 
society. Most people might have found 
this objectionable but tolerable. 
However, a line has been crossed by Mr 
Rahman and the Muslim community under 
the provocation of the Rushdie affair. 
Unfortunately, many in the Muslim 
community are not aware of having 
crossed the line and have been taken 
aback at the reaction to the Bradford 
book-burning. 

The responsibility for this state of 
affairs lies not with the Muslims but with 
those who have been advocating the 
doctrine of 'pluralism' and multi 
culturalism over many years. 

Since the 1960s this mischievous 
doctrine has set about confusing the line 
between minority cultures and the host 
culture. It has created false and 
unrealistic expectations on the part of 
the minority cultures and, because these 
expectations cannot be met, has 
generated and fed alienation among these 
cultures. Also, the terms on which 
members of minority cultures become 
integrated have become confused. 
Increasingly, members of immigrant 
cultures have been led to believe that all 
the benefits of integration can be 
obtained without the actual need to 
integrate. These doctrines have 
stimulated leaders such as Mr Rahman 
into believing that the host culture can 
be increasingly imposed upon without 
restraint. 

The main culprit in all of this has 
been the Labour Party. One of the most 
distasteful sights at Bradford was to see 
Labour Party councillors taking an active 
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part in the book-burning ritual. The 
people concerned were, it must be 
presumed, partly integrated Muslims who 
have decided to become active in the 
political structures of the society. Under 
normal circumstances this would have 
opened up a communication channel by 
which such individuals would be made 
aware of the political sensibilities of the 
host culture. Such information in tum 
would be passed into the minority culture 
through this route. Unfortunately, the 
Labour Party has been hamstrung by the 
doctrine of multi-culturalism for so long 
that it is now failing to act as a political 
agent capable of sensitively educating 
the minority cultures in the sensibilities 
of the host culture. Multi-culturalism 
teaches the minorities that they can 
disregard these sensibilities with 
impunity. 

The sentiments of 'pluralism' have 
found their way into the immigrant 
community by way of black middle class 
integrated intellectuals such as Salman 
Rushdie. And herein lies the real 
tragedy. 

Unlike the real representatives of the 
immigrant communities for which he 
claims to speak, Rushdie was from the 
beginning steeped in British culture. He 
comes from an educated upper-class 
Muslim family and grew up speaking 
Urdu and English in the home. Initially, 
he was sent to an English mission 
school and afterwards to Rugby in 
England. After Rugby he went to King's 
College, Cambridge, where he developed 
a taste for literature and politics. The 
extent to which he felt at home in 
British culture was reflected in the fact 
that, after leaving Cambridge, he took up 
a position with an advertising company, 
Ogilvy and Mather, where he acted as the 
copywriter for such companies as Aero 
and the Milk Marketing Board. All in all 
it could be said that Rushdie represents a 
thoroughly integrated immigrant who has 
come to feel at home in British society. 
However, this would be to leave 
Rushdie's politics out of the reckoning. 

It was important for Rushdie's politics 
for Rushdie to 'play the black man'. 
Both politically and artistically Rushdie 
required an element of alienation in his 
life, something which would override his 
obviously privileged, comfortable and 
integrated background. So Rushdie set 
out to deny those aspects of the host 
culture to which his own situation was a 
testament. He assumed the mantle of the 
artist isolated from aboth his own and 
the host community. This was a role he 
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was to develop as he socialised with the 
likes of Harold Pinter and Lady Antonia 
Fraser. 'Pluralism' became the order of 
the day. The model of a society where 
all immigrant cultures existed on an equal 
basis with the host culture was proposed 
as a realistic goal and because the reality 
did not fit the model the only 
explanation offered by Rushdie was that 
racism was endemic in the society. 

Satanic Verses is a book entirely in 
keeping with the 'pluralistic' sentiments 
of so-called multi-culturalism. Because it 
emanates from the liberal-left via 
integrated blacks, from time to time their 
distaste for aspects of the immigrant 
cultures bubbles to the surface. These 
embarrassing elements are then criticised 
from the viewpoint of Western values. 

The latest example is Tariq Ali, who 
has co-written a play which is critical of 
some 'unsavoury' aspects of Islam 
(although to be fair he has gone on 
record as saying There is a strange 
liberal view that people with black or 
brown skins are automatically 
enlightened. I have never subscribed to 
it.') Generally, however, they do this 
while at the same time decrying the fact 
that the host culture will not accept the 
minority cultures on equal terms. The 
lines of integration subsequently become 
confused from both directions. 

It is significant that Rushdie has 
managed to be offensive rather than 
critical (which presupposes a pos1tJ.ve 
purpose). This type of behaviour does 
not develop the cause of integration one 
little bit, but then again that is not what 
they are abouL Why Rushdie has set out 
to be offensive I have no idea, for it is 
inconceivable that he did not know the 
implications of what he was writing. I 
suspect that in this instance his literary 
ambitions distorted his political 
judgemenL 

In a secular society it is getting 
increasingly difficult for a writer of 
moderate talent to advance his or her 
career by the time-worn route of 
controversy. Islam, however, is still 
wide open for such a manipulation. In 
the current situation, Rushdie has become 
the victim of a crossing of the line by a 
community for whom he claims to speak 
and which he has helped to confuse with 
the doctrine of 'pluralism'. That they 
have taken seriously the belief that their 
culture should exist on a equal footing 
with the host culture and have thereby 
challenged one of its shibboleths is the 
direct result of what people like Rushdie 
have been telling them for many years. 
Rushdie is also the victim of his own 
.literary ambitions. The whole meaning 
of his life appears to be tied up with his 
position and standing in the world of the 
middle-class literati, a world which 
constitutes his real spiritual home. In an 
effort to advance his standing in this 
world he has crossed the line in the 
opposite direction. 

There is little likelihood that the 
reaction of the Muslim community 
towards Rushdie's book will create a real 
backlash. British society does not 
operate that way. What is more likely is 
that the action of the community will 
feed racist attitudes in the society which 
will manifest themselves in an insidious 
way. The day-to-day relations between 
people from both communities will be 
strained and remain largely unspoken and 
unacted upon. As a result, the existing 
barriers to integration will be 
strengthened in a way which is in 
nobody's interest except perhaps Mr 
Rahman's and the multi-culturalists'. 
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Ayatollah means "reflection of God". 
The authority of the Ayatollah 
Khomenei, and of the whole Islamist 
("fundamentalist") movement, is rooted 
in the customs and beliefs of pre 
industrial Islamic societies. This in tum 
looked back to the verses spoken by 
Muhammed, and believed by him and his 
followers to have been sent down by 
God. 

It is misleading to speak of the 
Islamists as fundamentalists. All devout 
Muslims believe that the verses collected 
in the Koran came down from God. This 
was what Muhammed taught, and what his 
followers firmly believed. Without it, 
Islam would have no solid basis for 
existence. 

' 

t 

Christian Fundamentalists are a 
minority who have closed their eyes to 
the obvious contradictions to be found in 
the various books of the Bible. But the 
majority of Christians have accepted that 
these contradictions exist. They insist 
merely that the Bible is an imperfect 
account of things that actually happened. 

Christians do not have to believe that 
every last detail in the four Gospels is 
true. Provided that the Resurrection 
actually happened - and there is no way 
to prove that it didn't - there is still a 
solid basis for conventional Christianity. 

Islam cannot be so flexible. Islamists 
differ from other Muslims in the degree 
to which they would apply the customs 
and traditions of pre-industrial Islamic 
societies to the modem world. Since 
most of these are not directly based on 
anything in the Koran, it is quite 
possible to reject the rigid Islamist 
approach while still believing absolutely 
in the Koran as the direct word of God. 

Sahrum Rushdie has caused such 
outrage because he is seen as having 
sttuck at the very root of all varieties of 
Islam - the belief that the Koran is the 
work of God. that was merely passed 
down to Muhammed and not devised by 
him. 

The roots of Islam 

Some 1300 years ago - in the 7th 
century, by the Christian measure of time - 
there was in South Arabia a small 

trading and religious centre called Mecca. 
This part of the world had largely escaped 
the continuous wars between the Persian 
and Roman (Byzantine) Empires. Mecca 
ruled itself - but it had no King or 
chieftain, or even a fixed or regular 
constitution. There was no state, no 
central authority to maintain law and 
order or to promote the public welfare. If 
someone was robbed, it was up to him to 
get his property back. If he was 
murdered, it was up to his relatives to 
take vengeance on the killer. But the 
killer's relatives would most probably 
defend him, and retaliate if he were 
killed. This could lead to blood-feuds; a 
chain of killing and counter-killing that 
would sometimes carry on till all the 
males on one side were dead. 

Some public functions were taken on 
by the leading men of Mecca. They 
would undertake to look after the wells, 
say, or help look after the shrines. 
Muhammed came from a family that had 
once had such public functions, a branch 
of the leading Quraysh clan. But they 
had become impoverished and had lost 
out to other branches of the same clan. 
He himself was an orphan who had been 
very poor. But his fortunes had revived 
somewhat, thanks to his marriage to a 
rich widow. He was therefore quite an 
important citizen in his home town. 

At the age of 40, something 
remarkable began to happen to him. He 
received inspired verses which he 
regarded as having come from God via 
the Archangel Gabriel. And the verses 
said things that had radical implications 
for Meccan society as it existed at that 
time. Various progressive social policies 
were advanced - taxation from those who 
could afford it, to give help to the poor. 
Customs like female infanticide were 
condemned. So too was the customary 
worship of idols, and of the three 
goddesses whom the Meccans chiefly 

revered. Worship was to go only to God. 

Muhammed passed on these revelations 
to some of his friends and relations, 
some of whom accepted that he was 
indeed getting messages from God. But 
others vehemently denied it. They 
wanted to stick to their established social 
customs, including idol worship. They 
could not tolerate a minority who rejected 
the things they valued and who wanted to 
introduce changes. Meccan society 
became polarised between the minority 
who accepted Muhammed's revelations 
and the majority who rejected them. 

There was no easy way to resolve the 
matter. Mecca had no ruler or state 
structure that could suppress heretics or 
dissidents. Murder was one possible 
solution - but this would have led to a 
VICIOUS and destructive blood-feud. 
Custom demanded that Mohammed's close 
relatives should defend him, and be 
prepared to avenge him, even though 
many of them rejected his beliefs. The 
solution was continuous social pressure 
on the Muslims, together with attacks on 
those who had no powerful relatives to 
protect them. This was carried on over 
several years. 

At one point Muhammed seems to 
have weakened, and declared that the 
three goddesses of Mecca were valid 
intermediaries between men and God. 
The verses in which he said this were the 
original "Satanic Verses". He soon 
repudiated them as the work of the devil, 
but the fact that he could have spoken 
them at all is an embarrassment. Some 
Muslims have denied that the incident 
ever happened, yet it is based on reliable 
traditions. It is hard to see why Muslims 
should have passed on such a story if it 
hadn't been true. 

In any case, Muhammed rejected any 
possible compromise. Muslims rejected 
the things that the pagans held sacred; 
the two sets of belief could not co-exist 
for ever. And for a long time, 
Muhammed's mission was blocked and 
seemed to be failing. Following the 

Page 13 



death of an llllcle who had protected him, 
despite being a pagan, his position 
became very llllSafe. 

The flight to Medina 

At this point, the inhabitants of the city 
of Y athrib suddenly invited Muhammed to 
come to them and be their ruler. It was a 
highly divided society, cons1stmg of 
three Jewish tribes and two tribes of 
pagan Arabs. They felt the need for 
unity, and had considered setting up one 
of their tribal leaders as king. Instead, 
the pagans opted to become Muslims, 
with Muhammed as their ruler. The city 
was renamed Medina, the city of the 
prophet. 

There followed several years of war 
between Mecca and Medina. The 
Muslims, who believed that death would 
take them straight to paradise, fought 
much better than the pagans who had no 
such hope. During the course of these 
battles, the three Jewish tribes of Medina 
were also driven out, one after another. 
In Mecca, the Muslims had prayed 
towards Jerusalem, to distinguish 
themselves from the pagans. But in 
Medina, they began to pray towards 
Mecca, to distinguish themselves from 
the Jews, most of whom rejected 
Muhammed's claims to divine 
revelations. The war ended with 
Muhammed's triumphant return to Mecca. 
Idol worship was abolished, but Mecca 
remained a place of pilgrimage for 
Muslims, just as it had been for pagans. 

Islam provided unity and a basic state 
structure for the Arabs. It offered a way 
out of endless small wars and blood 
feuds. For those who did not wish to 
live in peace, there was always holy war 
to spread Islam to foreign parts. And 
many people in the lands they conquered 
welcomed them as liberators from 
oppressive bureaucracies. Moreover, 
Islam tolerated "people of the book", 
Christians and Jews. The Byzantine state 
had shown no such tolerance, persecuting 
those Christians who disagreed with the 
official line on the nature of Christ. 
There was also a clash of cultures; the 
Byzantine state was basically Greek, 
whereas the territories the Muslims took 
over were Semitic, or at least non-Greek. 

Muslim divisions 

The new Islamic order was not however 
free from problems. The first crisis 
occured following the death of 
Muhammed. Some Muslims folllld it hard 
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to accept that he had died, and there was 
also the question of who should succeed 
him. Some thought it should be his 
nephew 'Ali, who had married 
Muhammed's daughter Fatima. But these 
were a minority. The successors, or 
Caliphs, were first Abu Bakr, then 'Umar 
and then 'Uthman. 

'Uthman was murdered, and there was a 
susp1c1on that 'Ali might have had 
something to do with it. 'Ali was never 
the less elected Caliph. But his rule was 
troubled. The first challenge to his rule 
was led by 'Aisha, Muhammed's surviving 
widow. Her followers were defeated at the 
''Battle of the Camel". But then 
Mu'awiya, nephew of 'Uthman, brought 
his army down from Syria and deposed 
'Ali. He himself became Caliph, the first 
of the Umayyad line. A few years later, 
his position was challenged by Hussein, 
son of 'Ali and grandson of Muhammed. 
Hussein failed, and was killed. But his 
supporters survived, and continue to this 
day as the Shi'ite Muslims. The majority 
who did not accept 'Ali's claim became 
the Sunnis - although the Umayyads were 
to be overthrown by the 'Abbasids, and 
many Sunnis look back to them more 
than the Umayyads. 

Shi'ites were the losers, both in the 
short term and the long term. 90% of 
Muslims are Sunni. And the 
predominance of the Shi'ites in Iran has 
limited their appeal in the rest of the 
Muslim world. 

Christians and Muslims 

The Sunni/Shi'ite division is sometimes 
compared to the Catholic/Protestant 
division within Christianity. It is in fact 
both older and more bitter. Apart from 
the isolated case of Ananias, (1) 
Christians did not start 
killing each other until 
several centuries after the 
death of their fmmder. 
Muslims began after less 
than 30 years. If one were 
to translate it into Christian 
terms, one would have to 
imagine a vicious faction 
fight, culminating in murder 
and civil war, between the 
followers of St Peter and St 
Paul. 

in order to survive in the anarchy of 
pagan South Arabia. This also meant 
that Muhammed and his successors had to 
devise practical rules for running the 
state they had created. Thus Islamic law 
can claim a direct continuity back to the 
first Muslim communities, even though 
some aspects of it are based on 
questionable traditions. By contrast, the 
early Christians had no real social 
policy. They had none because they had 
no real control over the societies they 
lived in; these were run by the Roman 
ruling class and its client rulers. The 
early Christians' aim was a modest one: 
to live devout lives in a hostile world. A 
world that they anyway expected to come 
to an end very soon. 

The text of the Koran 

It was in the time of 'Uthman, the third 
Caliph, that the Koran received its 
definitive form. Up lllltil then, there 
were various rival collections of the 
revelations to Muhammed. The definitive 
Koran replaced at least four rival 
versions, which included verses that were 
not included in the defmitive Koran, and 
excluded others that were.(2) Precisely 
what the differences were is llllknown; 
these rival versions have perished. 

Another complication is that different 
parts of the Koran will sometimes say 
different things. One notable case is the 
ban on alcohol. Early revelations 
discouraged drinking but did not prohibit 
it; later revelations imposed an outright 
ban. At least this is the standard 
interpretation of verses that say different 
things. The general rule is that later 
revelations override earlier ones; but no 
one is quite sure of the order. The suras 
(chapters) of the Koran are arranged 
according to length, with the longest 

It should be borne in mind 
that Christianity largely 
grew up within the 
framework of the Roman 
state, whereas the Muslims 
had to create their own state 
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coming first. Parts of some of the suras 
are reckoned by Muslims to have been 
revealed at different times. The start of 
the · 96th Sura is generally reckoned to be 
the earliest revelation of all. But despite 
this, the orthodox Muslim view is that 
the Koran is a perfect copy of a text that 
had existed in heaven since the creation 
of the world! All things are possible to 
God, no doubt. 

It is generally agreed that the Koran 
includes the best Arabic poetry ever 
written. This is taken by Muslims to be 
proof of its divine origin. But the 
quality of the verses did not convince the 
bulk of the pagan Arabs of Mecca, or the 
Jews of Medina. 

As for the subject-matter of the Koran - 
when it can be checked against other 

independent historical records, it is 
usually out of line with them. Moreover, 
some of the Hebrew names are given in 
an Arabic version of the Greek form: 
Elias for Elijah, for instance. 

The Koran speaks of a prophet 
Zechariah, the father of John the 
Baptist.(3) The Bible speaks of many 
Zechariahs, including a prophet who 
lived in the 6th century BC; and 
Zechariah the priest, who was not 
notable except as the father of John the 
Baptist. 

The Koran's version of the tales of 
Joseph and of Moses refer to the ancient 
Egyptians practising crucifixion. 
Crucifixion was practised by many 
ancient peoples, including the Assyrians, 
Scythians, Phoenecians and Romans. 
But outside of the Koran, there is no 
reference to the Egyptians making use of 
this particularly cruel method of killing. 

Jesus and the Koran 

The Koran's version of Jesus is in one 
respect more believable and historical 
Ihm the standard Christian one. He is 
seen as a Prophet, a man who had a 
special relationship with God, but still a 
mortal man. In other respects, however, 
lhe Jesus of the Koran is much harder to 
believe in. 

The Gospels have quite a few 
~fermas to Jesus's family. He had four 
young~ brodiecs and at least two sisters. 
One of his brothers, James the Just, 
became head of the Christians in 
Jerusalem after his death. No one seems 
to have doubted that he was the son of 
his mother's lwsband, Joseph the 
Carpenter. It is only the Gospel of 

The start of the 96th Sura, traditionally regarded as the first revelation to Muhammed 
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Matthew that speaks unequivocally of the 
"immaculate ,conception". And even 
here, Jesus is referred to by the people of 
Nazareth as the carpenter's son.(4) 

Puzzlingly, this Gospel also gives him 
a descent from King David(5) - one that 
would also make him a descendent of 
King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, though 
they are not directly mentioned. But this 
line of descent culminates with Joseph, 
and is thus irrelevant if Joseph was not 
in fact his father. It seems likely that 
the author of the Gospel drew on several 
sources, at least one of ·which regarded 
Jesus as the son of Joseph, conceived 
just like all other babies. 

As time passed, Jesus became a more 
supernatural figure to Christians. His 
alleged virgin birth became an article of 
faith, prompting some vulgar and ill 
informed ridicule from the Christians' 
opponents. His brothers and sisters were 
simply not talked about - even though 
James the Just seems to have outranked 
both St Peter and St Paul. Joseph was 
not left out - he played too important a 
part in the ( completely different and 
almost irreconcilable) accounts of Jesus's 
birth in the Gospels of Matthew and of 
Luke. But much more emphasis was put 
on Mary; she became more or less a 
goddess, even though a formal 
theological distinction has always been 
maintained. 

Interestingly enough, the Koran has 
only Mary and Jesus. The rest of the 
family are not mentioned at all. 
(References to Joseph are to Joseph the 

son of Jacob, not Joseph the Carpenter). 
Mary is seen as an unmarried mother, 
who surprises and shocks her pious 
relatives by turning up with an 
unexpected baby. But the new-born Jesus 
preaches them a little sermon about how 
all things are possible to Allah.(6) 

The Koran also denies that Jesus was 
crucified. In this, at least, it has some 
historical support. Although mainstream 
Christianity is based on the notion that 
Jesus really did suffer and die on the 
cross, some of the early Christian sects, 
including the Gnostics, said that this was 
only an illusion or an appearance. It 
may seem very odd to those of us 
brought up in the standard Christian 
tradition. But the notion of a man only 
seeming to be crucified is hardly stranger 
than the notion of an actually crucified 
man rising from the dead! 

Islamic law 

Islam began as a minority community in 
Mecca. But in Medina, they were the 
dominant element. They could control 
how people were to live their lives. 
Indeed, the Medinans had chosen 
Muhammed to be their ruler as much as 
their religious teacher. The two concepts 
are never fully separated in Islam. 

Islamic law grew out of the traditions - 
real or false - of how Muhammed and his 
immediate successors coped with the 
problems of ruling the Islamic 
community/state. For the time and place 
where it evolved, it was a very 
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enlightened system. It allowed slavery, 
but slavery was common at the time, and 
it gave slaves certain definite rights. 
Likewise, women had rights, though they 
were officially defined as inferior to men. 
"People of the Book" were also defined 
as second-class c1nzens with definite 
rights and freedoms. They could not be 
forced to convert, which was the normal 
custom in Christian countries until the 
last two or three hundred years. On the 
other hand, for a Muslim to renounce 
Islam was regarded as a crime punishable 
by death. 

The great problem with Islamic law is 
that it is not flexible. It is seen as 
representing the will of God, which no 
mortal should dare to try to adjust or 
amend. And thirteen hundred years after 
Muhammed, it is not progressive at all. 
It rejects equality of the sexes - or rather, 
it has a · definition of "true equality" that 
most non-Muslims would regard as gross 
inequality. It insists that religion is not 
a matter for private conscience, and that 
other religions cannot be treated equally 
with Islam. And it is operated by people 
who sincerely believe that their 
judgements and op1mons are the 
judgements and opinions of God. 

In theory, Islamic law could even be 
used to reintroduce slavery. I have not 
heard of anyone trying to do this, 
although slavery still survives 
unofficially in some of the more remote 
parts of the Muslim world. It might 
seem too drastic a step for people who 
have experienced secular societies. But 
there is no logical reason why it should 
not be re-introduced, if Islamic law were 
to become the norm for cmmtries where 
Muslims are a majority. The Koran does 
not say that there is anything wrong 
with slavery as such; it simply demands 
that it be mediated by justice and 
kindness. 

The Islamic community 

Islam has always had very definite ideas 
about how societies should be run. 
Possibly if the Roman Empire had 
remained pagan, and had included South 
Arabia 1300 years ago, the original 
Muslims could have developed into 
something rather like the early Christian 
communities. But this was not the case. 
There were no superior authorities to 
protect the early Muslims from their 
pagan Arab enemies. To survive at all, 
they had to fight and to conquer their 
enemies. At Medina they created an 
Islamic community that functioned as 
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both Church and State. Indeed, it was the 
first effective state that the Arabs had 
ever had. 

The success of the Arab Islamic State 
gave it control over large non-Muslim 
populations. The policy that they 
adopted - tolerance, combined with mild 
but continuous pressure to convert to 
Islam - proved highly effective. Islam 
was able to spread over large parts of the 
world. On the other hand, the direct 
continuity between the first Islamic 
community and later Islamic states also 
led to a lack of flexibility. Major 
change could be seen, and usually was 
seen, as departing from God's laws. 

One major problem for Islam was its 
calendar. Various civilizations have tried 
different ways to cope with the awkward 
fact that the cycles of summer and winter 
don't really match up with the monthly 
fluctuations of the moon. Most have 
opted for a compromise; months that are 
longer than the lunar month, or extra 
days to keep the year in step with the 
seasons. Islam is an exception; it has a 
"year" that is shorter than the actual 
solar year, and thus out of step with the 
seasons. This may have been a factor 
limiting its spread; it is notable that it 
has mostly remained limited to countries 
close to the equator, where summer and 
winter, longer and shorter days, are not 
so large a factor. 

Christian societies 

Various people, including Tony Benn and 
Margaret Thatcher, try to justify their 
social policies in terms of their Christian 
belief. Each of them can quote some 
useful texts from the Bible to support 
their cause. And each can have their 
claims rejected on the basis of other 
texts. 

The Catholic Church built up, and still 
maintains, a detailed code which it 
regards as being the basis of a Christian 
way of life. But large parts of this code 
are rejected by Protestants and by the 
Orthodox churches, who have their own 
codes. And societies in which the 
majority of the population are Christians 
are now effectively secular, with religion 
regarded as a matter of private faith. 

Strictly speaking, the early Christians 
had no social policy. They had none for 
the simple reason that they had no 
control over the societies in which they 
lived. St Paul, as a Roman citizen, had a 
theoretical right to vote for the Roman 
magistrates. It is not recorded that he 
ever did so. It would have been a 
complete waste of time anyway; voting 
had long ago ceased to mean anything. 
Power was shared between the Senate and 
the Emperors, with the army lurking in 
the background as the ultimate source of 

This 15th-century woodcut shows the Inquisition burning Protestants and Jews. 
Christianity has however been able to change and mend its ways 



power. Tyrants like Caligula and Nero 
could last so long, because the things 
th~y did to members of the ruling class 
were not so different from the things that 
many members of the ruling class did to 
lesser mortals. 

This was the society in which 
Christianity began and spread. The early 
Christians had no more control over their 
society than we today have over the 
weather. Just as we today do not devise 
definite schemas for what the weather 
ought to be, they did not work out in 
detail how society ought to be run. Their 
aim was more modest, to live devout 
lives in a hostile world. They did not 
hope to reform or improve it; they 
expected God to bring about the Day of 
Judgement, punishing the wicked and 
rewarding the good, and with new and 
perfected heaven and earth. 

The differences between Islam and 
Christianity can be quite neatly explained 
by the differences in the social situations 
in which they grew up. The Roman 
Empire did not allow its ordinary citizens 

to murder one another; therefore the early 
Christians could seek protection against 
their Jewish or pagan enemies. The 
Empire itself did make intermittent 
attempts to wipe them out; but by the 
time that the Emperors made a definite 
decision to get rid of Christianity, it was 
too widespread and strong to be 
destroyed. 

The Emperors were seeking to stabilize 
and unify the Empire on the basis of a 
single creed. They began by trying to 
make everyone conform to an official 
version of paganism. But this policy 
failed; the Christians were too stubborn 
to be fitted in, and too numerous to be 
wiped out. Therefore Constantine 
modified the policy. Christanity became 
the official creed, and later Emperors 
suppressed paganism. They also 
suppressed "heretics", Christians who did 
not follow the offical line on theological 
matters. 

The Christianised Roman Empire 
undoubtedly killed more Christians than 
it ever had in its pagan days; only 

Hollywood tends not to make epics about 
the latter sort of persecution! On the 
other hand, later Christians felt no 
obligation to abide by the social customs 
of Byzantium. 

Because of its origins, Christianity 
retained an ambiguity about the 
relationship between Church and State, 
and about just what Christian social 
policies ought to be. It is therefore not 
so surprising that modern Christian 
societies have mostly become secular. 
The potential for it was always there. 
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Labour & Trade Union Review has always argued for freedom of opinions. 
These include the freedom to argue against certain types of freedom. We ourselves 
favour freedom both of religion and of anti-religious propaganda, of opinions that 
believers may find blasphemous. But we are not afraid to let other views be expressed 
and are even willing to make room for them ourselves. Since it is unlikely that most 
of our readers will have fully understood just what the Muslim view of the matter is, 
given the superficial and tendentious nature of the Western media coverage of this 
issue, we are glad to publish the follO'rVing article. 

The Judge has the right 
to pass judgement 

I know that the views I must express here 
are not shared by the editors of this 
journal. But I am grateful that you are 
willing to publish them nevertheless. If 
Islam and the West cannot agree on this 
question of the book of Salman Rushdie 
it will at least be of benefit if we 
understand our differences. The 
jomnalists of the West, in their anxiety 
to show solidarity with their fellow 
professional writer, have not helped to 
make the position of Islam clearly 
understood. 

Imam Khomeini is a judge of Islam. 

Like his fellow judges in the tradition of 
the Shi'i, none of whom have dissented 
from his judgement in this matter, he has 
undergone a long and very rigorous 
training in the interpretation of Islamic 
law. This is a training of much greater 
rigour than the lax and arbitrary training 
of the Western univers1t1es. His 
qualification as judge derives from his 
acceptance as such by generally 
recognised masters. After many years of 
practice, and before he became the head 
of a state, he was recognised by most 
other pract1t1oners as the greatest 
authority in Iran. It was this that gave 

him his leading position in the great 
Iranian Revolution. 

This was not, as is the case with most 
British judges, an advance up a ladder of 
an easy and coinfortable career. For 
many years it was an advance in 
oppos1t1on to the powers of the state. 
The life of Imam Khomeini has been 
threatened for many years and, while Mr 
Rushdie's life is protected by the paid 
agents of a state, the life of Imam 
Khomeini was protected only by the 
selfless and disinterested devotion of his 
supporters. Splendid things have been 
said by such as Mr , Norman Mailer of 
their willingness to die for Mr Rushdie. 
Do you believe them? Does Mr Rushdie 
believe them? Will he entrust his life to 
their protection? 

There can be no doubt of Imam 
Khomeini's right in our tradition of Islam 
to judge this case and to pronounce a 
sentence. The West has represented his 
judgement as an arbitrary act of will. 
This is exactly what it is not. The laws 
passed by Western Parliaments are 
arbitrary acts of will. We may agree that 
it is convenient to obey them. We may 
obey them through fear of the state 
authorities. We may approve them. But 
they have no authority over the 
conscience. They are the subjective 
opinions of legislators down the 
centuries. They can be understood 
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through the study of history. From the 
religious point of view, they are entirely 
arbitrary. 

Islamic law, by contrast, is objective. 
It is the revealed and unalterable will of 
God. It has power to command the 
conscience. There are disagreements 
among the great schools of Islamic 
thought about the nature and authority of 
the traditions. But there is a core of 
agreement and in that core there can be 
no doubt but that blasphemy is an 
offence against God and its punishment 
is death. The judgement of Imam 
Khomeini is the mere statement of an 
objective fact which no Muslim can 
deny. Once the issue was referred to him 
he had no choice but to pronounce as he 
did. What the Western writers cannot 
understand is that there can be no 
question of an act of will engaged in for 
political . motives. Everything in the 
West is arbitrary, even the accumulation 
of the dead wills of the past. Islam by 
contrast, is based on objective, revealed 
truth that cannot be changed, as the 
Western diplomats demand, for the sake 
of political expediency. 

I hope no-one will attempt to say that 
Mr Rushdie's book is not blasphemous. 
It is no more than a piece of 
blasphemous smut. It is not even a 
serious argument against Islam. Mr 
Rushdie's lack of seriousness is shown in 
his famous "apology" which shows that 
he is not prepared to stand by what he 
had written - still less to die for it - but 
which also failed to take the elementary 
step of withdrawing his book from 
circulation and renouncing the very 
considerable profit he will expect to 
receive from it, every penny of which 
will be turned into a searing brand for 
him in Hell. It is only in a very 
degenerate West that a certain degree of 
literary pretentiousness can be taken as 
an excuse for blasphemous smut 

Now we come to the question of who 
has the right to execute the sentence of 
death which the Imam had no choice but 
to pronounce. The West is shocked 
because it is a duty incumbent on every 
Muslim and not confined to "proper 
authorities". The West does not object 
to the pronouncement and execution of 
such judgements on a daily basis in Iran. 
Nor is the West unduly upset by the 
murder of thousands of sincere Muslims 
in the Ba'ath states of Syria and Iraq. 
Nor have the police murders of sincere 
Muslims protesting against the Rushdie 
book in India and Pakistan caused any 
great annoyance. That is because these 
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are all acts of "proper authorities" which, 
in the West's eyes, means authorities of 
the state. For the West the state can do 
no wrong. Any group of gangsters who 
have managed to secure effective control 
of the state assume in the West's eyes all 
the prerogatives of God as the sole 
source of the authority and legitimacy of 
the law. Islam, however, does not take 
the view that the authority of God is 
bottled up in the humanly created 
institution of a state. 

acknowledged experts. The execution of 
such judgements is a simpler business but 
in the Islamic state it will easily be 
agreed that to avoid anarchy it can only 
be done by those whom the state 
approves. Outside the Islamic state of 
course the state will not authorise anyone 
to execute the will of God and we are in 
the same position as Luther's Christian 
who lives in a land where there are no 
recognised priests. 

I do not know if anyone will be found 
to execute the !man's judgement on 
Salman Rushdie. But one benefit has 
already flowed from this judgement. It is 
that Mr Rushdie must now be conscious 
that writing is something more than an 
easy path to fame and fortune. It is a 
serious business. Whether or not the 
judgement is executed, he is undergoing a 
turmoil of the soul which could be 
salutary. And while we do not know if 
his soul will benefit thereby, it is 
difficult to see what other than the fear of 
death could have had such an effect on 
the writer of such a book. It is my 
prayer and my conviction that if Mr 
Rushdie is brought to sincere repentance, 
God will show mercy and compassion on 
his soul, which cannot be killed. 

In explaining this business of proper 
authorities, it may help if I refer to a 
doctrine in Christianity, although I do 
not know if your readers are sufficiently 
conversant with their own Christian 
history to be able to understand it The 
great Christian reformer Martin Luther 
taught that all Christian believers had all 
the rights of the priesthood. It was only 
for convenience and to avoid anarchy 
that the task was confined to particular 
appointed people. In extreme 
circumstances where there is no priest, 
however, every Christian has the right to 
perform all the duties of the Priesthood. 

Similarly, Islam teaches that all 
believers are equal before God. Every 
Muslim has a theoretical right even to 
pronounce judgements on the law. To 
make good judgements however requires a 
very great expertise and therefore it 
confined for 
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' c lBevan, lBevin and Unilateralism. lPart two. ) 

Nuclear weapons 
the highest form of warfare - 

-----------------------------------------~~- ------------------------------~------------- ----------------------------~-------------- 
What do you call a three-foot midget with 
a detonator and a stick of gelignite? You 
call him "sir". That, basically, is the 
logic behind nuclear deterrence. It 
creates an odd sort of strategic balance, 
in which conventional military strength 
becomes a minor factor. 

Up to the start of the 20th century, 
armies and fleets fought each other with 
only limited danger to the home society. 
As a rule, each side tried to destroy the 
other side's armed forces. Once the armed 
forces on one side were sufficiently 
weakened, the defeated power would have 
to make peace. 

On occasions, things went further. 
The society whose regular armed forces 
had been defeated would fight on. 
Irregular forces, guerillas, would carry on 
the struggle. This happened in the wars 
against Napoleon. The French used the 
same tactics against the Prussian 
invasion of 1870-1871. 

Such warfare was even nastier than the 
regular sort. Instead of a few great 
battles, there would be dozens of local 
conflicts between the occupying army 
and the society that had been occupied. 
Usually, the occupying army would treat 
the whole of the occupied society as an 
enemy, and seek to damage it until the 
will to resist had been extinguished. 

There was also warfare in which armies 
deliberately attacked the societies that 
supported their rivals. This was very 
often the pattern with medieval warfare; 
the weaker side would sit behind the 
safety of castle walls, while the stronger 
would plunder and kill their enemies' 
peasants. 

When people tried to formulate rules of 
war, rules that might make war less 
terrible and destructive, they tried to 
make war a matter of battles between 
rival armies. In European warfare, the 
basic rule was that you had to be in the 
uniform of your own side. If you fought 
out of uniform, as a spy or as a guerilla, 
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you could expect no mercy. But, 
naturally enough, people disliked this 
when it was applied to their own side. 
So the rules were never fully effective. 

Towards strategic destructivness 

The aircraft added a new dimension. The 
very first aircraft were unarmed, and used 
only to gather information. But during 
the course of World War One, pilots more 
and more began to fight each other. 
They developed a new and chivalrous 
form of warfare, based on personal 
combat, becoming the "knights of the 
air". They had a romance that trench 
warfare notably lacked, and propagandists 
on both sides made full use of this. 

On the other hand, aircraft could also 
be used to go over the enemy armies and 
fleets, and directly attack the society that 
was the source of their strength. The 
Germans began it with raids on London 
by bomb-carrying airships (Zeppelins). 
But once it had been begun, the 
possibilities were obvious to everyone. 
If a capital city could be destroyed from 
the air, then the armies on the ground 
and the fleets on the water were of little 
importance. 

In fact, air power was a secondary 
factor in World War One. A few bombs 
dropped on London caused panic, because 
Londoners had not thought that they were 
in any danger while the war was being 
fought on the other side of the channel. 
But besieged cities suffering and 
withstanding bombardment had been a 
part of warfare for centllries. Before 
gunpowder and cannon, rocks and 
burning missiles were used. Cities were 
in fact able to hold out quite well against 
attack from the air, once the initial 
shock was over. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, everyone was 
expecting air power to be decisive and 
overwhelming. In fact it was not. The 
Blitz did not defeat Britain. The allied 
air-raids on Germany may have speeded 
the end, but did not decide the war. It 
has even been argued that the resources 

used for bomber fleets would have been 
more effective if they had gone into 
ships, guns and tanks. 

But in August 1945, the United States 
dropped a single bomb from a single 
plane upon the Japanese city of 
Hiroshima. And the city was wiped out. 
A few days later, they dropped another 
such bomb on Nagasaki. This in fact 
exhausted their entire nuclear arsenal: 
they had only enough material for three 
bombs, and the first had been used in a 
test in New Mexico. But the new bomb 
was generally regarded as decisive in 
persuading the Japanese to surrender 
unconditionally. There was little point 
in their armies and fleets fighting to the 
last - as they were willing to do - if the 
Americans could fly over such obstacles 
and destroy Japan's cities with their 
nuclear weapons. 

Nuclear weapons were seen as 
strategic weapons. That it to say, 
they could win a war, the purpose of 
strategy, without the need for battle or 
battle-tactics. Most weapons, up to and 
including tactical nuclear weapons, are 
designed to be used against the enemy 
armed forces. 

Strategic nuclear weapons directly 
attack the enemy society, making the 
combat between the rival armed forces 
almost irrelevant. This notion was 
worked out for aircraft with conventional 
bombs. When it was applied during 
World War Two, air power turned out to 
be damaging but not decisive. It needed 
nuclear weapons to make it effective. 

Indeed, it is misleading to think of a 
nuclear missile as a weapon, in the sense 
that a tank or gun is a weapon. A 
nuclear missile is in itself an armed 
force, equivalent to an army or fleet, 
more powerful and destructive than most 
fleets or armies can be. They lack 
flexibility; their power is all-or-nothing 
destructiveness. But if that is- what is 
wanted, they can provide it on their own, 
without help from conventional forces. 
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Had Nazi Gennany possessed nuclear 
weapons, they could have won the Battle 
of Stalingrad with just one of them. 
They could have thrown back the 
Normandy Landings without the need for 
a single Gennan soldier to fire a shot in 
anger. Or they could have defied the 
allies, at a later stage in the conflict, by 
threatening to wipe out their major 
cities. 

A Iong-forseen horror 

Nineteenth-century physics saw the atom 
as tiny, indivisible and indestructable. 
Chemistry was built on this assumption, 
and for most purposes the assumption 
worked very well. The most violent 
reactions were no more than 
rearrangements of unchanging atoms. 

But it turned out that atoms were in 
fact in a state of dynamic equilibrium; 
based on an almost-perfect balance of 
attractive and repellant forces. The 
forces that bind the atom were so strong 
that gravity was very minor in 
comparison. So were the forces that 
could tear atoms apart; but the binding 
forces seemed to be dominant. 

Atoms are stable, because the unstable 
ones have long ago vanished. Or rather, 
most of them have. A few elements, 
most notably uranium, still include a 
small number of slightly unstable atoms. 

Did this mean that atomic explosives 
were possible? Scientists were not sure. 
Unstable atoms tended to break down at 
their own pace: it seemed impossible 
either to speed them up or slow them 
down. Normal physical and chemical 
reactions even the violence of a 
conventional explosion - seemed to make 
no difference at all. 

Still, the possibility was obviously 
there. Indeed, it was seen very clearly by 
H.G.Wells in The World Set Free, 
written just before World War One. He 
describes a war that starts off with 
conventional weapons, but soon goes 
nuclear. But after many cities on both 
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sides have been destroyed, everyone 
comes to their senses. Sovereign states 
are abolished in favour of a single world 
authority. 

The roots of the cold war 

Had the Americans not developed nuclear 
weapons, and used them to break the 
Japanese resistance, subsequent history 
might have been very different. There 
was a widespread expectation, once the 
wartime alliance of capitalists and 
communists had broken down, that 
another war must come soon. America 
wanted a world without communists. 
Russia wanted a world without capitalists. 
Long-term co-existence between the two 
sides seemed very unlikely. 

People still argue about the details of 
the breakdown of the war-time alliance. 
They argue that one or other side was 
mainly guilty; or else they see the whole 
thing as a series of regrettable accidents. 
Such arguments ignore the underlying 
situation after World War Two. 

Two superpowers with the same 
ideology might perhaps have been able 
to share the world on a more or less 
friendly basis. But the two superpowers 
had radically different ideas about what 
should be happening in the rest of the 
world. The USA wanted global 
capitalism under American hegemony; the 
USSR wanted global communism under 
Russian hegemony. And neither side was 
ready to give up its vision of the future. 

Expecting a war, both sides cracked 
. down on doubtful elements within the 
part of the world that they controlled. A 
great many people were hit Some were 
genuine supporters of the rival system. 
Others were vaguer admirers or 
sympathisers. Neutrals were also hit; 
those who genuinely tried to be even 
handed between the two rivals. And of 
course, some people were caught up in it 
more or less by accident 

On both sides, there was a deliberate 
identification of these elements with the 
small numbers of spies and secret agents 
who also existed. No doubt many of 
those who operated the purges did 
sincerely believe the propaganda. But I 
suspect that the top people on both sides 
knew quite well that it was not true. It 
was simply a useful propaganda tool; a 
way of discrediting anyone who might 
try to get in the way of preparations for 
what looked like an inevitable war. 

The cold war stays cold 

These crackdowns were to prove deeply 
embarrassing to both sides when the war 
did not happen, and something of the 
nature of the crackdowns was exposed. 
Russia had organised a complete take 
over by Communist parties in Eastern 
Europe, and then purged those 
Communist parties of anyone who 
attracted their suspicion. Later, these 
actions were defmed as "violations of 
socialist legality" by those who had not 
been purged. 

During the same period, America had 
"McCarthyism", a crackdown on the left 
that actually started without any help 
from Senator Joe McCarthy. The purge 
of leftists had been going on for several 
years before he decided to get in on the 
act. "McCarthyism" was actually a 
collective policy by the whole American 
establishment. Later, when a lot of 
people felt that things had gone too far, 
the guilt was dumped on the far-from 
innocent Joe McCarthy. 

A recent documentary on Channel 4 
showed a newsreel clip of Ronald Reagan 
speaking about the crackdown at the time 
when it was happening. What he said 
was quite interesting, that the crackdown 
was not so much on Communists as on 
pro-Russian elements. Reagan has a 
sharper mind than most people realise, 
and his involvement in what people now 
condemn as "McCarthyism" did not 
prevent his rise to the top of the 
American political system. 

East and West, the logic of crackdown 
and later repentance was the same. A war 
fought with the sort of weapons that had 
destroyed Hiroshima was just about 
imaginable. It would have been a far 
more terrible war than World War Two. 
But it would have ended with one side or 
the other victorious, and able to organise 
the world according to its ideals. 

But then a new type of weapon was 
devised. The bomb that destroyed 



Hiroshima was a fission bomb, based on 
the breakdown of unstable large atoms. 
But. power could also come from fusion; 
from the merging together of small 
atoms like Hydrogen. Fusion happens 
all the time in the sun, and in other 
stars. To set it going here on Earth 
needed a fission bomb as a trigger, but 
this proved possible. The net result was 
a vastly more powerful weapon, as big a 
step on from fission bombs as the 
Hiroshima bomb had been from the 
common high-explosive weapons. 

As well as this, intercontinental 
missiles were developed. The message of 
the Russia's Sputnik, launched in 1957, 
was not only "we got into space first", 
but also "we can send atomic weapons 
half way round the world, ifwe want to". 

The arms race between the two 
superpowers rapidly got to the point 
where neither side could hope to win. No 
matter what they did, the mutual damage 
would be such that war would be totally 
unprofitable and irrational. 

The nuclear stalemate 
Nuclear weapons have brought about a 
sort of peace, or rather a limited warfare 
that will never be allowed to get beyond 
a certain point. Nuclear warfare between 
the superpowers would clearly mean the 
end of civilisation; perhaps even the end 
of human life. Not even the most greedy 
or selfish politician could suppose that a 
nuclear war could succeed. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, a lot of 
people assumed that a nuclear war must 
come, even though it would be bound to 
destroy the world. It was assumed that 
wars could break out spontaneously, even 

though both sides knew that the war 
would be fatal. Politics was assumed to 
be fundamentally irrational. 

The survival of humanity into the 
1970 and 1980s - and hopefully into the 
1990s as well - indicates that politics are 
not as irrational as all that. Politicians 
start wars: or allow them to be started, in 
the hope that there will be political 
benefits. They may miscalculate - as did 
the monarchies that started World War 
One. They may gamble and lose - as 
Hitler did. But both these wars were 
started in the reasonable hope of a 
profitable victory. 

There is no possibility that a nuclear 
war could end with a profitable victory 
for either side. Both sides know this 
beyond a shadow of a doubt. Therefore, 
both sides back off from confrontations 
that might lead to war. Politics proved 
out to be rational after all. 

The next stage 
The present superpower deadlock cannot 
last forever; nothing does. But the 
common CND notion - a world full of 
greedy competitive nation-states that are 
nevertheless noble and trusting enough 
to give up their best and most decisive 
weapons - is not a likely next stage. 
Sovereign states never have fully trusted 
each other, and never will. 

On the other hand, different peoples 
can quite often trust each other and co 
exist within a single state framework. 
Switzerland contains four nationalities; 
Great Britain contains five, if one 
includes both the Ulster Protestants and 
the large Catholic Irish minority in 
mainland Britain. The USSR still works 

more or less as a multi-national state. 
The Austrian Empire worked fairly well as 
a collection of nationalities until it was 
smashed in World War One. Nation 
states are not the only possibility. 

Abolish state sovereignty, replace it 
with a democratic world federation, and 
there would be no need for nuclear 
arsenals. A united world would need no 
nuclear weapons. 

(Ideas of fighting wars against non 
human enemies make for good 
entertainment, but need not be considered 
as a real-life possibility. The S,olar 
System contains no other advanced life 
forms; perhaps no other life at all. 
Aliens visiting us from other stars, if 
they exist at all, would probably be so 
advanced technically that nuclear 
weapons would be no more useful than 
bows and arrows against a modem tank.) 

CND has been a blind alley. In the 
1960s it helped break down Cold War 
politics. But it had nothing constructive 
to replace them with; only a pious hope 
that nations would live in peace out of 
sheer good will. Good will and good 
intentions cannot flourish without the 
proper structures to express them. World 
government, the abolition of sovereign 
nation-states, should have been the next 
stage. 

This is the task that should be 
engaging the idealism of the labour 
movement. One World should be the 
goal, rather than the impossible hope of 
unilateral disarmament in a world full of 
rival power-blocks. c~~~~~~~) 

In this article, which follows on from "A Carolingian Renaissance?' (L&TUR 
No.10), Peter Brooke examines the gulf that now separates "designers" from 
"workers", and points out that this separation is neither natural or inevitable. He 
argues that socialists have tended to pay too little attention to the matter. 

Absolute Beginners 
by Peter Brooke 

The sense and importance of Prince 
Charles's attack on modem architecture is 
summarised in a sentence from the 
nineteenth century revolutionary 
socialist, craftsman and poet, William 
Morris: 

·1 mMSl ask you to believe that every 
one · cf the things that goes to make up 
the S11TToundings among which we live 

must be either beautiful or ugly, either 
elevating or degrading to us, either a 
torment and a burden to the maker of it 
to make, or a pleasure and solace to 
him." (quoted in A. Clutton Brock: 
William Morris, His Work and 
Influence, pp 232-3). 

Put simply like that, it is difficult to 
see how anyone could disagree. Yet this 

apparently innocuous thought was the 
basis of Morris's revolutionary 
opposition to the society in which he 
lived, and would certainly have led him 
to regard the society in which we live as 
infinitely worse. 

It is therefore worth examining the 
thought in more detail. 

First of all, he talks about "Every one 
of the things that goes to make up the 
surroundings among which we live". He 
isn't talking about a specialist activity 
called "art". The idea of going into a 
special place set aside from everyday life 
in order to have an aesthetic experience 
is completely foreign to him. I don't 
have a copy to hand, but I am sure that 
News from Nowhere, his description 
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of what he means by Communist society, 
does not mention art galleries. Art, for 
him, is the production of everyday 
objects, objects that are designed to be 
used and which have a role other than 
simply to be admired. This is not a new 
idea of what art is. If museums serve any 
useful purpose it is to remind us that this 
is the kind of art that has prevailed .in 
most human societies for most of human 
history. 

Everyday art 

Implicit in it is a certain modesty. Art 
and production are two words for the 
same thing. Everything that is produced 
is art. It follows that the artist is not 
out to gra9 the attention of a spectator. 
He is making objects which will 
accompany and enhance life, not stop it. 

The opposite conception to this is 
commercial art - advertising - which uses 
spectacular effects including, if the 
advertiser can afford it, large amounts of 
space, to attract attention to itself. The 
producer of modern gallery art, who is 
often trained in the same institution as 
the commercial artist, also has to attract 
attention to himself if he is to be able to 
make a career in the world, and he too is 
therefore drawn towards the spectacular 
and the bizarre, otherwise he risks not 
being noticed. So that increasingly we 
find the same violence and stridency in 
the art galleries that we find among the 
advertising agencies fighting in the 
streets; and there is a pleasant fitness in 
the fact that the major promoters of one 
of the latest waves of violence in the art 
world - called, among other things, the 
'Trans-avant garde" - includes Saatchi and 
Saatchi, who helped to organise the 
Tories' 1979 election campaign. 

This idea - that art is to do with the 
production of everyday objects - has of 
course been current in artistic circles for 
a very long time and much attention has 
been given throughout the century to 
"design". But "design" does not 
correspond to Morris's argument. he 
says that "every one of the things that 
goes to make up the surroundings among 
which we live must be ... either a 
torment and burden to the maker of it, or 
a pleasure and solace to him." Good 
design, if there is such a thing, may be a 
pleasure and solace to the designer but it 
is more likely to be a torment and burden 
to the person who makes it, who can do 
no other than follow the designer's 
instructions or, more often, press the 
buttons and pull the levers that operate 
the machine that follows the designer's 
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instructions. The end product is an 
expression of the power and skill of the 
machine, not of the maker. It can only 
be beautiful or elevating to the extent 
that these qualities can be imparted by a 
machine. 

The division of labour 

The importance of work for the worker 
was stressed by John Ruskin in The 
Nature of Gothic (Chapter VI of the 
second volume of The Stones of 
Venice, published in 1851-3) which had 
a great influence on Morris and was. well 
known in British art colleges as 
something other than a historical 
curiosity up to the Second World War. 
The following extract begins with an 
attack on the view that the worker should 
simply slavishly follow the instructions 
of the designer. Ruskin is, however, 
presupposing a worker who has 
developed a fair degree of skill with his 
hands and who is in that respect doing a 
more complete and valuable work than 
either the operative minding a machine 
or the modern day artist who is merely 
expressing himself without any 
discipline whatsoever, and certainly not 
the discipline of producing something to 
be used and lived with on a normal, 
everyday basis: 

"Men were not intended to work with 
the accuracy of tools, to be precise and 
perfect in all their actions. If Y°" will 
have that precision out of them, and 
make their fingers measure degrees like 
cog-wheels and their arms strike curves 
like compasses, you must unhumanise 
them. All the energy of their spirits 
must be given to make cogs and 
compasses of themselves. All their 
attention and strength must go to the 
accomplishment of the mean act. The 
eye of the soul must be bent upon the 
finger-point, and the soul's force must 
fill all the invisible nerves that guide it, 
ten hours a day, that it may not err from 
its steely precision, and so soul and 
sight are worn away and the whole human 

being be lost at last - a heap of sawdust, 
so far as its intellectual work in this 
world is concerned; save only its Heart, 
which cannot go into cogs and 
compasses, but expands, after the ten 
hours are over, into fireside humanity ... " 

We may note in passing that much of 
this "fireside humanity" has since been 
done away with by the invention of 
television But to continue ... 

"We have much studied, and much 
perfected of late, the great civilised 
invention of the division of labour; only 
we give it a false name. It is not, truly 
speaking, the labour that is divided, but 
the man: - Divided into mere segments of 
men - broken into small fragments and 
crumbs of life; so that all the little piece 
of intelligence that is left in a man is 
not enough to make a pin or a nail but 
exhausts itself in making the point of a 
pin or the head of a nail. Now it is a 
good and desirable thing, truly, to make 
many pins in a day; but if we could only 
see with what crystal sand their points 
were polished, - sand of the human soul, 
much to be magnlf,ed before it can be 
discerned for what it is, - we should think 
there might be some loss in it also. And 
the great cry that rises from all our 
manufacturing cities, louder than the 
furnace blast, is all in very deed for this, - 
that we manufacture everything except 

men; we blanch cotton and strengthen 
steel, and refine sugar, and shape pottery; 
but to brighten.to strengthen, to refine 
or to form a single living spirit never 
enters into our estimate of advantages. 
And all the evil to which that cry is 
urging our myriads can be met only on 
one way ... It can be met only by a 
right understanding, on the part of all 
classes, of what kinds of labour are good 
for men, raising them, and making them 
happy; by a determined sacrifice of such 
convenience or beauty or cheapness as is 
to be got only by the degradation of the 
workman; and by the equally determined 
deman for the products and results of 
healthy and ennobling labour." 
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Meaningless sou1s? 

I'..: quoted that at such length because it 
aplains so well the soul-destroying 
8llDre of the architecture condemned by 
Prince Charles. What both Ruskin and 
Morris are arguing is that the objects 
around us, including buildings, express 
the mind and nature of the worker - not 
of the designer. Ruskin goes on to say: 

"One man's thought can never be 
expressed by another: and the difference 
between the spirit of touch of the man 
who is inventing and of the man who is 
obeying directions is often all the 
difference between a great and a common 
work of art". (Ibid p154.) So that it is 
the mind of the slave (as Ruskin would 
call the worker who merely follows 
instructions) or of the machine that is 
expressed in the building. 

But it may be argued that terms as 
"beautiful", "elevating", "degrading", 
"human soul", "whole human being", 
"healthy and ennobling labour" are 
meaningless. The aim of existence is to 
fill one's life with products to use or to 
enjoy.and the less work involved in 
producing these products, and the greater 
their quality, so that more and more 
people can enjoy them, the better. 
Designers will ensure that the product 
comes in all sorts of shapes to suit all 
sorts of tastes and talk of the product 
expressing the soul of the producer is 
just a lot of hogwash produced by over 
refmed aesthetes and advertising agents. 

This view, not usually expressed quite 
so bluntly, is very widespread. It is at 
the basis of much modem art criticism. 
An example is the Guardian 
architectural correspondent's response to 
Prince Charles's broadcast, which I quoted 
in my last article. Charles said that it 
was soul-destroying. He did not reply 
that it was soul-enhancing. He said that 
the Prince was not taking account of 
economic realities or modern industrial 
methods. He tried to convey the 
impression that he disapproved of the 
economic realities; his defence of the 
architects was that they were honestly 
reflecting the soul-destroying nature of 
those realities. But one did not get the 
impression that he was going to put very 
much effort into changing the economic 
realities of which he wanted his readers 
ID think he disapproved. 

The fact that these terms, "elevating", 
·degrading", "whole human being" etc 

seem archaic and irrelevant and have been 
replaced by the much more insipid word 
"taste", which is assumed to be entirely 
subjective and personal in nature, can be 
explained in terms of the very argument 
advanced by Ruskin and Morris. They 
maintain that the mere process of 
industrial production dehumanises the 
worker and developed only the meanest 
part of his human nature. It stands to 
reason that we are largely formed by what 
we spend most of our time doing. 
Ruskin is writing for a highly cultivated 
and well-off class of people who were, at 
the time he was writing, the main 
purchasers of the objects produced by 
workers. He appealed to them to buy 
only objects whose production had 
exercised the workers' intelligence and 
skill. 

This appeal was spectacularly 
unsuccessful. The triumph of the 
industrial system has been absolute. The 
worker, as Ruskin and Morris had 
prophesied, became more and more an 
adjunct to the machine; his work became 
less and less valuable. But at the same 
time, his class became more and more 
powerful, both politically and in the 
market-place. The worker became more 
and more the consumer of his own 
products; so that after the last war the 
working class became the dominant force 
in society: the major consumer and the 
major factor determining both the shape 
of politics and the shape of what we like 
to call "culture" - the whole range of 
serious or non-serious activities with 
which we amuse or edify ourselves in our 
leisure moments (when in other ages we 
might have been developing our fireside 
humanity). But this is the very class 
that in Morris's and Ruskin's view had 
had its human and spiritual faculties 
dulled and blunted by the process of 
industrial production. 

The working class 

We may say that until the Second World 
War, the working class, still in struggle, 

developed under the guidance of the 
highly cultivated minds of the Fabians 
and the Communist Party. After the 
Second World War,the working class 
affirmed and exulted in its independance. 
It did not at all behave as either the 
Socialists or the supporters of the Arts 
and Crafts Movement would have liked. 
It generated the tibloid press and pop 
music, just as anyone who understood the 
arguments of Ruskin and Morris could 
have predicted. It is a yahoo class and it 
now has a Prime Minister that suits it 
very well. The old, morally earnest, 
Ruskin-influenced Arts and Crafs types 
who once dominated the Art Colleges 
have been thrown out and replaced by 
confused intellectuals without any values, 
acutely aware of their own irrelevance to 
the real lively and creative work of the 
Art Colleges (or, rather Polytechnic Art 
Depts ), which is the production of a 
succession of youth fashions. There is 
even something rather charming - in fact 
ominously seductive - about its raw, 
undirected, uncultivated energy. It is the 
adolescent captivated by his own image 
in a mirror. Only it has been going on 
now for around thirty years, and that is 
too long. 

If we believe that the concepts "human 
spirit", "soul", "life-enhancing", 
"elevating" etc have a meaning, we must 
recognise that it is a meaning that must 
now be fought for. It must also be 
fought towards, because we are all part of 
the general degradation. We are talking 
about faculties of the soul that we have 
all lost for want of exercise. The art 
world is the point at which the loss is 
most blatant - though the Labour & 
Trade Union Review have recognised 
and begun to deal with the related 
problem of political debate. As with 
politics so in the inseparable fields of 
religion and culture the class war is now 
a war withing the class. And one 
starting-point is the assertion that taste 
is not a matter of indiffference, of mere 
personal fancy. It is a battleground for 
the rediscovery of the soul. 

Page 23 



• • • • ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • ---······-------··········· . --------------------------- - . - . • Gorbachev and Khomeini - . - 
The odd couple - - • • . - . - by • - . Graham Dalton - • - . • . --------------------------· - --------------------------· • --------------------------- - I I I I I • •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

A month before the Rushdie affair broke, 
Ayatollah Khomeini took a much more 
interesting and fundamentally important 
initiative. He sent an open letter to 
Mikhail Gorbachev, congratulating him 
on the withdrawal from Afghanistan and 
inviting him to study Islam. 

The public reply to this was given by 
the Soviet Foreign Minister, Eduard 
Shevardnadze, visiting Teheran in the 
middle of the Rushdie furore (in which, 
with what can only be described as a 
playful sense of humour, he offered his 
services as mediator). He said that the 
exhortation had been read by all the 
Soviet leadership:" No doubt there are 
agreements over most parts and some 
disagreements, but this is not 
important." The invitation to study Islam 
at Qom in Iran had been passed on to 
"our clergy": "We are ready for contact 
between individuals and clergies also ... 
Conditions are ripe for entering into a 
qualitatively new state in our relations ... 
There is deep consideration over the fate 
of humanity in your letter. Our greatest 
agreement is that people must help each 
other for humanity to become 
invulnerable. In our international 
policy, we respect freedom of choice for 
individuals and for nations and as a result 
we have always welcomed your 
revolution." (Washington Post 
article reprinted in the Guardian 
Weekly, 5/3/89). 

While the West has been going 
hysterical over a threat to one man, the 
USSR is saying absolutely nothing about 
the systematic liquidation of thousands of 
Iranian Communists. Are we se~ing the 
beginnings of an alliance between the 
Soviet Union and Iran, between 
Gorbachev and Khomeini, the two most 
interesting of all the poiticians who flit 
before our eyes when we read the daily 
papers? 

There are many reasons for 
alliance. Iran did not lose 
against Iraq because of any 
conviction in its own rightness. 

such an 
the war 
loss of 
It lost 
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because of its inferiority in weaponry. 
W estem businessmen and their harems of 
kept journalists have been rejoicing in 
the prospect· of Iran's dependance on 
Western technology. But the West is not 
the only source of technology. Iraq was 
largely supplied by the Soviet Union. 
An alliance between Iran and the Soviet 
Union would immediately transform the 
balance of power between Arab 
nationalism and Islam. 

The Soviet Union, on the other hand, 
has a large, rapidly growing Muslim 
minority who, in Azerbaijan, are 
becoming restive. An alliance with the 
most militant Islamic leader would do 
much to reconcile them to the Soviet 
regime. It would immensely strengthen 
the position of the Soviet Union in the 
Middle East and with relation to Islam, 
which is making a serious bid towards 
being the most important ideological 
force of the 21st century. 

"Are we seeing the 
beginnings of an alliance 
between the Soviet Union 

and Iran, between 
Gorbachev and Khomeini?" 

For what else is there? Fascism as an 
openly avowed intellectual tradition is 
defeated. Communism no longer has 
faith in itself. (Gorbachev is something 
else that does not yet have a name - 

other than skilful opportunism.) 
Economic liberalism is doing very well, 
but it is not a moral ideal, and it is 
difficult to imagine it fighting wars on 
its own behalf. There is only 
Nationalism and Islam; and the aim of 
Nationalism (the break-up of the old 
Empires and the re-organisation of the 
world into nation-states) has been 
achieved everywhere except in the old 
Russian Empire. 

The problem with a rapprochement 
between Islam and the Soviet Union is of 

course ideological. Khomeini is nothing 
if not the unbending champion of 
principle. And his rivals in this regard 
are the Saudis. Khomeini has been able 
to ridicule the Saudis' claim to be the 
champions of Islam by pointing to their 
alliance with the West. But an alliance 
with Communism poses problems for 
him. How masterly, then, was the coup 
by which he trumped the Saudis with 
their own card over the Rushdie affair! 

It was the Saudis who launched the 
attack on the Satanic Verses. But 
their game is to fall short of a direct 
confrontation with the West. Khomeini 
did not hesitate. He pronounced the 
unpronunceable - the penalty specified by 
Islam for apostasy in the full 
knowledge that this could not be 
swallowed by the West, nor repudiated 
with much confidence by Muslims. 

And thus at the very moment that he 
was playing footsie with the Soviet 
Union (where Islam is much more 
constrained than it is in the West) he 
used the Saudi initiative to make himself 
the symbol of orthodoxy and to force the 
West into appearing as the grand enemy 
(while Shevardnadze and Gorbachev 
smiled and invited "their clergy" to go 
and study Islam at Qom). 

And now Mecca has shamefacedly had 
to follow suit and mumble an 
endorsement of Khomeini's judgement! 
Too late. The high ground has already 
been taken. (But why, I wonder, have we 
not broken off diplomatic relations with 
Saudi Arabia?) 

An alliance betweent the two greatest 
totalitarian (or, if you will, morally 
purposeful) forces in the modem world - 
Soviet communism and radical Islam - is 
certainly an event of some importance. 
It is possible largely because 
Communism has been eliminated in Iran. 
Khomeini has nothing to fear from that 
quarter. And Gorbachev who, after all the 
rubbish that has passed through the 
Krem1im since 1953, is the true successor 
of those great flexible minds, Lenin . and 
Stalin (both thoroughly capable of 
playing the liberal game when it suited 
them) knows it. It is undoubtedly among 
the "conditions" that are "ripe for 
entering into a qualitatively new state in 
our relations". Between Gorbachev and 
Khomeini, we are witnessing political 
gamesmanship of a quality and finesse 
that has not been seen since the days of 
Hitler and Stalin. 
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