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Once More Unto Brussels
Theresa May suffered a humiliating defeat when 

MPs rejected her Brexit deal by 432 votes to 202. In 
the weeks leading up to the vote on 15 January it was 
clear she was heading for a heavy defeat. Yet she had 
no alternative but to press ahead, having postponed 
the vote from last December, and with the 29 March 
leave deadline drawing near. She had kicked the can 
down the road too often. It was now time to stand up 
and be counted.

The margin of defeat by 230 votes was the highest 
on parliamentary record, beating that of Ramsay 
MacDonald’s minority government in 1924. Yet 
unlike MacDonald’s defeat at the hands of the Tory 
opposition, May’s loss was the result of 118 Tories 
voting with Labour and other opposition parties. She 
was even supported by 3 Labour MPs and by Frank 
Field, Independent, who was elected as Labour. It 
was not therefore a defeat for the government as 
such, as it was not solely the official opposition and 
other parties that inflicted it.

Labour’s hopes of a general election were thwarted 
when it lost a vote of No Confidence by 19 votes. On 
this occasion the dissident Tories stood firmly behind 
their leader. As did the DUP members who earlier had 
voted against her deal. But given the scale of May’s 
Brexit defeat, Labour had little alternative than to call 
her and her government to account. Labour lost the 
No Confidence vote because, however much many 
Tories dislike her Brexit deal, their fear of a Corbyn 
government is infinitely greater. They tolerate May 
knowing that she will not lead them into the next 
general election.

May is engaging with MPs of all parties to reach an 
agreement she can take back to Brussels and secure 
a deal that parliament can support; a Plan B. But this 
appears to be a forlorn task as EU negotiators have 
made it clear that no significant changes can be made 
to her deal. This rules out any meaningful alteration 
to the Northern Ireland backstop. The guarantee is 

that there will be no hard border in Ireland as long 
as agreement has not been reached on a frictionless 
trade deal. The demands of the hard Brexiteers that 
the backstop has to be time-limited to enable the UK 
to opt out unilaterally seems to be off the EU table. 

Corbyn insisted that he would only engage with 
May if a No-deal Brexit was taken off the table. May 
made much of Corbyn’s ‘refusal’, accusing him of  
talking to Hamas, Hezbollah and the IRA. (For the 
record, Corbyn at no time spoke to the IRA, while 
British governments have repeatedly done so). But 
as Labour’s Yvette Cooper discovered, the offer of 
talks was a sham; with May refusing to budge on her 
red lines. A No-deal Brexit is the default position if 
May’s ‘new’ deal is voted down. It is also an option 
for May as she wants to hold the Tories together. 
Taking a No-deal off the table would split her party 
in two, and end her chances of winning support for 
her deal.

If a general election and a second referendum are 
ruled out, then nothing else is on the table: not even 
a Norway plus option. Such a deal would need long 
negotiations. May will not seek it and her party will 
not replace her with someone who might. Extending 
Article 50, which in any case would need the approval 
of the EU, will simply further delay the process of 
leaving the EU with little prospect of squeezing real 
improvements out of the EU negotiators. But even 
if it were agreed, the UK would still leave the EU, 
possibly two years later than scheduled. And British 
business would still be in a state of limbo, waiting for 
a deal that restores confidence and stability.

Labour have promised further No-Confidence 
motions if May’s ‘new’ deal fails to win the support 
of MPs. In the absence of a successful No-Confidence 
motion and a general election, Labour’s preference is 
for a second referendum. It’s said that party members 
are crying out for this. But where is the evidence? 
Most of Labour’s front bench, including Jeremy 
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Corbyn, are opposed to going back 
to the people for a second opinion. 
Supporters of a second referendum 
hope that the original decision will 
be overturned, but it could have the 
opposite effect and further alienate 
voters. It would be a huge gamble. 
The 2016 referendum divided the 
country. It revealed a deep-seated 
anger with politics and politicians. 
A second referendum would 
simply further deepen political 
disillusionment and division. There 
would be a serious loss of faith in 
parliamentary democracy.

The UK is a parliamentary 
democracy where the Crown-
in-Parliament is sovereign, with 
ministers governing on her behalf. It is 
a democracy where an MP represents 
her/his constituents, exercising their 
judgement on the issues of the day. A 
referendum transfers the sovereignty 
of parliament to the people. At such 
a time the UK becomes a plebiscitary 
democracy; a challenge to the 
sovereignty of parliament. It is for 
this reason that referenda are used 
in the UK only in the event of major 
constitutional and political change.

In 2013 David Cameron promised 
a referendum on UK membership 
of the EU for purely party-political 
reasons and included it in the Tories 
2015 election manifesto. And when 
the result went against him- he was 
a Remainer- he resigned and fled 
to his £25,000 garden shed. He left 
his colleagues to deal with what has 
proved to be a nest of vipers. It was a 
cowardly act on Cameron’s part. 

Labour’s best option is to avoid 
leaving its mark on any Brexit deal. 
The Tories need to be remembered 
as the party that introduced Brexit 
and took the UK out of the EU 
on particularly bad, potentially 
damaging terms.

Return To Class Politics
A vote on an amendment to the 

Withdrawal Agreement on 29 
January takes Theresa May and 
Parliament back to square one. The 
Withdrawal Agreement (May’s 
Brexit deal) was overwhelmingly 
rejected by MPs on 15 January. Now, 
as a result of a positive vote for the 
Brady amendment (Graham Brady is 
Chair of the Tories 1922 Committee) 

Theresa May is returning to Brussels 
with a request for changes to the 
legally binding agreement. 

Brady’s amendment calls for 
“alternative arrangements” to be 
made in place of the current Northern 
Ireland backstop. What these 
arrangements are no one knows, 
least of all Brady himself. And 
Theresa May is no wiser. It is more 
in hope than expectation that May 
will come back with a revamped 
deal that MPs can support. The EU’s 
chief negotiators, Michel Barnier 
and Donald Tusk, as well as French 
President Macron, have said publicly 
that the Agreement is not up for 
renegotiation.

If on the other hand they relent a 
little, understanding the gravity of 
the situation for the UK, and May 
manages to win minor changes to 
the backstop, it could encourage a 
significant number of Tory MPs to 
change tack and vote for the ‘new’ 
deal. With Labour ruling out a No-
deal, and an early general election 
and a second referendum unlikely, its 
MPs will face a difficult choice. 

Corbyn is trying to leave the EU, 
having accepted the 2016 referendum 
result, with the least possible damage 
to the economy and jobs. Labour 
should not be seen trying to delay 
Brexit, which is simply another way 
of stopping it altogether. A final 
settlement of the issue will help 
Labour. It is in its interests for there 
to be an agreed deal. But whatever 
is the deal Labour should not be 
held responsible for it. It should be 
shouted from the rooftops that Brexit 
is entirely of the Tory party’s making.

With Brexit settled Labour can get 
back to class politics. Whether the 
UK is in or out of the EU, voters will 
face the same problems of low-paid, 
insecure, employment, rising rents, 
cuts in essential services, greater 
inequality, and further austerity. 
They will have a clear choice at the 
next election, whenever it comes, 
between more pain with little gain 
under a Tory government. Or a 
Labour government determined to rid 
the country of the damaging policies 
inflicted on the great majority of the 
populace.
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Parliament And World War One
by Dick Barry

Editorials and older articles at our website, 
http://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
 This also has old issues of Problems magazine.

On 7 August 1918, almost four 
years after Britain declared war 
on Germany, Prime Minister Lloyd 
George reviewed the military 
situation on land and sea. Due to its 
length his statement and the response 
to it from Herbert Samuel will appear 
in three parts. 

PRIME MINISTER’S REVIEW. 
07 August 1918. Part One

The PRIME MINISTER (Mr. 
Lloyd George) Mr. Speaker,—Four 
years ago the British Empire decided 
to throw the whole weight of its 
might into the greatest War which 
the world has ever witnessed. It 
did so not because British soil was 
invaded or even threatened with 
invasion, but because of an outrage 
upon international right. Had it not 
been for that decision, the whole 
course of the War would have been 
different. The history of the world 
for generations to come would have 
followed a different course. I do not 
wish in the least to exaggerate the 
part which the British Empire has 
taken in that conflict. But a mere 
glance at the events of the last four 
years will show how great and how 
decisive its influence has been upon 
the turn of those events. When the 
War began we had the most powerful 
Navy in the world. It was as powerful 
as the three next Navies of the world, 
and, when unity of command is taken 
into account, it was more powerful 
than the three next Navies. We had, 
however, the smallest Army of any 
great Power in Europe. We had a 
compact with France that if she 
were wantonly attacked, the United 
Kingdom would go to her support.

Mr. HOGGE We did not know 
that!

The PRIME MINISTER If 
France were wantonly attacked.

An HON. MEMBER That is 
news.

The PRIME MINISTER There 
was no compact as to what force 
we should bring into the arena. In 
any discussion that ever took place, 
either in this country or outside, there 
was no idea that we should ever be 
able to employ a greater force than 

six divisions. Whenever there was 
a discussion in this House about 
the British Expeditionary Force the 
maximum was a six-division limit. 
Whatever arrangement was come 
to, I think history will show we have 
more than kept faith.

I should like to say one word 
about the part which the Navy has 
taken in redeeming that pledge. I do 
so because there is a real danger in 
the more minutely and constantly-
described events on land to overlook 
the part which the British Navy is 
playing in this conflict. There are 
two great struggles being carried 
on—one on the land and one on the 
sea. One is carried on almost before 
our eyes. The incidents are pictured 
from day to day by men who are 
detailed specially for the purpose 
of describing them. Every turn in 
events is portrayed. Take the other 
struggle. Events there take place in 
the vast wilderness of the sea, over 
hundreds of thousands of square 
miles, with no one to witness them 
or to describe them except those 
who take part in the grim struggle. 
That struggle has been prolonged 
for four years without a break. No 
darkness arrests it. No weather, no 
winter stops it! The Navy never goes 
into winter quarters! The fighting 
is going on without ceasing, and I 
do not think many realise that that 
is the decisive struggle of the War. 
Upon its issue the fate of the War 
depends. If the Allies are defeated 
there, the War would be over; until 
they are beaten there, Germany can 
never triumph. And in the main this 
momentous deciding struggle is 
carried on by the British Navy. There 
is a disposition even here to take the 
British Navy for granted, exactly as 
you take the sea for granted; and thus 
there is no real attempt to understand 
the gigantic effort which is involved 
in constructing, in strengthening, in 

increasing, in repairing, in supplying, 
in maintaining, and in managing this 
great machine.

When the War began the British 
Navy was the largest in the world, 
representing a tonnage of 2,500,000 
tons. Now it is 8,000,000 tons. That 
includes the Auxiliary Fleet, and 
were it not for that increase the seas 
might be barred to the commerce of 
the world. What is its task? Every 
trade route in the world is patrolled 
by its ships. Take its functions—take 
the blockade alone. From Shetland to 
Iceland, from Iceland to Greenland, 
from Greenland to the coast of 
Norway—the most savage waters in 
the world, always angry, resenting 
the intrusion of man by every device 
known to nature—for four years 
these seas have been incessantly 
patrolled by the British Navy. They 
have set up an impenetrable barrier 
to Germany. Elsewhere British ships 
are convoying, patrolling, mine-
laying, mine-sweeping, escorting, 
chasing submarines over vast and 
tractless areas. They have destroyed 
at least 150 of these ocean pests—the 
submarines—more than half in the 
course of last year.

I will give one figure which 
indicates the gigantic character of the 
work done by the British Navy. In the 
month of June alone British ships of 
the Navy steamed 8,000,000 miles. 
To that must be added the efforts of 
the Mercantile Marine, which has 
now become a part and branch of 
the British Navy, and is facing the 
same dangers with the same daring, 
carrying for the Allies as well as for 
ourselves. Most of the American 
troops, who have so valiantly 
acquitted themselves in France in 
recent conflicts, were carried in 
British ships.

It is difficult to make those who do 
not understand ships comprehend the 
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very gigantic effort it means to keep 
this immense machine going. There 
is rather a tendency to divide our 
efforts into two branches—men for 
the Army and ships for the Navy, I 
wonder how many people understand 
the number of men required to man 
and maintain the British Navy and 
the British Mercantile Marine. At 
least 1,500,000 for the manning and 
maintaining, and probably 800,000 or 
900,000 of them men of military age. 
We have made every attempt to comb 
out when there was great pressure, 
but we found it was impossible to do 
so without letting the British Fleet 
down; and to let the British Fleet 
down was to let the Allies down. In 
order that at home and abroad this 
should be thoroughly understood, 
I will give one illustration of the 
importance of not in the slightest 
degree impairing the efficiency 
and strength, and, if necessary, 
the growth of the British Navy, 
and I am including the Mercantile 
Marine. The Germans during the last 
two years have made two definite 
attempts to force a decision—one at 
sea and one on land. They attempted 
the land offensive, because the sea 
offensive failed. They knew the sea 
offensive would have been the more 
final of the two. The land offensive 
was dangerous; the sea offensive 
deadly. The land offensive might 
have been disastrous; the other, had 
it succeeded, would have been final. 
If the submarines had succeeded, 
our Army in France would have 
withered away. No Americans could 
have come over to assist the French 
troops, and munitions could not have 
been sent across. We could not have 
sent across the necessary coal and 
material to enable France and Italy to 
manufacture munitions. France, Italy 
and Britain would not have starved, 
because the War would have been 
over before that stage was reached.

I mention these facts in no spirit 
of boastfulness about the British 
Fleet, although its achievements fill 
us with a national pride, and I am 
certainly not minimising in the least 
the great assistance rendered by the 
Fleets of America, of France, of 
Italy, and of Japan. But the British 
Fleet is so incomparably greater, 
and its operations are on a scale of 
so much greater magnitude, that I 

dwell specially on this, because it is 
desirable that the immensity of its 
efforts and its importance in the War 
should be realised. The American 
Naval Mission which came over 
here the other day saw a good deal 
of the efforts of the British Navy, 
and was immensely struck with the 
vastness of the work which is done. 
They were specially anxious that 
steps should be taken to make known 
not merely here, but in America, the 
gigantic character of the task which 
it had undertaken. That is why I 
have devoted these sentences to the 
subject. Unless the Allies had been 
completely triumphant at the outset 
of the War at sea, no efforts on land 
would have saved them. The British 
Fleet is mainly responsible for that 
complete triumph. It could not 
have been secured and maintained 
without its gigantic efforts in men 
and material. Any distribution of our 
resources which would impair in the 
least its efforts would be ruinous to 
the cause of the Allies.

I should now like to say a 
few words about our efforts on 
land. What was the problem that 
confronted us when we came to the 
Army? We had the greatest Navy; 
we had the greatest Mercantile 
Marine, and the maintenance of 
these two were the first charge upon 
the resources of this country. Then 
there were essential supplies of 
coal and other commodities, which 
we alone provided for the Allies, 
and our military efforts had to be 
subject to this first obligation upon 
our resources in men and material. 
We had other difficulties to confront. 
We were not a military nation in the 
same sense as were all the nations 
of the Continent. Britain had not, 
since a remote period in her history, 
had anything like military service 
for the whole of her population. We 
were unaccustomed to the idea of 
universal military service. Even the 
United States of America, within 
living memory, has had Conscription. 
That is not true of this country. 
British soil was not invaded; it was 
not threatened, and we were not 
afraid of it. Therefore, we had not the 
same visible, direct, appealing call to 
sacrifice which always arouses the 
manhood of any country whose soil 
is threatened with invasion.

We had a small Army. What have 
we accomplished? Since August, 
1914, including those who were 
already with the Colours, this 
country has raised for the Army and 
the Navy, in Great Britain alone, 
6,250,000 men. Most of them were 
raised by voluntary recruiting—the 
most unexampled feat in the history 
of any country in the world. I met 
today a distinguished statesman from 
an Allied country, and he was telling 
me what an impression that had made 
and how there was nothing in the 
history of any land which would bear 
comparison with the great voluntary 
effort made in the first two years of the 
War by this country. In order to give 
an idea what this means, if the United 
States of America were to call to the 
Colours the same number of men in 
proportion to population, it would 
raise very nearly 15,000,000 men. 
The Dominions have contributed 
1,000,000, and may I say here, before 
I leave the Dominions, how valuable 
has been the aid of the Dominion 
representatives, especially the Prime 
Ministers, in our councils during the 
anxious months through which we 
have passed. They have taken part in 
all those deliberations and in all great 
decisions which have been come to; 
and, although I know how the nations 
they represent are anxious to have 
their leaders back to take part in the 
business of those Dominions, I trust 
it may be possible for them to remain 
here some time longer, inasmuch as 
there will be very great decisions in 
reference to the coming winter and 
next year, when their presence will 
be invaluable. India, as my right hon. 
Friend (Mr. Montagu) in his very 
remarkable speech yesterday, said, 
has raised 1,250,000 men since the 
beginning of this War.

With regard to the present military 
situation, the essential facts are 
well known, but perhaps I may be 
permitted to summarise them as 
they appear to one who has been 
working inside in reference to the 
great endeavour which has been 
made in this country during the last 
four months. What was the position 
on the 21st March? The enemy had 
been relieved of all apprehension 
on the Eastern Front by the peace 
of Brest-Litovsk. He had brought 
all his best divisions from the East, 
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and was combing out the best men from 
the remaining divisions, and bringing 
them to the West. Most of those men had 
enjoyed a long rest on the Eastern Front, 
and had devoted their time to training 
and preparing specially for the great 
blow which was to be directed against 
the Allied Armies.

On the 21st March we had in front 
of us the flower of the German army, 
rested trained, and especially equipped 
for the campaign. Our troops were tired 
by a prolonged offensive in the most 
exhausting conditions under which 
any troops ever fought. Practically the 
whole British Front was new ground, 
which had been won from the enemy, 
where there had been no time to set up 
defences, and these tired troops, instead 
of enjoying rest, or instead of having time 
for training, had to make defences. What 
other facts were there? Considerable 
American forces had been expected by 
the spring, but as a matter of fact, on the 
21st March, there was only one American 
division in the line. There were three 
or four American divisions behind the 
line, and they were brought up after the 
attack began. The weather conditions 
were the most favourable that the enemy 
could have possibly chosen. The united 
command was not an accomplished fact, 
in spite of all endeavours to achieve it, 
and each general was mainly concerned 
with the perils of his own front. So that 
when the blow came the reserves of 
the Allied Armies as a whole were not 
available to meet it where it fell. These 
were the conditions under which a long 
prepared and carefully prepared blow by 
the picked troops of Germany fell upon 
the British Army.

What was the object? It was to obtain 
a military decision this year, before the 
American Army could come up. How 
was that to be achieved? First of all by 
severing the two armies—driving a 
wedge between them, and then having 
separated the British and the French 
forces, to overwhelm the British Army 
and afterwards deal at their leisure with 
the French Army. That was the plan, 
and we have to realise the plan in order 
to see what the valour of the British 
Army has accomplished. If the first of 
the two objects had been attained, that 
is the severing of the British and the 
French Armies; if the second object 
had been attained, the overwhelming of 
the British Army, the American Forces 
could not have arrived in time to save 
the French Army. That was the German 
calculation, and let us not forget, in the 
light of what happened afterwards, that 
it was not such an impossible estimate. 
But how did the German plan prosper? 
There has been four and a half months 

of such fighting as has never been seen 
on the face of this globe. The magnitude 
of the armies, the ferocity of the conflict, 
the losses inflicted and sustained, the 
valour displayed by the men who took 
part in the contest—such fighting has 
never been witnessed on the face of this 
globe—and not merely in all that, but in 
the issues which hung in the balance of 
that fighting.

What has happened? At first the 
German Army achieved considerable 
success. We had anxious moments—
very very anxious moments, and those 
who knew the most were the most 
anxious. The losses were considerable 
in men, especially in the number of 
prisoners captured, I regret to say, and in 
material, far beyond any anticipation that 
could have been made, and for which we 
could have been called upon to provide, 
and had they not been immediately made 
up, the second German blow might very 
well have overwhelmed the British 
Army. Before the battle was over, in 
a fortnight’s time, 268,000 men were 
thrown across the Channel—one of 
the most remarkable efforts of British 
shipping, and of organisation of our 
British transport, and let us say, of the 
War Office. In a month’s time 355,000 
men had been thrown across the Channel. 
A fresh gun had been put back for every 
British gun and every machine gun that 
had been lost, and not merely had the 
deficiency been supplied, but increased; 
and at this moment there are more guns 
and more machine guns than the Army in 
France ever had.

This was the first German 
miscalculation. They calculated that we 
could not do it, and let me say that we 
owe a debt of gratitude to a section of the 
Press for misleading the enemy, who was 
foolish enough to believe it; and if you 
observed there was no Minister here who 
knew anything who ever contradicted it. 
Why? Because we knew perfectly well 
that it was the greatest service which 
they could render to this country to go 
on letting the Germans believe we had 
no men to make up the deficiency. The 
enemy made his plans accordingly and 
attacked. They hit here and they hit there: 
they hit South, they hit in the centre, and 
in the North. Why? They thought they 
were destroying the British Army, and 
that there was nothing behind it. In six 
weeks they were hurled back, and fought 
to a standstill by the British Army. They 
were defeated in two or three of the most 
sanguinary battles of the War, and they 
were left in unhealthy salients, under 
the fire of our guns, with extended lines. 
Their purpose was to overwhelm the 
British Army; they declared it, and they 
announced it in their inspired Press—

”We are doing it,” they said. By the 1st 
of May they had left us to go South, 
to make another attack. They knew it 
could not be done. It is one of the finest 
achievements of tenacious valour in the 
whole story of the British Army.

Let me say a word here about one 
special class. The losses were great, and 
we had to make them up wherever we 
could find trained men. We took a step 
which only the emergency could have 
justified, and that was, sending the lads 
of eighteen and a half, who had received 
five or six months’ training, into the 
line—

Mr. HOGGE And giving their 
mothers nothing!

The PRIME MINISTER That is not 
true.

Mr. HOGGE It is true!
The PRIME MINISTER It is a 

monstrous libel!
Mr. HOGGE It is true, and it is a lie to 

say it is not. You know it is true!
The PRIME MINISTER I remember 

coming at nine o’clock one dark night 
to Boulogne, after I had been to see the 
generals, and I met these boys coming 
up by torch-light from the boat, and they 
went straight to the front. No sooner 
were these boys in France than they had 
to face veteran and victorious troops. No 
veterans ever fought with greater courage 
and with greater steadiness than those 
lads. They hurled back these legions who 
had vowed to destroy the British Army, 
and we must all be proud of the boys 
who have so upheld the honour of their 
native land, and helped so valiantly to 
save the cause of the Allies from disaster.

After the experience of this six weeks 
of fighting, it is a remarkable fact, when 
you know what was the German plan, that 
they left the British Army alone for three 
or four months. They may, and probably 
will, come back, but that is because they 
have failed elsewhere. Before I quit the 
part which the British Army played, let 
me recognise the assistance we had from 
our gallant Allies both on the Somme 
and in Flanders. No one knows better 
than those who took part in that conflict 
how invaluable was the aid received 
from the gallant French Armies in both 
these great battles. I only dwell upon the 
part the British force took because, in 
the main, the fighting was theirs, and the 
losses were, in the main, theirs.

The rest of this debate will 
appear next month.
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An Open Letter to Angela Rayner, Rebecca Long-Bailey on Education Policy.
Dear Angela and Rebecca,
Brexit is nearly upon us and voters 

will rightly be asking how the Labour 
Party intends to deal with the education 
system and the labour market in the years 
to come. Sadly, at the moment not much 
seems to be going on. Yet there are some 
really important issues that need answers 
with content rather than slogans. Here are 
some of them (and this list is by no means 
exhaustive):

A continuing long tail of 
underachievement in literacy and 
numeracy.

Domination of the education system by 
universities.

Part privatisation of the schools through 
the academies policy.

The continuing poor condition of 
vocational and further education.

A labour market that is chronically 
short of good jobs.

A possible post-Brexit shortage of 
many different kinds of know-how.

Regional imbalances in education and 
vocational education provision.

Education policy is always tricky. It 
is intimately linked to labour market 
policy. Changes in policy can lead to 
unexpected and unwanted consequences. 
All the more reason to start detailed work 
on problems the country will face before 
the 2022 General Election. Because these 
issues are so complex and interconnected 
they cannot be dealt with in one letter. We 
will deal with them one by one and try to 
show how they are connected with each 
other.

Let’s start with the first issue. 
Britain has a problem with literacy and 
numeracy. Uniquely amongst OECD 
countries, performance in literacy and 
numeracy for 16-25 year olds is poorer 
than it is for 55-64 year olds. And 
this after over 40 years of continuous 
education reform, starting with Jim 
Callaghan’s ‘Great Debate’ speech in 
1976. Someone who is now 64 would 
have been 12 then and if the OECD’s 
statistics are to be believed, those 40+ 
years have led to deteriorating standards 
in the basics. Callaghan, you probably 
won’t remember, was concerned that the 
‘progressive’ reforms of the 1960s had 
led to a decline in achievement. That may 
well have been the case, but subsequent 
‘anti-progressive’ reforms don’t seem 
to have helped much either. Before any 
remedy can be advanced, an explanation 
is needed for what has happened. 

https://www.oecd.org/unitedkingdom/
bui lding-ski l ls - for-a l l - review-of-
england.pdf, p.10.

It is reasonable to assume that there 
are two sets of factors at work. The 
first are internal, to do with school and 
education policy, resources, curriculum, 
teacher quality, methods of teaching and 
assessment. The second are external, to 
do with attitudes in society, technological 
change and the labour market. 
Unfortunately, the OECD doesn’t seem to 
have much idea of what has been going 
on and neither do British politicians. One 
thing that has been tried by successive 
governments is lots of testing, more 
focus on reading, writing and maths at the 
expense of other subjects. But you don’t 
need to spend endless amounts of time 
teaching these subjects and thus crowding 
out other important subjects, you need to 
teach them effectively. It is reasonable to 
assume that this has not been happening 
to a sufficient degree and this raises an 
uncomfortable question. ‘Are schools 
and teachers up to the task?’ Don’t get me 
wrong, I’m not trying to suggest that all 
the blame should be laid on schools. It is 
governments that set policies, structures 
and provide resources and teachers 
have to work within these. Furthermore, 
it may be that the external factors are 
also important and the government is 
certainly responsible for some of these. 
I don’t get the impression, looking at 
Labour’s manifesto, that this issue has 
been addressed in the party’s thinking. 
See:https://labour.org.uk/manifesto/
education/

There are unlikely to be easy answers, 
so improvement is likely be something 
that takes place over the long term. 
Incidentally, we are not here just talking 
about children who are destined for jobs 
that require no qualifications. According 
to the OECD, 10% of UK university 
graduates have poor basic skills. This 
raises questions about the quality of 
secondary, further and higher education. 
Basic skills should be taught in primary 
and lower secondary schools before the 
age of 16 at the very latest and preferably 
by the age of 14. It is not the job of upper 
secondary, further, vocational, technical 
or higher education to attend to these 
matters. 

So the Labour Party needs to take a 
good, hard look at primary education 
and to see what may not be going so well 
there. This would include teacher quality 
and teaching methods but also attitudes 
and expectations amongst communities 
and parents as well as children. There 
could well be some uncomfortable 
messages there but they need to come 
out, not get drowned in aspirational-
sounding waffle.  As a first stab at this 
issue, it may be advisable to address 

matters in the short-term by providing 
much more direction as to how literacy 
and numeracy should be taught, based 
on reliable research. An updated version 
of the national literacy and numeracy 
strategies might be considered together 
with lessons that can be learned from 
successful small-scale initiatives like the 
West Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative, 
run by a socialist council in a poor local 
authority on Clydeside. One potential 
problem here is resistance from some 
of the teaching unions, so some difficult 
conversations may need to begin.

I’m aware that the teaching of reading 
has become an ideological battleground, 
which is unfortunate. However, there is 
good evidence that phonics teaching in 
reading, when done properly, can have 
a moderately good effect without being 
a cure-all for deep-seated problems. 
For a summary of the evidence see the 
Education Endowment Foundation 
website:

h t t p s : / /
educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-
toolkit

This suggests that policy on teaching 
should be based on evidence that has 
accumulated over a long period and 
should be incorporated into teacher 
training and development programmes. 
There is nothing ‘progressive’ or 
‘reactionary’ about particular teaching of 
reading methods, although a lot of people 
seem to think so. But we should also not 
forget that if you want people to be able 
to read, write and count, they must want 
to do so. Their parents must also want to 
do so and be able to help their children to 
do so too. 

There’s one other important point to 
be made about teaching methods. There 
is plenty of good evidence that mixed 
ability grouping within classes produces 
better results overall than either streaming 
pupils into ability classes or setting them 
according to ability in particular subjects. 
Again, the Education Endowment 
Foundation has good data on this.

h t t p s : / /
educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-
toolkit/setting-or-streaming/

This evidence will need to be taken 
seriously by the party if it wishes to 
attach the problem of underachievement. 
The issue is related to school admissions 
policy, but I will deal with that later.

Continued On Page 7
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Froggy
News From Across The Channel

John Lloyd on the Yellow Jackets
In the Irish Times of 3rd December 

(“Macron is shining a light on important 
hypocrisies”) Lloyd applauds Macron 
for saying that the Gilets Jaunes, and 
the French who support them, want to 
have their cake and eat it, that is, want 
lower taxes and at the same time more 
public services.   But that is not what the 
Gilets Jaunes want.  They are not asking 
for more public services, in general they 
pride themselves on their independence. 
On the subject of environmental taxes, 
they are not saying there shouldn’t be 
any, just that taxes should be fairly 
distributed. 

The movement has shone a light on 
that vital question: what changes must 
be made to protect the environment, 
what the costs will be and how will the 
costs be shared.  Lloyd writes: “Even 
those who agree human conduct is the 
driver of global warming still want to 
drive gas-guzzling SUVs and are willing 
to march for low fuel prices.”  The SUV 
drivers are not marching for lower fuel 
prices, and the Gilets Jaunes do not own 
SUVs, they have old cars and live in fear 
of their vehicle failing the new harsher 
MOT regulations.  It is the Gilets Jaunes 
who have taught the lesson that “high 
sounding phrases […] [endorsing] ever 

smaller carbon emissions are not serving 
their purpose.”  It was Macron who tried 
to impose a blanket tax on fuel, without 
thinking through the social implications.  
He may have shone a light on important 
hypocrisies, but he didn’t do it on 
purpose.

Then Lloyd concludes with a general 
condemnation of the movement as 
‘populist.’

‘Populist’ is a vague term, broadly 
meaning ‘bad’.  It is applied to Orban, 
Hungarian prime minister, to AfD in 
Germany, to the Marine Le Pen of the 
ex-National-Front; they are all accused 
of being racist, making scapegoats 
of foreigners and making unrealistic 
demands in order to please the populace, 
as well as being all wrong on identity 
politics.  The Gilets Jaunes are not a 
party and do not have a leader, they are 
not interested in immigration, are not 
making unrealistic demands and have no 
interest in identity politics.

They work very hard at not accepting 
leaders and not accepting support from 
political parties.   Laurent Wauquiez, 
right wing leader of Sarkozy’s party, 
supported them at first.  He desisted when 
they set fire to the Prefecture building in 
his provincial base of Puy en Velay.

They have won some successes.  The 

fuel tax has been withdrawn; people 
on the minimum wage will receive a 
€100-euro bonus; pensioners on less 
than €2000 will no longer have to pay 
the social security tax.  The government 
will rethink the 80km limit on non-dual-
carriageway main roads; motorway 
companies will offer season ticket type 
payments for commuters (although the 
government has allowed a general toll 
price rise).  The government has asked 
profitable firms to give tax-free end of 
year bonuses.

They have paid a heavy price for these 
concessions.  Thousands were injured, 
some very seriously by rubber bullets, 
called in France LBD (Lanceur de Balles 
de Defense); at least fourteen have lost 
an eye, although the interior minister 
claims only four.  The regulations say 
rubber bullets should not be aimed at 
the head, but these injuries show that the 
regulations are not followed.  The police 
overview body is investigating 81 cases 
of police brutality.

Macron has not lost his contemptuous 
attitude to them and the populace in 
general, “those who are nothing” in 
his memorable phrase.  In his New 
Year wishes to the nation he called the 
GJ  ‘hate filled mobs’ represented by 
people ‘who are racist, anti-Semitic 
and homophobic’, the usual insults.  
The movement is conspicuous in not 
touching these topics.  All interviews 
with GJ show this, even if social media 
is much more mixed.

Macron continued in January by 
talking about the undeserving poor: 
‘there are people in situations of 
poverty who behave like arseholes’ [qui 
déconnent, an extremely vulgar phrase] 
and the many “who have lost any sense 
of effort”.  He will not defuse the anger 
against him with this language.

What next?
The movement had its 10th Saturday on 

19th January; the numbers are smaller, so 
the tactics have changed: people meet in 
central locations organised in advance, 
for example in the town of Bourges.  
The woman who was at the start of 
the movement, Priscillia Ludosky (she 

Continued From Page 6
Most people are pragmatic about these issues. For them, going to school is a means 

to an end, not an end in itself, although they would like the experience to be enjoyable 
as well. But, for it to have a point it should have a payoff in adult life in the form of 
a happier life and an interesting job. One of the problems in Britain is that there are 
too few jobs like that and therefore too few incentives to apply oneself in school. That 
may be deplorable, but it is the reality and needs to be addressed. That’s why education 
and economic policy need to be considered together. Getting a jobs strategy right is 
fundamental to long term educational change, which is why I am writing to you both 
jointly. If Labour can effect educational improvements and at the same time increase 
the supply of good jobs then they will be successful as a government. But education 
is a complex area and I have only dealt with one aspect of it in this part of the letter. 
Next time, I’ll have a look at the governance and quality assurance of educational 
institutions. I’ll go on to look at higher education policy, technical and vocational 
education, transition from school to work and the impact of regional policies on 
education and employment.

Yours fraternally,
Chris Winch
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happens to be black) was also one of 
the organisers of the Bourges march via 
her Facebook page.  She attended the 
march.  She started the movement via 
a petition and she is launching a second 
one, asking for a reduction on taxes on 
all vital goods and services, such as food, 
gas and electricity, and a reduction of 
salaries and financial privileges of MPs.   

The government is trying to defuse 
the movement by starting a national 
‘great debate’, where everything will 
be considered, within four topics 
starting with tax (what taxes would be 
reduced, and what service should be 
correspondingly reduced; wealth tax will 
not be reinstated).

There have been ‘national debates’ 
before, on national identity under 
Sarkozy and on food and agriculture last 
year.  Neither was a success.

The role of the mayors.
The Macron government has been 

busy trying to reduce the role of the 
mayors in running their commune, in 
particular by removing an important 
local tax la taxe d’habitation.  This 
worries the Association of Mayors of 
France considerably, since it is not clear 
how the shortfall will be compensated. 

It is remarkable therefore that the 
government is running to the mayors 
to save itself and make a success of the 
debate.  Macron launched his initiative in 
a small provincial town, in the presence 
of 600 mayors.  He has asked the 
mayors to organise it.  The Association 
of Mayors of France has turned down 
this duty, saying  “the prefects (Préfets, 
heads of the départements) represent the 
state, not us.”  They stated they did not 
want to be associated with this initiative.

At local level things are a little 
different.  Some Gilets Jaunes have 
held weekly evening meetings in their 
locality, in some cases with the help of 
the local mayor who has let them have 
a hall.  In these cases the ‘debate’ might 
continue in the same hall and the Gilets 
Jaunes and the mayor continue to work 
together.

The main preoccupations
A survey of 211 GJ published in 

le Monde showed that most were not 
wholeheartedly in support of the debate; 
when asked what they would talk about, 
6 mentioned immigration and 10 the 
environment.  The main preoccupation 
was the life and future of the young.

Another document, compiled by the 
Association of Rural Mayors of France, 
is a cahier de doléances [register of 
grievances] where the inhabitants 

wrote down their preoccupations.  The 
Mayors have edited the grievances and 
propositions according to the number of 
entries.  They had opened the town halls 
from 8th December for this purpose, 
and the document was published on 14th 
January.

Number 1, with the greatest number of 
entries, concerns the standard of living.   
The propositions seem extremely 
modest: wages and pensions to keep 
pace with inflation; minimum retirement 
pension of €1000 or €1200 a month; 
retirement age back to 60, to provide 
jobs for the young; MPs should have 
their pension calculated like everyone 
else.  The minimum wage should be 
€1500 net, or €1400 or €1600; those 
who work should have a higher income 
than those who don’t work.  Wage 
differentials should not be greater than 
50 between the highest and the lowest.  
The social security tax should be paid at 
a higher rate the higher the income, and 
MPs should pay it.  [They pay it on their 
main income.]  There should be better 
pay and conditions for carers.

Number 2 concerns fiscal justice.  
There are ten headings in all, and 
immigration comes in at number 8, after 
the environment at number 6.

Conclusion
The Gilets Jaunes movement has no 

national programme, they represent 
only themselves.  Their aim of forcing 
Macron to resign and of reinstating the 
tax on wealth has not been achieved.  But 
they have taught some important lessons.

Their class will be treated with a new 
respect; they have shown that the lower 

middle class, derided as losers with no 
sense of culture or style, morally dubious 
(probably racist, homophobic etc), are in 
fact, intelligent and courageous.

Without being led, on their own 
initiative as small groups, they have 
avoided the traps laid out for them.  
They refused leaders, they refused to 
meet ministers (unless the interview 
was filmed by them), they refused the 
old marching routes that led nowhere.  
They made it clear that identity politics 
do not interest them.  They continued 
marching after it was clear that the 
police would aim at them with rubber 
bullets. They made clear that the change 
in behaviour necessitated by pressures 
on the environment must be thought 
out and the burden spread fairly. They 
showed that globalisation has a cost, 
which they are not prepared to bear 
on their own.  ‘Those left behind’ by 
liberalisation, considered up to now as 
an unavoidable by-product of progress, 
have stood up and demanded to be taken 
into consideration.

THIRD AVENUE

They had lived so long in this now blighted isle,
  in evil-smelling dusty cupboards for a long while.
No truer blues turned paler in this grey atmosphere.
  And in their chains, entangled, Giuseppe dying
from being over here. 
  No law, justice, protection, a community in loathing,
their defence inadequate, unlearned , dozing, posing.
  When freed all heaven broke out as the elite said they
should indeed be free.
  Not in the first year, the second  or third but in the
fifteenth when everything stopped for tea.

Wilson John Haire. 12th January, 2019

One’s philosophy is not 
best expressed in words; it 
is expressed in the choices 
one makes… and the choices 
we make are ultimately our 
responsibility.

Eleanor Roosevelt
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Notes on the News
        By Gwydion M. Williams

State Aid: 
Bad for Everyone Except Me
“A paradox in American public 

opinion that largely holds true 
today. Most Americans … were 
‘ideologically conservative’ 
but ‘operationally liberal’ when 
it came to their beliefs about 
government. People liked the 
idea of limited government in the 
abstract, believing they could and 
should be able to get along without 
government’s help. But when you 
asked them about the specific 
things government does, it turned 
out that they liked just about all 
of them, and thought government 
should spend as much or more to 
keep performing those tasks.”1

It is a growing selfishness, and 
1960s radicalism fed into it.  The 
Baby Boomer generation saw 
Freedom for their values as a 
natural condition.  Governments 
were viewed as suspicious and 
wasteful.  But when they had a 
stake in the matter, only a handful 
of sincere Libertarians refused 
what was on offer.  Most wanted 
the government to enforce rights 
that they cherished. 

Outside of the New Right itself, 
this has never translated into 
functional politics.  And there is 
nothing odd in this.  No sinister 
conspiracies.  Just the simple fact 
that when each group just wants 
itself looked after, the strongest 
win out.

Saying ‘everyone should be 
looked after’ works better.  If that 
‘everyone’ includes the bulk of the 
society, you should win.  That’s 
why older pre-Boomer attitudes 
succeeded.
1  h t t p s : / / m e d i u m . c o m /
thewashingtonpost/the-shutdown-is-
reminding-everyone-of-the-good-things-
government-does-39eb33422e23 

But it hurt solidarity when 
‘everyone’ ceased to mean 
‘everyone white male, plus a little 
for women and non-whites’.  The 
excellent Mixed Economy and 
Welfare systems that the West 
had from the 1940s to 1970s lost 
popularity when governments 
took serious steps to reduce the 
gap between white males and the 
rest.

Not many could baldly say 
‘I am offended that people I 
rate as inferior are now equal’.  
That was once the open view of 
the privileged, and many with 
middling status thought the 
hierarchy was just and natural.  
Liberalism eroded that as an open 
position, but mostly covered 
up and did not admit how much 
had changed.  Only socialists 
publicised how hard they had to 
fight to get real concessions.

The winning tactics of the 
New Right was to persuade the 
middling that those less fortunate 
than themselves were either 
getting more, or had not worked 
and did not deserve anything.  

Without direct lying, a deeply 
false impression was created.

Most Britons believe Welfare 
costs more and has much more 
fraud than is really the case.

They believe that unemployment 
benefit takes up 41% of welfare: it 
is actually 3%.

They believe that 27% of 
unemployment benefit is 
fraudulent: it is actually 0.7%.2  

Newspapers ignore the official 
government figures.  They hype 
rare instances of real welfare 
2  h t t p : / / b l o g s . l s e . a c . u k /
politicsandpolicy/talking-politics-
deploying-the-word-welfare-in-an-
official-capacity-is-on-the-increase/ 

dishonesty, and make it seem like 
the norm.

They say as little as possible 
about a small more-than-
millionaire elite soaking up a 
much bigger share of the wealth 
than they had in the 1950s through 
1970s.

They also feed into a deep fear 
of ‘corporatism’, found even on 
the left.

Welfare has indeed been eroded.  
But at least since the sharp crisis 
of 1987,3 the centre-right have 
been very cautious about actually 
dismantling the Mixed-Economy 
or Corporatist system.  The 
system which actually won them 
the Cold War:4 but it had been 
the success of the Soviet Union 
from the 1930s to 1950s that had 
inspired it.  

Socialist Failure?
Until the 1960s, despite terrible 

losses in the war, the Soviet 
Union grew faster than the USA 
or Britain.  Not as fast as Italy, 
West Germany and Japan: but 
those countries embraced state 
regulation and state subsidy much 
more whole-heartedly than the 
USA ever did.

State regulation and state 
subsidy are favoured by most 
socialists.  They are needed by 
everyone else, no matter how 
right-wing.  They are the norm 
for all economies that even have 
a state.  

In non-state societies, tribes, 
custom has a much tighter grip 
on almost everything that an 
3  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Black_Monday_(1987) 
4  https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/problems-magazine-past-issues/
the-mixed-economy-won-the-cold-war/ 
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individual might want to do.  
Some socialists are anti-state, 

and there is a lot of this in Marx and 
Engels.  The Bolsheviks bumped 
into the need for state power 
when they took power in Russia.  
They hoped that a spontaneous 
socialist order would emerge, 
guided by Soviets as councils 
openly elected.  But what actually 
emerged was chaos, and then Civil 
War backed by the West.  Just 
to survive, many of the original 
freedoms were curbed.  And the 
biggest break was the crushing 
of the Kronstadt rebellion: done 
at Lenin’s command and fully 
supported by Trotsky.  All that 
Stalin did, followed very logically 
from that.

And if the Bolsheviks had 
refused to become authoritarian?  
If they had gone down in romantic 
and heroic defeat, as many other 
left-wing rebels have done?

The terrible suffering of World 
War One led to fascism and right-
wing movements similar to fascism 
in most of Europe.  Moderate 
socialists were sometimes in 
power in Germany before Hitler.  
Also briefly in Britain, and later 
the Popular Front in France.  But 
none of them achieved enough 
to prevent fascism and similar 
creeds of the Authoritarian Right.  
In Poland, the former moderate 
socialist Pilsudski created just 
such a regime, and one that was 

antagonistic to Jews who would 
not convert to Christianity.

Global Leninism, by 
compromising on its original 
hopes, kept alive a left alternative.

Liberalism was not an alternative.  
In every country that took part 
in World War One, the vast bulk 
of actual liberals had supported 
starting the war.  So too did every 
parliamentary Liberal Party that 
I’m aware of.  

Almost all liberals favoured 
carrying on with the war to the 
bitter end, with Lloyd George 
securing British victory and the 
harsh peace that encouraged 
another World War.

The left-liberal Provisional 
Government that the Bolsheviks 
overthrew did not want peace.  
They still hoped to gain 
Constantinople; a long-running 
ambition.  If they had been more 
lucky or successful and had fought 
on until Germany collapsed, 
they would probably have got 
what’s now Istanbul.  Would 
presumably have driven out most 
of its Muslims, as had happened in 
much of the Balkans. The Allies’ 
planned dismemberment of Asia 
Minor might have happened.5  It 
failed because Ataturk rallied 
Turkish Nationalism and defeated 
an invading Greek army. But 
with a Russian army sent by 
5  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Treaty_of_Lausanne 

an impeccably liberal Russian 
Republic, it would probably have 
succeeded.  The entire movement 
against Western Imperialism 
would have been weakened, and 
might have failed.

That’s the true history, but most 
people in the West don’t know it.  
They’ve been sold the idea that 
the Soviet Union was always a 
failure and a moral offence, or at 
least it was once Stalin took over.  
That Mao’s China was a failure 
and was only rescued by Deng 
adopting ‘capitalism’.  Yet the best 
available figures show that Mao’s 
China grew faster than the USA 
or Britain, while also burdened 
by a US denial of recognition and 
Soviet hostility from the 1960s.6

Saying that Soviet Union was 
imperfect is very different from 
saying it failed.  Likewise for 
China, before and after Mao.  And 
for the Democratic Corporatist 
system that the US Democrats 
invented in the 1930s, versions 
of which have applied almost 
everywhere from the 1940s.  They 
are viable and successful systems, 
and systems that achieved much 
that socialists had worked for.

Corporatism, treated far too 
often as a sinister horror, has so 
far been the only system able to 
maintain modern civilised life.  It 
might easily have emerged in a 
fascist or near-fascist form.  Might 
have consolidated White Male 
Privilege for a long time; perhaps 
for ever.

Feed-the-Rich Economics
“They’ll never admit it in public, 

but many of your bosses want 
machines to replace you as soon 
as possible.

“I know this because, for the 
past week, I’ve been mingling 
with corporate executives at 
the World Economic Forum’s 
annual meeting in Davos. And 
I’ve noticed that their answers to 
6  https: / /gwydionwil l iams.
c o m / 9 9 - p r o b l e m s - m a g a z i n e /
mao-and-china/ 
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questions about automation depend 
very much on who is listening.

“In public, many executives 
wring their hands over the negative 
consequences that artificial 
intelligence and automation could 
have for workers. They take part in 
panel discussions about building 
‘human-centered A.I.’ for the ‘Fourth 
Industrial Revolution’ — Davos-
speak for the corporate adoption of 
machine learning and other advanced 
technology — and talk about the 
need to provide a safety net for 
people who lose their jobs as a result 
of automation.

“But in private settings, including 
meetings with the leaders of the many 
consulting and technology firms 
whose pop-up storefronts line the 
Davos Promenade, these executives 
tell a different story: They are racing 
to automate their own work forces 
to stay ahead of the competition, 
with little regard for the impact on 
workers.

“All over the world, executives 
are spending billions of dollars 
to transform their businesses into 
lean, digitized, highly automated 
operations. They crave the fat profit 
margins automation can deliver, 
and they see A.I. as a golden ticket 
to savings, perhaps by letting them 
whittle departments with thousands 
of workers down to just a few 
dozen.”7

They get away with it, because most 
people also fear State Control.  Giant 
corporations cannot be controlled 
by well-meaning individuals acting 
individually, or in small voluntary 
groups.  If such pressures work at all, 
they work because of fear of much 
more effective legislation if the 
corporations gave nothing.

Nor is violence a good idea.  It 
happened a lot in the USA, but the 
rich can always hire better-quality 
violence.  Hire a gross of thugs if 
they need them, or ten gross.  That 
is exactly what Feudalism was about: 
the rich forming private armies that 
did their will.  Most of the population 
fell into a form of limited slavery, 
and it was freely called slavery at the 
time.  Adam Smith’s mentor David 
Hume in his excellent 18th century 
7  h t t p s : / / w w w. n y t i m e s .
com/2019/01/25/technology/automation-
davos-world-economic-forum.html 

History of England was clear about 
this:

“A great part of them were serfs, 
and lived in a state of absolute 
slavery or villainage.” 8

The Magna Carta asserting the 
rights of ‘Free Men’ did nothing for 
the non-free majority, nor for women 
who were largely at the mercy of 
the whims and wishes of their male 
relatives.  And this slavery was only 
re-named Serfdom in the 18th and 
19th century, as a cover-up for the 
Historic England that liberals wanted 
us to feel proud of.

Actual ‘industrial serfdom’, 
featured in some of the dismal SF 
futures that are now fashionable, 
seems unlikely.  People have so far 
been fooled, because their actual 
social freedoms have expanded.  And 
because much of the left does not 
have a clear narrative, but demands 
Instant Socialism without explaining 
how much has changed since the 
1980s.

The result is millions unemployed, 
and the rest overworked.  Women in 
particular do not get the support they 
need if they want to do both a paid 
job and raise children:

“They may have had more than a 
sneaking suspicion that it was the 
case, but now working mothers have 
the data to back it up: they are indeed 
more stressed than other people – 
18% more, in fact.

“And that figure rises to 40% for 
those with two children, according 
to a major study that analysed 11 key 
indicators of chronic stress levels.”9

Yet the pressure is to make 
everyone seek paid work, even as the 
actual jobs disappear.  And likewise 
the pressure to outsource:

“Trade unions have accused the 
government of failing to learn lessons 
from the collapse of Carillion, instead 
pumping even more money into 
outsourcing companies, a year on 
from the firm’s high-profile demise.

“The lifetime value of outsourcing 
contracts awarded in 2017-18 
‘rocketed’ by 53% from £62bn to 
£95bn in the past year, according to 

8  Entry for ‘Serf’ in the Oxford English 
Dictionary, 2nd CD-ROM edition.
9  https://www.theguardian.
c o m / m o n e y / 2 0 1 9 / j a n / 2 7 /
working-mothers-more-stressed-health 

the GMB union, which pointed to 
nearly £2bn in contracts awarded to 
Capita and Interserve despite both 
issuing profit warnings.

“The GMB said this showed 
a government ‘hell-bent’ on 
privatisation, despite the warning 
signs given by the collapse of 
Carillion, which managed public 
sector contracts to provide services 
such as prison maintenance and 
school dinners.”10

Failed to learn? I’ve always 
assumed that the top Tories knew 
better.  That they prefer to go on 
plundering public wealth for private 
profit.  Feed-the-Rich, I call it.

The alternative is to see them as 
honest, but incapable of seeing what 
is under their noses.  Possible, but 
less likely.

The Last March 
of Donald Trump
The notion of comparing President 

Trump to Treebeard the Ent from 
Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is so 
bizarre that probably no one else has 
ever thought of it.  Yet it may be the 
key to understanding actions that are 
otherwise senseless.

In Tolkien’s book, very different 
from the Jackson film, the giant 
tree-spirit gets his people to march 
on the stronghold of the evil wizard 
Saruman.  But he does not expect to 
win:

“Of course, it is likely enough, my 
friends … that we are going to our 
doom: the last march of the Ents.”11

Tolkien identified Saruman 
with Modernism.  Also with those 
moderate Britons who compromised 
with Hitler in 1930s, putting into 
his mouth sentiments similar to 
theirs.12  I’m sure he’d have deeply 
disapproved of Trump, who has 
removed a lot of protection for wild 
nature.  But right-wingers can see 
themselves as champions of liberty 
against an oppressive government.  
Tolkien has just that in the corruption 
of the hobbits homeland when they 
10  https://www.theguardian.
com/business/2019/jan/15/surge-in-
outsourcing-after-carillion-collapse-
staggering-unions-say 
11  The Lord of the Rings, Book 3, end 
of Chapter 4.
12  As reported by Gandalf: Book 2, 
Chapter 2.
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return.  He disapproved of the post-
war changes that created the happy 
secure population who became his 
first wave of fans.  Likewise people 
more or less on the left approve of the 
Hunger Games films, even though 
they obviously parody the Federal 
Government and feed into futile anti-
state attitudes.  

But the main point I am making is 
that you can see a futile ‘last march’ 
as something fine and noble.

Trump probably figures he is likely 
to lose in the long run.  Sees his 
election as a freak chance, which he 
will make the best of while it lasts. 
Possibly hopes his children can join 
other super-rich in a colony on Mars 
while Earth falls apart.

Trump also lacks Treebeard’s 
respect for others. With Saruman 
defeated and cornered, Treebeard 
says:

“Still, if I were overcome and all 
my trees destroyed, I would not 
come while I had one dark hole left 
to hide in.’

“‘No,’ said Gandalf. ‘But you have 
not plotted to cover all the world 
with your trees and choke all other 
living things.”13

Something similar may motivate 
the Tory Brexiteers. But their shared 
Anglo culture has been working from 
the 18th century to impose its values 
on everyone else, regardless of how 
much they suffer.

A Man, a Plan, an Abomination 
– Venezuela

The USA strongly backed Franco’s 
dictatorship in Spain, until the man 
himself died.  Likewise the long-
lasting dictatorship in Portugal, and 
the Colonels in Greece.14  Ceausescu 
in Romania, Mobutu in Zaire / 
Congo, Suharto in Indonesia and the 
Yugoslav Communists, until the end 
of the Cold War got them reclassified 
as ‘surplus to requirements’.  
Likewise Saddam Hussein in Iraq, 
and at times even Assad Junior in 
Syria.  

The USA still supports many 
undemocratic Arab rulers.  Were 

13  The Lord of the Rings, Book 3, 
Chapter 10
14  h t t p s : / / e n . w i k i p e d i a .
o rg /wik i /Greek_mi l i t a ry_ jun ta_
of_1967%E2%80%931974 

embarrassed and inactive when the 
Saudis were exposed by the Turks 
after murdering and presumably 
dismembering a dissident they had 
lured into their Turkish embassy.

The USA’s whole treatment of 
Latin America has been even worse.  
Including encouraging Panama to 
secede from Columbia, contrary 
to the normal policy of opposing 
secessionists, so that they could have 
more control over the planned canal.  
A project celebrated in a famous 
palindrome: A Man, a Plan, A Canal 
– Panama.15

The USA has been against left-
wing Venezuela from the start, trying 
to organise coups against properly 
elected governments.  But stepped up 
the pressure after National Assembly 
elections threatened to make the 
country ungovernable.

Citizens were angry because of 
hardship, but this had been caused by 
the world oil price dropping.  Cheap 
oil, while bad for the planet, does 
serve the short-term interests of the 
USA.  And is greatly helped by a 
friendly Saudi Arabia.

Faced with a serious choice, the 
electors might have continued to 
defy the will of the USA, just as they 
did in Ukraine when they re-elected 
Viktor Yanukovych in 2010.  That’s 
probably why they encouraged the 
opposition in 2014 and provoked 
Russia into annexing Crimea.  The 
damage caused by an extremist 
seizure of power was foreseeable, 
but it is damage just to Ukraine.16  
The USA can be fairly sure they 
will never elect another pro-Russian 
President, even though they are 
likely to massively reject the man 
they most recently elected.

In Venezuela, the rich hate sharing 
anything with the poor.  They seem 
intent on wrecking the society or 
starting a civil war before they allow 
it:

“The first UN rapporteur to visit 
Venezuela for 21 years has told The 
Independent the US sanctions on the 
15  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Palindrome 
16  S e e  h t t p s : / /
labouraffa i rsmagazine .com/past -
i s sues /2015 -magaz ine /2015 -07 -
magazine/2015-07-ukraine-illegally-
removed-its-elected-president/ and https://
gwydionwilliams.com/46-globalisation/
ukraine-kievs-five-day-war-machine/ 

country are illegal and could amount 
to ‘crimes against humanity’ under 
international law.

“Former special rapporteur Alfred 
de Zayas, who finished his term 
at the UN in March, has criticized 
the US for engaging in ‘economic 
warfare’ against Venezuela which 
he said is hurting the economy and 
killing Venezuelans…

“On his fact-finding mission to 
the country in late 2017, he found 
internal overdependence on oil, poor 
governance and corruption had hit the 
Venezuelan economy hard, but said 
‘economic warfare’ practised by the 
US, EU and Canada are significant 
factors in the economic crisis.”17

Would Trump start a war over it?  
He has tried to pull free of a wider 
global role.  But dominating Latin 
America is a much older policy, and 
had always worked better.

Snippets
Dams Damned 
“Environmentalists said Brazil 

had failed to learn from the Mariana 
disaster, in which 375 families 
lost their homes, and are yet to be 
rehoused. The three companies … 
spent more than $1bn on a huge 
clean-up and relief operation and 
paid millions of dollars in fines over 
the disaster. But no individual has 
been convicted.

“‘This new disaster with a mining 
waste tailings dam – this time in 
Brumadinho – is the sad consequence 
of a lesson not learnt by the Brazilian 
state and mining companies,’ said 
Greenpeace Brazil’s campaigns 
director… ‘Cases like these are not 
accidents but environmental crimes 
that should be investigated, punished 
and repaired.’”18

***
Previous Newsnotes at the Labour Affairs 
website, http://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/past- issues/ .   Also https: / /
l o n g r e v o l u t i o n . w o r d p r e s s . c o m /
newsnotes-historic/.  I blog every month 
or so at https://gwydionmw.quora.com/, 
and tweet at @GwydionMW.

17  https://www.independent.
co.uk/news/world/americas/venezuela-
us -sanc t ions -un i ted-na t ions -o i l -
pdvsa-a8748201.html 
18  https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2019/jan/25/brazil-dam-collapse-
news-latest-mining-disaster-brumadinho 
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A Letter From Our New Zealand Correspondent
Feargus O'Raghallaigh

Benighted
Every now and again I feel myself 

to be living in a country benighted 
by the curse of that cannon of neo-
liberal ideology, labour market 
flexibility. January 23 last was one 
such day. The local Wellington daily, 
the Dominion Post carried a story 
on one of its business pages, Court 
ruling on rat deflating for boss.

The story was about a labour 
dispute at the Invercargill branch of 
a large supermarket chain, Pak ‘n’ 
Save. The chain is actually one of a 
duopoly (Foodstuffs and Countdown) 
that dominates the supermarket 
business. The other chains of the 
Foodstuffs brand are New World 
and Four Square. The individual 
stores are independent owner-
operated with these owners in turn 
cooperative owners of Foodstuffs, a 
central services supplier (branding, 
marketing, back office services 
and so on). Countdown is the New 
Zealand brand for the Woolworths 
chain, one of the big two grocers that 
control the Australian market, the 
other being Coles.

The key thing about the Foodstuffs 
outlets (whether operating as Pak ‘n’ 
Save, New World or Four Square) is 
that they are independently owned 
and so the local owners are the 
employers. Thus, Invercargill’s Pak 
‘n’ Save is owned by a Bryan Dobson 
operating as Kaikorai Service Centre. 
The workers are unionised by First 
Union.

The principal legislative provision 
governing the labour market is the 
Employment Relations Act 2000. 
There are other sources of law, 
principally the Employment Court 
Regulations 2000, and practice 
directions issued by the judges. 
Institutionally there is an arbitration 
body, the Employment Relations 
Authority – and there is the court. 
There is also a right of appeal from 
the Court to the Appellate Courts. 
The system can trace its origins 
back to the 1890s but that’s simply 
history. The real origins of the 
current system lie in the economic, 
fiscal and financial upheavals of the 

1980s and the adoption of a market-
based economy, including in respect 
of employment and employment 
relations. The key philosophical-
cum-legal point is that in the labour 
market, where workers are unionised 
the union must in its dealings with 
employers act always “in good 
faith”. In other words it is the law of 
contract, commercial contract, that 
applies. 

The world of voluntarism and 
voluntary agreements outside the 
framework of contract, the world of 
the British Trade Disputes Act, 1906 
is long gone. In effect Taff Vale rules. 
Central of course to the framework 
is that all bargaining is also local 
– unless it is conducted by a union 
nationally representing workers 
employed by a national body such as 
for example KiwiRail. However such 
a situation is exceptional, even the 
public health sector is decentralised 
into separate and independent District 
Health Boards (DHBs). There is also 
an issue as to whether under the law, 
a right to collective wage-bargaining 
is provided for under the Act.

Enter Mr Dobson and his 
Invercargill Pak ‘n’ Save franchise. 
Since about December 2015 the 
First Union has been trying “in good 
faith” to negotiate a collective pay 
deal for its members in Invercargill. 
Dobson’s company is also bound by 
the “good faith” provisions of the 
Act. However he has proposed that 
acting in good faith does not extend 
to agreeing a pay deal – that pay is 
beyond the scope of the legislation. 
He has lost his argument at various 
points but has also always delayed 
matters further through appeals. He 
has had an adverse ruling from the 
Employment Court that is now on 
appeal again.

The Dobson approach is to litigate 
on every aspect of union conduct 
in this dispute. The latest Dom Post 
story relates to the union’s picketing 
policy following a still unresolved 
breakdown in 2016. The union took 
to picketing aimed at attracting 
general publicity for its cause. To this 
end it invested in a very, very large 
inflatable rat, using it on the picket 

line with around its neck, a very 
large placard, “Don’t be a rat Mr 
Dobson”. In addition, the workers 
carried a very big banner in the style 
of the Pak ‘n’ Save trademarks but 
with the message, ‘Pak ‘n’ Slave’. 
Dobson sought an order against the 
Union from the Employment Court, 
which the court has very firmly 
rejected. His argument was that the 
actions and language of the picket 
line represented evidence of breach 
of the good faith provisions while 
bargaining. In its decision, just 
released, the judge ruled

‘‘While there is likely to be a 
point where what has been said or 
done is so offensive or undermining 
that good faith is breached, the 
duty does not require bargaining to 
be undertaken in a courteous way. 
It does not require using polite 
language, or to resist robust position-
taking, or avoiding a combative 
style.’’ No more than common sense 
you, dear reader, might say? Well yes 
– but also no, if the point of it all is 
to grind unions and collective action 
down to functionally, nothing and at 
the same time cut pay and conditions 
to virtual slavery (in a ‘race to the 
bottom’).

On the issue of the slogan (‘Pak ‘n’ 
Slave’) the judge observed, ‘‘... while 
the company submitted the slogan 
breached the duty of good faith for 
likening the business to slavery, the 
union considered that statement to 
be part of attempts to use legitimate 
pressure and was no more than a 
commonly used corruption of a well-
known trading name reflecting a 
reputation for paying low wages. I 
agree with the union that the slogan 
did not breach the duty of good 
faith. It was an attempt to publicise 
the industrial dispute to obtain some 
leverage and nothing more. It needs 
to be borne in mind that the union, 
and its members, enjoy a right of free 
speech which they were entitled to 
exercise.”

Again common sense but also 
again, the New Zealand system, 

Continued On Page 14
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Diary of a Corbyn foot soldier
by Michael Murray

Continued From Page 13
which formally in law ‘recognises’ unions and the right to negotiate as a 
practical and political matter, a state-created legal straitjacket on behalf of 
employers to race each other to the bottom as regards pay and conditions. New 
Zealand employers are also where employers in the market economies of the 
rest of the world aspire and dream to be. It is also what governments and their 
institutions (particularly their central banks), for example in the UK and the 
eurozone especially, want to achieve for and on behalf of employers. If you 
want to see the future welcome to New Zealand.

Here is a link to the judgment which was reserved.
ht tp : / /www.nzl i i .org/cgi -b in /s inodisp/nz/cases /NZEmpC/2018/160.

html?query=Kaikorai%20Service%20Centre 

Dictionary definition of “foot 
soldier”: “…a dedicated low-
level follower…” 

Michael Murray: 
murraymicha@gmai l . com; 
Facebook: Michael Murray 
London 

In this issue of Labour Affairs:
(1) Field promotions
(2) Back on the canvass 

(1) Field promotions 
In the first Diary entry submitted 

to Labour Affairs this year I 
should mention a couple of things 
that have happened to change the 
nature of my involvement as a 
foot soldier. 

At its December AGM  I was 
elected unopposed to the  Steering 
Committee of Momentum 
Hackney as “Facilitator of Action 
Planning.”  What this signifies 
and why I was excited at this 
new turn in my Labour Party 
foot soldiering will be discussed 
in later Diary entries, when I’ve 
got my feet under the table, so to 
speak.  

In January, attending the AGM 
of The Cooperative Party, in part, 
to support like-minded fellow foot 
soldiers in their bid to be elected to 
various representative bodies for 
the coming year, I found myself 
being nominated as a delegate to 

the London Regional Cooperative 
Party. “I second that,” someone 
said. What could I say, other than 
I accept the nomination? To clinch 
it, the Branch Chair, the outgoing 
delegate, didn’t contest the 
nomination. The thought crossed 
my mind: more bloody meetings, 
less free evenings to enjoy the 
fleshpots of London, Later, when 
I got home, I checked out the LRC 
web-site and was instantly glad 
things had gone the way they had. 
Feck the fleshpots of London, 
and the bucket list, It may not be 
apparent to outsiders but there 
are exciting things happening 
within the Labour movement, 
amidst the chaos of Brexit and the 
widespread misery of seemingly 
inexorable and relentless Tory 
austerity measures.

(2) Back on the canvass
Knocking on doors is practically 

the raison d’etre of the foot soldier. 
My Brownswood, Hackney North 
and Stoke Newington Labour 
Party ward resumed campaigning 
mid-January. We met up at our 
usual starting point - outside the 
Brownswood pub - on a chilly and 
damp Saturday morning. As we 
stamped our feet and rubbed our 
hands to get warm, our dynamic 
ward organiser, Sharon, swept 
into sight, arms laden with a big 
box of leaflets, full of business. 

“Now,” she reminded us, “we may 
all have our opinions on Brexit, “ 
but we’re here to present Labour’s 
policy, as decided at last Annual 
Conference, but most of all to 
get our members and supporters 
views and feelings on how things 
are going for Labour since we last 
called.”  

She then went on to remind us 
of some local issues that may be 
raised on the doorstep, asking us 
to refer them, if necessary, to one 
of our local councillors, Clare, 
who was going to accompany 
us on the canvass. We were each 
issued with a bundle of leaflets: 
ones with contact details of our 
councillors and mayor; ones with 
a summary of Labour policies 
and a card giving details to new 
occupants of how to register to 
vote - very relevant in the dense, 
multi-occupancy houses of “bed-
sitter” land we were about to 
visit. A “churn” is how the more 
experienced canvassers describe 
such an area.  When the ubiquitous 
clip-boards were distributed  with 
the boxes on past, present and 
future voting intentions to be 
ticked, she exhorted us to engage 
with people about their issues, 
not be satisfied with just ticking 
boxes. Bloody music to my ears! 

In the five, or so, years since I re-
joined Labour, on my retirement 
to London from Ireland, I’ve 
canvassed as far afield as 
Croydon in the south of London 
to Stoke-on-Trent in the north of 
England. In that time, I’ve rarely 
seen as organised an approach 
to canvassing. She even had a 
bundle of pens and note-paper for 
those who may have forgotten to 
bring their own. But, mostly, and 
importantly, she set the tone. And 
it all paid off. 

Many of our members that 
we spoke to were confused and 
disappointed with how Brexit 



Labour Affairs  15

No.  294 - February 2019

was going,  and there was the 
odd negative comment on Corbyn 
leadership.  It reminded me of the 
early stages of the 2017 General 
Election campaign - though then 
the Lib Dems were regularly 
mentioned as an alternative to 
Labour, which doesn’t seem to be 
the case now, at least in our part of 
London. The job of the canvasser 
now and in coming by-elections 
or a General Election is to listen 
and reassure - and plead. Ticking 
boxes alone won’t cut it. 

At the monthly Hackney North 
delegate conference a programme 
of canvasser training was 
announced, I’m pleased to report. 
No details were given. But, from 
observations on canvassing I 
think it should have three, inter-
active elements. 

One, political education, ideally 
based around a familiarity with 
the 2017 Manifesto, to give it 
focus.

In July last  I attended a 
Momentum workshop on how 
to run a Manifesto Study Group. 
It included sessions on the 
Manifesto content, run by Mike 
Phipps, editor of “For The Many: 
Preparing Labour for Power,’ 
OR Books, 2017, a collection 
of critical essays examining 
each of the 12 sections of the 
Manifesto. John McDonald gave 
us an inspirational foretaste of the 
Manifesto “Mark-2.” 

Two, role-plays around talking 
to people about Labour policy 
on the doorstep, via phone-banks 
and the street stall (my favourite 
campaigning activity).  No 
question in my mind, any future 
election, General or By-Election 
will be won or lost on the issue of 
people’s perception of Labour’s 
ability to run the economy, and 
our ability to convince them that 
“For the Many, not the Few” is 
real and achievable. 

Three, electioneering tactics. In 
my experience of foot soldiering 
outside my own ward I’ve seen a 

squandering of Labour activists 
commitment in the way election 
campaigns are organised. In 
fact most of what I’ve seen on 
the ground has been wasteful, 
sometimes shockingly so. The 
foot soldier puts his hand in his 
own pocket to finance a trip out to 
a distant marginal constituency to 
have a clip board and a street map 
extract shoved into his hand and 
be pointed in the general direction 
of where the canvass is to take 
place. No local person allocated 
to brief on local issues in the 
area to be worked; often, I don’t 
exaggerate, insufficient leaflets 
provided. 

The worst case of this 
squandering of resources was a 
canvass of Kensington / Chelsea 
in the 2017 headed up by Owen 
Jones and Emily Thornberry. So 
many arrived, we were tripping 
over ourselves, the local party 
couldn’t be expected to handle 
the number of volunteers that 
turned up. There was insufficient 
election material. Meanwhile, 
other constituencies could have 
done with more bodes. 

So, it’s nice to be able to be 
able to acknowledge a positive 
example of electioneering 

organisation. 
In last year’s local elections, 

when it was clear that my ward’s 
two councillors were home and 
dry,  I was asked to go, instead, to 
a neighbouring ward in Hackney 
North, Casenove, to help “Get the 
Vote Out” on election day. Well, 
it was like a military operation. 
After a briefing - and plentiful 
home-made cakes and buns, 
washed down with welcoming tea  
- teams of people were directed 
by Laura in the election centre to 
the parts of the ward where the 
turn-out was low and the potential 
vote was highest. So, under the 
leadership of John  and Sam, 
himself a candidate, through the 
day we moved back and forth 
across the ward getting the vote 
out, with a purposefulness that 
was inspiring. Access to the large 
council blocks of  flats, often 
gated, the bane of canvassers, 
had been, in many instances,  pre-
arranged that John and Sam had 
made it their business to get to 
know. 

The result? Three seats were 
won in a ward not held by Labour 
for over 20 years. I rest my kit 
bag.

One of the little celebrated powers of Presidents is to listen to 
their critics with just enough sympathy to ensure their silence.

John Galbraith

None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely 
believe they are free.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

No one in this world, so far as I know… has ever lost money 
by underestimating the intelligence of the great masses of the 
plain people.      Henry Mencken

No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.
Eleanor Roosevelt

No one can earn a million dollars honestly. 
William Jennings Bryan
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The Belfast Gilets Jaunes Of 1950
Wilson John Haire

In the December/January 
issue of Labour Affairs Froggy 
on the Gilets Jaunes [Yellow 
Jackets] of France explains to 
us what it all means and makes 
some good observations:

`Being  the environmentally 
conscious tends also to be part 
of moral superiority, as the 
gilet juane at the beginning of 
the movement said:’  

“The elites worry about the 
end of the world, we worry 
about the end of the month.”

This moral superiority he 
also mentions when it comes to 
the overdone  women’s rights 
movement and never-ending 
gay rights.  What about the rest 
of us?

The Harland & Wolff  Belfast 
shipyard apprentice’s strike in 
1950 for a pay rise also had a 
Gilet Juanes beginning about it. 
It came out of nowhere. Nothing 
was planned beforehand. 
It started with about 20 
apprentice plumbers invading 
the woodworking shop (a large 
former aircraft factory) and 
with them walking down the 
rows of benches telling us, the 
woodworking apprentices, to 
join them. We didn’t move so 
they said they would come back 
tomorrow when we had thought 
about how little we were being 
paid. They did, and we joined 
them in our hundreds. From 
there it was invading the other 
workshops like the sheetmetal, 
blacksmiths, copper and iron 
foundries, paint shops, rope 
shops, electrical shops, the 
brass works and every other 
one we came across. 

The shipyard was at the time 

the biggest in the world and 
occupied a man-made Queens 
Island. It had its own two-
bus service and therefore we 
had quite a march to reach 
all the workshops and ships, 
which we boarded, to bring 
out the apprentices there plus 
the slipways with their half-
finished ships, and huge plating 
sheds.

The Engine Works was 
separate with its locked gates 
and heavy security. That had 
something to do with the 
development of new ship’s 
engines. WW2 had hardly 
ended when they were on about 
Soviet spies coming in on the 
Soviet grain ships to the Belfast 
docks which had  women 
officers and with the deck 
tannoy playing Tchaikovsky or 
Rimsky Korsakov. The ship’s  
engines were constructed at the 
Engine Works and also tested 
there. That caused a tremor 
on the road outside as if an 
earthquake was imminent.

We needed cunning to get 
through those gates. Most of 
us kept out of sight of the gates 
waiting for them to open to let 
a lorry in or out. When a lorry 
did appear and the gates were 
opened we charged, knocking 
back the security men and 
flinging open the gates and 
holding them to let in the other 
apprentices which must have 
numbered  to near one thousand 
by now. We had previously 
boarded a naval ship which 
had an armed guard with fixed 
bayonets but they were just 
brushed aside.

In the engine room we found 
some engineering apprentices 

and brought them out. 
During this campaign we only 

came across two apprentices 
reluctant to join us. One refused 
on religious grounds but was 
persuaded by a foreman to join 
us. The other one in the Engine 
Works was persuaded to go 
when one of the apprentices 
asked:

`Where’s his coat, where’s his 
lunchbox.’

When his engineering tutor 
got them for him and held his 
coat for him to put on, and 
handed him his lunchbox, he 
joined us and began chanting 
with the rest of us. A few of the 
apprentices began chanting: 
`Good old Joe Stalin!’  When 
one religious apprentice tried 
to stop this he was told to shut 
up and read his bible. 

We then assembled outside 
the main offices and chanted 
for the head of  Harland and 
Wolff to appear. Sir Frederick 
Rebbeck did eventually come 
out, escorted by two harbour 
policemen. He dismissed the 
policemen and launched into 
us with the words:

`You’re no good to me and 
you’re no good to yourselves. 
Get back to work.’

An apprentice approached him 
saying: `See these dungarees , 
I’m wearing, mister? They cost 
as much as I earn a week.’ The 
lad was from the woodworking  
shop and I saw him as usually 
timid. He faced down Rebbeck 
and  Rebbeck said something 
like: `You don’t say!’ And 
walked away.

We decided to continue and 
march to the centre of Belfast. 
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There had been a committee 
set up but it was shouted down. 
An apprentice who was in the 
union tried to make it a union 
affair by asking us to join the 
union. As apprentices we didn’t 
have to be in the union until we 
came out of our time. (finished 
the apprenticeship). 

Our fathers were in unions. 
We didn’t want unions or 
committees or even leaders.

We were organically one,  
like ants I suppose. We were all 
thinking the same: `Get all the 
apprentices out.’ 

In Central Belfast we hung 
around discussing what to do 
next. Belfast then had a lot 
of heavy engineering works 
with lots of apprentices. In the 
end these factories hearing of 
our strike sent delegations to 
support us. Someone tried to 
set up a public meeting with 
a speaker who was a member 
of the Young Workers’ League 
(the youth section of the CPNI 
[Communist Party of Northern 
Ireland]) but he too was shouted 
down with the apprentices  
turning their backs on the 
speaker, who was standing on a 
pair of wooden steps.

The uniformed RUC were 
nowhere to be seen. When 
passing Musgrave Barrack we 
saw the huge wooden doors 
open and some of them going 
in without even glancing at us. 
The barracks had a permanent 
Bren gun carrier in its forecourt.

It was a notorious place for 
roughing up people, battering 
drunks they had picked up.

If you passed it on a Saturday 
night you sometimes heard 
screaming as if from women 
but it was from men.

We just went home to 
fathers who shouted and 

bawled about us maybe losing 
our apprenticeships. These 
men were union members 
themselves and most of them 
worked in the shipyard. It was 
a difficult two weeks being 
on strike at home. We only 
returned to work when the 
Belfast Telegraph and the radio 
announced Harland & Wolff 
had agreed to give us a rise of 
£1 a week and adding that it 
had been a communist-inspired 
strike. The Young Worker’s 
League got a few new members 
after that statement. The idea 
was if the communists could 
organise this then they had to be 
joined. But it was all nonsense. 
The media also looked for the 
leaders of this strike but found 
none. We all went back to 
work and the strike was never 
mentioned again. The timid lad 
who confronted Sir Frederick 
Rebbeck became timid again.

So a first-year apprentice's  
wage went up from £1.4.6 to 
£2.4.6 a week with the same 
pound added to 2nd, 3rd, 4th 
and 5th year apprentices. [This 
was before Decimalisation and 
before the 1970s inflation.]  
But your father still had to keep 
you until you were 21 out of his 
wages.  You were never paid a 
living wage as an apprentice. 
It was cheap labour. By the 
age of 18, I was constructing 
cabins out of marine plywood 
in a gang of apprentices on 
board cargo ships, passenger 
liners, whaling ships and 
warships.  We loved it all with 
only one adult non-patriarchal 
chargehand. Then we installed 
the furniture, screwing it to the 
bulkheads. We were equal to 
our fathers now.

But when you were aged 14 
he bought you your first suit 
with shirt and tie.  He would 

bring you along to a tailors 
like Spackman of High Street 
and he would decide what 
colour and type of suit you 
would be wearing at weekends 
only, except for funerals and 
weddings.

`When I was a lad I went with 
my dad to Spackman’s.

Now I’m a dad and I go with 
my lad to Spackman’s.’ 

That’s what it said in 
Spackman’s window. And 
that’s where my grandfather 
had bought my father as a 
14-year-old, his first suit.

That was the kind of 
patriarchal society we lived in 
and the one in which we had, as 
teenagers, to take our courage 
in two hands and strike. It was 
also the patriarchal society 
in which the patriarch had to 
provide  for wife and children, 
everything from groceries, 
clothing, shoes, rent, bus fares, 
and medical bills (before the 
NHS) from a GP. His fee was 
equal to a week’s rent. At 
hospitals, when asked to pay 
for treatment, and you didn’t 
happen to have the equivalent 
of 3 week’s wages you were 
asked to put something in the 
poor box by the almoner. A 
humiliating experience for 
the box was in full view of 
everyone coming and going.

So pity the poor patriarch 
with a son on strike and missing 
£1.4.6 a week in income and 
having to lock up the week's 
food from an ever hungry, and 
growing lad, hanging around at 
home and asking for his half-
crown pocket money.
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MAX LEVITAS (1915-2018)
A Tribute by Manus O’Riordan

The veteran Communist Party 
of Britain activist Max Levitas, 
born in Dublin on June 1, 1915, 
passed away in London on 
November 2, 2018. 

Over thirty years ago, a close 
family friendship was formed 
between myself and both Max 
and his International Brigade 
brother Maurice Levitas (1917-
2001), whose Dublin childhood 
home had been only a few 
streets away from what would 
be my own childhood home a 
generation later. 

See http://irelandscw.com/
obit-MLevitas.htm for my 
obituary of Maurice Levitas in 
the ‘Irish Times’ on February 
24, 2001, having given the 
oration at Maurice’s funeral in 
Golders Green crematorium 
on the previous day. I also 
attended Max’s funeral at 
Rainham Jewish cemetery this 
past November 6, and was 
honoured by the request from 
the Levitas family to submit an 
obituary to the “Irish Times”, 
which I did on November 20. 

Four years ago, in 2015, I had 
spoken at Max’s 100th birthday 
party in Whitechapel, bringing 
with me greetings from the 
President of Ireland, Michael 
D Higgins, “expressing the 
gratitude of the Irish people for 
the great contribution which 
you, and the wider Levitas 
family have made to the cause 
of labour and to the cause of 
liberty in Ireland, in Britain, in 
Spain, and internationally. You 
are truly a citizen of the world, 
Max, but we are also proud to 
call you a son of Ireland.” 

See https://comeheretome.

com/2015/10/02/max-levitas-
100-year-old-jewish-dubliner-
and-working-class-hero/ for 
a centenary celebration. The 
last time I met Max was when 
I shared a platform with him, 
and the British Labour Party’s 
Jeremy Corbyn, on October 9, 
2016,  at the 80th anniversary 
celebrations of the Battle of 
Cable Street, when, inter alia, I 
commented: 

“Thirty years ago, Maurice 
Levitas told me of the political 
choices that had faced him as 
a teenager here in Whitechapel: 
“I could choose to be either a 
Communist or a Zionist. I chose 
to become a Communist.” Now, 
comrades and friends, I myself 
am not a Communist. I have 
not been one for 35 years. But, 
as an ex-Communist, I am also 
immensely proud of having 
been one! And in the wake of 
month after month of the most 
bigoted and hysterical Red-
baiting in the British media, 
there is one historical fact 
that all of us should publicly 
acknowledge today. We would 
not be here celebrating the 80th 
anniversary of the defeat of 
Mosley’s Fascists, were it not 
for the leadership given on that 
day by Britain’s Communist 
Party, and the likes of Max 
Levitas, Secretary of the Young 
Communist League’s Stepney 
Branch, and Maurice Levitas, 
Secretary of its Bethnal Green 
Branch.” 

Max Levitas had himself 
further related: “We also had to 
fight against the Jewish Board 
of Deputies, where the Jewish 
Board of Deputies said that if 
Mosley tried to march through 

the East End of London we 
should shut our doors. Our 
thoughts were: Why shut our 
doors? They shut the doors in 
Germany.” 

The passing of Max, 
accordingly, created somewhat 
of a problem for that same 
Jewish establishment and 
its campaign of character 
assassination against Corbyn. 
An anti-Corby sneer, if not 
smear, lingered in the report by 
Rosa Doherty in the “Jewish 
Chronicle” this past  November 
5: “ Max Levitas, who stood up 
to fascists at the Battle of Cable 
Street in 1936, has died at the 
age of 103. The Jewish East 
Ender and former Communist 
councillor in Tower Hamlets 
died on Friday. Labour leader 
Jeremy Corbyn led tributes 
paid to his “friend” on Twitter 
over the weekend. “The sun is 
shining in,” the Labour Party 
leader wrote as he paid tribute 
to “my friend” and shared a 
Channel 4 News clip of him 
describing Cable Street.” 

But see www.thejc.com/
comment/comment/the-world-
is-a-better-place-because-
of-my-friend-max-levitas-
cable-street-1.472167 for how 
Corbyn called their bluff three 
days later, by leaving them 
no way out of publishing the 
appreciation he submitted to 
that paper. 

See https://morningstaronline.
co.uk/article/remembering-
m a x - l e v i t a s - – - j e w i s h -
communist-and-last-survivor-
battle-cable-street for the 
November 16 obituary by 
Max’s CP comrade Mary 
Davis, who wrote: “Max served 
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briefly in the British army 
during the war. His niece, Ruth 
Levitas, relates the unwritten 
tale that he was dismissed from 
the army during training as 
unfit for military service (but 
not dishonourably discharged), 
after punching an officer for 
an anti-semitic insult... The 
amazing mass mobilisation 
led by Stepney communists 
on the housing question and 
the anti-fascism campaigns 
led to stunning electoral 
victories. In 1945 Phil Piratin 
was elected as Communist MP 
for Mile End and in 1946, 10 
Communists were elected to 
Stepney Borough Council. 
Seven of these were Jews, Max 
among them. He served as a 
councillor intermittently for a 
total of 15 years. He and Solly 
Kaye remained as councillors 
until 1971.” 

See www.nytimes.
com/2018/11/16/opin ion/
max-levitas-london-jewish-
socialist.html for a decent 
obituary in the “New York 
Times”, also on November 16. 
But the November 16 obituary in 
the “London Times” was more 
problematic. While providing 
a reasonably accurate and 
detailed account of Max’s life, it 
could not avoid the temptation 
to indulge in anti-communist 
sneers: “Deep dyed British 
communist who was a comrade 
of Jeremy Corbyn... In 1945, 
when the British people were 
still feeling misty-eyed about 
“Uncle Joe” Stalin, Levitas 
was among ten communists 
who made headlines when they 
were elected as councillors 
in Stepney. He held the office 
for 17 years.” And ignorant 
readers’ comments followed, 
including: “So he did not fight 
against fascism in World War 

11 even though he was 24 when 
it started?” 

See www.irishtimes.com/life-
and-style/people/max-levitas-
obituary-dublin-born-jewish-
c o m m u n i s t - w h o - f o u g h t -
br i t i sh-facism-1.3737515 
for the online version of 
my obituary of Max, which 
was finally published by the 
“Irish Times”, a month after 
submission, on December 22, 
2018.  I placed on the record 
the immigrant Levitas family’s 
support for Ireland’s War of 
Independence: 

“The eldest of six siblings, 
Max Samuel Levitas – Motl 
Shmuel ben Hillel – was born 
in June 1915 at 15 Longwood 
Avenue, in the South Circular 
Road, Portobello, area of 
Dublin, then known colloquially 
as “Little Jerusalem”. A year 
later, the family moved as sub-
tenants to an artisan dwelling 
at 8 Warren Street, where 
his brother Maurice, later an 
International Brigade volunteer 
in the Spanish anti-Fascist War, 
would be born in February 
1917. Situated directly 
across the Grand Canal from 
Portobello Barracks, the area 
was the scene of numerous gun 
battles, during both the War 
of Independence and the Civil 
War, of which Max had vivid 
childhood memories. But there 
was no doubt about where the 
family stood. “We’re voting for 
Sinn Féin!” as Harry Levitas 
would inform Leah.” 

It was even more important to 
explain why, unlike his brothers 
Maurice and Sol, who had 
served overseas in the British 
Army during the Second World 
War, Max had not. The heading 
given to the online version of 
my obituary - “Dublin born 

Jewish communist who fought 
British fascism” - was more to 
the point than the shortened 
“who fought fascism” wording 
in the print version. For 
Max had not gone on to fight 
German fascism. He had been 
prevented from doing so. My 
obituary explained both how 
and why: 

“In 1941, determined to see 
the defeat of Nazi Germany, 
Max volunteered for combat 
in the British Army. But his 
military career was short-
lived. “I was ‘invalided’ out,” 
was how Max described the 
euphemistic language used 
by his superiors in dismissing 
him for punching a British 
Army officer. A court martial 
was deemed undesirable, as 
it would have revealed that 
Max had punched the officer 
for addressing him as “a dirty 
Jew”. It was a case of literally 
having to strike a blow against 
anti-Semitism on the Home 
Front.” 

This January 6, a memorial 
meeting celebrating the life of 
Max Levitas was held in the 
London East End Bishopsgate 
Institute, where I once again 
shared the platform with 
Jeremy Corbyn, as well as 
with TUC General Secretary 
Frances O’Grady, in tribute to 
my comrade and friend of thirty 
years, and once again I took the 
opportunity to point out: Max 
Levitas had been prevented 
from fighting against Nazi 
Germany by the anti-Semitism 
of the British Establishment 
itself. 
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Parliament
Notes Dick Barry

No Confidence in Her 
Majesty’s Government

16 January 2019 
Jeremy Corbyn (Islington 

North) (Lab) I beg to move, 
That this House has no confidence 
in Her Majesty’s Government.

Last night, the Government 
were defeated by 230 votes —
the largest defeat in the history 
of our democracy. They are the 
first Government to be defeated 
by more than 200 votes. Indeed, 
the Government themselves could 
barely muster more than 200 votes. 
Last week, they lost a vote on the 
Finance Bill—that is what is called 
supply. Yesterday, they lost a vote 
by the biggest margin ever—that is 
what is regarded as confidence. By 
any convention of this House—by 
any precedent—loss of confidence 
and supply should mean that they 
do the right thing and resign.

The Prime Minister has 
consistently claimed that her deal, 
which has now been decisively 
rejected, was good for Britain, 
workers and businesses. If she is so 
confident of that—if she genuinely 
believes it—sh3e should have 
nothing to fear from going to the 
people and letting them decide.

In this week in 1910, the British 
electorate went to the polls. They 
did so because Herbert Asquith’s 
Liberal Government had been 
unable to get Lloyd George’s 
“People’s Budget” through the 
House of Lords. They were 
confident in their arguments, and 
they went to the people and were 
returned to office. That is still how 
our democracy works. When we 
have a Government that cannot 
govern, it is those conventions that 
guide us in the absence of a written 

constitution. If a Government 
cannot get their legislation through 
Parliament, they must go to the 
country for a new mandate, and 
that must apply when that situation 
relates to the key issue of the day.

Chris Philp (Croydon South) 
(Con) Is not the Leader of the 
Opposition engaging in a piece of 
shameless political opportunism, 
putting party interests ahead of 
national interests? Is he not simply 
trying to disguise the fact that he 
has no policy on this great issue?

Jeremy Corbyn In 2017, the 
Prime Minister and her party 
thought that they could call an 
election and win it. They thought 
that they would return with an 
overall majority, but there was an 
enormous increase in the Labour 
vote—the biggest since 1945—
during that campaign when people 
saw what our policies actually 
were.

When the Prime Minister asked to 
be given a mandate, she bypassed 
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 
2011 which, as my right hon. Friend 
the Member for Islington South 
and Finsbury (Emily Thornberry), 
the shadow Foreign Secretary, 
pointed out, was designed to give 
some stability to the Tory-Lib Dem 
coalition Government to ensure 
that the Lib Dems could not hold 
the Conservatives to ransom by 
constantly threatening to collapse 
the coalition. The 2011 Act was 
never intended to prop up a zombie 
Government, and there can be 
no doubt that this is a zombie 
Government.

Pete Wishart (Perth and North 
Perthshire) (SNP) If the right hon. 
Gentleman’s motion is successful 
this evening, there may be a general 
election in a few short weeks. 
Would the Labour party manifesto 

state whether it will be a party of 
Brexit or a party against Brexit? 
It is a simple question; what is the 
answer?

Jeremy Corbyn We are a 
democratic party, and our party 
will decide what policy we fight 
the election on. In the meantime, 
however, we are clear that there 
has to be a customs union, access 
to European trade and markets, and 
the protection of rights, and there 
must be a rejection of a no-deal 
Brexit.

As I was saying, last week this 
Government became the first for 
more than 40 years to lose a vote 
on a Finance Bill. In a shocking 
first for this Government—a 
shocking first—they forced a 
heavily pregnant Member of this 
House, my hon. Friend the Member 
for Hampstead and Kilburn (Tulip 
Siddiq), to delay a scheduled 
caesarean to come to vote, all 
because of their cynical breaking of 
trusted pairing arrangements. We 
need to examine our procedures to 
ensure that such a thing can never 
happen again.

Anna Soubry (Broxtowe) (Con) 
On a point of order, Mr Speaker. 
Could you please assist the House, 
because this is an important matter? 
I say this as a woman. We need to 
establish once and for all whether 
the hon. Member for Hampstead 
and Kilburn (Tulip Siddiq) was 
offered a pair. I think all of us and 
the public need to know.

Mr Speaker The Clerk reminds 
me that that is not a point of order. 
My understanding is that there 
was a pairing opportunity, but the 
issue was aired in the chamber 
on Monday and again yesterday. 
The Leader of the Opposition is 
absolutely entitled to highlight his 
concern about the matter, which 
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I know is widely shared, but it 
should not now be the subject of 
further points of order. I hope that 
that satisfies the right hon. Member 
for Broxtowe (Anna Soubry).

Jeremy Corbyn Nothing 
demonstrates the sheer incompetence 
of this Government quite like the 
Brexit negotiations. Yesterday’s 
historic and humiliating defeat was 
the result of two years of chaos and 
failure. It is clear that this Government 
are not capable of winning support 
for their core plan on the most vital 
issue facing this country. The Prime 
Minister has lost control and the 
Government have lost the ability to 
govern. Within two years, they have 
managed to turn a deal from what 
was supposed to be—I remember 
this very well— “one of the easiest 
in human history” into a national 
embarrassment. In that time, we 
have seen the Prime Minister’s 
demands quickly turn into one 
humiliating climbdown after another. 
Brexit Ministers have come, and 
Brexit ministers have gone, but the 
shambles has remained unchanged, 
culminating in an agreement that 
was described by one former Cabinet 
Minister as “the worst of all worlds.”

Let me be clear that the deal that 
the Prime Minister wanted this 
Parliament to support would have left 
the UK in a helpless position, facing 
a choice between seeking and paying 
for an extended transition period 
or  being trapped in the backstop. 
The Prime Minister may claim the 
backstop would never come into 
force—[Interruption.] Who has 
confidence in this Government’s 
ability to negotiate a future trade 
deal with the EU by December 
2020 after the shambles that we 
have all witnessed over the past two 
years? This Frankenstein deal is 
now officially dead, and the Prime 
Minister is trying to blame absolutely 
everybody else.

Mr Tanmanjeet Singh Dhesi 
(Slough) (Lab) In modern British 
history, when faced with a defeat 
even a fraction of the size of the 
titanic and calamitous margin that 
the Prime Minister faced yesterday, 
Prime Ministers have done the 
right and honourable thing and 
have resigned and called a general 
election. Does my right hon. Friend 

agree that the Prime Minister, in the 
pursuit of power and the trappings 
of office, has now forgotten what is 
right and honourable?

Jeremy Corbyn I thank my hon. 
Friend for that intervention. As I 
made clear, all the precedents are 
that when a Government experiences 
a defeat like last night’s, it is time to 
resign and allow the people to elect 
a new Parliament to deal with the 
issues facing the country. Let me 
be clear that the blame for this mess 
lies firmly at the feet of the Prime 
Minister and her Government, who 
have time after time made hollow 
demands and given what turned 
out to be false promises. They say 
that they want this Parliament to be 
sovereign. Yet when their plans have 
come up against scrutiny, they have 
done all they can to obstruct and 
evade. The Prime Minister’s original 
plan was to push through a deal 
without the appropriate approval of 
this Parliament, only to be forced 
into holding a meaningful vote by 
the courts and by Members of this 
House, to whom I pay tribute for 
ensuring that we actually had the 
meaningful vote last night.

Mr Alistair Carmichael (Orkney 
and Shetland) (LD) As I understand 
it, the Leader of the Opposition will 
allow his party to decide whether he 
will deliver Brexit should he become 
Prime Minister. His party has already 
decided that if he is not successful in 
getting a general election, he should 
support a people’s vote. If he does 
not win the vote tonight, will he then 
support moves in this House to give 
us a people’s vote?

Jeremy Corbyn I am sure that the 
right hon. Gentleman is fully aware 
of the decision made at my party’s 
conference that all options are on the 
table for the next phase, including 
the option to which he has referred.

Catherine West (Hornsey and 
Wood Green) (Lab) In this national 
crisis, will my right hon. Friend 
confirm whether the Prime Minister 
has telephoned the Leader of the 
Opposition to ask for a meeting to 
discuss the way forward for our 
country?

Jeremy Corbyn I have not had 
such a call as yet. I have my phone 
on. [Interruption.] I think we should 

proceed with this debate. The Prime 
Minister’s original plan was to push 
through a deal without approval, as I 
pointed out, and she was forced into 
seeking approval by the courts. Since 
losing their majority in the 2017 
general election, the Government 
have had numerous opportunities to 
engage with others and listen to their 
views, not just here in Westminster, 
but across the country. Their whole 
framing of the EU (Withdrawal) Bill 
was about giving excessive power to 
the Secretary of State for Brexit at 
the expense of Parliament. It was a 
Bill of which Henry VIII would have 
been very proud.

Yesterday’s decisive defeat is 
the result of the Prime Minister not 
listening and ignoring businesses, 
unions and Members of this 
House. She has wasted two years 
recklessly ploughing on with her 
doomed strategy. Even when it 
was clear that her botched and 
damaging deal could not remotely 
command support here or across 
the country, she decided to waste 
even more time by pulling the 
meaningful vote on 11 December 
on the empty promise, and it was 
an absolutely empty promise, of 
obtaining legal assurances on the 
backstop—another month wasted 
before the House could come to 
its decision last night.

Some on the Government Benches 
have tried to portray the Prime 
Minister’s approach as stoical. 
What we have seen over the past 
few months is not stoical; what we 
have witnessed is the Prime Minister 
acting in her narrow party interest, 
rather than in the public interest. Her 
party is fundamentally split on this 
issue, and fewer than 200 of her own 
MPs were prepared to support her 
last night. This constrains the Prime 
Minister so much that she simply 
cannot command a majority in this 
House on the most important issue 
facing this country without rupturing 
her party. It is for that reason that the 
Government can no longer govern.

Yesterday, the Prime Minister 
shook her head when I said that she 
had treated Brexit as a matter only for 
the Conservative party, yet within half 
an hour of the vote being announced 
the hon. Member for Grantham and 
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Stamford (Nick Boles) commented: 
“She has conducted the argument as 
if this was a party-political matter 
rather than a question of profound 
national importance”.

How right he was, and how wrong 
the Prime Minister was to threaten 
him before the vote took place. 
I know that many people across 
the country will be frustrated and 
deeply worried about the insecurity 
around Brexit, but if this divided 
Government continue in office, the 
uncertainty and risks can only grow.

George Freeman (Mid Norfolk) 
(Con) When those cross-party talks 
start, which of the Scarlet Pimpernels 
will come? Will it be the Leader of 
the Opposition who campaigns for 
remain in London and the south-
east, or will it be the Leader of the 
Opposition who campaigns for 
Brexit up north? We need to know.

Jeremy Corbyn There has been 
no offer or communication on all-
party talks. All the Prime Minister 
said was that she might talk to some 
Members of the House. That is not 
reaching out. That is not discussing 
it. That is not recognising the scale 
of the defeat they suffered last night.

It is not just over Brexit that the 
Government are failing dismally, 
letting down the people of this 
country. There has been the Windrush 
scandal, with the shameful denial of 
rights and the detention, and even 
the deportation, of our own citizens. 
The Government’s flagship welfare 
policy, universal credit, is causing 
real and worsening poverty across 
this country. And just yesterday, 
under the cover of the Brexit vote, 
they sneaked out changes that will 
make some pensioner households 
thousands of pounds worse off. 
Those changes build on the scourge 
of poverty and the measures inflicted 
on the people of this country, 
including the bedroom tax, the two-
child limit, the abominable rape 
clause, the outsourced and deeply 
flawed work capability assessment, 
the punitive sanctions regime and the 
deeply repugnant benefits freeze.

People across this country, whether 
they voted leave or remain, know full 
well that the system is not working 
for them. If they are up against it and 
they voted remain, or if they are up 
against it and they voted leave, this 

Government do not speak for them, 
do not represent them and cannot 
represent them. Food bank use has 
increased almost exponentially. 
More people are sleeping on our 
streets, and the numbers have 
shamefully swelled every year. The 
Conservative party used to call itself 
the party of home ownership; it is 
now called the party of homelessness 
in this country.

Care is being denied to our elderly, 
with Age UK estimating that 1.2 
million older people are not receiving 
the care they need. Some £7 billion 
has been cut from adult social care 
budgets in the past nine years. 
Our NHS is in crisis, waiting time 
targets at accident and emergency—
[Interruption.] I am talking about 
waiting times at accident and 
emergency departments and for 
cancer patients that have not been 
met since 2015, and that have never 
been met under the Government of 
this Prime Minister.

The NHS has endured the longest 
funding squeeze in its history, leaving 
it short-staffed to the tune of 100,000 
and leaving NHS trusts and providers 
over £1 billion in deficit. The 
human consequences are clear. Life 
expectancy is now going backwards 
in the poorest parts of our country 
and is stagnating overall, which is 
unprecedented —another shameful 
first for this Government and another 
reason why this Government should 
no longer remain in office. That is 
why this motion of no confidence is 
so important.

Anna Soubry The Leader of the 
Opposition is making some powerful 
arguments—not very well, but he is 
making them—but could he help us 
with this? I saw an opinion poll at the 
weekend. If there is any merit in his 
arguments, can he explain why the 
Conservative party is six points ahead 
in the polls? Could it be because he 
is the most hopeless Leader of the 
Opposition we have ever had?

Jeremy Corbyn I thank the right 
hon. Lady for her intervention, and I 
look forward to testing opinion at the 
ballot box in a general election, when 
we will be able to elect a Labour 
Government in this country.

Mr David Lammy (Tottenham) 
(Lab) My right hon. Friend is right 
to put on record the concerns about 

uncertainty in the country, and he is 
absolutely right to talk about poverty. 
Can he confirm that it is the position 
of the British Labour party to rule out 
a no-deal Brexit? Can he understand 
why the party that claims to be the 
traditional party of business will not 
do the same?

Jeremy Corbyn I can absolutely 
confirm that. We have voted against 
a no-deal Brexit, and apparently the 
Business Secretary thinks that vote is 
a good idea. The Prime Minister was 
unable to answer my question on this 
during Prime Minister’s Question 
Time. A no-deal Brexit would be 
very dangerous and very damaging 
for jobs and industries all across this 
country.

Imran Hussain (Bradford East) 
(Lab) I thank my right hon. Friend 
for giving way. He is absolutely right 
that, under this Government, we 
see our NHS in crisis and education 
underfunded. Our communities have 
been devastated by their austerity 
agenda. More people are homeless, 
more people are living in poverty and 
more people are using food banks. If 
the Government disagree, why do 
they not call a general election? We 
are ready.

Jeremy Corbyn I thank my 
hon. Friend for that intervention 
and for his work representing his 
constituency. On this side of the 
House, we are determined to force 
this Government to accept the reality 
of the defeat last night and to go to 
the people so that they can decide 
whether they want a party in office 
that promotes inequality, poverty and 
injustice in Britain, or the Labour 
alternative, which is bringing people 
together, however they voted in the 
referendum.

I know that some Members of this 
House are sceptical, and members of 
the public could also be described 
as sceptical, but I truly believe that 
a general election would be the best 
outcome for this country. As the 
Prime Minister pointed out in her 
speech yesterday, both the Labour 
party and the Conservative party 
stood on manifestos that accepted the 
result of the referendum . Surely any 
Government would be strengthened 
in trying to renegotiate Brexit by 
being given a fresh mandate from 
the people to follow their chosen 
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course. I know many people at 
home will say, “Well, we’ve had two 
general elections and a referendum 
in the last four years.” For the people 
of Scotland, it is two UK-wide 
elections, one Scottish parliamentary 
election and two referendums in 
five years So although Brenda from  
Bristol may gasp “Not another one”, 
spare a thought for Bernie from 
Bute. However, the scale of the crisis 
means we need a Government with 
a fresh mandate. A general election 
can bring people together, focusing 
on all the issues that unite us—the 
need to solve the crises in our NHS, 
our children’s schools and the care of 
our elderly.

We all have a responsibility to call 
out abuse, which has become too 
common, whether it is the abuse that 
Members of this House receive or the 
abuse that is—[Interruption.] I am 
sure we can all unite in condemning 
racist abuse in any form whatsoever 
within our society. Too many of 
our constituents have faced that 
since the toxic debate in the last 
referendum and, if I may say so, the 
Government’s hostile environment 
policies on the Windrush generation.

Many media pundits and Members 
of this House say there is currently 
no majority in the House for a 
general election—let the Members 
of this House decide. However, it 
is clear there is no majority for the 
Government’s Brexit deal and there 
is no majority either for no deal. I 
pay tribute to all Members of this 
House who, like the Labour Front-
Bench team, are committed both to 
opposing the Prime Minister’s bad 
deal, which we voted down last night, 
and to ruling out the catastrophe of no 
deal. But I do believe that following 
the defeat of the Government’s plan, 
a general election is the best outcome 
for the country, as the Labour party 
conference agreed last September.

A general election would give 
new impetus to negotiations, with 
a new Prime Minister, with a new 
mandate, and not just to break the 
deadlock on Brexit, but to bring 
fresh ideas to the many problems 
facing our constituents, such as 
very low pay, insecure work and in-
work poverty, which is increasing. 
They face the problems of trying to 
survive on universal credit and living 

in deep poverty; and the scandal of 
inadequate social care, which might 
not concern the right hon. Member 
for Rayleigh and Wickford (Mr 
Francois) but does concern millions 
of people around this country.

Then we have the crisis facing 
local authorities, health services 
and schools, which are starved of 
resources; and the housing and 
homelessness crisis, whereby so 
many of our fellow citizens have no 
roof over their head night after night. 
They are looking to Parliament to 
deliver for them a better and fairer 
society—

Mr Speaker Is the right hon. 
Gentleman just pausing?

Jeremy Corbyn I am pausing 
because you stood up. If the House 
backs this motion today, I will 
welcome the wide-ranging debates 
we will have about the future of 
our country and the future of our 
relationship with the European Union, 
with all the options on the table. 
As I said before, a Prime Minister 
confident of what she describes as 
“a good deal” and committed, as she 
claims, to tackling burning injustices 
should have nothing to fear from 
such an election. If the House does 
not back this motion today, it is surely 
incumbent on all of us to keep all the 
options on the table, to rule out the 
disastrous no deal and offer a better 
solution than the Prime Minister’s 
deal, which was so roundly defeated 
yesterday.

This Government cannot govern 
and cannot command the support of 
Parliament on the most important 
issue facing our country. Every 
previous Prime Minister in this 
situation would have resigned and 
called an election. It is the duty of 
this House to show the lead where 
the Government have failed, and to 
pass a motion of no confidence so 
that the people of this country can 
decide who their MPs are, who their 
Government are and who will deal 
with the crucial issues facing the 
people of this country. I commend 
my motion to the House.

Labour’s No-Confidence motion 
was defeated by 19 votes. (Noes 325. 
Ayes 306)

arbetet.se website talks about the 
reluctance of delegates to speak on 
the record and clearly there were 
backstage undercurrents.

Maurizio Landini was Camusso’s 
choice of successor. He was 
previously General Secretary of 
Fiom, the metal workers union, 
moving to Cgil in 2017. Vincenzo 
Colla, already at Cgil, nominated 
himself as a candidate. The voting 
scheme gave fewer votes to the 
three million, an enormous number, 
of members who were pensioners.  
Camusso, who aims to support 
democracy, neither encouraged Colla 
nor modified the system to give 
equal weight to all voters. Both men 
had come from Fiom and both from 
the north Italian region of Emilia-
Romagna. Camusso said of them: 
“different by temperament – one 
(Landini) the more charismatic and 
impetuous, the other (Colla) more 
reflective and calm.” The former 
is radical, the latter the reformist. 
Landini won with 92.7% of the votes. 
He named Colla as his joint Deputy 
General Secretary.

La Repubblica’s editorial of 19 
January was reflective: “Cgil has 
a new leader, the left doesn’t”. It 
said that Camusso had wanted a 
generational change for her successor 
(Landini is 57) but there was no 
obvious candidate. “Instead she went 
back to the most charismatic and 
popular trade unionist in the field, 
someone who had been her clearest 
opponent. It was a brave move that 
was opposed by some in Cgil.” La 
Repubblica saw Landini as: “the 
eternal opponent, the rebel...the man 
of identity battles, strikes of testimony 
and historic defeats.” In other words, 
it said, full of idealistic projects some 
of which remained unborn. “Now it 
is up to Landini to do as he always 
has said: change the union...”

Anna Maria Furlan, General 
Secretary of Cisl (Italian 
Confederation of Trade Unions) 
with 4 million members was asked 
whether the two would be able to 
work together: “I really think so, I’m 
optimistic, I have to be optimistic”. 
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Listening to Italy
by Orecchiette

LEFT RIGHT IN IT
Cgil, the Italian General 

Confederation of Labour, elected 
Maurizio Landini as its new leader 
at its 18th Congress at the end of 
January 2019. Its previous General 
Secretary, Susanna Camusso, 
elected with 79.1% of the vote, had 
served two terms and was the first 
female General Secretary of any 
Italian Union. The second largest 
Trades Union in Europe, Cgil 
had 5.5 million members in 2013. 
(The largest, the German DGB had 
around 6 million members.) 

No recent figures exist, but in 
2000 there were national figures 
for union membership of 35% for 
Italy. (The figure represents union 
membership, as a percentage of 
all employees.) This contrasted 
with the highest world figures of 
82% for Sweden and 76% each for 
Denmark and Finland, but 29% in 
the UK and only 10% (surprisingly 
for the number of strikes) in France.

Cgil was set up in 1944 to 
unite communist, socialist and 
Christian democrat syndicalists 
against fascism. The first General 
Secretary, the forceful Giuseppe 
Di Vittorio, even fought against 
Franco in Spain. Newly elected 
Cgil General Secretary, Maurizio 
Landini referred to him in a speech 
setting out his own manifesto: “I 
fear resentment and loneliness 
among the workers...How do we 
address that? I think back to the 
roots of the Union that was born to 
defeat fear and loneliness, to teach 
workers not to take off their hats in 
front of the master.”

And Camusso? Tracking Article 
18 of the Constitution can give an 
idea of her role and effectiveness. 
Article 18 of the Workers Statute 
protected employees from 
unjustified dismissal. Silvio 
Berlusconi’s 2001 right-wing 
government attempted to abolish 
it. Cgil under Sergio Cofferati 
organised a record-breaking 3 

million-strong demonstration 
in Rome’s Circus Maximus. 
Eventually this and further pressure 
led to the attempt being abandoned. 
Berlusconi came in and out of 
government and Cgil’s successive 
General Secretaries, Guglielmo 
Epifani and then Camusso 
successfully maintained the fight. 

The Pd (Centre-Left) Partito 
Democratico’s Matteo Renzi 
introduced his Jobs Act in 2014. 
Camusso strongly criticised the 
draft law because it removed 
workers’ rights. Cgil organised 
protests and demonstrations across 
the unions which culminated in 
a million-strong rally in Rome 
and another protest by 100,000 
public employees in the City. 
But in December the Jobs Act 
was approved by a centre-left 
government and Article 18 was 
abolished. This and other measures 
clearly ignored union pressure and 
flagrantly diminished the rights of 
union members. It  precipitated a 
split in the left and widespread voter 
disillusionment which remains to 
this day. One result of which is the 
current populist government.

Camusso’s Cgil was criticised 
for its ineffective role in the sale of 
national airline Alitalia, which the 
government had allowed to become 
bankrupt in May 2017. Later that 
year an interview for Expresso 
outlined Camusso’s analysis of 
Renzi’s operating strategies. Her 
view is that Renzi’s government 
did not want to involve the unions 
in his projects and Alitalia was an 
example of that. Cgil was unable to 
get information and details about 
the situation and future of Alitalia. 
“The Union was called in in the last 
days and hours and was expected 
to take or leave it. We gained no 
popularity from that, and the refusal 
to restructure fell exclusively on the 
shoulders of the workers.” 

Camusso believes that Renzi’s, 
and now M5S’s (Five Star) Luigi di 

Maio’s, tactic of disintermediation – 
of taking away the mediating unions 
and associations – is fracturing and 
dissolving the means that people 
have always had to protest. She 
sees this as antidemocratic. If there 
is no body to represent their views 
then “it is not an advanced form of 
democracy, but its denial, because it 
apparently respects the vote on the 
formal level but does not recognise 
people and their interlocutors.”

The Pd had been led by Matteo 
Renzi until his defeat in the 
General Election in March 2018.  
Maurizio Martina served as interim 
leader until October, leaving a 
vacuum and the party are only now 
holding elections for a new General 
Secretary. The result is that there has 
been no effective opposition to the 
so-called giallo-verde Government 
(i.e. yellow and green, symbols of 
the M5S and Lega parties). It is 
surprising, or perhaps a comment 
on the increasingly unpopular M5S, 
that a Pd candidate recently beat 
the M5S candidate and expected 
winner, to take a seat in Sardinia.

Camusso was nominated to 
contest the position of General 
Secretary of the International Trades 
Union Congress. The incumbent, an 
Australian woman, Sharan Burrow 
had led the organisation for 10 
years. There had been criticism of 
her leadership style, or in Burrow’s 
own words “decisions made …. 
have not been democratically 
anchored”. In December 2018 
Camusso gained a respectable 48% 
of the vote. One reason given for 
her defeat was that her command of 
the necessary English would not be 
good. Plus, in the words of arbetet.
se website, the fact that the two are 
of a similar age (over 60) means that 
Camusso could serve for no longer 
than a term. “Burrow is therefore 
considered a safer choice”. The 


