
The Trade Unions 
A Link With 
Reality 

The conflict in the Labour Party over its relations with the 
trade unions goes to the heart of the British political system. 
This system is based on a conflict between parties which 
represent real social interests - the Labour interest and the 
capitalist interest. 

Having said that, the parties also operate, or have operated, 
within an overall consensus embracing such things as social 
responsibility for the general welfare of the people, and 
reform as the means of change, allowing for a middle 
ground comfortable moving between the two parties. 

Mrs Thatcher tried to break away from that consensus. 
She wished to remake the British political and social system 
along American lines. She was facilitated in this by the last 
flowering of the Bevanite left under the leadership of 
Michael Foot and Neil Kinnock. 

, Bevanism was by instinct pure oppositionism. It opposed 
the Beveridge Report in 1943 and any attempts to lay the 
foundations of the welfare state while Labour was still in 
coalition with the Conservatives. But it was held in check 
by the Attlee/Bevin leadership which insisted on implicating 
the Tories in the proposed reforms - thereby making it 
impossible to reverse them if and when they came to power. 

After 1979 Foot and Kinnock proposed a whole pile of 
"Left" policies, for example on the Common Market and 
Nuclear Weapons. These were policies pure and simple and 
were disconnected from any attempt to promote the social 
interest which Labour was supposed to represent. Gone was 
any plan to extend democracy to the workplace, any idea of 
what to do with the public sector enterprises, any notion of 
a social contract, any policy on prices and incomes. 

The Bevanites took their notions to the electorate and the 
electorate could make no sense of them. Mrs Thatcher was 



on her way. The effect on the Labour 
leadership was not to make them reflect 
on their politics. From being infantile 
idealists they suddenly switched to being 
careerists. Kinnock and the group of 
former student activists with whom he 
surrounded himself, decided that politics 
was about personalities. 

Kinnock has recently admitted that he 
even went off the idea of building a mass 
party; though at the time he was peddling 
the notion of mass recruitment being a 
substitute for the block vote as he prom 
oted the idea of one-member-one-vote. 

Meanwhile that mass party, the 
Conservatives, got fed up with Mrs That 
cher's social-engineering and, more to 
the point, saw that the electorate was fed 
up with it as well. They threw her out and 
began moving away from the American 
dream she was trying to achieve. 

The Labour leadership had by this time 
become thoroughly Thatcherised. They 
were mesmerised by America. The main 
organs of the social interest they were 
supposed to represent, the trade unions, 
were never to be mentioned. They wrap 
ped themselves up in pretty packaging, 
released their ironically symbolic hot air 
balloons and went to the electorate. 

The electorate rejected them. The 
Tories were at a low ebb. People wanted 
a change. But in John Major's Tories 
they detected a streak of honesty and a 
semblance of a social purpose. They 
didn't have the stomach for Tammany 
Hall. 

Shadow Ministers lazily and 
ineffectively. They must know that they 
are not up to the job. And this is what 
gives the air of desperation to their cam 
paign to quickly end the voting power of 
the trade unions. There are very few 
union leaders who could face their mem 
bers after being responsible for making 
either Gordon Brown or Tony Blair the 
leader of the Labour Party. 

The conflict on the issue therefore 
comes down to a division between those 
who wish the Labour Party to remain the 
representative of a real social interest, 
and those who wish it to be the vehicle for 
the furtherance of their own personal 
interests. 

The Labour Party has an organic 
relationship with its constituency through 
the trade unions and through its branches. 
It can be no coincidence that as the cam 
paign to weaken the union link developed, 
there was also a weakening of the 
branches, through centralisation of the 
membership- membership by direct debit 
rather than direct recruitment. 

The aim of the individualist tendency 
is to get rid. of power bases, both in the 
unions and the CLPs, and have one self 
perpetuating centre of power. One 
member-one-vote is designed to make 
all members powerless. The member as 
an individual has no way of influencing 
decisions or the debate that goes into 
making decis.ions. He or she has no know 
ledge of those for or against whom they 
are asked to vote for office, other than an 
image presented remotely. 

One-member-one-vote gives the 
appearance of real democracy. It is in 
fact a travesty of democracy. It amounts 
to the atomisation of the membership. It 
would indeed be ironic if the Labour 
Party does to itself what Mrs. Thatcher 
has signally failed to do to society as a 
whole. 

A body of people has come to the fore 
in the Labour Party under the Foot/ 
Kinnock leadership for whom thecutand 
thrust of party politics is repellent. They 
can never be comfortable operating with 
or on behalf of a great part of society 
which holds its values and beliefs deeply 
and fights for them passionately. 

Their ideal is the make-believe set 
piece in Parliament suitable for trans 
mission on TV. (And they're not even 
very good at that.) Tony Blair recently 
gave a speech on the moral role of the 
family and seemed to feel he had achieved 
something because a Tory Minister about 
the same time was able to give an almost 
identical speech. People like John Prescott 
and Kenneth Clarke are crass and uncouth 
to people like him. 

But people like Prescott and Clarke 
represent something in this turbulent and 
changing world. People like Blair repres 
ent only themselves. The debate over the 
trade union link is a debate to decide 
whether the future of politics is about real 
social interests or is a beauty contest to 
determine who gets the spoils of office. 

However ..... 

It suits today the weak and base 
Whose Hearts are set on pelf 

and place 
To cringe before the richman's frown, 
And tear our sacred emblem down. 
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Labour & Coal 
Following John Edmond's attack on the 
Labour leadership, John Smith defended 
himself and his colleagues by citing their 
opposition to the Tory plans for the coal 
industry! Try telling that to the miners 
blackmailed into agreeing to the closure 
of their pits - including pits supposedly 
reprieved by Heseltine. 

Labour's opposition amounted to a lack 
lustre performance by Smith at Prime 
Minister's Questions and some rants by 
othersatCommons' debates, whereRobin 
Cook usually came off second best. The 
real political opposition came from 
Winston Churchill, Sheila Peacock and 
their friends. 

The Yorkshire Miners' Gala was a sorry 
affair. That was not the fault of Arthur 
Scargill, the NUM or the miners. The 
Labour Party was represented, unofficial 
ly I presume, by Tony Benn and Dennis 
Skinner. Oh.just that lot again, the Tories 
and the press could gloat. 

This Gala came at a crucial time. The 
Government had reneged on its promises. 
They should all have been there. Smith, 
Cook, Dobson, Beckett, all of them. But 
the press and the Tories might have said: 
'there goes Smith, chum of Arthur 
Scargill'. 

Of course they would, and so what? Such 
attentions would be welcomed by real 
leaders. What better opportunity could 
there be to begin a robust nationwide 
protest about the coal industry than an 
assault by the press on Smith for 
associating with the NUM. 
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I note that Prescott is not frit to associate 
with the aims and actions of the RMT. I 
also note that it is its policies on the rail 
ways that is giving the government its 
biggest headache. 

Labour & the Teachers 
Smith also cited Labour's great role in 
the battle between the teachers and John 
Patten. Does he think we're stupid? Ann 
Taylor was given every opportunity to 
support the teachers against this wretched 
little man and never once did so. 

Victory for the teachers, and it was a very 
great victory indeed, was achieved by the 
very effective leadership given by the 
NASUWT. It was achieved in spite of 
some pretty daft people in the leadership 

: of the NUT and without any help at all 
1 from Ann Taylor and the Labour 
leadership. 

. If Ann Taylor is one of the arguments for 
a quota system favouring women candi 
dates being selected for safe seats, and I 
suspect that she is, then the proposal 
should be rejected out of hand. 

I don't care, nor I'm sure do most in our 
movement, if the Labour Front Bench is 
made up entirely of women. There are 
plenty of women of stature, of principle, 
of ability in the Labour Party. What I find 
objectionable is that the egalitarianism 
which still pervades the Party should be 
manipulated in the furtherance of the 
careers of a lot of well-connected second- 
raters. contd. 
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SPECTRE AT THE FEAST Trade union Diary i 

Autumn of Discontent? 
It is now very likely that the fire service 
will come out on strike this Autumn. The 
cause of the dispute is the government's 
tearing up of an agreement reached after 
the last strike 16 years ago, and insistence 
that firefighters like all public sector 
workers accept a pay increase of no more 
than 1.5%. 

The dispute has not got much to do with 
the amount of the pay increase. Fire 
fighters' wageswere by agreement tied 
to overall wage increases and these have 
fallen dramatically. Ithas,on the employ 
ees' side, got much more to do with a 
feeling of betrayal, with the fact that 
agreements reached count for nothing, 
with the feeling that you can never now 
know where you stand. 

The local authorities, who are formally 
the employers, have asked the firefighters 
to accept 1.5% this year with the promise 
that they will make up the difference next 
year. This is reasonably seen as unaccept 
able. What if the government sets another 
pay norm next year, as it probably will? 
More importantly it would be an accept 
ance that the agreed pay policy was ended 
and replaced by an unstable year by year 
pay bargaining system. 

Underneath it all, fire fighters, and others, 
are aware that there is an overall govern 
ment strategy to have a low wage 
economy reinforced by a large reserve 
army of unemployed. 

This is the government's notion of how 
to achieve a competitive economy. Low 
wages, a lack of workers' rights, and 
cutbacks in social welfare will attract 
foreign investment and produce goods 
cheaper than our European neighbours. 
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by Joe Keenan 

As reported in the last iossue ofL& TUR 
(No 35) a "Labour function" was held in 
Belfast on Friday, April 30. It was advert 
ised as a "Keir Hardie Centenary Dinner" 
organised by the South Belfast CLP "to 
commemorate the founding of the first 
Belfast branch of the Independent Labour 
Party." The centenary dinner was held 
on a more than usually grand and expen 
sive floor of the Europa Hotel. Belfast is 
very much a high-unemployment, low 
wage, zone of a decrepit economy, but 
the tickets were priced at an exorbitant 
£15. 

Now, in my experience of the Labour 
movement in Britain and Ireland (speak 
ers from which were advertised by the 
South Belfast CLP, though none such 
spoke) celebrations of our past invariably 
have at least as much to do with our 
present. An account of the event in ques 
tion is presented in terms of current 
concerns and conflicts, debate and 
discussion on however vulgar a level is 
engaged in and recruits and converts are 
canvassed: From the year dot that has 
been the way in which a large part of the 
business of the British and Irish Labour 
movement has been conducted. Readers 
of L&TUR will hardly be unfamiliar 
with the business. 

In any event, in that spirit, with £15 
which I could ill afford from my invalidity 
benefit brandished before me , bearing 
the leaflets, books and pamphlets which 
we all of us always carry with us to such 
occasions I presented myself at the door 
and was refused admittance. As was 
reported last month Jeffrey Dudgeon 
agreed that I could distribute leaflets in 
support of Labour candidates in the 
forthcoming local government elections 
but was overruled by Erskine Holmes. It 
is not altogether accurate to state (as in 
last month's report) that Holmes then 
manhandled me out of the building. He 
certainly tried, dragging me through the 
hall with me distributing leaflets and 
selling books and him exhorting people 
not to talk to me as we went. 

However, when the lift into which he 
had manhandled me reached ground level 
I eluded him and made my way back to 

the centenary dinner, with the intention 
of distributing more leaflets and selling 
more books (a complete reprint of the 
Labour Opposition of Northern Ireland 
1925/6, originally published by the 
Independent Labour Party in North Bel 
fast, available from Athol Books, price 
£12). On this occasion Holmes left me to 
it and fetched the hotel security men who 
escorted me courteous! y off the premises. 

So far as I could tell, while Holmes was 
manhandling me out of the hall the 
assembled surburbanites were bemused 
and embarrassed and finding it very 
difficult, despite Holmes' exhortations, 
not to talk to me. (Even in Belfast, where 
it is a very fragile flower, civil society is 
really not that similar to a rugby scrum). 
I was only aware of one individual 
applauding Holmes' efforts and agreeing 
that he would not talk to me. This was 
Boyd Black, a member of the private 
club that calls itself the South Belfast 
Constituency Labour Party, though it 
knows not the constituency. 

I was therefore more than a little 
surprised the next day when Boyd Black 
joined the company in which I can always 
be found having a drink on Saturday 
night and began denying the allegation in 
L&TURNo35thathehadoncepublished 
a leaflet entitled "Ulster Will Fight". As 
I had not then read the issue and could 
remember nothing of such a leaflet( which 
bearing Boyd Black' s name and address, 
was reproduced in L&TUR No35) 
Icouldn 't argue the matter, but promised 
to look into it and insist on any necessary 
correction and apology (obviously none 
was necessary). 

I then tried to discover what had been 
said at the previous nights centenary 
dinner concerning the formation of the 
ILP in Belfast in 1893, a subject in which 
I have more than a passing interest. 
According to Boyd Black, nothing had 
been said about it, because the organisers 
of a very expensive dinner to celebrate its 
centenary knew nothing at all about the 
formation of the ILP in /Belfast in 1893, 
not the precise date, not the circumstances, 
not anything. He (Boyd Black) had been 
supposed to find out something about it, 
but he hadn't been able to find the time. 



So there was a feast in the Europa hotel 
in Belfast on Friday, April 30th and there 
was a spectre at that feast. Not me 
though, I was excluded from the feast. 
Not even the working class, though it 
was not invited to the feast. The spectre 
at the Keir Hardie Centenary Dinner was 
Keir Hardie himself. 

I,, 

1 .. 

Keir Who? 
Had I been admitted to the feast I could 

have told the feasters there assembled 
something, not a great deal perhaps, for 
my knowledge of Labour politics in 
Belfast in the 1890's is still far from 
complete, but something, about the event 
they were supposedly gathered to 
celebrate. lcould have told them that the 
academic consensus, which knowing no 
better at the time, I repeated in my 
introduction to the "Labour Opposition", 
is entirely incorrect. The ILP was not 
formed in Belfast following the Trade 
Union Congress held there in Septern 
berl893, but was already in existence at 
that timew. Indeed, on the day before 
congress assembled the Belfast branch 
of the ILP held a conference which the 
Belfast News Letter reported as follows, 
under the headline, 
THE INDEPENDENT LABOUR PARTY - 

CONFERENCE IN BELFAST 

"Yesterday a conference called by the 
Belfast branch of the Independent Labour 
Party organisation was held in the Brown 
Chambers Hall, Royal Avenue. The 
officers of the organisation are - Messrs 
W.S. Roberts, president; T. Miller (jun), 
secretary; W.H. McAlister, treasurer; A. 
Stewart and W.M. Knox: and these 
gentlemen had arranged a lengthy 
programme for the consideration of those 
who attended. Invitations were addressed 
to adherents of the Independent Labour 
Party, the Social Democratic Federation, 
the Fabian Society and the members of 
other local or other labour organisations 
in favour of independent political action, 
and a very large number accepted the 
invitation. In the absenceofthe president, 
Mr A. Stewart was voted to the chair." 

After the transaction of some formal 
business, "the Chairman expressed his 
pleasure at seeing such a large number 
present, as it showed that the invitations 
had been sent to all those whose addresses 
they knew. The Belfast labour party was 
a young organisation, but it had met with 
a very considerableamountof opposition. 
The first meeting was held on September 
29th last year in the Engineers Hall, and 

during the year they had held a large 
number of open meetings ... " 

Following that conference, later that 
day, according to another report in the 
News Letter: "At half-past three o'clock 
a gathering was held outside the Custom 
House, at which addresses were delivered 
by Dr L. A veling and Mr Ben Till et, 
alderman of the London County Council. 
There was a large crowd around the front 
steps, and the utmost good order prevailed 
throughout the proceedings. It was estim 
ated that there were over 3000 persons 
present, and the general opinion of the 
leaders was that the gathering was the 
most successful that had been held under 
the local branch of the Indepedent Labour 
Party. 

"Mr A. Stewart presided, and in 
opening the proceedings, referred to the 
very large numbers present, arguing that 
it indicated the great and growing interest 
that was felt among members of trade 
societies in the future of the labour move 
ment. The Independent Labour Party 
was a young organisation, and in spite of 
the considerable opposition which it had 
met it was makiong considerable head 
way ... " (BNL 4.9.1893) 

There is a great deal to be said about 
the formation of the Independent Labour 
Party in Belfast a hundred years ago. It 
could not be said at the dinner allegedly 
celebrating the event. There are many 
questions arising from the formation of 
the ILP in Belfast a hundred years ago. 
They could not be asked at the dinner 
allegedly celebrating the event. 

Itis not at all surprising. For, in reality, 
the Keir Hardie Centenary Dinner bore 
the same relation to Keir Hardie and the 
ILP as Boyd Black and Erskine Holmes' 
South Belfast CLP bears to the cause of 
labour in South Belfast - none! 

Not for the first time, it will be up to the 
real South Belfast Constituency Labour 
Party, which has been active, publishing 
and campaigning and electioneering, in 
the constituency, to redress the balance. 
We will shortly be organising a political 
function to put the decisive events of 100 
years ago in context and address the 
questions its centenary raises. Kate 
Hoey' s mundane vicars, Dudgeon, Black 
and Holmes, will certainly be invited to 
engage in politics at that time. D 

The Labour Opposition Of 
Northern Ireland. 

Complete Reprint of the first Labour 
newspaper in Northern Ireland, 1925126. 

Introduced by Joe Keenan. 
Preface by Mark Langhammer. 

Published by Athol Books on behalf of 
South Belfast Labour Party. ISBN 0 
85034 054 3, 212 Pages. Illustrated. 
Index. Bibliography. £12 postfree. 

The 17 issues of The Labour Opposition 
of Northern Ireland, reproduced here for the 
first time, original I y appeared between March 
1925 and June 1926. 

Published by the North Belfast Branch of 
the Independent Labour Party, it soughtto 
define the terms of engagement for conflict 
between the newly-formed Northern Ireland 
Labour Party and the Unionist Government 
of the newly created state ofNorthemlreland. 

The range of issues covered is vast 
unemployment and the operation of the Poor 
Law, women's rights, municipal affairs, the 
state of industry and agriculture, theneed for 
nationalisation, parliamentary and council 
reports, the proceeding organisation and 
affairs of the NILP, and much more; all the 
theory and practice of Socialism is here. ·And 
all said, as the editor, Hugh Gemmell, insisted 
it should be, with a kick! 

Every significant name in the history o.f 
the Belfast Labour Movement in the first half 
of the century is to be found arguing and 
declaiming in these pages: Harry Midgley, 
Sam Kyle, Ida Boyd, Bob M'Clung, Tommy 
Geehan, the inimitable "Slumdom Jack" 
McMullan, and many others. 

Joe Keenan' s introduction sets The Labour 
Opposition in the contextofits ultimate failure. 
Having been generated as part of the British 
Labour movement, and having contemplated 
the prospect of functioning in Home Rule 
Ireland, it suddenly found itself within the 
novelConstitutional and political entity called 
Northern Ireland-an unanticipated form of 
state, without tradition to sustain it or clear 
perspective to guide it. · 

The Labour Opposition displayed great 
vigour and spirit in its efforts to cope with this 
new confusion of circumstances. But, in the 
end, circumstances got the better of it. 

Circumstances have changed a little. And 
some of us may feel we are a bit wiser than 
they were. But what those socialists who 
produced The Labour Opposition had. in 
abundance-the vigour, the spirit, the belief 
in socialist possibility-is sadly lacking in 
the smarter but more cynical attitude of the 
present day. 

The Labour Opposition of the twenties 
failed in the most glorious spirit. It failed with 
a kick, and this record of its failing remains to 
kick-start the Labour Opposition of today. 

Order from 
Athol Books, 10 Athol Street, 
Belfast, BT12 4GX. 

Or through booksellers. 
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mind of the Catholic community remain 
ed focussed on the aim of getting out of 
the UK and into the Irish state. It never 
saw what was called "the Northern Ireland 
state" as anything more than a police 
operation conducted by the Protestant 
community with the backing of West 
minster. It had no reason to. 

Westminster neglected to establish 
the elementary conditions for "good 
government" in Northern Ireland. The 
basic condition was to make it possible 
for the considerable political energy and 
idealism of the Catholic community to 
develop itself within the politics of the 
state. In the absence of that condition, the 
large and energetic Catholic minority 
was placed in circumstances which gave 
it the alternative of humiliating quiesc 
ence under a police operation pretending 
to be a state, or a spirited effort to subvert 
that state by a combination of "constit 
utional" and military means. 

Having fabricated "Northern Ireland", 
Westminster excluded it from the politics 
of the state, and left it to fester in commun 
al conflict. And, since Westminster had 
neglected to establish the conditions of 
good government in the province, we 
cannot see why there was an obligation 
on the Dail to encourage the Catholic 
minority in the North to lie down under a 
perverse and humiliating system of 
government. 

Wearenotoftheopinion thatPartition 
was a crime. B utthe mode of government 
in the North after Partition might well be 
called a crime. The position of the Cath 
olic minority under that mode of 
government made it morally impossible 
for parties in the Dail to accord any 
legitimacy to Partition. 

Britain, the state responsible for the 
enactment of Partition, and the predomin 
ant military power, did not make an, 
earnest attemptto settle the Irish question 
in 1920/1. The Irish state has done no 
more than take account of the fact that 
Britain left the North after 1921 in a con 
dition in which settlement was imposs 
ible. That is the context of Articles2 & 3. 
Failure of the British element in New 
Consensus to see the primary responsibil 
ity of Westminster in this matter indicated 
how deeply the imperialist mentality is 
ingrained, even in sections of the Labour 
left. 

"Lasting peace" is not the product of 
a "peace movement" in Britain, or South 
ern Ireland, or France or any other state in 
which internal peace prevails. Peace is a 
product of good government And where 
the fundamentals of good government 
are ruled out of order-as in Northern 
Ireland and the aims of New Consensus 
peace movements will not achieve peace. 
For reasons of space this article will conclude 

in the next issue, when the Irish origins of 
New Consensus will be considered. 

Letter to the editor 
New Consensus 

Your anonymous correspondent is 
entitled to his or her views on what moti 
vates people who are involved in Democ 
racy Now and in New Consensus (Way 
ward Hoey L&TUR►No33). 
First the article confuses and collates 

Democracy Now (DN) and New Con 
sensus (NC) into one organisation. DN is 
a Labour Party pressure group and NC is 
a cross-party body. Simply because there 
is an overlapping membership - quite a 
normal event in politics - does not mean 
that the two are one. 

Secondly, having made this elementary 
error, your writer asserts that NC has 
been taken over by DN. This is nonsense. 
In fact the only contact we have had with 
the issue of Labour organisation was to 
extend an invitation to the CLR to speak 
at a members meeting (as invitations 
have also been extended to a wide range 
of people including Kevin McNamara, 
Lord Richard Holme,Chris McGimpsey, 
for example). We will not take any posi 
tion on the question of Labour organisa 
tion because it is clearly outside yhe aims 
of New Consensus. 
Thirdly, New Consensus is not a front 

for the Workers' Party or any other 
group. We are a resolutely non-party 
organisation. 
Finally, we don't advocate the deletion 

of Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Constitu 
tion. Instead we argue - along with many 
groups and parties in Ireland itself - for 
their revision and possible replacement 
with an aspiration to unification, rather 
than the current constitutional imperative. 
How sad it is that when there is a 

possibility of building a lasting peace 
movement your correspondent seems 
more interested in devaluing people's 
efforts in such an unhelpful way. Surely 
a bit of pluralism in politics is a healthy 
thing? 
Gary Kent 
New Consensus (Britain) 
Middles borough 

New Consensus In London 
Gary Kent is, we understand, the 

Secretary, or PRO, of New Consensus, 
and not simply a member of it. 

There are a number of debating points 
in his letter. Before glancing at them, we 
will consider what strikes us as the main 
point of political substance in it. 

He speaks of"building a lasting peace 
movement", but says that the "question 
of Labour organisation" is "clearly out 
side the aims of New Consensus", thereby 
implicitly asserting that there is no substa 
ntial connection between these two things. 

The "question of Labour organisa- 
Page 6 

tion", as posed by the Campaign for Lab 
our Representation, and taken up by this 
magazine, is that Labour, as one of the 
two parties by which the process of 
governing the United Kingdom has been 
conducted ever since the constitutional 
entity known as "Northern Ireland" was 
fabricated seventy years ago, has exclud 
ed Northern Ireland from its sphere of 
operation. The Tory Party did likewise 
until a couple of years ago, and continues 
to do so in spirit and practice, while 
allowing party organisation in the prov 
ince as an empty formality. And, in an 
era when party politics counts for every 
thing, this exclusion of the province from 
the party politics of the state has in effect 
been a form of disfranchisement. The 
Northern Ireland electors have never been 
able to vote for the parties seeking a 
mandate to govern the state. 

This withdrawal of the parties which 
govern the state from a region of the state 
is, to the bestofour knowledge, unique in 
the world. There has now been a war 
going on in that region for close on a 
quarter ofa century. We have given our 
reasons for supposing that there is a close 
connection between that condition of 
chronic warfare and the exclusion of the 
region from the politics of the state. New 
Consensus has not argued against the 
case we have made. But it has made a 
dogmatic assumption that there is no 
connection between the exclusion of the 
province from the politics of the state and 
the warfare in it. 

"Not taking any position" is, in this 
matter, taking a most definite position. 
New Consensus would hardly place the 
matter of political exclusion of Northern 
Ireland "outside its aims" if it entertained 
the possibility that this was a central 
cause of the war. 

It has chosen not to publish its reasons 
for adopting this position. That prevents 
us ,-. im assessing their weight. It does 
not prevent us from seeing, by use of our 
own reason, that such is its position. 

Having in this way absolved the 
British state from central responsibility 
for the condition of Northern Ireland, 
New Consensus seeks a cause elsewhere, 
and alights on Articles 2 & 3 of the Irish 
Constitution, and the "men of violence", 
i.e., the Provos. 

Articles 2 & 3 were not adopted until 
1937. By 137 the abnormal political 
condition of Northern Ireland was well 
established. Exclusion from the party 
conflict of the state created the conditions 
in which the conflict of religious comm 
unities necessarily persisted and flour 
ished. Long before 1937 it was evident 
that the issue in Northern Ireland lay 
between the military forces of the Protes 
tant and Catholic communities. Being 
excluded from the political process which 
decided how the UK was governed, the 
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Burke - a British and Irish Deist 

Edmund Burke was a Whig, though 
everyone remembers him as a Tory. He 
was a supporter of the American Revolu 
tion, but known chiefly as an opponent of 
the revolution in France. And yet Burke 
was a highly effective politician, despite 
having only the very briefest period of 
direct political power. It's a pity that he 
has been taken up by Dr Conor Cruise 
O'Brien, who is the exact opposite. A 
man who has wasted numerous chances 
to do something good and useful in the 
world, and without even upholding any 
particular point of principle. Dr Cruise 
O'Brien writing a biography of Edmund 
Burke is rather like Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta writing a biography of Germaine 
Greer. 

In trying to work out who Burke actually 
was, it is first necessary to completely 
disregard what Cruise O'Brien says about 
him. Instead, look at what the man himself 
said. And also to remember that, given 
the times he lived in, certain things would 
have had to be left unsaid. 

At the level of formal and public belief, 
Burke was a member of the Church of 
England. He was also a strong supporter 
of Catholic emancipation. Both his 
friends and his enemies have speculated 
that he might have been a secret Catholic. 
But the corrupt and demoralised Catholic 
Church of his day would have offered 
very little to a man of his calibre. Itis also 
well known that there were many 18th 
century thinkers who believed in God, 
but saw all established religion including 
all existing varieties of Christianity as 
basically superstitious and untrue. From 
this viewpoint- normally called Deism - 
there was no Christian truth to uphold, 
and therefore no error that should be 
persecuted. Some Deists saw established 
religion asan absolute obstacle to enlight 
enment. But many others preferred to 
uphold forms that they did not really 
believe in, simply because there was no 
knowing what might happen if established 
religion were to lose its grip on the popular 
mind. Even if Christianity were an histo 
ric error, it could be considered a useful 
error. 

by Madawc Williams 

I am as sure as I can be that Burke lived 
and died a Deist, and a supporter of artifi 
cial order against unpredictable chaos. I 
am as sure as I can be, in the absence of 
a direct statement of unfaith by the man 
himself. Given that any open rejection of 
'Gospel truth' would have utterly 
destroyed Burke's role in public life, I 
am not surprised that he never actually 
said any such thing. The silences are elo 
quent. The silences about Jesus and the 
Gospels indicate thatBurkedid not attach 
much importance to Christian doctrines 
as such. He says a great deal about relig 
ious matters. But I have been unable to 
find anywhere where he says that Christ 
ian doctrines are true. 

From all that I have read of his writings, 
Burke does not attach any particular 
significance to the life or mission of 
Jesus, or to any of the other great names 
of the J udeo-Christian tradition. As an 
educated man, he knew of the covert crit 
icisms of the Bible that were circulating 
among the· ruling elite, and he never 
made any attempt to argue that these 
criticisms were wrong. On the other 
hand, he does talk a great deal about God, 
and utterly condemned Atheism. So I 
assume that Burke was basically a Deist, 
a believer in a God that none of the exist 
ing religions had properly understood. 

Consider the following: "The most horrid 
and cruel blow that can be offered to civil 
society is through atheism. Do not 
promote diversity; when you have it, bear 
it; have as many sorts of religion you find 
in your country; there is reasonable 
worship in them all. The others, the 
infidels, are outlaws of the constitution, 
not of this country, but of the human race. 
They are never, never to be supported, 
never to be tolerated. Under the system 
atic attacks of these people, I see some of 
the props of good government already 
begin to fail; I see propagated principles 
which will not leave to religion even a 
toleration ... 

"Even the man who does not hold 
revelation, yet who wishes that it were 
proved to him, who observes a pious 

silence with regard to it, such a man, 
though not a Christian, is governed by 
religious principles. Let him be tolerated 
in this country. Let it but be a serious 
religion, natural or revealed, take what 
you can get. Cherish.blow up the slightest 
spark: one day it may be a pure and holy 
flame. By this proceedings you form an 
alliance offensive and defensive against 
those great ministers of darkness in the 
world who are endeavouring to shake all 
the works of God established in order 
and beauty ... " (Speech on the Relief of 
Protestant Dissenters, 1773.) 

One might wish for a fuller statement of 
Burke's philosophy, but it does not seem 
to exist. It is reasonable to believe that 
Burke is giving a covert statement of his 
own position when he speaks of "the 
man who does not hold revelation, yet 
who wishes that it were proved to him, 
who observes a pious silence with regard 
to it". One might also wonder why he 
assumes that atheists can have no moral 
or ethical principles? Or why he ignores 
the damage done by sincere fanatics who 
were willing to use any form of trickery 
or cruelty to establish what they suppose 
to be the truth? But Burke maintained a 
judicious silence about the core of his 
belief. 

*** 

Burke was an Irishman of a sort that was 
not quite extinct in 1916, though they 
have since been forgotten about. He saw 
no contradiction between being Irish and 
being British. The United Kingdom as a 
political entity did not come into existence 
until after his death, but there was no 
particularly meaningful government in 
Ireland itself. Only a corrupt parliament 
with limited powers, exclusively Protest 
ant, dominated by an aristocracy that had 
little desire to make common cause with 
other inhabitants of the island of Ireland. 
Meaningful politics occurred in London, 
and was mostly made at Westminster. 
And this had been the case for several 
generations before Burke. 

Under the Stuart dynasty, it was natural 
for those Irishmen who were interested 
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in the larger world outside to think in the 
context of the 'three kingdoms'. The 
Stuart dynasty had remote Irish roots, 
roots that counted for a lot in the Gaelic 
scheme of things. When James the Sixth 
of Scotland inherited Ireland along with 
England, the Gaelic Irish saw him as a 
legitimate ruler in a way that previous 
English queens and kings had not been. 
Ireland had been awarded to the Anglo 
Norman Plantagenet rulers by the Pope. 
But for the Irishmen of the 17th century, 
a small amount of royal Irish blood 
counted for much more than a hundred 
foreign bishops. 

From 1603 to the early 19th century, 
Irish politics was seen exclusively as a 
regional politics within the much larger 
framework of the British Isles. Even the 
revolt of the United Irishmen had far 
more to do with America and France than 
with anything before or since. Ireland 
had the same sort of politics that has 
flourished in the Principality of Wales 
ever since the Welsh-connected Tudors 
seized the English throne, giving great 
opportunities to men like Dr Dee and the 
Cecils, and in more recent times Lloyd 
George. Something similar has flourished 
in Scotland from the Stuart dynastic 
inheritance of England and Ireland. 

Oliver Cromwell's conquest of Ireland 
was an episode in the Third English Civil 
War, which was in fact a civil war 
throughout the whole of the British Isles. 
In the First Civil War, the English Parlia 
ment had allied itself with the Scottish 
Presbyterians in order to beat King 
Charles the First, whose earlier quarrels 
with the Scots had done so much to start 
the whole conflict. In the Second Civil 
War, King Charles won over the Scots by 
promising to impose Presbyterian ism on 
England. This project failed when Crom 
well defeated the Scots at Preston, 
occupied Scotland and had King Charles 
executed. The Third Civil W arwas fought 
on much the same lines, except that 
Charles the Second substituted for his 
father. And Ireland, still loyal to the 
Stuart, was unavoidably drawn into the 
conflict Oddly enough, had Cromwell 
been defeated by the mostly-Catholic 
forces in Ireland, the long term result 
could quite possibly have been Presbyter 
ian domination of the whole of both 
Great Britain and Ireland. 

The crisis culminated in Anglo-Scottish 
Revolution of 1688 and the Battle of the 
Boyne. This saw the last serious military · 
contribution by Ireland to the civil con 
flicts in the Three Kingdoms. They were 
on the losing side, and they stayed lost 
When the Jacobites rose in 1715 and 
1745, Ireland did nothing. It was a society 
that had lost its political coherence, just 
as Wales had ceased to function politically 
at an earlier period. 

Ireland & Britain 
From a modem viewpoint, one must 
wonder why Ireland never tried to break 
away during the various uprisings and 
civil wars. During the English Civil War, 
why couldn't the Irish have set up their 
own King and declared themselves neut- 

ral in English and Scottish conflicts? The 
modem mind finds it impossible to under 
stand how such an opportunity was 
missed. The simple answer is that there 
were no modem minds in 17th century 
Ireland. ThehereditaryrightoftheStuart 
dynasty was never seriously questioned. 

It is of course possible that Cromwell 
would still have-tried to conquer a neutral 
and an independent Ireland. No one can 
tell how an alternate history might have 
turned out. But the way things actually 
were ".::romwell had to move rapidly to 
crush his enemies in Ireland, ifhe were to 
have any hope of defeating the overall 
Presbyterian - Royalist alliance. 

If one could rewrite history, one might 
wish that Ireland and the Scottish High 
lands could have been separated under 
the Stuarts, while Lowland Scotland and 
England would have been ruled by Will 
iam of Orange and then the Hanovarians. 
Such a set-up would have well suited the 
natural inclination of both sides. But no 
such solution was ever likely. When 
Stuart rulers landed in Ireland or Highland 
Scotland, it was always with a view to 
retaking England and the Scottish Low 
lands, lands that had rejected them. Both 
the repression of Roman Catholics and 

the destruction of the Highland clan sys 
tem were as much defensive measures as 
exercises of imperial power. One of the 
two rival systems had to go. And the 
English and the Lowland Scots were det 
ermined that it was not going to be them. 

In the 18th century, the British state 
upheld two rather different forms of 
Protestantism as absolute truths - truth 
depending somewhat on geography. The 
official religion of the British Isles was 
Presbyterianism in Scotland and 
Anglicanism for England, Wales and 
Ireland. There were also Dissenters with 
less rights than Anglicans, and a consider 
able survival of Roman Catholics, 
especially in Ireland and Wales. Welsh 
Catholicism only really started to decline 
when it was challenged by Welsh 
speaking Dissenter sects. I've heard that 
something similar almost happened in 
Ireland, leaving a residuum of Gaelic 
speaking Protestants in the West of 
Ireland. But I do not know the details. 

Enlightenment 
All of that was official religious belief. 
The Enlightenment was an unofficial 
abolition of Christianity among the upper 
classes in Western Europe, Catholic and 
Protestant alike. Voltaire actually learned 
a lot of his skepticism from English sour 
ces, having being forced into exile from 
France after a quarrel with a French 
aristocrat. He publicised this disbelief 
among the French oligarchy, and it 
became pretty much the standard view of 
the 'top people', barely concealed from 
the rest of society. Even if the Enlightened 
aristocrats still considered themselves 
Christian, it was an unrecognisably new 
Christianity, deeply changed to put it in 
harmony with Enlightenment values. But 
in France, certainly, Christianity ceased 
to be treated as a serious matter among 
the oligarchy. 

The English and Scotch oligarchies did 
not reject Christianity in such a blatant 
way as their French equivalents. Party 
politics and electioneering kept the rulers 
of Britain in touch with the people. It 
gave them them a much deeper social 
control than the privileged French 
courtiers of Versailles, and it also made 
them well aware of what it was that 
needed controlling. Roman Catholics 
and devout Anglicans tended to be 
attached to the Tory Party. Dissenters 



and Protestant radicals were almost 
always supporters of the Whigs. The 
oligarchs controlling those parties made 
use of popular opinions in what were 
essentially faction fights between people 
who had much the same beliefs. In the 
process, the rival politicians at the heart 
of the Whig and Tory parties gained a 
passably good idea of the dangerous 
forces that existed in the country at large, 
just waiting to be unleashed by any piece 
of foolishness. 

Unlike their counterparts in France, the 
British oligarchy took good care to keep 
up a facade of belief. People like David 
Hume spoke publicly of what much of 
the ruling class believed privately. But 
they were very much an exception. The 
outward forms of a state based on 
conventional Christianity were main 
tained by people who by and large did not 
take such things very seriously. And the 
battle between Whig and Tory was kept 
within reasonable bounds. Indeed, the 
most common pattern after the accession 
of George III was coalition between 
moderate Tories and one of the Whig 
factions. The other Whig factions would 
form the official opposition, while 
scheming to get into power in their turn. 

It was in this context that Edmund Burke 
entered politics. 

*** 
Burke's Environment 
Burke was an Irish Protestant with a 
Catholic mother and Catholic sisters. This 
must have been an example of the very 
civilised system that the Irish had worked 
out to ease the problems of marriages 
across the religious divide. Boys would 
be raised in the religion of their father, 
and girls in the religion of their mother, 
ensuring rough equality and keeping 
family battles toadecentminimum. This 
civilised system was something that the 
Catholic Church did not tolerate else 
where, and which was to be forbidden by 
the hierarchy during the long crisis over 
Irish Home Rule, worsening an already 
bitter communal divide. In the modem 
world, the Catholic hierarchy demands 
and enforces a total submission by the 
non-Catholic partner in any such love 
match - total control over the children, at 
the very least, and preferably also 
conversion. 

Exceptions can be made when they are 
politically expedient - there would have 
been no problem about a dispensation 
had Prince Charles chosen to marry a 
Catholic princess and make her the mother 
of the future head of the Church of Eng 
land. But for ordinary mortals, a grossly 
unequal arrangement is imposed, on pain 
of exclusion from the community and the 
loss of the right to participate in religious 
rites. 

In Burke's day, the hierarchy had no such 
power. Indeed, it seemed very much on 
its last legs. The Vatican had been forced 
by nominal! y Catholic princes to suppress 
the Jesuits, and to generally subordinate 
itself to Enlightenment values. The Jes 
uits may have boasted 'give us the child 
and we will answer for the man'. But the 
reality was that they produced people 
like Diderot and Voltaire, well-educated 
skeptics who knew everything that the 
Church had to say and were contemptuous 

of it. Anyone literate enough to read the 
best authors of Greek and Roman pagan 
ism had access to a totally different set of 
ideas, ideas with much more coherence 
than the theological mishmash of mediae 
val theology. The various Pagan - 
Christian blends were unconvincing to 
those who were aware of the real thing. 
And the monarchs of the enlightenment 
had forced the Pope to suppress the Jesuits 
in 1773. Theywereonlyrevivedin 1814, 
as a reactionary force to serve the post 
Napoleonic 'new world order'. 

The 18th century oligarchy in Britain, 
France and most other parts of Western 
Europe had secured a solid basis of power 
for themselves. In large measure they 
had infiltrated the church, so that Bishops 
were generally much more concerned 
with subverting and curbing Christianity 
than with defending it. Outward forms 
were maintained, but there was a general 
expectation that the enlightened oligarchy 
would gradually cure the mass of the 
population of their superstition and 
traditional habits of thought. 

What no one seems to have considered 

before the French Revolution was 
whether an enlightened population would 
be happy with the continuing power and 
privilege of the oligarchy. 

* * * 
Natural Religion 
Burke was an Enlightener. His Essay on· 
the Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
written when he was still in his late 20s, 
was an interesting expansion of the basic 
world-view. And as such, it was admired 
by people like Kant and Diderot. More 
interesting, though less admired and less 
well known, was Burke's Vindication of 
Natural Society. It was both a parody 
and a logical extension of the Deism and 
rationalism of Lord Boling broke. 

(Bolingbroke was a Tory, a supporter of 
the Church of England, a notorious 
libertine. In politics he was an over 
clever and unsuccessful schemer who he 
had alternated between support for the 
Hanoverians and support for the Old 
Pretender. He was all in all a thoroughly 
fascinating figure. But space does not 
permit me to say any more about him 
here.) 

Bolingbroke had argued for 'natural 
religion' - a religion of reason stripped of 
the superstitious impediments of 
Christianity. Burke pointed out that you 
could extend exactly the same arguments 
to politics. "Show me an absurdity in 
religion, and I will undertake to show 
you a hundred for one in political laws 
and institutions. If you say that natural 
religion is a sufficient guide without the 
foreign aid of revelation, on what prin 
ciple should political laws become 
necessary? ... Will you follow truth but to 
a certain point? 

"If. after all, you ... plead the necessity of 
political institutions, weak and wicked as 
they are.I can argue with equal.perhaps 
superior.force, concerning the necessity 
of artificial religion; and every step you 
advance in your argument, you add a 
strength to mine. So that if we are resolved 
to submit our reason and our liberty to 
civil usurpation, we have nothing to do 
but to conform as quietly as we can to the 
vulgar notions which are connected with 
this, and take up the theology of the 
vulgar as well as their politics." (Edm 
und Burke: Selected writings and 
speeches. Page 63. Anchor Books, New 
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York 1963. Emphasis added) 

The necessity of artificial religion was a 
principle that Burke adhered to through 
out his career. He had in effect looked at 
the foundations of his world, and found 
that they were not solid at all. The 'Age 
of Reason' was actually an 'Age of 
Rationalisation', with people twisting 
both logic and facts to reach the conclu 
sion that best suited them. Looked at 
objectively, Reason might take you 
almost anywhere. And Burke knew it, 
long before the possibilities of Free 
Reasoning were so spectacularly demon 
strated in the French Revolution. 

Having achieved this understanding, 
Burke devoted the rest of his life to 
seeking the moderate reform and imp 
rovement of a system that he knew to be 
artificial. Unlike Rousseau and his 
followers, he seriously doubted if 
'natural' systems of religion or politics 
would automatically spring into existence 
if the artificial forms were ever to break 
down. Forms that seemed natural to a 
privileged aristocrat or a tidy-minded 
lawyer turned out to seem highly un 
natural to a peasant or an ambitious 
artillery officer. Once long-standing 
habits were disturbed, almost anything 
might happen. 

"The body and substance of every 
religion I regard much more than any of 
the forms and dogmas of the particular 
sects. Its fall would leave a great void, 
which nothing else, of which I can form 
any distinct idea, might fill. I respect the 
Catholic hierarchy and the Presbyterian 
republic; but I know that the hope or the 
fear of establishing either of them is, in 
these kingdoms equally chimerical, even 
if I preferred one or the other of them to 
the Establishment, which certainly I do 
not." (Ibid, p 271, letter of 1793 on the 
Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland. 
Emphasis added.) 

Burke wrote at a time when a 'great void' 
had already opened with the revolution 
in France, and utterly new political forms 
were just beginning to fill it. But his view 
was perfectly consistent with his earlier 
notions. He was perhaps the one man in 
Europe who was not surprised by the 
strange unfolding of the French 
Revolution. 

Both in politics and religion, Burke 
supported forms that he knew to be 
artificial. He did this because he consider 
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ed them to be useful, better than anything 
that would spring up after their downfall. 
It is doubtful ifhe attached any particular 
importance to Christianity as such. Cer 
tainly, he was able to recognise the merits 
of Islam "To name a Mahomedan 
government is to name a government by 
law. It is a law enforced by stronger 
sanction than any law that can bind a 
Christian sovereign. Their law is believed 
to be given by God; and it has the double 
sanction of law and religion, with which 
the prince is no more authorised to 
dispense than any one else." He said this 
as part of his condemnation of Warren 
Hastings, the great but tyrannical British 
governor-general of India. Also as a 
rejection of the whole hypocritical self 
serving notion that the non-Christian 
world was lawless, and thus fair game for 
plunder. 

Deism 
Burke was a Deist who chose to operate 
asaChurch-of-EnglandChristian. There 
is rally nothing in his writing to suggest 
that he considered Christianity any closer 
to the truth than any of the alternative 
religions that human history had given 
rise to. But he knew that Deism, if 
followed logically, might lead to almost 
anything, including total chaos. "The 
instincts which give rise to this mysterious 
process of Nature are not of our making. 
But out of physical causes, unknown to 
us, perhaps unknowable, arise moral 
duties ... " (Ibid, p 538.) 

Whereas Established Christianity was at 
least a fairly fixed and definite creed, 
Deism or the belief in a Supreme Being 
untrammelled by revelation was a risky 
business. Robespierre tried to create an 
Established Deism with himself as High 
Priest. But his notions of a 'rational 
religion' had no obvious advantage over 
anyone else's, except that he had for a 
short time the power to impose his ideas. 
He tried to fill the void that Burke had 
seen opening up, and instead it swallowed 
him. No stability was achieved until 
Napoleon chose to reestablish Cathol 
icism as the officially favoured creed. 

I have no idea of what Burke would have 
made of all this, had he lived to see it. He 
outlived Robespierre, but Napoleon was 
only just beginning to earn his reputation 
atthetimeofBurke'sdeathin 1797. Itis 
perfectly possible that had he lived a few 
years longer, he would once again have 
surprised everyone by supporting peace 

knows? 

In any case, Burke died when he did, at a 
time when all Europe was in flux. He left 
behind him a set of political habits that 
were followed by Pitt' s Whig/Tory coali 
tion. But he left behind no coherent 
political philosophy- how could he, when 
the foundations of his thought could not 
be made public? There is a large element 
of blarney in most of Burke's public 
statements. He treated established forms 
as if they were natural, even though he 
knew that they were artificial. He did this 
because he could find no definite guide 
as to what really was natural, let alone a 
method to convince the mass of the popul 
ation of any deeper truth that he might 
come up with. He had a feeling that cer 
tain changes would be good and others 
bad, but neither he nor anyone else could 
prove that these feelings were either right 
or wrong. But to teach such thinking to 
the mass of the population would be a 
recipe for disasters. Even teaching it to 
the oligarchs would be dangerous. So he 
chose instead to operate as a practical 
politician, doing what he could for what 
he believed to be right. 

Burke's approach also gave plenty of 
scope for the Established Church to re 
interpret Christianity so as to bring it into 
line with Enlightenment values. This is 
pretty much what has happened over the 
centuries to the Church of England. The 
traditionalists are quite correct to say that 
innovations like women priests are flatly 
against the whole Judeo-Christian trad 
ition. But when it comes to the crunch, 
how many people actually care? If it 
seems true and useful, why not try it? 



A REPORT ON LITHUANIA 

WHY IT MATTERS TO THE LABOUR AND TRADE UNION MOVEMENT 
(Part One) 

by Peter Tobin 

Originally I had been asked by the 
executive committee ofUCA TI to assist 
in a series of seminars to be given in Vil 
nius, the capital of Lithuania, during the 
week of9th-13th of November last year. 
The course was being organised by the 
International Federation of Building and 
Woodworkers based in Geneva and is 
part of a strategy to establish contacts 
with the trade union movement in the 
former Soviet sphere. My hosts were to 
be the two principal Lithuanian unions 
associated with Construction, and the 
aim of the course was to discuss the 
problems and tasks unions are facing in 
societies moving from a 'command' to a 
market economy. Within the pre-existing 
system unions were organs of the state 
with a guaranteed role and membership. 
Now independent they have to adapt to 
organisation, recruitment and collective 
bargaining in a 'free market'. I had a very 
comprehensive brief from the education 
department of the IFBWW which ack 
nowledged the tremendous difficulties 
before them and attempted to chart a way 
forward, through modules on "nuts and 
bolts" issues similar to our TUC's shop 
stewards and safety representatives 
courses. 

At the last moment however the event 
was postponed at the request of the two 
unions; the reasons given being the 'politi 
cal uncertainty' in the country and the 
fuel and heating shortage. In regard to 
the former this referred to the fact that in 
the first of a two stage general election 
there had been a shock victory for the ex 
communists - now regrouped as 'Demo 
cratic Labour' - over the extreme right 
wing Sajudis government. The second 
round was scheduled for the 10th Novem 
ber, which was, as mentioned above, in 
the same week as the course. Added to 
this was Yeltsin 's decision to halt the 
withdrawal early in November from all 
the Baltic states. In regard to the latter, 
this was extremely serious. In Vilnius 
for example, there had been no hot water 
for three weeks, there were severe restric- 

tions on heating throughout the country 
and an early winter was threatening. 

Despite assurances from all concerned 
that I was still prepared to go on the basis 
of being a fraternal observer, they were 
adamant. (Even my protestation that, 
being Irish I was immune to the cold and 
wet was of no avail) In fact it was easy 
to sympathise with their situation; but I 
was considerably dissappointed; all of 
these developments had only whetted 
my appetite. 

Upon consideration I did decide to go 
after all the practical arrangements had 
been effected. General Office had acquir 
ed a cheap non-refundable ticket, I had 
organised a visa, on the advice of the 
IFBWW purchased small-denomination 
dollars and packed my bags. It was 
generally felt that a report-back from a 
country that has been a test-tube for free 
market "Thatcherite' economics and 
which was as consequence in serious 
difficulty, would be useful. Accepted 
that is what has happened in this country 
also, but what.makes Lithuania of particu 
lar interest is the sheer scale of the damage 
done by this experiment, as I hope to 
show in this article. 

Lithuania 
Recent Past & Background 

Along with the other Baltic states, 
Lithuania was incorporated into the USSR · 
during the Second World War. For the 
Soviets it was dictated by sheer military 
necessity, but many Lithuanians, while 
making common cause with the Red 
Army against Nazism, saw it as the 
culmination of centuries of specifically 
Russian colonial penetration. 

Throughout the suppression brought 
on by the Cold War they retained a strong 
sense of national identity. They were the 
first to take advantage of Gorbachov's 
'Perestroika', launching a strong nation- 

alistmovementwhichintheearly months 
of 1990 repudiated the annexation of 
1940 and, acting through its Supreme 
Council (parliament), declared Lithuan 
ian independence. Although the right 
wing nationalists grouped around 
'Sajudis' initially benefitted from this 
upsurge in electoral terms, they were 
only part of a broader coalition which 
included the left. The Lithuanian Comm 
unist Party for example, had been the 
first to break with Moscow in December 
1989 and was very much part of the 
struggle against the continuing Russian 
presence. 

It was a struggle which became turbul 
ent during 1990 and early 1991 with 
massive street demonstrations, particular- 
1 yin Vilnius, accompanying and fueling 
political and parliamentary develop 
ments. This spilled over into serious 
violence in January '91 when the Red 
Army attacked the TV station in Vilnius, 
killing fourteen unarmed demonstrators. 
A referendum, one month later, showed 
80% ofLithuanians in favourof independ 
ence. Following the coup, events in 
Moscow in August '91 which finally saw 
the end of Gorbachov and the rise of 
Yeltsin, the Soviet State Council recog 
nised the independence of all the Baltic 
states and talks began on an agreed 
military withdrawal procedure. 

Shock Therapy Economics 

Following their election in March 1990 
the new Sajudis government pursued 
radical 'free market' economics applied 
as 'shock therapy'. It was axiomatic to 
their thinking that the Lithuanian people 
needed to be woken from their communist 
slumber and pitched into capi talisrnrapid- 
1 y. They felt that they had lost fifty years 
under the Soviet regime and that therefore 
they had to catch up quickly, .no matter 
how painful that might prove to be. If this 
new order was to succeed people had to 
lose their collectivist habits and acquire 
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individualistic ones, to lose their depend 
ency on the state and become more self 
sufficient Landsbergis, the Sajudis leader 
put it bluntly; 

" ..... The more threatening aspects of 
the market need to be stressed; e.g. that 
economic security for the individual to a 
much lesser extent rests with the govern 
ment in a market economy than in a 
planned one. It is for the individual to 
determine what to do and to reap the 
benefits as well as to pay the cost from 
one's own decision." (Basic Economics, 
A.F.Isachsen/C.B.Hamilton,forwordby 
V. Landsbergis, P3) 

There were a bewildering range of 
measures taken to facilitate the develop 
ment of the 'market economy', the most 
significant being as follows: 

There was a big programme of privat 
isation and Lithuania, from being a 
command economy in 1990 was to see 
60% ofits industry moved into the private 
sector by last October. According to fig 
ures produced by the Economics ministry, 
this involved 1,804 companies out of a 
total of2,204. (Baltic Independent, Oct 
30-Nov 5 1992). Similarly agriculture 
was de-collectivised and the big state 
farms were broken up with individual 
and company ownership being 
encouraged. 

There was an attempt to abolish price 
controls. Under the previous system basic 
commodities, such as salt, butter, flour 
etc were available cheaply and allocation 
was often by queueing. The economic 
radicalsofSajudis saw this as an intrusion 
into the market mechanism. It was a key 
article of faith for them that allocation 
should be by price and that prices should 
find their own levels within the self 
regulating market mechanism. The euph 
emism for this process is "liberalisation". 

To attract foreign capital there was 
considerable assistance given to the 
creation of joint-stock ventures and it is 
currently estimated that there around a 
thousand operating in Lithuania. The 
official guidebook gives this breakdoown: 

"RussianandPolishentrepreneursare 
the most active with respectively 300 and 
200 firms.followed by Germans (116) 
and Americans ttil )" (Vilnius in Your 
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Pocket, p12.) 

Restrictions on buying and selling were 
also eased considerably, leading to, the 
phenomenon of street-vendor capitalism. 
This legitimised a whole tranch of former 
black-marketeers and gave expression to 
the new entrepreneurial spirit 

The aim of the 'reforms' was to estab 
lish a strong entrepreneurial class, seen 
as a pre-condition for a flourishing market 
economy. That vulnerable classes and 
strata would suffer in any transitional 
period was perceived but accepted by the 
radical right as a necessary 'cost of prog 
ress'. They argued that eventually the 
wealth created by this new bourgeoisie 
would 'trickle down'. 

In 1990, the Springtime of Lithuania's 
independence, there was considerable 
popular support for the policiesofSajudis. 
At a political and ideological level it 
successfully capitalised on a profound 
disillusion with the Soviet system which, 
for whatever reason, had all but atrophied 
economically. Compared to the capitalist 
West, with its advanced and exponentially 
developing technologies, its manifestly 
higher living standards and apparently 
gneralised economic dynamism, comm 
unism had failed. The role of television 
during the liberation was crucial in rein 
forcing these perceptions, it was no 
accident that the Red Army attacked the 
TV tower at Vilnius regarding it as the 
principal source for the promotion of 
Western propaganda. For the West tele 
vision acts largely as a soporific, a 
mechanism for 'unbending the springs of 
action'; throughout the East it had an 
effect akin to amphetamine, bombarding 
the collective retina with a fantasy vision 
of Western Society. 

Bedazzled by this endless succession 
of glossy images, few learnt that market 
economies are many and varied, some 
being more interventionist at a social and 
industrial level than others, and all certain 
ly with different developmental paths. 
Capitalism,instead, was seen as an undiff 
erentiated phenomenon to which coun 
tries could simply switch over. And 
Sajudis was the local outlet with the fran 
chise on that channel. The radicals 
throughout Eastern Europe were also 
greatly assisted during this period by free 
market proselytisers from the West; the 

high profile of Reagan and Thatcher at 
the very end of the Cold War gave added 
authority to local agents of" liberal' econo 
mic change. 

Any period of transiuon from a 
command to a market economy was 
bound to be difficult; theLithuanianecon 
omy, like the others in the Eastern Bloc, 
was in a parlous state. Arising out of the 
strugglefornationalindependence,trade 
relations with Russia, formerly its largest 
market, had collapsed. With no immediate 
alternative, this had a severe impact upon 
industrial production and living standards. 
In this situation, by trying to unlock a 
capitalist genie, Sajudis made a bad si tua 
tion infinitely worse. It was the same 
experiment Yeltsin was attempting in 
Russia. The only time that anything simi 
lar had been attempted previously was in 
Chile in the late 1970s, where Friedman, 
the guru of monetarism, and some aco 
lytes, known as the 'Chicago School' ran 
the economics ministry. They only lasted 
because they were backed by a military 
dictatorship. Sajudis was not (o be so 
lucky! 

Economic and Social Crisis 

The elections of October and Novem 
ber '92 were a referendum on the record 
of the Sajudis government. Their period 
in office had seen a collapse in the econ 
omy, hyper-inflation, disappearance or 
reductions in basic services, a currency 
crisis, increased unemployment, a growth 
in crime and corruption; all of which 
their policies contributed to. 

Unemployment 

The privatisation programme added to 
the unemployment figures, the scale and 
the speed of it ensured job dislocation. 
Besides, the policy was as much about 
moving profitable enterprises into the 
private sectoras it was about closing down 
- or 'shaking out' - inefficient ones. Res 
ultant job losses were shrugged off as 
part of the 'necessary cost'. 

It reflected also a new attitude to 
unemployment. The radical rightists 
grouped around Sajudis had little time 
for the unemployment policies of their 
communist predecessors. They believed 
that guaranteeing jobs encouraged corn- 
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placency among the workforce; under 
their regime unemployment would moti 
vate it. From a free market perspective 
competition for jobs would reduce labour 
costs and thereby 'free up the labour 
market' . 

. , 
I 

A Sajudis supporter also put it to me 
that having a large pool of unemployed 
was an attraction to foreign companies 
looking for low labour costs. 

Actual figures are either scarce or un 
reliable. It is hard to assess a percentage 
figure and everybody doubles the official 
statistic. It was still reported as increasing 
in the month before my November visit. 
The amount paid in benefits for those 
registered in Vilnius was given as 
4,338,771 Talonas (the new Lithuanian 
currency, exchange rate in November 
approximately 260 to the$ or 390 to the 
£). The unemployment rate was said to 
be highest among teachers, engineers, 
economists(!), people trained in the arts, 
locksmiths, drivers, and heavy industrial 
workers were also "finding it increasingly 
difficulttofindajob". (Balticindepend 
ent, Nov. 13-19, 1992). The combined 
effects of privatisation and the collapse 
in trade has produced a catastrophic 50% 
fall in industrial production which for the 
forseeable future will accentuate unem 
ployment and its corollary - under 
consumption. 

Inflation & Shortages 

The relaxation of state control over 
prices of basic goods initiated a period of 
hyper-inflation. Throughout last year, 
simple foodstuffs, sugar, salt, butter, flour, 
etc., rose in price between 15% and 20% 
a month. Stoking up prices even further 
were absolute shortages; agricultural pro 
duce for example, appeared sporadically, 
attendant upon the chaos in that sector 
caused by de-collectivisation. 

In real terms wages and salaries did not 
keep pace with this price fever and there 
was hardship, especially for those on 
fixed incomes, such as pensioners. The 
government as a sour joke went - had 
eliminated that infamous symbol of the 
regime - the queue, but only by pricing 
everyone out of the shop. In the past 
twelve months alone the inflation figure 
reached something in the order of 1,000% 
and you could watch prices inch up on a 

daily basis. 

The response of the government to this 
situation was simply to print more money, 
an ironic development for fanatical mone 
tarists who started from the original doc 
trine that all price rises stem from an 
expansion in the supply of money. As 
Sajudis' principal foreign economic 
advisers stated, withoutanyequivocation: 
"The principal responsibility for inflation 
will always rest with the authorities. They 
have a monopoly on the issue of bank 
notes. And in the long term the supply of 
money in the economy will be decisive for 
the general rise in prices." (Basic Econ 
omics, A.J. Isachsen/C. Hamilton, p.16, 
Vilnius 1992.) 

Reality was of course different; prices 
rose for a number of interrelated reasons, 
the scarcity of goods, hoarding, the total 
collapse of economic confidence, the 
explosion in black marketeering, and the 
simple fact that there was no mechanism 
for restraining them. The new entrepren 
eurialclass- 'bisnessmeni' -could charge 
whatever they could get away with. This 
led to massive profiteering at the expense 
of the consumers. 

Certainly the explosion in the currency 
was part of the hyper-inflationary surge 
but it was the response ofa bankrupt reg 
ime, desperately reacting to events created 
by its own dogmatism and cut off from 
other options because of its political and 
ideological blinkers. 

Mafia & Crime 

One of the most easily observed and 
worst features of the collapse in the 
communist regimes of Eastern Europe 
has been the huge growth in criminality 
of all kinds. It is a particularly acute 
problem in the Baltic States where 
smuggling, prostitution, extortion and 
black marketeering have all expanded 
under the remit of an ever larger Mafia 
network. 

It should be said that the term 'Mafia' 
refers almost solely to an indigenous 
criminal stratum - local boys made bad - 
and not a bunch of imported Al Pacino 
look-alikes loafing around in Ray Bands. 
As part of an underclass they existed in 
embryo within the communist system 
but the arrival of 'laissez-faire' capitalism 

gave then added impetus; it was the 
equivalent of lifting the lid off a sewer. 

In Vilnius, where a third of all Lithuan 
ians live - out of a population of around 
3.7 million, they are ubiquitous and have 
apparently untrammelled influence. 
Cafes, bars, hotel lobbies and public 
places generally teem with scarred, leather 
-jacketed heavies toting beautiful, 
impassive 'molls'. They preside over all 
major areas of criminal activity and, in 
one way or another, most ordinary Lith 
uanians pay dues to them. 

This was vividly illustrated, anec 
dotally, by the German Autumn Fair held 
in Vilnius between October and Novem 
ber which required a military style 
operation in order to bring German 
manufactured goods by convoy of 40 
heavy lorries to be sold in a central and 
secured location. One of the organisers, 
speaking understandably anonomously, 
justified this commercial 'blitzkreig' to 
reporters saying: "A big advantage of 
this is that we don't have any problem 
with the mafia." (Baltic Independent, 
Oct 30-Nov 5, 1992.) The report 
continued along the lines that this 
stratagem kept the prices down for the 
thousands who flocked to the event. 

The mafia also thrive on smuggling 
and contraband; the Baltic States have 
become a cross-road between Russia and 
Europe with caviar, vodka and guns going 
one way; and drugs, pornography and 
manufactured goods going the other. The 
trade in caviar, for example, causes big 
revenue losses to the states concerned as 
it is purchased cheap! yon the black market 
at about $2 for a tin that can be sold for as 
much as $50 in the West. The ease of 
transfer of this precious commodity 
underlines the growth of corruption at all 
levels in these societies and in fact has a 
drag effect upon properly sustained econ 
omic development. 

Yet it seemed that the Sajudis 
movement turned a blind eye to this 
phenomenon. Its relationship with the 
home grown mafia was almost cosy. Per 
haps this was understandable; they had 
shared a common enemy in the previous 
regime and in many respects the line 
between the crook and the businessman 
was fuzzy, as each operated within the 
same entrepreneuial matrix that the 
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government was keen to develop. Certain 
ly most of the mafia encountered were 
extremely right wing, if not fascist, and 
certainly the government gave greater 
priority to hunting down 'communists' 
than criminals. 

Organised crime aside; there has been 
a general breakdown in law and order 
which reflects the disintegration of civil 
society under the impact of economic 
collapse. This is observable in any society, 
including our own. Yet it bears repeating 
that it is the depth of the process that is so 
striking in the context of Eastern Europe. 
Itis against the background of real physi 
cal immiseration. On being asked reasons 
for the growth of crime and violence, a 
Lithuanian policeman gave this reply: 
"If the economy's biting the dust, then 
that affects people psychologically. If 
you have no money, then you get desper 
ate. If people lived better there would be 
less discontent, less drunkenness and less 
crime." (Baltic Independent, Nov 1- 
19, 1992.) 

Notes on the News 
bv Madawc Williams 

Make my day, Mrs T 

From the moment when he suddenly 
'emerged' as the new Tory leader, I have 
regarded John Major as a very shrewd 
political operator. His rise was quite 
remarkable. He was not personally 
wealthy. He was in no way connected 
with the old Tory elite. And he was no 
part of the Oxbridge connection which 
was a recognised path for clever and 
ambitious Tories with no traditional con 
nections. And yet somehow he rose and 
rose, and ended up with the very top job. 

To say that Major is a shrewd political 
operator is not to say that he has been any 
good for the Tory party, or for Britain. 
Skill in acquiring and holding power is 
not the same as skill in using it. A brill 
iant chess player may be useless at golf, 
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or vice versa. Gorbachev was undoubt 
edly a brilliant player of the game of 
Communist Party politics in the old Soviet 
Union. But he took over a superpower 
that had problems, and has turned it into 
a mass of new-born nation states with 
even worse problems. Short of starting a 
nuclear war, there is no way he could 
have made a worse mess of the situation 
that he inherited. And to judge by his 
comments since his downfall, he is not 
even wise after the event. So there is no 
reason why Major's political skills should 
prevent an equally serious downfall for 
Britain. 

It must also be said that Mrs Thatcher 
made such an abominable mess ofBritish 
society that it would take a real political 
genius to set it right. Freed from social 
controls, the markets got wildly out of 
balance. The housing market, the com 
mercial property market and the stock 
market were all 'talked up' to absurd 

levels, and then flopped. People talk of 
the 'Lawson boom' as the start of Tory 
troubles. But that boom was launched 
precisely to avoid the danger of a slump 
on the pattern of the 1930s. Everyone 
was scared of collapse and trade wars 
after the disastrous stock market crash of 
1987. And for a time, everyone was con 
gratulating Lawson and his colleagues in 
other advances industrialised nations for 
having avoided such a fate. History 
could have gone very differently - the 
Warsaw Pact collapse of 1989 would 
hardly have happened if Lawson had not 
kept up the appearance of prosperity for 
a vital extra couple of years. So at the 
time Lawson was widely admired. It was 
only later, when the reality of wasted 
wealth became clear, that some Tories 
began to try re-writing history. 

Anyway, why do I call John Major a 
shrewd operator, in face of a media con 
sensus that he is not? To my mind, part 



of the skill lies in not seeming to be skill 
ed. Public opinion is cynical, sceptical 
and embittered. It has had enough of 
smart Alecs. And after Thatcher, it had 
also had enough of ideologues. But the 
Tory party was also still too Thatcherite 
to accept Heseltine. Major seemed an 
ideal compromise. 

In his first few months, Major managed 
the neat trick of convincing the That 
cherites that he was Thatcher's man, while 
convincing the rest of the society that he 
was not. He won the election with a clear 
majority, when the most general expect 
ation was for a hung parliament. He even 
managed to partially conciliate Scotland, 
which had been thinking ever more 
seriously about separation. Such thoughts 
were natural after ten years of a southern 
English dogmatism that was ignoring the 
unwritten rules for the conduct of British 
politics. But Major managed to gather 
just enough Tory votes north of the border 
to give Tory rule in Scotland a vestige of 
respectability. 

Maastrict came next. This was a 
profoundly difficult problem. Particularly 
after the first Danish referendum put the 
whole development of the community in 
doubt. There was also the general weak 
ness in the face of German recession 
following the absorption and disintegra 
tion of East Germany. The whole 
European project was in danger of coll 
apse. There was also a very real possibility 
of a Europe without Britain. A Britain 
stranded between Europe and America, · 
wanted by neither and needed by neither. 
And to top it all, Labour and even the 
Liberal Democrats were willing to put 
the future of Europe at risk for the sake of 
doing some damage to Toryism. And 
Mrs Thatcher, who had never called a 
popular vote before starting wars or 
changing the whole basis of British life, 
had suddenly reversed her position and 
decided that a referendum was a necessity. 
All in all, an almost impossible situation. 
Yet he got out of it. And it is Thatcher 
and Tebbit who have lost reputation and 
authority. 

Then there was the strange matter of 
Heseltine and the miners. The key 
decision had been taken under Thatcher, 
at a time when Heseltine was out of the 
cabinet. Thatcher and Co. had persuaded 

the European Community to change the 
rules so that they could bum gas for 
electricity generation. In terms of the 
long-term use of natural wealth, this was 
a crazy policy. It was bound to destroy a 
hugechunkoftheBritish mining industry, 
adding to a pool of unemployment that 
was already huge and hugely expensive. 
There was not even any political logic to 
it. The NUM was pretty much broken as 
an industrial force. Scargill was widely 
seen as a liability to the Left and to Trade 
Unionism. The breakaway Union of 
Democratic Miners were more than will 
ing to follow the logic of Thatcherism. 
The 'dash for gas' made no real sense. 
You can only see it as part of the small 
minded malice of Thatcherism, a creed 
that hates a large part of the society 
within which it operates. A creed whose 
ideal is the abolition of society, and the 
creation of a world based on pure greed 
and selfishness. 

None of this was Heseltine' s fault. As 
Lord High Pompous Wally at the Board 
ofTrade, he was stuck with the unpleasant 
task of finding a way of running down the 
coal industry. A coal industry whose 
viability had been destroyed by the 'dash 
for gas' and the privatisation of the elec 
tricity supply industry. Given the para 
meters, what else could he have done? 
And yet, somehow, the whole thing blew 
up in his face, and he got stuck with most 
of the blame. A rescue package was then 
put together. A spurious rescue passage, 
it now appears. But at the end of the 
matter, Heseltine was left looking very 
bad indeed, thanks to something that was 
genuinely not his fault. 

"Qui bona", "who did welloutofthat", 
.is always the best question to ask in polit 
ics. There are secret manoeuvres, and 
secret politics, but what outsider could 
hope to fathom such matters? Even insid 
ers are often unsure, or else gross! y misled, 
or paranoiacly suspicious of quite 
innocent associations. But "qui bono" is 
always a good rule. The significant point 
is that Heseltine had been talked about as 
a possible replacement for Major, up 
until that point. 

Then there was the matterof 'whiplash' 
Lamont. People asked why Major kept 
him on after the departure of Sterling 
from the European Money System. 

Clearly, either he or Major blundered by 
refusing to realign the pound until it was 
too late. Of course one can't help noticing 
that the collapse, when it happened, 
transferred a huge chunk of public wealth 
to gamblers and speculators, the sort of 
people that Mrs Thatcher mistook for 
wealth-creating entrepreneurs, the sort 
of people who make large donations to 
Tory party funds. But the main point is, 
Lamontasamemberofthecabinethad to, 

· go on supporting Maastrict, at a time, 
when even one or two votes could make 
all the difference. Lamont and some 
other character who wasanti-E urope lost 
their jobs only after Maastrict had passed 
safely through the House of Commons. 

And then Major promotes Kenneth 
Clarke. The media saw this as a grave 
error, he was promoting his own most 
probable successor. But he has given 
Clarke responsibility for the very matters 
that will boost or discredit the govemmen t 
as a whole, and Major in particular. They 
are likely to swim or sink together. And 
if Kenneth Clarke is feeling as smug as he 
looks, then he is a fool. To be heir appar 
ent is a very dangerous spot. No one 
owes you any loyalty. The leader hopes 
to discard you after you have served your 
purpose. And every 'colleague' with 
ambitions for the top job sees your loss as 
their gain. Don't be surprised if something 
nasty happens to Kenneth Clarke in a 
year or two. 

Meanwhile, Mrs Thatcher has declared 
her support for John Major as the right 
person to lead the Tories into the next 
election. She has been neatly snookered. 
Either she tries to bring down Major, 
risking having Clarke as his successor. 
Or she does what she had done - turning 
her opposition into a matter of no real 
seriousness. 

Friar Tuck at the Treasury 

"Don't fix it - break it". That seems to 
be the heart of Kenneth Clarke's approach 
to politics. It was the very apt description 
applied by a police representative in the 
face of a new set of Tory 'reforms'. 
'Reforms' that are imposed in the spirit 
of "we know everything and are not 
goi ng to listen to people who have mere! y 
been doing the job all their Ii ves", People 



who would welcome someofthechanges, 
or. who would go along if given a few 
concessions, are needlessly antagonised. 

It is astonishing that the Tories no 
longer seem to know about consensus or 
the need for social harmony. Even if 
your ideas are good, you need some 
measure of consent from the people you 
are imposing them on. Otherwise you 
destroy the professionalism that is a vital 
and non-renewable part of the society. 
So what is the man thinking of? Is he 
really as smug and arrogant as he sounds? 
Given the unpredictable nature of politics, 
he could easily end up displacing Major 
at Ten Downing Street. The principle of 
"don 'tfix it, breakit"would be applied to 
all that is left of British society. The 
general destruction of British society is 
certainly applauded by large parts of the 
Tory party, the finest patriots money can 
buy. 

Clarke uses a variant of the Thatcher 
style .. He talks talk like a cheap gangster. 
He is not the only member of the present 
cabinet to do so, but he is certainly the 
best at it This is not to say that he is 
remotely as tough as a real-life cheap 
gangster would be. It's all an act, really. 
Tories can take a wonderfully stoical 
auitude tootherpeople'ssuffering. When 
it's themselves who are suffering, that's 
seen as quite another matter. 

Wise after the event? 

I see from the Independent (21stJune) 
that Neil Kinnock has been sounding off 
about the way that Scargill messed up the 
miner's strike of 1984-85. In particular 
he criticises way in which Scargill's 
handling of the matter helped to ensure 
that his prophecy of massive pit closures 
would come true. 

Readers of L&TUR may find these 
words vaguely familiar. They are pretty 
much what . we in the Ernest Bevin 
Society said at the time, during the strike 
and immediately after it. This was the 
time when Kinnock could and should 
have said something. 

Memories have grown dim, so let me 
refresh them. There was never a proper 
national miners' strike. There was rather 

a series ofregional strikes, and an attempt 
to impose the same on other regions 
using "flying pickets". There was a proper 
constitutional procedure for a national 
strike, a general ballot. Scargill chose 
never to call one, not even when it looked 
like he could have won it. 

The period 1984 - 1985 was a period 
when a proper Labour Party leader could 
have stood up for the rights of ordinary 
workers not be coerced into a strike. He 
could have stood up for the TUC's 
definition of what is reasonable 
persuasion and what is not. Had Kinnock 
done so, he might have gained stature as 
a serious leader. Might have even won 
the 1987 election, booting out Thatcher 
in the way she deserved to be booted out. 
But at the time it mattered, Kinnock took 
the soft option. To speak now is pretty 
much pointless. 

Serbs and the World Trade Centre 

As I have been saying all along, terror 
bombing of cities is not a tactic that will 
be imposed on white Christian Europeans. 
Not when the media are around to show 
it all, and not when there are no serious 
Westeminterestsatstake. Itwillcontinue 
to be applied to the situations for which it 
was first developed, attacking people who 
will · not attract much sympathy from 
Western electorates. The RAF actually 
pioneered the bombing of non-military 
targets as a way of maintaining British 
imperial rule. Particularly in Iraq, the 
society that produced Saddam Hussein. 
Iraqi, are bombable. Somalis are bomb 
able. Argentinean civilians and cities 
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were not bombable. Serbs are not 
bombable. 

International diplomacy has proceeded 
in a way similar to the adverts for Apple 
Computers, in which sentences are 
progressively changed and reversed. 
'Ethnic cleansing' was not supposed to 
be allowed to succeed: now its success 
has been acknowledged. 'Greater Serbia' 
was held to be unthinkable, now it is 
thinkable, and soon it may be an 
established fact. 

In this context, I can't help thinking 
back to the bombing of the World Trade 
Centre. When the news first came 
through, I assumed that it must be the 
Serbs. In particular the name would 
make it a particularly logical choice for 
the sort of Slavonic semi-socialist 
nationalism that dominates Serbia. And 
that would also be felt by large sections 
of the world-wide security apparatus of 
the former USSR. True, a suitable Muslim 
suspect was soon found, a man with 
Islamic Fundamentalist connections. A 
man who supposedly tries to get back the 
deposit on a van after using it to commit 
a bomb outrage! 

Supposing the van really was stolen, 
just as the man said? Stolen by some 
KGB team who had no love for either 
Muslims or Americans. The CIA could 
then have been told - 'look, we have 
given you a scapegoat, but actually we 
did it, and will do a lot more if you touch 
our Serb brothers'. If there was ever a 
chance of serious US intervention, it 
would have ended at that point. □



What William Morris Has To Say 
by Peter Brooke 

The question of the relation between 
'high' or 'fine' art and everyday art is 
touched on by Willaim Morris in his 
great essay, The Lesser Arts in G .D.H. 
Coleed: William Morris,London,None 
such Press, 1946). Rather than folow 
Madawc Williams across the vast terrain 
covered by his article, I think it would be 
useful to try to summarise what Morris 
has to say. [See Green Culture and 
Commodity Production, L&TUR No. 
29. ed.] 

Morris delivered The Lesser Arts as 
a lecture to the Trades Guild of Learning, 
probably in the Co-operative Hall, Lon 
don, in April 1877. It was his first public 
lecture. He was already well-known and 
fashionable both as a poet and as a 
manufacturer of furniture, wallpapers and 
textiles. He had a pleasantly light attitude 
towards his own achievements. When 
his Pre-Raphaelite friends admired his 
first major poem - The Defence of Guine 
vere, published in 1858 - he replied: 
"Well. if this is poetry, it is very easy to 
write" (E.P. Thompson: William Morris, 
Romantic to Revolutionary, New York, 
Pantheon, 1976, p.76). He also 
commented (to E.P. Thompson's dis 
gust): "If a chap can't compose an epic 
poem while he's weaving a tapestry, he'd 
better shut up; he'll never do any good at 
all" (ibid. pp.188-9). And, with regard to 
his own craft, he said: "My work is simple 
work enough; much of it, nor that the 
least pleasant, any man of decent intelli 
gence could do." (p.309). 

Morris had an enormous appetite for 
work and took enormous pleasure in it. 
He was rich (from and inherited fortune) 
and famous. The Irish poet, W.B. Yeats, 
called him the happiest of poets and said: 
"If some angel offered me the choice, I 
would choose to live his life ... rather than 
myownoranyotherman' s" (Thompson, 
p.554). 

Yet in 1883, he put his fortune and his 
energy into the newly formed Social 

Democratic Federation, the first Marxist 
organisation in Britain. In his first lecture 
after joining the Federation, Art, Wealth 
and Riches, March 1883, he said: "My 
business herein is to spread discontent. I 
do not think that this is an unimportant 
office; for, as discontent spreads, the 
yearning for bettering the state of things 
spreads with it" (p.308). 

Aesthetic Discontent 
Why should Morris, who seemed to 

have few personal reasons for discontent, 
wantto "spread discontent"? The reason 
could be seen, and was widely seen at the 
time, as aesthetic. The London Echo 
complained in October 1884: "he would 
disturb the foundations of Society in order 
that a higher artistic value may be given 
to our carpets ... " (p.310) 

This is not a bad summary but there is 
of course more to be said. Morris greatly 
enjoyed his work. But he became more 
and more aware that most people in the 
society around him did not enjoy their 
work - that their work was a mindless 
drudgery. A large part of Morris' pleasure 
in his work was aesthetic - it was the 
quality of his work that interested him. 
On the contrary, most of what he saw 
being produced around hih was what he 
called "shoddy". England was imposing 
its "shoddy" on the rest of the world: 

"While we are met here in Birming 
ham to further the spread of education in 
Art, Englishmen in India are actively 
destroying the very sources of that educat 
ion-jewellery, metalwork.pottery, calico 
printing, brocade weaving, carpet-maki 
ng - all the famous and historical arts of 
the great peninsula have been for long 
treated as matters of no importance, to 
be thrust aside for the advance of any 
paltry scrap of so-called commerce ... " 
(The Art of the People, 1879, Cole ed, 
p.524). Morris' first active engagement 
in politics was anti-imperialist. 

But he also saw that his work was 

impossible, given the existing pressures 
of commercial competition. In an inter 
view fortheClarion,November9, 1892, 
(quoted in Thompson, p.105) he says: 

"Except with a small part of the more 
artistic side of the work I could not do 
anything ( or at least but little) to give this 
pleasure to the workmen, because/ should 
have disqualified themfromearning their 
living elsewhere. You see, I have got to 
understand thoroughly the manner of 
work under which the art of the Middle 
Ages was done, and that that is the only 
manner of workwhichcan turn out popu 
lar art, only to discover that it is imposs 
ible to work in that manner in this profit 
grinding society." 

His own enterprise was only 
commerciallyviablebecauseitwasback 
ed by a private fortune, but, even so, he 
was profoundly dissatisfied with it. He 
knew that he was not producing "popular 
art" but expensive luxury items for the 
rich, and he knew also that this "luxury" 
element, while giving him great scope 
for exercising his own curiousity about 
the methods of the past, was actually 
quite debilitating. He told his fellow 
socialist, Edward Carpenter (best known 
as one of the first - and only - defenders 
of the moral worth of a homosexual 
sensibility): 

"I have spent, I know, a vast amount 
of time designing furniture and wall 
papers, carpets and curtains; but after 
all/ aminclined to think that sort of thing 
is mostly rubbish and I would prefer for 
my part to live with the plainest white 
washed walls and wooden chairs and 
tables" (Thompson, p.109). 

Social Revolution 
Morris had been expressing his 

discontent since 1887 in the Lesser Arts. 
After six years of argument on the level 
of aesthetics, he decided that only a social 
revolution could bring about the changes 
that were necessary. What were the 



grounds for his aesthetic discontent'! 

The Lessar Arts begins with some 
remarks on the relation between the 
"decorative arts" and the "fine arts": 

"Now, as to the scope and nature of 
these Arts, I have to say that, though 
when/ come into thedetailsofmysubject 
I shall not meddle much with the great art 
of Architecture and less still with the 
great arts commonly called Sculpture 
and Painting, yet I cannot in my own 
mind quite sever them from those lesser 
so-called Decorative Arts which I have 
to speak about: it is only in latter times, 
and under the most intricate conditions 
of life, that they have fallen apart from 
one another; and I hold that, when they 
are so parted, it is ill for the Arts alto 
gether: the lesser ones become trivial, 
mechanical, unintelligent, incapable of 
resisiting the changes presed upon them 
by fashion or dishonesty; while the great 
er however they may be practised for a 
while by men of great minds and wonder 
working hands, unhelped by the lesser, 
unhelped by each other, are sure to lose 
their dignity of popular arts, and become 
nothing but dull adjuncts to unmeaning 
pomp, or ingenious toys for a few few 
rich and idle men." 

Morris' style is modelled on that of 
John Ruskin and the reader may find it 
offputting at first. But his point is clear. 
There is a continuum between the 
"decorative arts" - the production of ob 
jects for everyday use - and the "fine 
arts", which, putting architecture aside, 
are ends in themselves. Both achieve 
their "dignity" through being "popular", 
enjoyed and created by the people. 

At various times in the past, the 
distinction between everyday decorative 
art and fine art was not at all clearcut. 
Fine art was simply a superior degree of 
excellence or sophistication achieved by 
decorative art. But the two are now 
separated. Everyday art has been squeez 
ed out of existence and fine art has become 
excessively refined. The disappearance 
of everyday art will necessarily lead to 
the extinction of fine art as well. 

Division of the Arts 
Morris goes on to explain the 

importance of his subject: 

"Our subject is that great body of art, 
by means of which men have at all times 
more or less striven to beautify the Jamili- 
- . - 

armattersof everyday life: a wide subject, 
a great industry; both a great part of the 
history of the world, and a most helpful 
instrument to the study of that history. 

"A very great industry indeed, 
comprising the crafts of house-building, 
painting.joinery and carpentry, smith's 
work, pottery and glass making, weaving 
and many others: a body of art most 
important to the public in general, but 
still more to us handicraftsmen; since 
there is scarce anything that they use, 
and that we fashion, but it has always 
been thought to be unfinished till it has 
had some touch or other of decoration 
about it. True it is that in many or most 
cases we have got used to this ornament, 
that we look upon it as if it had grown of 
itself, and note it no more than the mosses 
on the dry sticks with which we light our 
fires. So much the worse! for there is the 
decoration, or some pretence ofit, and it 
has,oroughttohave,auseandameaning. 
For, and this is at the root of the whole 
matter.everything made by man's hands 
has a form, which must be either beautiful 
or ugly; beautiful if it is in accord with 
Nature and helps her; ugly if it is discord 
ant with Nature and thwarts her; it cannot 
be indifferent: we ,for our parts, are busy 
or sluggish, eager or unhappy, and our 
eyes are apt to get dulled to this event 
fulness of form in those things which we 
are al/ways looking at. Now, it is one of 
the chief uses of decoration, the chief 
part of its alliance with nature, that it has 
to sharpen our dulled senses in this mat 
ter: for this end are those wonders of 
intricate patterns interwoven, those 
strange forms invented, which men have 
solongdelightedin.-Jormsandintricacies 
that do not necessarily imitate nature, 
but in which the hand of the craftsman is 
guided to work in the way that she does, 
till the web, the cup, or the knife, look as 
natural, nay as lovely, as the greenfield, 
the river bank, or the mountain flint. 

"To give people pleasure in the things 
they must perforce use, that is one great 
office of decoration; to give people pleas 
ure in the things they must perforce make, 
that is the other use of it. 

"Does not our subject look important 
enough now? I say that without these 
arts,ourrestwouldbevacantanduninter 
esting, our labour mere endurance, mere 
wearing away of body and mind." 

It is extremely difficult to choose 
extracts from this wonderful essay. Every 
thing he says is of value, and of immed 
iate, vital importance to our own times. 
But it is so much out of accord with our 

present way of thinking - the evils he 
denounces have taken such a hold on us 
- that the reader may be tempted to skim 
over it, without paying attention to the 
details of his thought. 

I therefore want to pick out a couple 
of key phrases in what has already been 
quoted: "For, and this is at the root of the 
whole matter, everything made by man's 
hands has a form, which may be either 
beautiful or ugly; beautiful if it is in 
accord with Nature, and helps her; ugly 
if it is discordantwithNatureand thwarts 
her." Thatisthekeytotherealradicalism 
of Morris' thought - his opposition to 
machine production, which nearly all the 
more recent commentators - Niklaus 
Pevsner,E.P. Thompson and Peter Fuller, 
forexample-attemptto underplay. Morris 
continues: "the hand of the craftsman is 
guided to work in the way that she does, 
till the web, the cup, or the knife, look as 
natural, nay as lovely, as the greenfield, 
the river bank or the mountain flint" (my 
emphasis). 

Art & Machines 
Art must imitate nature, not in its 

external appearance but in its way of 
working, says St. Thomas Aquinas. This 
is what "the hand of the craftsman", 
guided by the eye, the heart and the 
intelligence can do that the machine 
cannot do. The machine is always "dis 
cordant with Nature and thwarts her." 
No machine-made product can play, 
dance with the natural world. Whether it 
is a building or a motor-car, or a piece of 
modem sculpture- not to mention advert 
ising hoardings - it is always imposed on 
nature. 

When we run away to the countryside 
for a couple of weeks to escape from the 
town, it is because "our dulled senses" 
feel the need to be sharpened by "the 
greenfield, the river bank, or the mountain 
flint" - what there is left of I.hem. Every 
thing that surrounds us in our normal, 
town life, is experienced as an imposition. 
There is no pleasure in it But there is no 
reason in principle why everything we 
produce should "thwart" nature - our 
own nature, which complements and 
responds to the natural world about us. 
The problem is a recent one, unknown to 
this extent to any previous age, and it is 
posed by the introduction of the machine. 

E.P. Thompson tries to argue that "he 
did not indict industrialism as such for 
degrading the craftsman to a machine, 
but capitalism, the production of goods 



pmnarili for- profit and not for use" 
(p.643). It is true that Morris believed 
that machines could take over some men 
ial tasks, enabling more time to be given 
to more interesting work, but he is very 
cautious on the subject. In A Factory as 
it Should Be, he says: 

"Furthermore, machines of the most 
ingenious and best-approved kinds will 
be used when necessary, but will be used 
simply to save human labour; nor, indeed, 
could they be used for anything else in 
such a well-ordered work aswe are think 
ing about; since.profit being dead, there 
would be no temptation to pile up wares 
whose apparent value as articles of use, 
their conventional value as such, does 
not rest on the necessities or reasonable 
desires of men for such things, but on 
artificial habits forced on the public by 
the craving of the capitalists for fresh 
and ever fresh profit ... 

"Now, next it may be allowable for an 
artist - that is, one whose ordinary work 
is pleasant and not slavish - to hope that 
in no factory will all the work, even that 
necessary four hours' work, be mere 
machine-tending; and it follows from 
what was said above about machines 
being used to save labour, that there 
would be no work which would turn man 
into mere machines; ... therefore, in no 
case, should any one person be set to run 
up and down after a machine through all 
his working hours every day, even so 
shortened as we have seen ... " (Cole ed., 
pp.649-50). 

This is the essay Thompson leans on 
to show that Morris was not opposed to 
industrialism as such. Thompson wants 
to present Morris as a reasonable chap, 
amenable to the realities of the twentieth 
century - a socialist with a greenish tinge, 
ratherlike E.P. Thompson himself. But it 
is such a truncated and grudging use of 
the machine that it may as well be 
described as outright condemnation. "An 
artist - that is, one whose ordinary work 
is pleasant and not slavish" - it is in the 
light of this that we should read the 
phrase Thompson quotes (p.653) that 
sums the whole business up: "I believe 
machines can do everything -exceptmake 
works of Art." 

Division & Death 
But to return to The Lesser Arts. 

Morris shows how the whole of human 
history is accompanied and illuminated 
by decoration. And in the course of his 
remarks he suggests that even oppressed 

peoples have produced good work: --1 
must allow that these decorative arts 
have flourished among oppressed peop 
les, who have seemed to have no hope of 
freedom; yet Ido not think that we shall 
be wrong in thinking that at such times, 
among such peoples, art, at least, was 
free; when it has not been, when it has 
really been gripped by superstition, or by 
luxury, it has straightaway begun to 
sicken under that grip ... " 

But he goes on to say that the arts - 
both the lesser and the greater - are under 
threat, largely because the two have 
become so hopelessly separated: 

"I must now ask you this question: All 
these good things - will you have them? 
will you cast them from you? 

"Are you surprised at my question - 
you, most of whom, like myself, are 
engaged in the actual practice of the arts 
that are, or ought to be, popular? 

"In explanation, I must somewhat 
repeat what I have already said. Time 
was when the mystery and wonder of 
handicrafts were well acknowledged by 
the world, when imagination and fancy 
mingled with all things made by man; 
and in those days all handicraftsmnen 
were artists, as we should now call them. 
But the thought of man became more 
intricate, more difficult to express; art 
grew a heavier thing to deal with, and its 
labour was more divided among great 
men, lesser men, and little men; till that 
art, which was once scarce more than a 
rest of body and soul, as the hand cast the 
shuttle or swung the hammer, became to 
some men so serious a labour, that their 
working lives have been one long tragedy 
of hope and fear.foy and trouble. This 
was the growth of art: like all growth, it 
was good and fruitful/or awhile; like all 
fruitful growth, it grew into decay; like 
all decay of what was once fruitful, it will 
grow into something new. 

"Into decay;for as the arts sundered 
into the greater and the lesser, contempt 
on one side, carelessness on the other 
arose, both begotten of ignorance of that 
philosophy of the Decorative Arts, a hint 
of which I have tried just now to put 
before you. The artist came out from the 
handicroftsmen, and left them with no 
hope of elevation, while he himself was 
left without the help of intelligent, 
indust1'ious syrrlJJ!'(hy, Both have suffered; 
the artist no. less than the workman. 1t is 
with art as it fares with a company of 
soldiers before a redoubt, when the cap 
tain runsforwardfull of hope and energy, 

but looks not behind him to see if his men 
are following, and they hang back, not 
knowing why they are brought there to 
die. The captain's life is spenifornothing, 
and his men are sullen prisoners in the 
redoubt of U nhapiness and Brutality." 

Death of Art 
And then he makes his extraordinary 

prophesy of the Death of Art: 

"In the meantime the present state of 
the arts and their dealings with modern 
life and progress seem to me to point, in 
appearance at least, to this immediate 
future; that the world, which has for a 
long time busied itself about other matters 
than the arts, and has carelessly let them 
sink lower and lower, till many not 
uncultivated men, ignorant of what they 
once were. and hopeless of what they 
might yet be, look upon them with mere 
contempt; that the world, I say, thus 
busied and hurried, will one day wipe the 
slate and be clean rid in her impatience 
of the whole matter with all this tangle 
and trouble. 

"And then - what then? 
"Even now amid the squalor of 

London it is hard to imagine what it will 
be. Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, 
with the crowd of lesser arts that belong 
to them, these, together with Music and 
Poetry, will be dead and forgotten, will 
no longer excite or amuse people in the 
least.for, once more, we must not decieve 
ourselves; the death of one art means the 
death of all; the only difference in their 
fate will be that the luckiest will be eaten 
the last - the luckiest or the unluckiest: in 
all that has to do with beauty the invention 
and ingenuity of man will have come to a 
dead stop; and all the while Nature will 
go on with her eternal recurrance of 
lovely changes- spring, summer, autumn, 
and winter; sunshine, rain, and snow; 
stormandfairweather; dawn, noon, and 
sunset; day and night- ever bearing wit 
ness against man that he has deliberately 
chosen ugliness instead of beauty, and to 
live where he is strongest amidst squalor 
or blank emptyness:" 

I will leave this article there, because 
I want to leave that thought with the 
reader, It seems to me to be one of the 
great prophesies of the nineteenth century 
- on a par with Nietzsche's prophesy of 
the LastMan in Thus Spake Zarathus 
tra, better than Nietzsche, in fact, because 
Morris was, ,1,1. practical man and had a 
better understanding of the reasons for it. 
His prophesyhas come true. 
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The hate that dare not speak its name 
by Dan Ackroid 

The arguments over the recently 
released film Falling Down has mostly 
missed the point. It is marketable to 
moderate racists, in as much as its white 
protagonist begins his descent into 
violence with a fight with a Korean, and 
then goes on to a run-in with a vicious 
Chicano gang. But this is carefully 
balanced by a black man who is being 
victimised by a Joans company, and by a 
female Chicano policewoman. You could 
say that it was mostly targeted at people 
who are racist but do not like to see 
themselves as racist. The balance is a 
very necessary part of the film's 
marketability. 

A similar nip-flop is shown 
concerning women 's issues. D-Fens, the 
chief character whose violent rampage 
defines the film, is driven by a desire to 
reassert male dominance. He wants to 
resume what he sees as his proper role, 
his ownership and control over his child 
and over the wife who has rejected him. 
This is identified as wrong, which will 
please the female audience. And yet the 
'good guy', the elderly police detective 
who finally tracks him down, he is seen 
as asserting his male authority over his 
wife, going back on his agreement to 
retire and go to live where she will be 
happy. Naturally, D-Fens' wife is young, 
pretty and a highly sympathetic character, 
while the detective's wife is none of 
these things. So in a rather slick way, the 
film appeals to people with different and 
mutually incompatible expectations. 

Then there is the matter of using 
violence to solve your everyday social 
problems and conflicts. D-Fens does 
this, and is labelled as wrong for so 
doing. Even more wrong is the white 
racist he kills, who expresses the con 
cealed notions in an overt and revolting 
form. And yet, the 'good guy' does much 
the same things as D-Fens, on a more 
moderate scale. After starting off as a 
representative of civilised values, he hits 
a colleague, ignores procedures and 
insults his boss, even though the man 
could be seen as trying to make amends 
for his own past rudeness. 

To put it briefly, Falling Down 
manages to have both sides of every 
argument. Within living memory, the 
white male middle class in America had 
an unquestioned dominance. It was a 
dominance that was maintained by viol 
ence, including lynch law. But also it 
was propped up by a feeling of moral 
superiority. A notion that this way of 
doing things was right, proper and should 
remain unchanged. 

The overthrow of this established 
dominance in the I 960s was an 
astonishing phenomenon. So astonishing 
that people have put it out of their minds, 
claiming that the 1960s were no more 
than a brief bout of self-indulgence. Of 
course there was a lot of self-indulgence 
involved, but this mostly ended up 
expressing itself as Reaganism and 
Thatcherism. The more serious side was 
a radical idealism that changed the whole 
definition of what was politically correct 
and what was incorrect. The absurdities 
of some manifestations of 'political 
correctness' are real indeed. But they 
should be seen in the context of a very 
recent overthrow of a different and much 
worse sort of 'political correctness'. Seg 
regation in the American South was not 
just a hold-over from slave times, it was 
an active and growing force. And as 
recently as the 1950s, women in Holly 
wood films were almostalways presented 
as passive objects, helpless dolls for the 
males to fight over. 

Part of the problem with US politics 
is that it is supposed to be defined by law, 
but in fact is not. All sorts of peculiar 
meanings are drawn from the constitution, 
but none of them are justified. The 
Constitution actually says not a word 
about either God or family values- merely 
a prohibition of established religions in 
the First Amendment. It was never supp 
osed to be a formula for life or for a 
changing world, merely a rule-book for a 
new political structure. Even as such, it 
had loopholes. Aaron Burr made use of 
one such, and almost got elected president 
by trickery. And the American Civil War 
was in large part caused by a serious 

omission from the rules, the absence of 
any statement as to whether a state may 
or may not secede from the Union. Still, 
as a political rule-book, the US constitu 
tion worked OK. Given the problems of 
uniting thirteen political units that had 
each been governed separately as part of 
the British Empire, holding the whole 
thing together was no small achievement. 

The trouble lies with pretending that 
the Constitution is universal definition of 
what life should be. Great social issues 
aresettledbyaccidentandlegalgobbledy 
gook, not by a conscious will to change. 
And since everything is allegedly drawn 
from the will of the founders, there is 
much too little understanding of how the 
societyhasevolved. Thefounderswould 
undoubtedly have established legal 
superiority for white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant males, if it had ever occurred 
to them that this dominance might be 
challenged. But they never did, so that it 
was possible to use the written words of 
these people to define a quite different 
sort of society. And part of the price for 
doing things that way was that the society 
never properly came to terms with the 
transformation. 

Given the change, there is a large 
market for opinions that appeal to buried 
prejudices without seeming to do so. 
This is true of Hollywood in general. 
Falling Down isonlyaparticularandnot 
very important example of something 
much older, wider and more powerful. 
Hollywood's cunning appeal is like that 
of Shakespeare's Cleopatra: 

"Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale 
"Her infinite variety; other women cloy 
"The appetites they feed, but she makes 

hungry 
"Where she most satisfies; for the vilest 

things 
"Become themselves in her, that the holy 

priests 
"Bless her when she is riggish" (tricky). 

Falling Down is just one more movie. 
It comes more than ten years after a rather 
similar package was put together by 
Ronald Reagan, former B-movie star, 

lapsed leftist, expert manipulator of a 
confused and angry America. Age has 
not withered him that much. And he was 
expert at tapping various contradictory 
feelings to get elected as Republican 
President. Right-wing Christians really 
did believe that a Hollywood divorcee 
would restore traditional Puritan moral 
values. At the same time, most of those 
who had taken advantage of the new 
freedoms were not scared of him. They 
knew, much more accurately that the 
right-wing Christians, that the man was 
only acting a part 

People liked a leader who sounded 
off about traditional moral values, as 
long as their own freedom was not serious 
! y interfered with. Even the anti-abortion 
movement seemed serious, until people 
finally understood that it might make a 
real difference. Whereupon the majority 
pro-choice lobby rose up in wrath, and 
the anti-abortionists "melted like snow 
in the fact of the lord". 

The true majority in America is neither 
moral nor immoral. It is pseudo-moral. 
A large segment of the society resemble 
a neighbour of Mark Twain's, who 
announced his intention to go to Mount 
Sinai and recite the The Commandments. 
Given that them an 's behaviour had never 
been very Christian, Twain suggested 
that it might be better for him to stay at 
home and keep the Ten Commandments 
instead. 

Falling Down is a sign of the times. 
In many ways the USA is indeed falling 
down. Reagan and Bush were very suc 
cessful in preventing the Liberal trans 
formation of the 1960s and 1970s from 
consolidating itself, They were also able 
to do much damage to the political and 
economic structures that had given the 
Western world a burst of continuous 
growth and prosperity never before seen 
in human history. But though the New 
Right was very goodat destroying things, 
it could not create. The new cannot con 
solidate itself, the old and traditional 
cannot reassert itself. The result is sim 
ply a mess, filled with violence and 
inarticulate rage. 
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