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Insulation Rebellion
Why making good policy requires careful thinking and plenty of time

Britain has just begun to face what will prove to be 
a long drawn-out cost of living crisis. In part this is 
caused by labour and supply chain shortages resulting 
from the Covid pandemic, but a more fundamental issue 
is the cost of energy, aggravated by the unwillingness 
of energy companies to enter long-term contracts for oil 
and gas with suppliers such as Russia. It is highly likely 
that supply problems will lead to a second lifting of the 
cap on energy prices in October that will cause around 
40% of UK households to suffer from ‘fuel poverty’ in 
the last quarter of 2022. In England this means that they 
will spend more than the median household income on 
fuel and their residual income will take them below the 
poverty line. In the rest of the UK it means that families 
spend more than 10% of their income on fuel. This will 
be a catastrophe for around 11million households in the 
UK. This is a country that is one of the most prosperous 
in the world in terms of per capita GDP yet it is happy 
to allow nearly half of its households to freeze. There 
could scarcely be a more damning indictment of the 
Tories after 12 years in power. It would not be alarmist to 
predict civil unrest in Britain in the depths of the winter 
of 2022-3. In 1978-9 some people may recall, the Labour 
government of Jim Callaghan was fatally wounded by a 
‘winter of discontent’. The same fate may well befall the 
Tories. 

At the same time, we are being told that global 
warming mandates much greater energy efficiency and 
in particular more energy efficient housing. The Tories 
already have one botched insulation scheme behind 
them. Labour are proposing a decade long programme 
of retrofitting of homes and large expenditure to back it 
up. All those campaigning for low energy construction 
and retrofitting: Labour, Greens, New Economics 
Foundation, talk as if it is a simple matter of finding the 
money and then spending it in the construction industry. 
This is just false. There is no chance of getting a serious 
programme of retrofitting for at least five years after the 
government has committed to such a policy. Why is this? 
The answer takes us to the heart of the issue that Labour 
Affairs has been talking about for the last two years. 
The problem is not ‘finding the money’ but mobilising 

the resources necessary to do the job. The resources are 
not currently there and mobilising them will take years. 
This is the fundamental problem that politicians and 
economists have not grasped.

Let’s take insulation as an example. In order to save fuel, 
buildings must be effectively insulated. That means that 
heat loss must be minimised. But in order to effectively 
insulate a house all aspects need to be considered: gaps, 
leaks, roofs, lofts, floors, walls (internal and external), 
windows, doors, all interfaces. Not only are different 
trades involved, but each has a different role to play 
in insulation. The insulation job of a roofer is different 
from that of a plasterer or carpenter. The work needs to 
be co-ordinated. It is no use a plasterer completing the 
insulation of a wall if an electrician then comes along and 
drills a hole in that wall. Each trade needs to understand 
how their work impacts on that of the other trades and 
the whole project needs to be co-ordinated so that work 
happens in the right sequence. Fundamentally everyone 
needs to be signed up to getting it right: producing an 
energy efficient building, not just doing their little bit of 
the job and then walking away from it without regard 
to the success of the whole.  Forget about all the new 
technology, techniques and materials. If builders built to 
design specifications and avoided gaps and bodges, they 
could not fail to come up with a building that is more 
energy efficient than most that currently exist. Just doing 
the job properly would go a long way towards producing 
energy efficient buildings. 

This doesn’t happen because it is not in the interests 
of construction companies to do the job properly. They 
compete on price, not quality so bodging is built into 
the system. And bodging won’t produce energy efficient 
buildings, either retrofit or new build. In the case of 
retrofit, bodging could even lead to destruction of the 
interior of the building. Furthermore, the widespread 
use of subcontracting makes co-ordination and quality 
control particularly difficult to achieve. The Tories are 
particularly badly placed to do anything about this 
since they depend on commercial builders for much of 
their funding and those builders will not take kindly to 
governments interfering with established and profitable 
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ways of working.
If Labour hopes to do anything 

about this, they need to take several 
steps back and then take in a deep 
breath, because the problems 
are formidable. First, there is 
the structure of the construction 
industry and the incentives that 
drive it. Second, there is the need 
to put together capacity, including 
the ability of local authorities and 
regional governments to assemble 
the know-how to effectively procure 
energy efficient buildings. There is 
some evidence that the government 
of Wales has some idea about how 
to do this, but time will tell. Third, 
there should be regulation of the 
construction sector to at least 
reduce labour only or microbusiness 
subcontracting. Fourth, the 
workforce. 

There is an existing workforce. 
This workforce is poorly equipped to 
carry out retrofit insulation. It needs 
its own vocational education. The 
future workforce will not be able to 
do any better if they do not get an 
adequate vocational education and 
those who are supposed to teach 
them do not know how to do energy 
efficient building themselves. To 
do this they will need the attention 
of those construction professionals 
who really do understand insulation 
and they are a bit thin on the 
ground. When they are found 
they need to be recruited to train 
other workers, apprentices and 
construction students. For that they 
need to be paid enough to leave their 
jobs in construction and become 
pedagogues (and they need to be 
prepared for that role as well).  On 
the whole, it won’t be necessary 
to create new occupations but to 
upgrade the education within each 
to ensure that workers know how to 
carry out their part of an insulation 
project and not to undermine the 
work of colleagues in neighbouring 
trades. There may be some need for 
new occupations relating to project 
management and co-ordination, but 
the fundamentals rest on competent 
practice of existing occupations. 

So local colleges need to receive 
investment, teachers need to be 
recruited and trained. Young people 
need to have adequate transport 

links to travel to colleges and 
workplaces. If we wish to encourage 
young people into worthwhile 
careers that do not involve attending 
university, promoting energy 
efficient construction will be an 
attractive option for many, including 
those who do not currently consider 
the construction industry as a 
career path. At that point the work 
of training the new generation of 
insulators can begin. That will 
take a minimum of two years and 
sometimes three for young people 
entering the sector and it will require 
an extended effort and extensive 
investment in workplace and offsite 
professional development for the 
existing workforce. At that point 
serious insulating can begin. We are 
looking at up to five years from the 
beginning of the programme before 
the point is reached where this work 
takes place on the scale needed to 
insulate Britain. The arguments 
of Labour, Tories, Greens, New 
Economic Foundation, think tanks 
et al are all fantasy. This is a long-
term project. 

The good news for Labour, if it 
wants to hear it, is that the preparation 
for a serious retrofit programme will 
involve the revival of communities 
through the improvement of their 
vocational education provision and 
transport links, and the eventual 
payoff will be an economically more 
secure and better trained workforce. 
At that point we can anticipate 
reduced fuel bills. This in itself is 
something to aim for. But don’t let 
us delude ourselves that any of this is 
easy. It is too late to stop the massive 
increase in fuel poverty that we are 
going to see this autumn. But it is 
not too late for Labour and the trade 
unions involved in the construction 
industry to plan for an energy 
efficient future in construction and 
to show how inadequately equipped 
the Tories are to do so. Of course, 
to deal with the short-term problem 
would involve adopting a sensible 
policy of making stable long term 
contracts for energy supplies and 
not treating Russia as an enemy. But 
Labour does not seem to grasp that 
elementary point.
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Listening to Italy
by Orecchiette

Editorials and articles at our 
website, by subject, at  

http://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
Also https://labouraffairs.com/

Check what we were saying in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
which still reads well.  Web pages and PDFs at  

https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/very-old-issues-images/ 
 

Or by subject at https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/

Continued On Page 4

Parties
Italians commemorate their 

Liberation Day from Nazi 
fascism on 25th April. This year’s 
celebrations were the largest ever; 
La Repubblica estimated 70,000 
were gathered in Milan’s cathedral 
square. Dignitaries made appropriate 
speeches throughout Italy but 
Matteo Salvini’s Lega did not appear 
at all. Further controversy followed 
a Tweet made by Vito Petrocelli, 
M5S’s (Five Star) Senator who used 
the Russian Z for his Liberation 
Day post. There had been running 
controversy of his pro-Putin stance. 
Regulations controlling his position 
as President of the Senate’s Foreign 
Affairs Committee make his removal 
problematical, but expulsion from 
the Movement was immediate.

The Italian press gives Ukraine a 
prominent place. For example, La 
Repubblica regularly runs 10 - 12 
pages with photos of destruction, 
dead bodies and maps. On 23 April 
topics included people sheltering at 
Mariupol’s steelworks, sites of mass 
graves, diplomatic efforts, Russian 
drones, news from Russian satellite 
countries, and pacifism. 

The Italian public have mixed 
responses to Ukraine and their 
thoughts are collected and published. 
Demos-organised surveys have 
regularly appeared in La Repubblica 
with notes on their methodology; 
e.g. one had interviewed 6,403 
people of different socio-economic 
and political backgrounds. A  
survey on 14 April asked a series 
of pointed questions: Are the 
following statements favourable 
or not to Italy and Italians? 70% 
thought that economic sanctions 
against Russia were justified. The 
sending of military help to Ukraine 
is controversial in Italy and in 
answer 51% agreed with it, while 
47% disagreed. There has been 
heated discussion in Parliament 
about raising defence spending and a 
majority of respondents were against 
this at 65%, with 32% in favour.

On 18 April Demos asked about 

views on press reporting and Ukraine. 
One question was: Is the majority of 
information about Ukraine in Italy 
distorted and rigged. 46% agreed or 
somewhat agreed, while 50% agreed 
slightly or not at all. The remainder 
were ‘don’t knows’. Figures were 
then broken down by party. The 
three parties operating under the 
Centre Right banner answered the 
question on distortion agreeing 
60%, 55% and 48%, while M5S 
and the Centre Left suggested 51% 
and 29% respectively. 23% agreed 
with the statement: The news about 
the alleged Russian criminality is a 
Ukrainian hoax. 

In Italy there is a level of 
questioning and scepticism about 
Ukrainian issues that is almost 
totally absent in the UK. Here it 
is rare to hear people do anything 
other than criticise Russian reasons 
and actions. Two polls in March 
and April (again in La Repubblica) 
logged whether people thought 
that the intervention of Russia into 
Ukraine was justified or unjustified. 
18% in March and 20% in April 
believed that it was justified. These 
are significant numbers even against 
the 77% and 76% who answered that 
it was unjustified.    

As an aside, a La Repubblica map 
showed the numbers of expelled 
Russian diplomats from each 
European country.  It is a sign of 

the UK’s current Euro-invisibility 
that the country was covered with a 
text box with details and a flag and a 
pointer to Belgium. The UK didn’t 
even have a name.

Political credibility is as ever 
an issue. There are Council and 
Mayoral elections for a small 
number of Italian areas in May and 
June and then a General Election in 
2023. 

There are tensions between the 
three Centre Right parties and their 
coalition, Berlusconi’s Forza Italia 
(FI), Matteo Salvini’s Lega and 
Georgia Meloni’s Fratelli d’Italia 
(Fdi). Meloni has had no contact 
with Salvini since a rift over support 
for Draghi in the Presidential 
elections earlier this year. She 
apparently said that they shouldn’t 
be fighting each other, “we need to 
fight the left”. Salvini is generally 
in favour of non-intervention in 
Ukraine and he supported Marine Le 
Pen, as did Meloni. The crucial point 
here is that Meloni has moved from 
being a full 13 points behind Salvini 
at the last General Election (2018) to 
being 3.9% ahead of him this April. 
Meanwhile support for Giuseppe 
Conte’s M5S has slumped over 
time from 32.7%; the Movement’s 
significant parliamentary presence 
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is now 14.2%. The political scene is likely to change 
dramatically as M5S now rates less than both of the two 
leading Centre Right parties. 

Meloni and Salvini may be the significant part of the 
Centre Right, but their politics are far right to fascist 
and join with Mussolini supporters. Together with 
Berlusconi’s FI (and a continuing coalition is not certain) 
current voting intentions would give them 45.7%. Against 
this is the Centre Left’s (Pd) Partito Democratico’s 
21.2%, with only tiny numbers which might be added 
from other left leaning parties.

There is much proverbial water to flow under the 
proverbial bridges during the next year. Ukraine will 
impact heavily on Italy, energy is an issue here. Then 
Mario Draghi, who is an administrative head, with no 
formal political alignment, will stand down at the election. 
There is current press interest in Trumps’ Russiagate 
issue. His Attorney General, William Barr came to Italy 
to follow a trail involving Hillary Clinton, Matteo Renzi, 
previous Pd leader, and Giuseppe Conte. The intrigue is 
unfolding.

Ukraine has dominated the news with limited 
coverage of other national and international issues. Boris 
Johnson is occasionally newsworthy, particularly where 
journalists are horrified or amused and can provide some 
light relief. His recent trip to India and the Rwandan 
issue were referred to in various sources as his conscious 
diversion from Partygate. Amnesty International was 
quoted as saying that it was “ignorant” to jump onto 
a JCB digger similar to one used to demolish Muslim 
houses and businesses. Il Giornale.it (and other sources) 
rubbished claims that the majority of migrants to the UK 
are economic and that Rwanda is a safe place to live. 
Partygate hasn’t finished yet, so there is more to come as 
light relief from Italy’s current political tensions.

Continued From Page 3

Skills v Knowledge
Or the balance between university education and vocational education.  

GET THEE BEHIND ME SATAN II
“As one day it might happen that a
victim must be found
I’ve got a little list – I’ve got a little
list.”

So sang Gilbert and Sullivan:

“Of society’s offenders who might
well be underground
And would never be missed
- who would never be missed”
But I say:

  That day may well have come
and a victim has been found
  and I’ve got a wicket list
and I’ve got a wicked list
  of warmongers hiding underground
ruling ash charred bone above
  and there’s no one here to miss them
and there’s no one here to miss them.

Wilson John Haire. 28th April, 2022.

The Tory head of the Education Committee has the 
right ideas, as seen in his exchanges with Nadhim 
Zahawi, the Secretary of State for education, during 
the debate on the Schools White Paper,  Monday 28th 
March 2022 — Commons Chamber

Robert Halfon:

The White Paper refers to a knowledge-rich curriculum. 
I am thoroughly in favour of that, but what about a skills-
rich curriculum to sit alongside it? I see that the skills 
Minister, my hon. Friend the Member for Brentwood 
and Ongar (Alex Burghart), is paying close attention. 
Such a curriculum would prioritise skills including 
oracy and financial, technical and vocational education, 
reverse the huge decline in design and technology skills, 
and prepare students better for the world of work.

And further:
Higher Education Reform: Debate between Robert 

Halfon and Nadhim Zahawi, Thursday 24th February 
2022 — Commons Chamber

Robert Halfon:
I really welcome the extra £900 million investment. 

I urge the Secretary of State to allocate a significant 
proportion—perhaps £500 million—to degree 
apprenticeships, which would mean an extra 34,000 
apprentices at higher level. That would solve the student 
finance problem, because students would earn while 
they learn and would meet not only their own skills 
needs, but those of the country. They would be almost 
guaranteed a job, because 90% get a job at the end. That 
is the way forward. I know that the Secretary of State 
wants a 10% target, but a target over the next 10 years 
for 50% of students to do degree apprenticeships would 
transform skills in our country and transform the lives of 
those students.
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The Austrian Chamber of Labour as an instrument of worker’s interests

By Eamon Dyas
[Below is a brief account of the 

history and purpose of the Austrian 
Chambers of Labour. It was stimulated 
by a conversation I had with Florian 
Wenninger, of the Institut für Historische 
Sozialforschung at the headquarters 
of the Arbeiterkammer in Vienna on 
1 April last. However, I remain solely 
responsible for any inaccuracies and 
opinions.]

On 10 November 1884 The Times 
newspaper published a letter to the editor 
which was anonymously signed “A 
Trade Unionist”. What stirred the author 
to write to the newspaper was a concern 
for the plight of the British working class 
at the time of the economic downturn 
when the trade union movement was no 
longer the power it had been a mere ten 
years earlier. The author highlighted this 
decline in the following terms:

“I am free to confess that trades 
unions do not possess the power that 
they did some years ago. At the Trade 
Union Congress, 1873, the numbers 
represented were about 1,200,000, but I 
regret to say that since that date there has 
been a steady downward tendency until 
this year the numbers at the Aberdeen 
Congress amounted to about 500,000.” 
(Industrial Depression and Unionism. 
Letters to the editor, The  Times, 10 
November 1884, p7).

While acknowledging the importance 
of the trade union movement to the 
working classes, the anonymous author 
sought to look beyond the fluctuating 
strength of that movement and to seek an 
additional means by which the interests 
of the working class could be served. 

Consequently, “A Trade Unionist” 
sought to look beyond the trade union 
movement for a mechanism that could 
provide the means of representing 
working class interests in circumstances 
where the movement could not. In 
seeking this mechanism, he cautioned 
against a reliance on the existing political 
expressions that had framed the outlook 
of the working class at this time. Where 
he did seem to see some possibilities was 
in the working class developing its own 
organisation that pressed its interests on 
the State in a manner similar to those 
used by the capitalists. He argued that:

“Labour, to do itself any permanent 
good in the country, must follow the plan 
of the capitalists, by having a chamber of 
labour representatives, whose duty shall 
be to carefully watch over the interests 
of the workpeople of this country in 

any future treaties of commerce made 
between England and any foreign 
power, and who shall be independent 
of all political parties, whether Whigs, 
Radicals, or Tories.”

And,
“The remedies for the present state of 

things may be various, but, in my opinion, 
the main one is that the working classes 
should have a larger share in the profits 
of industry. Let the country spend more 
in wages, instead of hoarding money 
up. Then the working classes will have 
more to spend on food, clothing, fire, 
and housing.” (Industrial Depression 
and Unionism. Letters to the editor, The 
Times, 10 November 1884, p7).

This idea of an organisation of the 
working class “whose duty shall be to 
carefully watch over the interests of 
the workpeople of this country” and 
which was “independent of all political 
parties” although articulated in a very 
narrow sense in this letter to The Times 
was something that was never developed 
in Britain. Instead, the trade union 
movement went on to organise its efforts 
along lines that sought to ensure that 
working class interests were exclusively 
invested in trade union activity alongside 
a political party which sought to exert 
that influence on the State through the 
operation of party politics.

Where the idea did develop was in 
Austria-Hungary and less than five 
years after “A Trade Unionist” had his 
letter published in The Times we see the 
following report in the North British 
Daily Mail under the heading “Proposed 
Austrian Chamber of Labour”:

“The Committee of the Lower House of 
the Austrian Reichsrath on the proposal 
to establish Chambers of Labour to-day 
heard evidence of 25 labour experts of all 
nationalities. The first question put before 
the experts was whether the Chamber 
for Labour in the form proposed would 
adequately represent the business and 
political interests of the working class. 
The minority dissented, but the majority 
replied in the affirmative, provided that 
the right of voting for Parliamentary 
representatives was granted to Chambers 
of Labour. Nearly all the experts 
demanded universal franchise, declaring 
they regarded the extension of the right 
of voting to Chambers of Labour as 
merely a stopgap, as a system of special 
interests actually existed in Austria. The 
hearing of the experts’ evidence will be 
continued.” (North British Daily Mail, 
Monday, 25 February 1889, p.5).

In fact the idea of a Chamber of 
Labour had been around in Austria from 
the mid-19th century. The idea was that 
it would provide a counterbalance to 
the chambers of commerce and trade 
organisations established by the business 
community in 1848. It was the liberal 
bourgeoise who had led that revolution 
and who since then had used such 
devices to further their influence on the 
political process. 

However, it would take the First 
World War to create the conditions 
in which the idea began to assume a 
reality. The social turmoil created by the 
mobilisation of civic society was one in 
which the working class became more 
assertive in pushing a political agenda 
which served its interests. The Russian 
Revolution of 1917 provided a template 
for the European working class, but that 
template had emerged from the particular 
circumstances of Russia and the Austrian 
working class was faced with different 
circumstances which meant that it 
developed a different route to the model 
based on the Bolshevist concept of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. Instead, 
it was the politics of what became “Red 
Vienna” that was adopted. This relied on 
a political perspective that emerged from 
the dual influence of Christian Socialism 
and Marxism. Under this influence it was 
decided that the working class should 
seek power by legal means and that the 
capitalist mode should be retained but 
made to work for the working class. One 
component of the political architecture 
put in place to serve this function was 
the Chamber of Labour. This, alongside 
the Social Democratic Party and the 
trade unions was to constitute the 
three-pronged approach through which 
the working class interest was to be 
defended, asserted, and perpetuated. 

It was in 1918 that the Chambers 
of Labour were established on a 
meaningful footing. It was this which 
made the working class movement 
distinct from other countries. While the 
functions of the Social Democratic Party 
and the trade union movement were 
clear emulations of what was taking 
place in other countries in Europe, it 
was the function of the Chambers of 
Labour which provided a unique element 
serving the Austrian working class. As 
Florian Wenninger, Head of the Institut 
für Historische Sozialgeschichte of the 
Arbeiterkammer Wien described it:

“The Chamber of Labour would form 
the core of a counter-elite, a separate 
knowledge apparatus for the workers’ 
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movement, which would make it possible to take decisions 
regarding legal issues, but also chiefly to assess the impact of 
individual political measures, independently of the bourgeois-
dominated knowledge apparatuses (universities and ministerial 
bureaucracies).” (From: Champion of the Working People: a 
short history of Austria’s Chamber of Labour).

The Chambers of Labour (Arbeiterkammern) were 
established on a legal footing in 1920 when all the parliamentary 
groupings in the National Council of Austria voted to pass the 
Chamber of Labour Act. The legislation made provision for the 
establishment of Chambers of Labour to represent the interests 
of employees in the legal and Parliamentary decision making 
process in the same way that the Chambers of Commerce 
represented the business interests. This, together with the trade 
unions, provided the working class with a platform from which 
their voice would be heard irrespective of which party was in 
power. Their formation was described in one contemporary 
account as follows:

“Another important gain [alongside the Works Councils – 
ED] for the workmen consists of the ‘Workmen’s Chambers.’ 
This institution, which has not yet reached its full development, 
constitutes a legal representation of the interests of the workmen, 
able to meet on equal terms similar bodies representing the 
employers. The chambers have advisory, not executive, powers. 
Their objects are ‘to represent the economic interests of the 
working classes and to encourage effort to better their economic 
and social situation,’ and to report, advise and mediate in social 
and economic-political questions, to keep relevant statistics and 
so on. The sections represent respectively industrial workmen, 
industrial salariat, and employees in the public services of 
communications. They are legally empowered to consult with 
the representatives of the employers and chambers of commerce, 
and they are certainly among the most important of the too 
few links in Austria between employer and employee.” (The 
Social Revolution in Austria, by C.A. Macartney. Published by 
Cambridge University Press, 1926, pp. 157-158)

The author, Carlile Aymler Macartney, was the brother of the 
Vienna correspondent of The Times and was British vice-consul 
in Vienna from 1921 to 1925. He was also suspected of being 
an agent for British intelligence in the city during his stay there. 
(See: C.A. Macartney and Central Europe, by Miklos Loikó. 
Published in European Review of History, Vol. 6. No. 1, 1999).

After the establishment of the right-wing government under 
Engelbert Dollfuss in March 1933 the Chambers of Labour at first 
continued to function as worker-elected  and self-administered 
bodies. However, this was ended on 1 January 1934 when 
government commissioners were appointed in place of worker-
elected representatives and administrative commissioners were 
nominated to replace the elected Executive Board. By these 
means the Chambers of Labour were integrated into the unified 
trade union arrangement of the Austrian corporate state. This 
arrangement was, in 1938, abolished when the Chambers of 
Labour were dissolved altogether under the Nazi government.

This remained the case for the duration of the Second World 
War. The Chambers were re-established on 20 July 1945 and 
in the subsequent decades they helped to develop Austria’s 
economic and social partnership arrangements which ensured a 
level of social and economic stability that benefited the working 
class.

Under the post-war arrangement each of Austria’s nine 
provinces has a Chamber of Labour. As to membership, every 
individual in Austria who is not a property or business owner 
is automatically a member of a Council of Labour with those 
employed paying 0.5% of their salary or wages to fund the 
activities of the Chambers. The unemployed or those on social 
leave (paternity or maternity leave etc.) are exempt from 

payment. At the last available figure (2017) there were 3.7 
million people in Austria who were members. 

In terms of the administrative arrangement of the Chambers:
“The General Assembly (parliament) is made up of elected 

members. They elect the Executive Board and President of the 
chamber in each province. The Chamber Office provides support 
to the regional chambers in carrying out their political work, 
and is managed by a directorate. The umbrella organisation for 
the chambers in the federal provinces is the Federal Chamber 
of Labour. Its activities are carried out by the Vienna Chamber 
of Labour.” (AK Wien, Publicity Article no. 103, October 2018)

The ballots are secret and take place every five years. The 
main political groups that furnish candidates for these elections 
come from:

The Social Democratic Trade Unionists.
The Austrian Federation of Workers and Employees.
The Freedom Workers.
The Alternative and Green Trade Unionists.
In practical terms the Chambers provide various levels 

of support to their members in the area of legal support for 
actions against employers and landlords, educational provision, 
consumer law advice. In 2017 they provided two million 
consultations by telephone, e-mail and face-to-face. In that year 
the legal provisions supplied by the Chambers won 507 million 
euros for their members. In terms of training and education the 
chambers provide financial assistance in the form of Labour 
training vouchers to assist the training and development needs 
of the individual members. As well as that they work with the 
trade unions to invest in the training of shop floor representatives 
to make them more effective worker representatives.

Another important aspect of their work is in the collation and 
interpretation of social and economic data and statistics as well 
as reports that can be used to underpin trade union arguments 
during the collective agreement negotiations with employers.

The Chamber of Labour as a component of the 
Economic and Social Partnership.
The Chamber of Labour is just one component in the 

economic and social partnership which has underpinned the 
Austrian political system. The components that make up the 
Economic and Social Partnership are as follows:

The Austrian Trade Union Association (Österreichischer 
Gewerkschaftsbund – ÖGB).

The Federal Chamber of Labour (Bundes-Arbeiterkammer – 
BAK)

The Austrian Federal Chamber of Commerce 
(Wirtschaftskammer Österreich – WKÖ).

The Austrian Chambers of Agriculture (Präsidentenkonferenz 
der Landwirtschaftskammern Österreichs)

In negotiating with these other bodies the main goal of the 
Chamber of Labour is to ensure good working conditions and 
living standards for its members. This goal is measured over 
five main areas:

Employees must be paid fairly for their work.
Measures must be taken to combat unemployment.
Training and development must be open to all.
The taxation system must be fair.
Housing must be affordable.
However, in terms of the overall remit of the Chamber of 

Labour, while it covers advice and support for employees, 
training and education, and conducting research into economic 
and social policy issues, the first one listed in its explanation of 
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its remit is, “Playing an active role in the 
legislative process.” It goes on to say:

“The Chamber of Labour plays an 
active role in the creation of laws. On 
behalf of our members, we assert their 
claims, undertake initiatives and address 
decision-makers. We examine proposed 
legislation to check that it serves the 
interests of our members. We develop 
recommendations for improvements and 
contribute to the law-making process 
through participation in advisory 
committees.” (AK Wien, Publicity Article 
no. 103, October 2018).

Among the successes its publicity 
points to as examples of the way in 
which the Chamber protects its members 
interests is the fact that “Pensions in 
Austria are now significantly higher than 
in Germany because we successfully 
opposed many regressive changes when 
the last pension reform was pushed 
through.” (Ibid.) 

The challenges faced by the 
Austrian system of social 
partnership
In common with other countries, 

Austria was not immune to the cold 
winds of neo-liberal economics that 
swept the western world after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. An early 
indication of how that wind was 
blowing came at the beginning of the 
1990s when the Social Democratic 
Party of Austria (SPÖ) was the main 
partner in a coalition government with 
the People’s Party (ÖVP).

“After 1992, the budget deficit 
increased from 2% to 5% of GDP within 
only two years (OECD 2001). This 
development coincided with Austria’s 
aspirations to join the EMU, which 
necessitated a quick and substantial 
reduction of the public deficit. At the 
same time, employment in the business 
sector deteriorated rapidly. Against 
this background, an increase of pension 
contribution rates would have further 
aggravated the problematic situation 
on the labour market.” (The Reform 
of the Bismarckian Pensions Systems: 
a comparison of pension politics in 
Austria, France, Germany and Italy, by 
Martin Schludi. Published by Amsterdam 
University Press, 2005, pp. 167-168).

In 1994 the Social Democratic Party 
(SPÖ) sought to meet the requirements 
demanded by membership of the 
European Monetary Union through the 
introduction of a very tight fiscal policy, 
part of which required significant 
reforms of the pension system. In the 
formulation of this programme the 
government ignored the consultation 
process required under the traditional 

social partnership arrangements. At the 
same time the SPÖ Federal Chancellor, 
Franz Vranitzky, made it clear that 
he was prepared to push his reforms 
through in the face of trade union and 
workers opposition. The result was a 
predictable response from the trade 
unions and the Chamber of Labour 
who argued that the main weight of 
the emergency budget would fall on 
the wage-earners and vulnerable. 
The Austrian Trade Union Association 
(ÖGB) was particularly critical of the 
Social Democratic Party for restricting 
the proposals to party discussions and 
excluding the other components of the 
social partnership arrangement.

Nonetheless, recognising the 
dilemma of the Government and the 
deficit-reducing demands being made 
as a condition of membership of the 
European Monetary Union, the trade 
unions advanced alternative measures 
that would raise state revenue as a 
means of reducing that deficit.

However, the trade unions were 
not alone in mounting a criticism of 
the proposed measures. Inside the 
Austrian Parliament the right-wing 
Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ), under 
Jörg Haider, led the opposition. At this 
time the FPÖ represented 22.5% of the 
voters and its popularity, having taken 
votes from both the Social Democrats 
and the People’s Party, was on the crest 
of a wave. Sensing the unpopularity 
of the pensions proposals it came out 
against the Government’s budget 
proposals. But it wasn’t merely the 
FPÖ parliamentary opposition that the 
Government had to contend with. Even 
within its own ranks and that of the 
ranks of the People’s Party there were 
trade unionist members of parliament 
who threatened to vote against the 
proposed budget. At this time the 
trade unionist presence in the Austrian 
Parliament was significant enough 
to make a difference to what the 
Government hoped to achieve.

It soon became obvious that 
the coalition government of the 
socialist SPÖ and the bourgeois 
ÖVP was confronted by a 
significant combination of a coherent 
parliamentary opposition and a 
protest-orientated opposition outside 
Parliament. As a result of this opposition 
the Government succumbed and 
made several concessions to the trade 
unions Among the concessions was a 
withdrawal of the planned reductions 
for early retirement pensions and a 
replacement of the plan to use cuts 
to reduce the deficit with elements of 
the trade union proposals to instead 
increase government revenues. This 

revised package was adopted in the 
Spring of 1995 only to be abandoned a 
few months later with the Government 
claiming that it was not working as a 
means of addressing the deficit and 
so the issue returned to the political 
spotlight with the Government 
continuing to seek a solution.

“This time, however, the government 
embarked on a more cooperative strategy 
vis-à-vis the social partners. At a very 
early stage, the social partners were 
asked to participate in the formulation 
of savings measures. In doing so, the 
government sought to avoid another 
clash with the trade unions, which had 
seriously disturbed the traditionally 
strong ties between the SPÖ and the ÖGB 
and eventually caused the failure of the 
previous Sparpaket (emergency budget). 
Now, the social partners themselves were 
asked to put forward proposals for a 
primarily expenditure-related reduction 
of the public deficit. 

“After protracted negotiations the 
social partners achieved a compromise 
and presented a joint report, which 
contained a catalogue of budgetary 
proposals. With respect to pensions, 
the ÖGB (Trade Union Association) 
was initially able to avert a number 
of benefit cuts proposed by the WKÖ 
(Chamber of Commerce), such as an 
increase of the legal retirement age or 
actuarial deductions for beneficiaries 
of early retirement pensions. In return, 
the ÖGB abandoned its demands for 
the introduction of a solidarity tax and 
an increase of capital taxes. Instead, the 
social partners agreed on a number of 
measures aimed at improving incentives 
for people to work longer.  (Schludi, 
pp.170-171)

But the proposals were not deemed 
convincing enough for the People’s Party 
to accept. The result was an early general 
election in December 1995. As a result of 
the election the Social Democrats gained 
a higher share of the vote as, to a smaller 
extent, did the People’s Party while the 
vote for the Freedom Party showed a 
slight decrease. Overall, however, the 
election meant that the Social Democrats 
still required the People’s Party in order 
to form another coalition Government, 
but this time the People’s Party insisted 
on a prior agreement for the 1996 and 
1997 budgets before agreeing to enter 
government with the Social Democrats. 
During the negotiations between the 
two parties, while not acting as official 
participants in the formulation of 
the budgets the social partners were 
consulted informally. In the end the 
volume of cuts in the area of pensions 
and social security that emerged in the 
1996 austerity package went beyond that 
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which had previously been agreed in consultation with the social partnership in the Spring of 1995. But, given that the trade unions 
were also committed to Austria joining the European Monetary Union they could not ignore the demands that went with membership 
of that body and so, at the end of the day, this time it was they and not the Government that succumbed: 

“The inclusion of the social partners in the [1996 -ED] reform process (at least at an informal level) helped to sustain the political 
acceptance and thereby the political feasibility of welfare retrenchment. This becomes particularly evident if we compare the two 
austerity packages launched in the mid-1990s with respect to the role of trade unions played in the policy formation process. In 
both cases, the trade unions had the same fundamental interest in Austria joining the European Monetary Union. Moreover, in 
1996, they had agreed on a consolidation package that was tougher than the governmental savings proposals which they had 
vociferously opposed one-and-a-half years earlier. As Scharpf (2000:121a) has pointed out, trade union opposition to the first 
attempt of unilateral retrenchment was not primarily driven by disagreement over the substance of the government’s policy proposals 
but by their institutional self-interest in maintaining their corporatist control over the economic and social policy choices of the 
government. Therefore, the government failed in its effort to impose an austerity package without concertation of the social partners. 
By contrast, in preparing the 1996 austerity package, the government asked the social partners to put forward their own proposals 
for a drastic consolidation of the public budget. The measures proposed in the social partners’ report were subsequently specified 
and substantially extended at the government level. These amendments, however, were still made in permanent consultation with 
the social partners’ associations. Throughout this process, the SPÖ leadership successfully mastered the delicate task of mediating 
between the interests of the ÖGB (and thereby large sections of its own party) on the one hand, and the more comprehensive policy 
positions of its conservative coalition partner on the other.” (Schludi, pp. 173-174)

These events were experienced against the background where the trade unions, in common with other participants in the social 
partnership arrangement, were in favour of joining the European Monetary Union. The terms of that membership, which essentially 
meant that Austria cede control over its sovereign right to run budget deficits alongside an insistence on the State withdrawing from 
swathes of the domestic economy, had the effect of weakening the social partnership arrangement. This was because, with the State 
no longer in control over such areas, the previous points of contact between the State and people’s lives were drastically reduced as 
the areas of State control which had previously been up for negotiation was forced to give way to market capriciousness which was 
not. In such a situation, the capacity of the social partnership arrangement to improve people’s lives is reduced and its relevance 
inevitably weakened. This is the danger that continues to threaten the continued importance of the Chamber of Labour and the 
social partnership arrangement in Austria. It is a situation that is made more dangerous on account of the tendency which has been 
concurrent with the advance of the neo-liberal free market influence across Europe - the decline in the strength of the traditional 
last line of defence of workers – the trade union movement. That decline is not only manifest in the numbers of workers who are 
members of trade unions but in the influence they have inside the parliamentary decision-making process – something that has been 
evident in Britain for many years as Members of Parliament who had trade union experience are now almost non-existent.  A similar 
trend can be seen in the following table with regards to Austria:

Share of trade union functionaries in the Austrian Parliament

SPÖ ÖVP FPÖ Total
Number % Number %. Number % Number %

1987 33 41.3 13 16.9 - - 46 25.1
1991 30 37.5 7 11.7 1 3.0 38 21.0
1998 19 26.8 1 1.9 2 4.8 22 12.2
2000 12 18.5 1 1.9 1 1.9 14 7.3

(Source: Tálos and Kittel 2001:73. Quoted in Schludi, op. cit., p.168)
It was the presence of a trade union block inside the Austrian parliament that helped to provide an additional guarantee that the 

government of the day kept to the social partnership arrangement. As Schludi observed:
“Given the numerical strength of the trade unionists in the Austrian parliament, in particular within the SPÖ parliamentary group, 

the union threat potential was extraordinarily strong.” (Schludi, p.170)
The loss of that block is incalculable but identifiable in terms of what Austrian Governments now feel capable of doing in 

defiance of the traditional social partnership. Since the 2013 election the Social Democrats have not been in government and their 
replacements have not had the same traditional affinity with the social partnership arrangement. The dilemma for the Austrian left 
and trade union movement is summed up in the following statement which is published in the “Guide to Industrial Relations in 
Austria”, published by Zeiler Floyd Zadkovich, an international commercial law firm that produces in-depth reports on all aspects 
of industrial relations that impact on commercial considerations.

“In September 2018, the government in the composition ÖVP/FPÖ introduced amendments to the working time law while 
bypassing consultation at the social partnership level. It remains to be seen how long this shift of power away from the social 
partnership will last and what this will mean for the social peace in Austria as the unions have already announced initial industrial 
action. Under the current government, which consists of the ÖVP and the Green Party (“Die Grünen”), the role of the social 
partnership may be strengthened again.”

I understand that the threat posed by the ÖVP/FPÖ coalition has passed and the current ÖVP/Die Grünen coalition Government is 
sensitive to the continuing need for the social partnerships. However, the underlying conditions that laid the basis for the insecurity 
of the arrangement remain and because of that the question mark about its future has, unfortunately, not gone away.
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Manus O’Riordan and Ernest Bevin 
By Dave Alvey

A Note on Manus O’Riordan
Manus O’Riordan was an Irish 

trade unionist and socialist who had 
many friends in the British labour 
movement. Following his sudden 
death on 26 September 2021, and 
reflecting his popularity across the 
multivarious strands of the political 
and trade union worlds, his funeral was 
attended by the President of Ireland, 
Michael D Higgins, Government 
Ministers, past and present, current 
members of the Irish parliament and a 
large contingent of the Irish Left.

O’Riordan held the position of head 
of research with Ireland’s largest 
union, the Irish Transport and General 
Workers Union (now SIPTU) for 
nearly forty years. A strong advocate 
of industrial democracy, his influence 
on the 21-year ‘social partnership’ 
between unions, employers and the 
Irish Government has been recognised 
as seminal. Outside of politics he 
participated actively in politics 
being at different times a member 
of the Connolly Youth Movement, 
the British and Irish Communist 
Organisation and the Democratic 
Socialist Party.

His father was the long-term 
Secretary of the Communist Party of 
Ireland and a veteran of the Spanish 
Civil War. While father and son 
differed on some issues, Manus helped 
to run the Friends of the International 
Brigades in Ireland and was Irish 
secretary of the International Brigade 
Memorial Trust. It was through these 
organisations that O’Riordan had 
many friends in Britain, including 
Jack Jones and Jeremy Corbyn.

Over many years he contributed a 
steady stream of thoughtful articles to 
publications in the Athol Books stable 
like Irish Political Review and Irish 
Foreign Affairs. He was a subscriber 
to Labour Affairs.

***
In an article on the wake and funeral 

of Manus O’Riordan in the November 
2021 edition of Irish Political Review, 
I referred to a story told at the funeral 
by Mick O’Reilly, a retired official 
of the Amalgamated Transport and 
General Workers Union and a well-
known figure on the Irish Left. 
Given that humour is almost always 

welcome in social settings, and that 
Mick was at the funeral to show 
his respects, absolutely no offence 
was taken by the story. Mick was, 
however, making a political point and 
answering it affords an opportunity to 
say something about Manus’s views 
on the British labour movement.

Since the focus of attention is the 
influence exerted by Ernest Bevin on 
a Labour Government, the challenge 
currently facing Sinn Fein on what 
it would do in Government must be 
a background consideration. In my 
November article Mick O’Reilly is 
listed among a group of individuals 
from the worlds of Trade Unionism 
and politics who were at the funeral. 
The ensuing paragraph reads: 

“Mick, who is the father of Sinn 
Fein TD and Shadow Spokeswoman 
Louise O’Reilly, made an interesting 
comment about Manus. Hearing that 
he was a member of a group called 
the Ernest Bevin Society in London 
many years ago, he and a group 
of colleagues asked Jack Jones, 
then Secretary of the Transport and 
General Workers Union in Britain, 
for his view on Bevin. The reply from 
Jones, who incidentally was also a 
friend of Manus’s and whom he stoutly 
defended when Jones was slandered 
in the British press, was that “Bevin 
never had a left-wing thought in his 
life”. It was a friendly and decent 
gesture on Mick’s part to attend the 
funeral and his presence underlined 
how Manus kept on good terms with 
all strands of trade union opinion. He 
can rest assured that an explanation 
of Bevin’s contribution to the socialist 
advance achieved in Britain by the 
post-war Labour Government, with 
which he is free to disagree, will be 
offered in Irish Political Review in 
due course.”

The first points to be acknowledged 
are that, on the surface of things, it 
is certainly out of the ordinary that 
a group participating on the left of 
British Labour politics should call 
itself after Ernest Bevin, and strange 
also that Manus, the son of the most 
well-known General Secretary of 
the Communist Party of Ireland and, 

despite differences, someone who 
continued a fraternal relationship with 
that party, should wish to be associated 
with that group. In his time, Bevin 
was known, not only as a staunch 
opponent of communist influence in 
the Trade Unions, but also as a Union 
leader who was opposed and resented 
by socialist MPs and intellectuals 
from the 1930s onwards, including 
Nye Bevan. When Foreign Secretary, 
Bevin was accused of being anti-
Semitic, simply because he spoke up 
for Palestinians, while Manus grew 
up in a Jewish district in Dublin, 
had many life-long Jewish friends, 
and was known for his outspoken 
support of the Jewish contribution to 
socialist and communist movements 
throughout the world.

The statement from Jack Jones 
about Bevin never having a left-wing 
thought is what one would expect 
of Jones if he were simply a Union 
leader aligned with the Left. It’s quite 
possible that he made that statement 
as some stage in his long career. Yet 
Jones was not a typical leftist Union 
leader. He was General Secretary of 
Bevin’s Union between 1968 and 
1978, a critical time, and was a firm 
supporter, unlike most of the Left, 
of Industrial Democracy and of the 
Bullock proposals for having workers 
on the Boards of all large enterprises 
on a 50-50 basis with shareholders.

Jones, having participated in the 
Spanish Civil War, knew Manus 
through the International Brigade 
Memorial Trust.

In any case, Earnest Bevin was and 
is reviled by the British Left to the 
point that his contribution is all but 
forgotten. It was left to a mainstream 
academic, Alan Bullock, to chronicle 
his leading role at a critical time in 
British history. Bullock spent twenty 
years writing a well-regarded three 
volume biography of Bevin.

On a less important note, Bevin 
was, in 1922, the co-founder and first 
General Secretary of the Transport 
and General Workers’ Union in Britain 
(hereafter referred to as the T&G). 
He must have had a role in choosing 
the Union’s name. It might be said 
that the choice of name displayed an 
arrogant attitude towards Irish Trade 
Unionism, given that the largest Irish 
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union at the time was the Irish Transport 
and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU). 
In any case, the T&G had members in 
Ireland, especially in the North, so the 
similarity between the two names was 
likely to become a source of confusion. 
Discussions took place and the agreed 
compromise was that in Ireland the T&G 
would be known as the Amalgamated 
Transport and General Workers’ Union. 
That relatively unimportant piece of 
history provides another reason why 
Manus, a leading official of the ITGWU 
(now SIPTU), very familiar with its 
history, might not be well disposed 
towards Ernest Bevin.

Labour Affairs is the journal of the 
Ernest Bevin Society. In researching this 
article, I have drawn from four articles 
on the Labour Affairs website: ‘Bevin 
Society’, a summary of the aims of the 
Society (https://labouraffairs.com/bevin-
society/) ‘How the Bevin Society came 
about’, an explanation of how a group 
of Irish communists in the 1960s, then 
called the Irish Communist Organisation, 
recognised the career of Ernest Bevin up 
until 1945 as the high point in working 
class power (https://labouraffairs.com/
how-the-bevin-society-came-about/), 
and two articles by Brendan Clifford, 
‘Ernest Bevin: Labour’s Churchill by 
Andrew Adonis’, a review of what 
appears to be a dreadful biography 
of Bevin by a Blairite member of the 
House of Lords (https://labouraffairs.
com/2021/04/02/ernest-bevin-labours-
churchill-by-andrew-adonis/) and 
‘Bevin, The Anti-Semite’, a lucid 
investigation and refutation of the various 
claims that Bevin harboured a prejudice 
against Jews (https://labouraffairs.
com/2021/05/01/bevin-the-anti-semite/) 
. (These articles can be accessed by 
using Google or by navigating the 
labouraffairs.com website).

I’ve also used articles from 
labouraffairsmagazine.com, a website 
holding old articles from predecessor 
magazines to Labour Affairs: Labour 
and Trade Union Review and The 
Communist. An interesting page on 
that site, entitled ‘Earnest Bevin’s Lost 
Labour Heritage’, comprises seven 
editorials written for The Communist 
in 1981 mainly by the late Conor Lynch 
(https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
very-old-issues-images/ernest-bevins-
lost-labour-heritage/). In addition to a 
summary of the relevant labour history, 
these contain useful quotations from the 
Bullock biography, as well as extracts 
from speeches made by Bevin in the 
House of Commons, retrieved from 
Hansard.

On the same site I was surprised to 
come across a speech given by Jack 

Jones to a Labour Party fringe meeting 
in 1991 with the title, ‘What Ernest 
Bevin did for Trade Unionism’ (https://
labouraffairsmagazine.com/very-old-
issues-images/ernest-bevins-lost-labour-
heritage/). The meeting was organised 
by the Ernest Bevin Society!

In the course of the Address, Jones 
stated, “And Bevin was a socialist, make 
no mistake about that; he advocated 
socialism all through his life”. Jack Lane 
tells me that he doesn’t recollect the 
details of the meeting but reckons that 
that Manus must have been instrumental 
in Jones making that Address. The 
Address to the Bevin Society and Jones’s 
statement about Bevin’s socialism really 
answers Mick O’Reilly’s story. However, 
more needs to be said.

What Bevin Stood For
That Manus was willing to lend his 

support to a London-based group called 
the Bevin Society, and his having such 
an association should be regarded as 
bizarre by a representative of the Irish 
Left, is a difference of opinion that can 
be taken at different levels. At one level 
it represents a disagreement regarding 
British labour history between two Irish 
Trade Unionists who share a common 
commitment to Socialism, at another 
it is an unresolved core issue for both 
European Social Democracy and for the 
European Left, and it is a crucial issue 
for Sinn Fein as it strategises to win 
sufficient electoral support to participate 
in Government.

Conor Lynch put what Bevin stood 
for in a nutshell when he said: “Ernest 
Bevin made democratic politics 
effective in bringing about substantial 
social changes, and, in order to make 
it effective, took it out of wonderland”. 
On the other hand, Bevin’s leftist critics 
clung to the dogma that Socialism 
could only be achieved in some Marxist 
variation of the model established by the 
Bolshevik Revolution. It is hard to credit 
but that dogma still underpins a great 
deal of left-wing thinking.

It was deeply unfortunate that the 
‘leftist’ politics of figures like Nye 
Bevan, Manny Shinwell, Michael Foot, 
Tony Benn etc. won out over the politics 
that Bevin established—and not just for 
the British Labour Party. The success 
of the post-War Labour Government 
in Britain set an example for Social 
Democrats in Europe and further afield, 
so patterns set in Britain tended to be 
followed elsewhere: witness how the 
triumph of Blair was emulated by other 
Social Democratic parties as they caved 
in to, or embraced, the liberal economics 
that eventually led to the international 

banking crisis. The socialist politics 
represented by Bevin, and the opposition 
he faced at every turn from leftist MPs, 
especially Nye Bevan, Manny Shinwell, 
James Maxton and Willie Gallacher, are 
well described in Conor Lynch’s articles. 
In one he quotes Alan Bullock as follows:

“Bevin knew that because of what 
he represented he was one of the great 
powers in the land. On joining the 
Churchill government in May 1940, he 
called a meeting of all the trade union 
executives in the country and come to an 
agreement with them as to how the war 
economy was to be run. Then, knowing 
where the power lay, he advised them:

‘I don’t want you to get too worried 
about every individual that may be in the 
Government. We could not stop to have 
an election… But this I am convinced 
of: if our Movement and our class rise 
with all their energy now and save the 
people of this country from disaster, the 
country will always turn with confidence 
to the people who saved them. They will 
pay more attention to an act of that kind 
than to the theoretical arguments or any 
particular philosophy’…” (Life and 
Times of Ernest Bevin by Alan Bullock, 
Vol 2, p. 20) 

Bevin was able to take charge of the 
war economy partly because of low 
morale in the Tory Party following the 
resignation of Neville Chamberlain 
as Prime Minister, but some Tory 
representatives were affronted by the 
idea of a Trade Union leader wielding 
State power. Lynch describes how 
Lord Beaverbrook, enjoying the favour 
of Churchill and owning a number of 
newspapers, resented the authority that 
Bevin quickly attained as Minister for 
Labour. He began to obstruct Bevin, 
eventually forcing a showdown, but it 
was the newspaper baron that was forced 
to resign while the Minister for Labour 
consolidated his position.

Bevin’s strategy regarding the war 
economy was straightforward. The supply 
of materials like coal and steel needed to 
be guaranteed so strikes needed to be 
prohibited or at least kept to a minimum. 
He introduced strict regulations setting 
down that all workplace grievances were 
to be resolved through arbitration. Strike 
instigators were to be given jail terms 
but he chose to use such provisions as 
sparingly as possible.

In response to MP Manny Shinwell’s 
demand that military discipline be 
enforced on workers, Bevin stated he 
wished to be a leader, not a dictator. 
He considered managerial standards 
in industry to be weak. He said that 
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conferring military authority on 
company directors would undermine 
the atmosphere of national solidarity 
necessary to the war effort.

Nye Bevan strenuously objected 
to Bevin’s preference for working 
out agreements between Unions and 
Employers before bringing proposals to 
Parliament. He considered Bevin wrong 
to operate the war-time regulations in 
close cooperation with the Unions, thus 
ignoring the millions of workers who 
were not Union members. In the course of 
a long oratorical speech to the Commons 
on 28th April 1944, he concentrated his 
fire on “the logic behind the Minister 
of Labour’s policy throughout the 
war”. He stated: “This regulation is 
the enfranchisement of the corporate 
society and the disfranchisement of 
the individual. It gives status to the 
organised body, and destroys the status 
of the individual citizens.”

This antipathy to corporatism is a 
recurring theme of the British Left. 
Structured negotiations between 
Unions and Employers, under that way 
of thinking, run close to being class 
collaboration. The approach jars with the 
Marxist concept of class war—a conflict 
always destined to end in defeat, from 
that perspective. And, of course, from 
that perspective, meaningful corporatist 
arrangements cannot but lead down a 
slippery slope to Fascism.

But the leftist MPs in the Labour 
Party, exemplified by Nye Bevan, along 
with the Independent Labour Party 
represented by Maxton and Shinwell, 
and the Communist Party of Great 
Britain represented by Gallagher, were 
quite unable to address the needs of the 
situation in the common-sense manner 
offered by Bevin. In retrospect, their 
snapping at his heels comes across as 
opposition for its own sake—indeed the 
Speaker of the Commons ruled early in 
the War that they should be denied the 
status of Official Opposition, meaning 
that they did not represent an alternative 
governing force.

Bevin answered Bevan on the question 
of Corporatism by defending the 
consulting of Unions regarding the war-
time regulations. He charged that

“when the first Regulation was made 
[in 1940] there was no protest from the 
hon. Member for Ebbw Vale [Bevan] 
against consulting the TUC, things 
were more dangerous then, and silence 
reigned over a great part of the country 
that is now vociferous”.

Bevan had attacked one of the 
regulations on the grounds that it 
protected what was said in Trade Union 
branch meetings but these protections 

did not extend to individuals who were 
not Union members and therefore not in 
Union Branches. Bevin’s reply on that 
point captures some of the spirit of what 
he stood for.

“I regard the trade union branch 
jealously as a place of assembly, where 
no one but those entitled to attend can 
he present. Whatever is said in that 
branch is as sacrosanct to me as what 
a man says in his own home and I am 
against detectives, police or anybody 
having the right to go into a branch and 
use anything that is said, however wise 
or however foolish, in a police court as 
evidence against a man.”

Bevin was a life-long socialist 
who picked up ideas from his Baptist 
upbringing and from time he spent 
in the early Marxist organisation, the 
Social Democratic Federation, yet he 
approached politics and Trade Unionism 
pragmatically and thoughtfully. In that 
same parliamentary debate on 28th April 
1944, he said:

“I am not going to elaborate this too 
much, but I have fought more unofficial 
strikes than any other man in this country 
and won, and I have got the largest union 
in the world to-day, one of the most 
effective and one of the most efficient, 
whatever may be said.”

Speaking to dockers in February 1942, 
he made a proposal which shows how he 
could develop original ideas that could 
be used in advancing workers’ interests, 
despite war-time pressures.

“You have all got your books of rules, 
you have all got your past customs and 
practices, and I propose to register them 
en bloc…; and when the time comes for 
us to restore them they can be put back 
without question. I said in the House of 
Commons the other day that those things 
are property rights. It has taken years 
to get them—I have spent a few years 
getting them myself…” (Bullock, Vol 2, 
p. 208).

Laying Foundations of Post-War 
Government
The viewpoint originating on the left 

that the united front with employers and 
participation in the war-time Coalition 
with Churchill would end badly for 
Labour could not have been more wrong. 
The Labour Party won a famous landslide 
victory in 1945. An important element 
in the success of that Government was 
the preparatory work done during the 
war, and Bevin was to the fore in that 
work. In one of the 1981 editorials, 
Full Employment, Conor Lynch wrote 
about the importance of a White Paper 

on employment that Bevin introduced in 
1944. He wrote:

“…Bevin had by this time already 
taken steps to make the maintenance of 
full employment in the post-war period 
the first priority which all parties would 
have to subscribe to, and had proposed 
measures for achieving it. The Beveridge 
Report, produced under his auspices, 
was a detailed development of an 
approach which he had had in mind since 
about 1930, and on June 21, 1944 he 
introduced a White Paper on employment 
policy based on the Beveridge Report. 
The object of the White Paper was the 
maintenance of a ‘high and stable level 
of employment without sacrificing the 
essential liberties of a free society’…” 
(http://hansard_millbanksystems.com/
commons/1944.ju/21/ employment-
policy).

In the course of his speech on the 
White Paper, Bevin related an anecdote

“‘I had an opportunity of visiting one 
of our ports and seeing the men, of the 
5th Division… going aboard ship… 
They were going off to face this terrific 
battle… The one question they put to 
me … was, “Ernie, when we have done 
this job for you, are we going back to the 
dole?””

On that occasion Churchill was 
present alongside Bevin. Both leaders 
answered the question by saying no. 
In other words, Bevin had the support 
of a section of the Tory leadership in 
proposing that Full Employment should 
be the centre point of economic policy. 
The following extract from Bevin’s 
White Paper speech shows how well he 
understood the meaning of socialism, but 
also how well he grasped a key dynamic 
of British history. 

“The main purpose of the White 
Paper, and the Motion, is to declare 
war on unemployment, and to indicate 
how our resources should be harnessed 
for that purpose. Our monetary system, 
our commercial agreements, our 
industrial practices, indeed, the whole 
of our national economy, will have 
applied to them the acid test—Do they 
produce employment or unemployment? 
Under the system which governed 
our economic life from the industrial 
revolution onwards, unemployment 
and deflation were regarded, in the 
main, as automatic correctives for the 
lack of equilibrium in our financial and 
economic position. Incidentally, it was 
just 100 years ago, after the passing of 
the Corn Law Act and the Bank Act, that 
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that automatic control was introduced. 
This meant that industry and human 
beings had to adapt themselves to the 
working of the financial system, instead 
of the system being adapted to the needs 
of the individual.”

In the debate on the White Paper, 
Maxton, Shinwell and Bevan, probably 
suspecting that the employment policy 
would be implemented by a post-war 
coalition, greeted the proposal with 
their customary vociferous opposition. 
Churchill wanted the war-time Coalition 
to continue after the war but did not 
get his way on that and, as they say, 
the rest is history. A fatal mistake of 
the Labour Government, arguably, was 
to appoint Bevin as Foreign Secretary 
rather than Chancellor of the Exchequer. 
In any event he died in April 1951 
when Clement Atlee’s recently installed 
second Government was already in 
trouble. A topic worthy of investigation 
by historians of European social 
democracy is why the most successful 
Labour Government in British history 
was unable to deliver a second term.

Bevin’s Place in History
The following two paragraphs by 

Brendan Clifford provide a succinct 
account of Bevin’s legacy: 

“Bevin was both the strategist and the 
founder of the welfare state established 
in the 1940s, which was constructed so 
securely that it still exists in substance 
despite all that has been done by Thatcher 
and Blair to erode it. He was the strategist 
in the 1920s and 1930s when, as creator 
and leader of the powerful Transport and 
General Workers Union, he distanced 
himself from the socialist ideologues 
and worked out how to make actual and 
functional reforms in the working class 
interest. He laid the foundations of the 
welfare state between 1941 and 1945, in 
Coalition with the demoralised Tories, 
when, as Minister for Labour, he ran the 
country while Churchill ran the war. In 
1945-50 he was Foreign Secretary while 
the domestic reforms were worked out 
under Attlee’s direction. 

An evolving Labour movement 
would have taken the Bevin/Attlee era 
(1940- 1950) as its historical base area 
and worked its way forward from it. 
What actually happened was that Bevin 
was depicted as a right-wing ogre by 
the socialist ideologues prior to being 
removed from political memory, and 
Attlee was sidelined as a kind of plaster 
saint. With the passing of Attlee and 
Bevin, the Labour Party was ‘radicalised’ 

by Nye Bevan, Michael Foot, etc. In 
this state of mind it could only enact 
superficial and fleeting reforms. It could 
not see where essential reforms, difficult 
to reverse, were to be made. The last 
Labour (as distinct from New Labour) 
Government enacted many reforms, 
all of which were easily undone by 
Thatcher. But the radicals had no time for 
the proposal of a Royal Commission that 
the workforce in enterprises should be 
represented on the board of management 
on equal terms with the shareholders. 
That reform, if enacted, would have 
been well-nigh irreversible, and on a par 
with the 1945 reforms. But it somehow 
appeared worthless, or even damaging, 
to the ideology which had developed 
from a rejection of the Bevin/Attlee 
approach” (From the review of Labour’s 
Churchill by Lord Adonis) 

Brendan answers the accusation that 
Bevin was an anti-Semite by arguing that 
anyone making that charge would need 
to provide evidence of it in the years 
before he became Foreign Secretary—a 
major task he faced as Foreign Minister 
was responding to Zionist terrorism in 
Palestine. He shows that none of the 
accusers have taken that elementary step. 
That they have not done so tells its own 
story.

Sinn Fein Influenced by the Bevan 
Tradition?
It was fortunate at the funeral that 

Mick O’Reilly drew attention to Manus’s 
support for the Bevin Society. It’s an 
aspect of his involvement in socialist 
politics that deserves to be remembered, 
especially now that the possibility of 
Sinn Fein playing a role in government 
has become a real prospect. If Manus 
considered Ernest Bevin a Trade Union 
leader worth naming a Society after, 
then some people in the movement 
might be induced to investigate the 
matter. That Manus acted as a sort of 
bridge between diverse elements in Irish 

politics was plain enough at the funeral. 
But, in so far as Irish Republicans pay 
heed to British radicalism, is Sinn Fein 
influenced by the political tradition 
that Jeremy Corbyn belongs to? Does 
the cult of Nye Bevan hold sway with 
them? On the surface of things, those 
questions would have to be answered in 
the affirmative. A book by Eoin O Broin, 
the Sinn Fein spokesperson on Housing, 
was published in 2019. Entitled, Home, 
it addresses the Irish housing crisis and 
has a chapter with the heading, ‘Nye 
Bevan’s Vision’. In the book’s Preface, 
Paul Mason, a socialist writer in Britain, 
steeped in the Bevanite orientation of the 
British left, lauds O’Broin and highlights 
the author’s referencing of Bevan’s 
conviction that housing should not be 
seen as a commodity.

In fairness to O Broin, both his 
chapter on Bevan and the Preface might 
be described as window dressing or 
packaging. The book’s main proposals 
address the core issues of the housing 
crisis and provide solutions that are 
practical and politically doable; they 
are based on years of hard campaigning 
by Sinn Fein and are superior to the 
proposals set out in, for example, Rory 
Hearne’s book, Housing Shock. While 
some statements in the chapter on Bevan 
could be disputed, the extract from his 
speech during the passage of the Housing 
Bill of 1949 contains a good summary of 
the socialist case for public housing.

Sinn Fein deserves support for its 
efforts to tackle the crises in housing 
and health. However, before placing 
Nye Bevan on too much of a pedestal 
that party should take cognisance of 
the weaknesses of the British Left. The 
Labour movement in Britain would have 
met with much greater success, as against 
the loss of its basic sense of purpose, if 
it had kept to the path designed for it 
by Ernest Bevin. Jack Jones and Manus 
O’Riordan were certainly open to that 
viewpoint. 

   

All theory, dear friend, is grey, but the golden tree of actual life springs 
ever green.  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

All great truths begin as blasphemies. George Bernard Shaw

A cold, arrogant and ruthless man who has been exhausting himself 
running around the world because he really trusts no one.
Adlai Stevenson on John Dulles

A caricature is putting the face of a joke on the body of a truth.
Joseph Conrad
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Notes on the News
        By Gwydion M. Williams

* France’s Overlooked Left Vote
* Ukraine: Making Local Democracy Illegal
* Russia: A Fate Worse Than Putin?
* NATO: Elites Reluctantly Tolerate a Democratic Electorate
* Britons Vote Themselves Into Poverty
* Bears and Libertarians – Both Unbearable
* Covid Failures

France’s Overlooked Left Vote
Macron picked up another nine million votes: a bare majority 

of valid first-round voters.  Le Pen got more than five million 
new votes, which must include some who chose candidates to 
the left of Macron in the first round.  Rather more from the left 
must have gone to Macron.

Overall, there were three million less voters.  And there were 
nearly 1.7 million extra blank ballots, on top of more than half 
a million who took the trouble to go to a polling booth to show 
discontent in round one. 1  And maybe not everyone bothered to 
go twice to say they liked none of the candidates.

This is not a President ‘for the whole nation’.  
If I’d been French, I might have tried sloganising.  ‘Don’t vote 

for this hollow man’; or whatever that is in idiomatic French.
Fears of what Le Pen might have done were exaggerated.  

French Presidents are powerful, but still need a Prime Minister 
with a majority in Parliament.  She would have helped derail the 
anti-Russian crusade.

But it might easily have been Macron-Melenchon.  This Hard 
Left candidate got 21.95 and Le Pen got 23.15; a gap of 1.2%.2

Adding Zemmour for the Hard Right and the two marginal 
Trotskyists for the Hard Left gives 30.22 and 23.22: a much 
bigger gap.  But not hopeless.

An actual majority of voters reject conventional solutions: 
53.44.  

55.72 if you add the French Communist Party.  But since they 
urged voters to support Macron in the 2nd round, this is probably 
not justified.

Some would add Dupont-Aignan’s 2.06% to the Far Right.  I 
see him more as a continuation of Gaullism.

Melenchon refused to ask anyone to vote for Macron.  Just not 
to vote for Le Pen: but it is almost certain that some did.  Just 
as people who would have voted for Bernie Saunders ended up 
voting for Trump.

I also note that the Yellow Vest protestors have dwindled to 
nothing, which is exactly what I expected.  Their last show was 
in March 2020, but their leaders urged them to stay home with 
the growing Covid-19 crisis.3  

Structureless politics always fails, because real humans live 
within structures.  Most of them doing so without being properly 
aware of it.  They take the limits on their own minds as natural, 
1  To be exact, 53.45% and 9,783,058 plus 8,996,583.  Another 
1,684,403 Blank Ballots from the original 543,609.
2  https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/2022_French_presidential_election#Results 
3  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Yellow_vests_protests#14_March:_%22Act_LXX%22 

and are baffled by those who see it otherwise.4

Modern society allows people to make individual choices 
within the structures they have been born within.  Individual 
choices to leave these structures or to change them have been 
greatly expanded by modern industrial societies.  But a human 
who is not part of a wider social structure is very much like a 
fish out of water.  And mostly no more able to thrive that way.  
Or to be happy that way.

Ukraine: Making Local Democracy Illegal
Western media do a Doublethink that would not be out of 

place in Orwell’s works:
1) Russia might overrun Finland and other parts of Europe.
2) Failures by Russia’s army in Ukraine will discredit Putin 

as leader.
No one stops to ask how both of these things can be true.
Putin repeatedly said he wanted two things;
1) a friendly Ukraine 
2) official recognition of the right of secession of Crimea and 

the Donbass.
I assume he no longer hopes for a friendly Ukraine.  Many 

Western experts had expected a quick military victory, and 
said just that Putin could not occupy or rule it.  But his war 
in Chechnya did produce a government that does not seek 
secession, and has even sent volunteers to fight in Ukraine.  His 
war to save South Ossetia from Georgian chauvinism has left 
South Ossetia safe.  Georgia is resentful but passive.

Zelensky got elected as a centrist who might make peace with 
Russia.  Some experts say he was intimidated out of this by a 
Hard Right.  Armed gangs out of control since 2014.5

Putin’s aims were not absurd.  But he has failed to make a 
Russia-friendly Ukraine.  Perhaps because Turkish-made drones 
were unexpectedly useful.6  They have even been credited 
with helping sink the Russian flagship.7  They were a factor in 
Azerbaijan defeating Armenia last year.8

Was there a covert war over drone control?  Maybe Russia 
thought it could jam the controls, but US help prevented it.  
Time will tell.  

Regardless, the Russian army was stopped.  It withdrew 
from unfriendly areas round Kiev and central Ukraine, without 
having been militarily defeated.

Putin now accepts a long war for territories that probably 
want to be free of Kiev.  Regions in the south and east where 
votes from 2014 showed they did not share the anti-Russian 

4  https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/problems-magazine-past-issues/
why-spontaneous-politics-mostly-fails/ 
5  https://mrgwydionmwilliams.quora.com/
Ukraine-Punished-For-Rejecting-US-Values-in-2010 
6  https://medium.com/statecraft-and-global-affairs/
whos-afraid-of-a-turkish-drone-8c952871e22f 
7  https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Ukraine-war/
Turkish-made-drones-likely-involved-in-Moskva-sinking 
8  https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/11/
turkey-drones-use-ukraine 
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views of a majority in Ukraine.
Western media avoid mentioning that 

Kiev governments from 2014 have flatly 
refused to permit a Democratic Secession 
by any of the regions (oblasts) that 
might want it.  British governments have 
allowed votes on Scottish independence, 
though in Spain a Catalan attempt was 
treated as criminal.  There would not be 
the same Western support for a war to 
prevent Democratic Secession.

Kiev’s fans say that the Crimean 
secession vote was imperfect.  But don’t 
ask for a second vote with trustworthy 
impartial observers.  Insiders and experts 
must believe they would lose such votes.

More often they say the vote was illegal.  
Deposing the pro-Russian President was 
just as illegal.9   The creation of the United 
States was illegal, and so was their setting 
aside of the Articles of Confederation 
without unanimous agreement by all 13 
original states.  The Irish Republic was 
illegal.  Bangladesh was illegal, and 
resulted from an Indian invasion.  Almost 
everyone accepts such illegalities if they 
like the result.

Russia: A Fate Worse Than Putin?
The Western media are fools to hope 

that Putin will be replaced by someone 
more to their taste.

The main Russian Communists got 
40% of the votes against Yeltsin in 1996.   
24.29% of parliamentary votes in 1999.  
And 18.93% in 2021.10  They might 
return to power as part of a centre-left 
government.

Some say that Putin moved reluctantly, 
to prevent an overrun by the Ukrainian 
army of the seceded portions of the 
Donbass.  Something similar happened 
in Croatia.  Had that happened, the 
Communists as the main opposition 
would have been strengthened.  

What won’t happen is a revival of the 
tiny pro-Western parties.  Yabloko, the 
biggest survivor, peaked at 7.86% in 
1993.  It was down to 1.34% in 2021.  
The Communist vote was 14 times larger.

The occasional commentator reports 
this:

“These people not only justify 
Russia’s war against Ukraine but 
welcome it. In their eyes, the conflict 
between Russia and the western 
world has been going on for a long 
time. The war on Ukraine is thus an 
attempt to establish peace in the 
9  https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/past-
issues/2015-07-magazine/2015-07-ukraine-
illegally-removed-its-elected-president/ 
10  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Communist_Party_of_the_Russian_
Federation#Parliamentary_elections 

future (despite the militant rhetoric of 
NATO), end aggressive nationalism in 
Ukraine and return eastern Ukrainians 
back into the ‘Russian world’.”11  

Pro-Ukraine decency is preserved by 
suggesting that polls showing a pro-war 
majority might have been rigged.  But 
an article in the Financial Times did not 
doubt that Putin’s actions are popular:

“For the moment, the regime has 
Russian public opinion on its side, 
and it may continue to delude itself, 
just as it is deluding the people, that it 
can turn Russia into a self-sufficient, 
self-isolating, expansionist rogue 
state, based on the idea of Russian 
superiority over other nations. In the 
medium and long term, however, the 
‘special military operation,’ as Putin 
insists on calling it, seems destined 
to undermine all of Russia’s political, 
economic, and moral foundations.” 12 

Popular but doomed?  Mao managed 
the strengthen China with much more 
drastic exclusion.  

For the 28 calendar years of Mao’s rule, 
the overall death rate was lower than for 
similar poor countries.13  His government 
had its trade hampered by the USA and 
was denied its UN seat.  He had to guard 
against a Soviet war against China.  Yet 
average growth matched the world 
average.14

China under Deng became a major 
exporter.  The same opening that the USA 
gave Japan, West Germany and Italy – 
former enemies that generous policies 
won over.  But though some Chinese 
leaders wanted to junk remaining 
elements of socialism, the damage done 
by the West to post-Soviet Russia made 
such views very unpopular.15  And paved 
the way for Putin to re-assert Russian 
choices.

The West’s China experts evade the 
off-message truth that Mao was broadly a 
big success.  So the West’s Russia experts 
feed the wrong data into their guesses 
about Russia’s future.

Like a dog returning to its vomit, they 
seek to repeat their Iraq error – remove 
a strong government without wondering 
11  https://socialeurope.eu/why-do-rus-
sians-support-the-war-against-ukraine 
12  https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
russian-federation/2022-04-18/russians-war 
(pay site) 
13  https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/m-articles-by-topic/42-china/
china-three-bitter-years-1959-to-1961/ 
14  https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
recent-issues/2019-11-magazine/2019-11/ 
15  https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/m-
articles-by-topic/m99-topic-menus-from-
long-revolution-website/46-globalisa-
tion/1473-2/ 

what will replace it.
And unlike Iraq, they should not expect 

just chaos and weak government, which 
some of the elite may see as fine.  Russians 
have a very solid sense of identity.

The Moscow identity was formed by 
a pragmatic step-by-step liberation from 
rule by the heirs of Genghis Khan.  They 
had no all-powerful US Army to protect 
the ‘rugged individualists’ who grabbed 
Native American lands.  Moscow created 
East Ukraine by conquering the Crimean 
outpost of the Ottoman Empire.  An 
outpost long used for massive slave-
taking raids on Slavonic populations, as 
is described in a useful book called War 
and Peace and War.  It had flourished in 
the 16th century, with slave-raiding armies 
of as many as 80,000.16  But Moscow 
was able to conquer it.  Russians and 
Ukrainians settled what they called South 
Russia, which is now mostly the east of 
the Ukraine that Lenin and Stalin defined.  
The now-marginal Communist Party of 
Ukraine lasted longer there.

The former Soviet Republic of Ukraine 
lacks unity.17  West Ukraine in mediaeval 
times had a majority population of 
Ruthenians conquered by the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth.  Dominated 
by Polish landlords and Jewish middle-
men, and apt to massacre both whenever 
they got the chance.  Which also happened 
when Tsarist Russia collapsed and civil 
war began.

Stepan Bandera as an intermittent 
ally of Hitler continued the tradition 
of massacring Poles and Jews, as well 
as fighting Moscow.  This is the man 
revered by the Azov Brigade.  A man 
briefly celebrated as Hero of Ukraine by 
President Yushchenko, who was a hero 
in the First Orange Revolution in 2004.  
Who had lost all support by 2010, and 
may have brought Neo-Nazis into the 
anti-Russia coalition as a reliable way 
to make sure there would be no second 
reversal for the pro-Western forces.18

And Russians, unlike people in the 
West, have been told about this.

NATO: Elites Who Reluctantly 
Tolerate a Democratic Electorate 
NATO poses as a global defender of 

democracy. But when founded in 1949, 
it was a very different world-order that it 
defended.

16  War and Peace and War: The Rise and 
Fall of Empires by Peter Turchin.  Pi press 
edition, pages 37-40
17  https://mrgwydionmwilliams.quora.
com/Ukraine-Mariupol-and-the-War-for-the-
Oblasts 
18  https://mrgwydionmwilliams.quora.
com/Ukraine-Punished-For-Rejecting-US-
Values-in-2010 
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Portugal, an old British ally, had a right-
wing dictatorial republican system from 
early in the 20th century. They helped 
overthrow the Spanish republic and install 
the Franco regime. A founder-member of 
NATO.

Portugal, Britain, France, Belgium, 
and the Netherlands were cores of global 
empires, with a hierarchy of race.  The 
non-white possessions were governed by 
outsiders: most were given no practical 
experience of running a parliamentary 
democracy. Only the Indian subcontinent 
got majority-voter assemblies that had 
some power, which must have helped its 
later survival in the Republic of India. But 
even there, white men appointed by London 
always had the last word.

The world changed.  The Netherlands 
joined NATO on August 1949, and accepted 
Indonesian independence in December. 
France had major wars in Vietnam, and then 
Algeria.  Britain fought wars to save the 
remains of its empire, including committing 
war crimes in Kenya, for which Britain 
somehow escaping formal guilt.  

NATO was set up to defend this particular 
world order.  It was never about defending 
democracy.

It was Cold War pressures and the 
US preference for Neo-Imperialism that 
dismantled the European empires. Apart 
from some very small possessions that 
mostly didn’t want independence, this ended 
with Portugal. With a left-wing military 
coup in 1974.

There was also, sadly, an attempt by the 
Portuguese Communist Party to hijack the 
revolution they had sparked off. There was 
a clear electoral majority for Moderate 
Socialism. This and the foolish suppression 
of moderate reform in Czechoslovakia in 
1968 began the Soviet Union’s deserved 
decline.

But that doesn’t change the good they had 
done earlier.

The Soviet’s official doctrine of racial 
equality encouraged the official Western 
rejection of racism and racial segregation. 
And the USA had been much the worst 
offender. In Europe, small numbers of non-
whites had always been allowed to join the 
elite.

The world we have was made by those 
who never accepted NATO as it was in the 
beginning.19

Britons Vote Themselves Into Poverty
“Surging living costs force Britons to 

work past retirement age…
“Two-thirds are not giving up work due 

to rising bills
“The share of older UK workers 

planning to carry on working in their 
19  https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/m-articles-by-topic/m99-topic-menus-
from-long-revolution-website/998-from-
labour-affairs/the-french-revolution-and-
its-unstable-politics/against-globalisation/
the-left-redefined-the-normal/ 

retirement has nearly doubled in two 
years due to rising living costs and 
insufficient pension savings

“66 per cent … proposed to continue 
with some form of employment beyond 
retiring, up from just over 50 per cent in 
a similar study last year and just 34 per 
cent in 2020.

“The study, carried out at the end of 
2021, before the Ukraine war delivered 
a further blow to energy and food 
supplies, comes in the same week as 
… the governor of the Bank of England, 
warned Britons of a ‘historic shock’ to 
their incomes as a result of spiralling 
inflation and rising energy prices.”20  

But older people mostly still vote Tory, 
having been convinced that Labour is a 
terrible threat to them.

And who does it help?
In the short run, a millionaire elite.  Blair 

accepted Thatcher’s notion that rich business 
people are delicate little flowers who must 
be cherished, otherwise disaster will follow.

To ‘keep confidence’, money can be taken 
from mothers and children and from the sick 
and the old – all sorts of people who ‘don’t 
really matter’.

No one notices the total failure of New 
Right policies to improve anything except 
the life-styles of the ultra-rich.

“Rich countries that let inequality run 
rampant make citizens unhappy, study 
finds

“Study of 78 countries reveals impact 
of economic exclusion, including on 
changing fortunes in UK

“Countries that allow economic 
inequality to increase as they grow 
richer make their citizens less happy, a 
new study shows.

“Until now, researchers have believed 
that inequality was largely irrelevant to 
levels of life satisfaction, according to 
Dr David Bartram at the University of 
Leicester.

“But his study of 78 countries spanning 
four decades – the largest longitudinal 
research of its kind – punctures that 
myth, he said.

“‘When inequality increases, people 
with high incomes don’t benefit much 
from their gains – many rich people are 
focused on those who have even more 
than they do, and they never feel they 
have enough,’ Bartram said.

“‘But people who earn little really 
suffer from falling further behind – they 
feel excluded and frustrated by not 
being able to keep up even with people 
who receive average incomes.’..

“India’s life satisfaction declined from 
6.7 in 1990 to 5.8 in 2006 as inequality 
20  https://www.ft.com/content/1b8bc0c9-
c038-4240-9627-f042bc951c74 (pay site)

rose. By 2012 it was still lower than in 
1990, despite the country’s prolonged 
economic boom.

“The US and Australia also both saw 
pronounced falls in life satisfaction, but 
those countries where inequality had 
fallen were generally happier, such as 
Poland, Peru, Mexico and Ukraine, 
before the Russian invasion.”21  

That’s from The Guardian.  But they 
remain committed to Asocial Liberalism.  
The modest reforms favoured by Jeremy 
Corbyn were treated as a terrifying threat 
to human existence.  And now they have 
Starmer, who lied to get elected and has 
returned to Blair’s weakness.

Bears and Libertarians – Both 
Unbearable
The New Right have run the USA and 

Britain for the benefit of the millionaire elite.  
Libertarians are useful as propagandists, but 
not trusted with power.  

We’ve seen the New Right Future, and it 
does not work.  Inequality is undermining 
societies – I detailed earlier how more than 
half the French hate the centre ground.  
And wars have been constant and often 
unsuccessful.

But is that because they are not libertarian 
enough?

It is true that pure libertarian notions have 
not been tried on a large scale.  Nor has 
sacrificing a Finance Minister on a pagan 
altar in the hope of Appeasing Heaven.  Had 
this been tried with Norman Lamont when 
he was Chancellor, he might even have 
produced real ‘green shoots of recovery’.  
Or failing that, many might have said ‘Je ne 
regrette rien’: I regret nothing.

In the real world, this was Lamont trying 
to channel Edith Piaf.  And getting seen as 
absurd.

In the real world, the USA saw a local 
libertarian experiment.  Recounted with 
malice in a book called A Libertarian Walks 
Into a Bear.22

“By pretty much any measure you 
can look at to gauge a town’s success, 
Grafton got worse… The number of 
recorded crimes went up. The town had 
never had a murder in living memory, 
and it had its first two, a double homicide, 
over a roommate dispute.

“One thing that the Free Towners 
did that encouraged the bears was 
unintentional, in that they just threw their 
waste out how they wanted. They didn’t 
want the government to tell them how to 
manage their potential bear attractants. 
The other way was intentional, in that 

21  https://www.theguardian.com/inequal-
ity/2022/apr/17/rich-countries-that-let-ine-
quality-run-rampant-make-citizens-unhappy 
22  A Libertarian Walks Into a Bear: The 
Utopian Plot to Liberate an American Town 
(And Some Bears) by Matthew Hongoltz-
Hetling.  2021
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some people just started feeding the bears just for the joy and pleasure of watching them eat.”23

So far three bear attacks on humans, in a state that had not had a black bear attack for at least 100 years.

Covid Failures
China currently struggles to contain the super-infective Omicron strain of Covid-19 in Shanghai.  Western media are hoping that this will 

make China conform and let in the virus, as has happened with other hold-outs.
But we only have Omicron because so many countries let the virus breed within hundreds of millions of humans.  509 million cases and 6.21 

million deaths, according to the Wikipedia.24

The hope of winning ‘herd immunity’ by a libertarian approach has proved false.25

Vaccination has done some good.  Imperfect, but better than its absence.  One rich community in New Jersey had unusually strong resistance, 
and has had unusually high death rates.26

And unlike flu, what doesn’t kill you may well leave you far weaker.  
“Stuck in a twilight zone of never-ending debilitating symptoms.”27

Which is also what they’ve done to the global economy
Old newsnotes at the magazine websites.  I also write regular blogs - https://www.quora.com/q/mrgwydionmwilliams

23  https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/21534416/free-state-project-new-hampshire-libertarians-matthew-hongoltz-hetling 
24  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic 
25  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/apr/12/herd-immunity-covid-reinfection-virus-world 
26  https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/10/nyregion/ocean-county-new-jersey-covid.html (pay site) 
27  https://www.theguardian.com/world/commentisfree/2022/mar/30/long-covid-coronavirus-covid-pandemic-health 

Letter on Ukraine to Labour Affairs
From Eamon Dyas

I don’t think Zelenskiy believes that he is going to be 
defeated. Of course, given his predicament such defiance of 
reality is irrational and can only be sustained by a confidence 
that at some point he can convince US/NATO to get involved. 

US/NATO could never have gotten involved at the outset - 
public opinion wouldn’t permit it but that doesn’t mean that 
US/NATO would never get involved or that they weren’t 
planning for such involvement. Such things always require 
context. 

The people of the US and Germany didn’t believe that 
Wilson would ever get involved in the First World War but 
a mere matter of months after being re-elected on the basis 
of having kept the country out of the war he went in. He had 
been planning for over a year to make that move through his 
“Preparedness Campaign” and on the back of a compliant 
media willing to concoct and exaggerate all kinds of atrocity 
stories that were designed to make public opinion more pliable.

There is a similarity with the way the Ukrainian situation 
has unfolded. The closer Russia gets to achieving its territorial 
goals the more the reporting and public statements of politicians 
ever hyped on the back of new evidence of Russian barbarism 
make such an outcome likely. The US/NATO have said that 
Russia cannot come out of this conflict with any capacity to 
claim any gain. 

Until the conflict is over Russia cannot claim to have made 
gains. A territory still in a state of instability cannot be said to 
constitute a gain. What US/NATO want is for this conflict to 
continue indefinitely so that this state of instability continues 
to prevent any semblance of normality to be established 
and they are willing to continue to add fuel to it in order to 
sustain that instability. Ideally, US/NATO would like to see an 
equilibrium of death and destruction being established in the 
country as such a state would preclude their direct involvement 
in the conflict. However, there is no conflict that at some point 
doesn’t result in some form of accommodation between the 
belligerents.

That accommodation can be reached by one side or the other 
gaining the upper hand or by both sides acknowledging on the 

basis of reason that a stalemate had been reached. But what we 
have in the Ukrainian conflict is a situation where one side is 
being encouraged to act irrationally by the political and material 
support of powerful outsiders who have determined to ensure 
that the conflict does not reach a stage where an accommodation 
is possible. In that situation a conflict can go on indefinitely. 

What is likely to happen if at some stage - and we may be 
approaching that stage - Russian military advances begin to 
indicate a potential win? Is the US/NATO likely to withdraw 
and allow an accommodation between the two belligerents? 

Personally I don’t think they will. If it seems that Zelenskiy 
is about to move in that direction and the only thing that might 
prevent it is the offer of more direct involvement of US/NATO in 
the conflict that’s what he’ll be promised. And of course, all the 
atrocity stories with probably more extreme ones in the pipeline, 
will have prepared the public for just such a “humanitarian 
intervention”. 

I hope I’m wrong but I just can’t see any other scenario. 
But it’s just a scenario and as such, hopefully, there are other  
scenarios that are just as likely to play out even if I cannot see 
it at present. 

Labour Affairs replies:
At this stage, we can only echo the conclusion of 

Simon Jenkins writing in the Guardian:
“Johnson and Truss have not declared that a Ukrainian 

deal is for Zelenskiy and his people to decide. They want 
him to keep fighting for as long as it takes for Russia to 
be utterly defeated. They need a triumph in their proxy 
war. Meanwhile anyone who disagrees with them can 
be dismissed as a weakling, a coward or pro-Putin. That 
this conflict should be hijacked by Britain for a squalid 
forthcoming leadership contest is sickening.”  https://www.
theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/apr/28/liz-truss-
ukraine-war-russia-conservative-power
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Zbigniew Brzezinski on the Place of Ukraine in a Unipolar World
Extracts from The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy And Its Geostrategic Imperatives

Zbigniew Brzezinski, New York, Basic Books, 1997
After the fall of the Soviet Union, 

Americans started thinking about a 
unipolar world, a world organized 
around one pole, themselves.  
Zbigniew Brzezinski, diplomat 
and adviser to presidents Johnson 
and Carter, explained the place of 
Ukraine in this new world order.  
Below are extracts from his book.

GLOBAL PRIMACY
Today, the geopolitical issue is 

no longer what geographic part of 
Eurasia is the point of departure for 
continental domination, nor whether 
land power is more significant than 
sea power. Geopolitics has moved 
from the regional to the global 
dimension, with preponderance 
over the entire Eurasian continent 
serving as the central basis for 
global primacy. The United States, 
a non-Eurasian power, now enjoys 
international primacy, with its 
power directly deployed on three 
peripheries of the Eurasian continent, 
from which it exercises a powerful 
influence on the states occupying 
the Eurasian hinterland. But it is on 
the globe’s most important playing 
field—Eurasia—that a potential rival 
to America might at some point arise. 
Thus, focusing on the key players 
and properly assessing the terrain has 
to be the point of departure for the 
formulation of American geostrategy 
for the long-term management of 
America’s Eurasian geopolitical 
interests.  [...]

IRRELEVANCE OF THE UK
Great Britain is not a geostrategic 

player. It has fewer major options, 
it entertains no ambitious vision 
of Europe’s future, and its relative 
decline has also reduced its capacity 
to play the traditional role of the 
European balancer. Its ambivalence 
regarding European unification and 
its attachment to a waning special 
relationship with America have 
made Great Britain increasingly 
irrelevant insofar as the major 
choices confronting Europe’s future 
are concerned. London has largely 

dealt itself out of the European game.  
[...]
It is America’s key supporter, a 

very loyal ally, a vital military base, 
and a close partner in critically 
important intelligence activities. Its 
friendship needs to be nourished, but 
its policies do not call for sustained 
attention. It is a retired geostrategic 
player, resting on its splendid laurels, 
largely disengaged from the great 
European adventure in which France 
and Germany are the principal actors.

IMPORTANCE OF UKRAINE
Ukraine, a new and important 

space on the Eurasian chessboard, 
is a geopolitical pivot because its 
very existence as an independent 
country helps to transform Russia. 
Without Ukraine, Russia ceases to 
be a Eurasian empire. Russia without 
Ukraine can still strive for imperial 
status, but it would then become 
a predominantly Asian imperial 
state, more likely to be drawn into 
debilitating conflicts with aroused 
Central Asians, who would then 
be resentful of the loss of their 
recent independence and would be 
supported by their fellow Islamic 
states to the south. China would also 
be likely to oppose any restoration 
of Russian domination over Central 
Asia, given its increasing interest in 
the newly independent states there. 
However, if Moscow regains control 
over Ukraine, with its 52 million 
people and major resources as well 
as its access to the Black Sea, Russia 
automatically again regains the 
wherewithal to become a powerful 
imperial state, spanning Europe and 
Asia. Ukraine’s loss of independence 
would have immediate consequences 
for Central Europe, transforming 
Poland into the geopolitical pivot 
on the eastern frontier of a united 
Europe.

IMPORTANCE OF AZERBAIJAN
Despite its limited size and 

small population, Azerbaijan, with 
its vast energy resources, is also 
geopolitically critical. It is the cork in 

the bottle containing the riches of the 
Caspian Sea basin and Central Asia. 
The independence of the Central 
Asian states can be rendered nearly 
meaningless if Azerbaijan becomes 
fully subordinated to Moscow’s 
control. Azerbaijan’s own and very 
significant oil resources can also be 
subjected to Russian control, once 
Azerbaijan’s independence has been 
nullified. An independent Azerbaijan, 
linked to Western markets by 
pipelines that do not pass through 
Russian-controlled territory, also 
becomes a major avenue of access 
from the advanced and energy-
consuming economies to the energy 
rich Central Asian republics. Almost 
as much as in the case of Ukraine, 
the future of Azerbaijan and Central 
Asia is also crucial in defining what 
Russia might or might not become.

EUROPE’S EXPANSION 
EASTWARD

Europe also serves as the 
springboard for the progressive 
expansion of democracy deeper 
into Eurasia. Europe’s expansion 
eastward would consolidate the 
democratic victory of the 1990s. 
It would match on the political 
and economic plane the essential 
civilizational scope of Europe—what 
has been called the Petrine Europe—
as defined by Europe’s ancient and 
common religious heritage, derived 
from Western-rite Christianity. Such 
a Europe once existed, long before 
the age of nationalism and even 
longer before the recent division of 
Europe into its American- and Soviet-
dominated halves. Such a larger 
Europe would be able to exercise 
a magnetic attraction on the states 
located even farther east, building 
a network of ties with Ukraine, 
Belarus, and Russia, drawing them 
into increasingly binding cooperation 
while proselytizing common 
democratic principles. Eventually, 
such a Europe could become one 
of the vital pillars of an American-
sponsored larger Eurasian structure 
of security and cooperation.
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RUSSIA’S LOSSES
The loss of the Caucasus revived 

strategic fears of resurgent Turkish 
influence; the loss of Central Asia 
generated a sense of deprivation 
regarding the enormous energy 
and mineral resources of the region 
as well as anxiety over a potential 
Islamic challenge; and Ukraine’s 
independence challenged the very 
essence of Russia’s claim to being the 
divinely endowed standard-bearer of 
a common pan-Slavic identity. The 
space occupied for centuries by the 
Tsarist Empire and for three-quarters 
of a century by the Russian-dominated 
Soviet Union was now to be filled by 
a dozen states, with most (except for 
Russia) hardly prepared for genuine 
sovereignty and ranging in size from 
the relatively large Ukraine with 
its 52 million people to Armenia 
with its 3.5 million. Their viability 
seemed uncertain, while Moscow’s 
willingness to accommodate 
permanently to the new reality was 
similarly unpredictable. The historic 
shock suffered by the Russians was 
magnified by the fact that some 20 
million Russian-speaking people 
were now inhabitants of foreign states 
dominated politically by increasingly 
nationalistic elites determined to 
assert their own identities after 
decades of more or less coercive 
Russification.

THE LOSS OF UKRAINE
Most troubling of all was the loss 

of Ukraine. The appearance of an 
independent Ukrainian state not only 
challenged all Russians to rethink 
the nature of their own political and 
ethnic identity, but it represented 
a vital geopolitical setback for the 
Russian state. The repudiation of 
more than three hundred years of 
Russian imperial history meant the 
loss of a potentially rich industrial 
and agricultural economy and of 
52 million people ethnically and 
religiously sufficiently close to 
the Russians to make Russia into a 
truly large and confident imperial 
state. Ukraine’s independence also 
deprived Russia of its dominant 
position on the Black Sea, where 
Odessa had served as Russia’s 
vital gateway to trade with the 
Mediterranean and the world beyond. 

The loss of Ukraine was 

geopolitically pivotal, for it 
drastically limited Russia’s 
geostrategic options. Even without 
the Baltic states and Poland, a Russia 
that retained control over Ukraine 
could still seek to be the leader of an 
assertive Eurasian empire, in which 
Moscow could dominate the non-
Slavs in the South and Southeast of 
the former Soviet Union. But without 
Ukraine and its 52 million fellow 
Slavs, any attempt by Moscow to 
rebuild the Eurasian empire was 
likely to leave Russia entangled 
alone in protracted conflicts with the 
nationally and religiously aroused 
non-Slavs, the war with Chechnya 
perhaps simply being the first 
example. Moreover, given Russia’s 
declining birthrate and the explosive 
birthrate among the Central Asians, 
any new Eurasian entity based 
purely on Russian power, without 
Ukraine, would inevitably become 
less European and more Asiatic with 
each passing year. 

The loss of Ukraine was not 
only geopolitically pivotal but 
also geopolitically catalytic. It was 
Ukrainian actions—the Ukrainian 
declaration of independence in 
December 1991, its insistence in the 
critical negotiations in Bela Vezha 
that the Soviet Union should be 
replaced by a looser Commonwealth 
of Independent States, and especially 
the sudden coup-like imposition of 
Ukrainian command over the Soviet 
army units stationed on Ukrainian 
soil—that prevented the CIS from 
becoming merely a new name for a 
more con-federal USSR. Ukraine’s 
political self-determination stunned 
Moscow and set an example that 
the other Soviet republics, though 
initially more timidly, then followed. 

Russia’s loss of its dominant 
position on the Baltic Sea was 
replicated on the Black Sea not only 
because of Ukraine’s independence 
but also because the newly 
independent Caucasian states—
Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan—
enhanced the opportunities for Turkey 
to reestablish its once-lost influence 
in the region. Prior to 1991, the 
Black Sea was the point of departure 
for the projection of Russian naval 
power into the Mediterranean. By 
the mid-1990s, Russia was left with 
a small coastal strip on the Black Sea 

and with an unresolved debate with 
Ukraine over basing rights in Crimea 
for the remnants of the Soviet Black 
Sea Fleet, while observing, with 
evident irritation, joint NATO-
Ukrainian naval and shore landing 
maneuvers and a growing Turkish 
role in the Black Sea region. Tussia 
also suspected Turkey of having 
provided effective aid to the Chechen 
resistance.

RUSSIA IN NATO?
Had America clearly and decisively 

embraced the idea of widening the 
alliance, with the stipulation that 
Russia should somehow be included 
in the process, perhaps Moscow’s 
subsequent sense of disappointment 
with “the mature partnership” as well 
as the progressive weakening of the 
political position of the westernizers 
in the Kremlin might have been 
averted. The moment to have done 
so was during the second half of 
1993, right after Yeltsin’s public 
endorsement in August of Poland’s 
interest in joining the transatlantic 
alliance as being consistent with 
“the interests of Russia.” Instead, 
the Clinton administration, then still 
pursuing its “Russia first” policy, 
agonized for two more years, while 
the Kremlin changed its tune and 
became increasingly hostile to the 
emerging but indecisive signals of the 
American intention to widen NATO. 
By the time Washington decided, in 
1996, to make NATO enlargement 
a central goal in America’s policy 
of shaping a larger and more secure 
Euro-Atlantic community, the 
Russians had locked themselves into 
rigid opposition. Hence, the year 
1993 might be viewed as the year of 
a missed historic opportunity.

WEAKNESS OF THE RUSSIAN 
WESTERNISERS

The democratic “westernizers” 
simply wanted too much and could 
deliver too little. They desired an 
equal partnership—or, rather, a 
condominium—with America, a 
relatively free hand within the CIS, 
and a geopolitical no-man’s-land in 
Central Europe. Yet their ambivalence 
about Soviet history, their lack of 
realism regarding global power, the 
depth of the economic crisis, and the 
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absence of widespread social support 
meant that they could not deliver the 
stable and truly democratic Russia 
that the concept of equal partnership 
implied. Russia first had to go through 
a prolonged process of political 
reform, an equally long process of 
democratic stabilization, and an even 
longer process of socioeconomic 
modernization and then manage a 
deeper shift from an imperial to a 
national mindset regarding the new 
geopolitical realities not only in 
Central Europe but especially within 
the former Russian Empire before a 
real partnership with America could 
become a viable geopolitical option.

YELTSIN TRIES TO TIGHTEN 
THE CIS

In September 1995, President 
Yeltsin issued an official document 
on Russian policy toward the CIS that 
codified Russian goals as follows: 

The main objective of Russia’s 
policy toward the CIS is to create 
an economically and politically 
integrated association of states 
capable of claiming its proper 
place in the world community . 
. . to consolidate Russia as the 
leading force in the formation of a 
new system of interstate political 
and economic relations on the 
territory of the post-Union space. 

One should note the emphasis 
placed on the political dimension of 
the effort, on the reference to a single 
entity claiming “its” place in the world 
system, and on Russia’s dominant 
role within that new entity. In 
keeping with this emphasis, Moscow 
insisted that political and military 
ties between Russia and the newly 
constituted CIS also be reinforced: 
that a common military command 
be created; that the armed forces of 
the CIS states be linked by a formal 
treaty; that the “external” borders 
of the CIS be subject to centralized 
(meaning Moscow’s) control; that 
Russian forces play the decisive role 
in any peacekeeping actions within 
the CIS; and that a common foreign 
policy be shaped within the CIS, 
whose main institutions have come 
to be located in Moscow (and not in 
Minsk, as originally agreed in 1991), 
with the Russian president presiding 
at the CIS summit meetings. 

And that was not all. The September 
1995 document also declared that 

Russian television and radio 
broadcasting in the near abroad 
should be guaranteed, the 
dissemination of Russian press in 
the region should be supported, and 
Russia should train national cadres 
for CIS states. 

Special attention should be given 
to restoring Russia’s position as 
the main educational center on the 
territory of the post-Soviet space, 
bearing in mind the need to educate 
the young generation in CIS states 
in a spirit of friendly relations with 
Russia. 

Reflecting this mood, in early 1996 
the Russian Duma went so far as to 
declare the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union to be invalid.

OPPOSITION IN UKRAINE
Opposition to Moscow’s notions 

of “integration” was particularly 
strong in Ukraine. Its leaders quickly 
recognized that such “integration,” 
especially in light of Russian 
reservations regarding the legitimacy 
of Ukrainian independence, would 
eventually lead to the loss of national 
sovereignty. Moreover, the heavy-
handed Russian treatment of the new 
Ukrainian state—its unwillingness 
to grant recognition of Ukraine’s 
borders, its questioning of Ukraine’s 
right to Crimea, its insistence on 
exclusive extraterritorial control 
over the port of Sevastopol—gave 
the aroused Ukrainian nationalism 
a distinctively anti-Russian edge. 
The self-definition of Ukrainian 
nationhood, during the critical 
formative stage in the history of the 
new state, was thus diverted from 
its traditional anti-Polish or anti-
Romanian orientation and became 
focused instead on opposition to 
any Russian proposals for a more 
integrated CIS, for a special Slavic 
community (with Russia and 
Belarus), or for a Eurasian Union, 
deciphering them as Russian imperial 
tactics. 

Ukraine’s determination to preserve 
its independence was encouraged by 
external support. Although initially 
the West, especially the United 
States, had been tardy in recognizing 
the geopolitical importance of a 

separate Ukrainian state, by the mid-
1990s both America and Germany 
had become strong backers of Kiev’s 
separate identity. In July 1996, the 
U.S. secretary of defense declared, “I 
cannot overestimate the importance 
of Ukraine as an independent 
country to the security and 
stability of all of Europe,” while in 
September, the German chancellor—
notwithstanding his strong support 
for President Yeltsin—went even 
further in declaring that “Ukraine’s 
firm place in Europe can no longer be 
challenged by anyone . . . No one will 
be able any more to dispute Ukraine’s 
independence and territorial 
integrity.” American policy makers 
also came to describe the American-
Ukrainian relationship as “a strategic 
partnership,” deliberately invoking 
the same phrase used to describe the 
American-Russian relationship. 

Without Ukraine, as already noted, 
an imperial restoration based either 
on the CIS or on Eurasianism was not 
a viable option. An empire without 
Ukraine would eventually mean a 
Russia that would become more 
“Asianized” and more remote from 
Europe. Moreover, Eurasianism was 
also not especially appealing to the 
newly independent Central Asians, 
few of whom were eager for a new 
union with Moscow. Uzbekistan 
became particularly assertive in 
supporting Ukraine’s objections 
to any elevation of the CIS into a 
supranational entity and in opposing 
the Russian initiatives designed to 
enhance the CIS.

[...]
In effect, by the mid-1990s a bloc, 

quietly led by Ukraine and comprising 
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, 
Azerbaijan, and sometimes also 
Kazakstan, Georgia, and Moldova, 
had informally emerged to obstruct 
Russian efforts to use the CIS as the 
tool for political integration. 

Ukrainian insistence on only 
limited and largely economic 
integration had the further effect of 
depriving the notion of a “Slavic 
Union” of any practical meaning. 
Propagated by some Slavophiles 
and given prominence by Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn’s support, this idea 
automatically became geopolitically 
meaningless once it was repudiated 
by Ukraine. It left Belarus alone 
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with Russia; and it also implied a 
possible partition of Kazakstan, with 
its Russian-populated northern regions 
potentially part of such a union. 
Such an option was understandably 
not reassuring to the new rulers of 
Kazakstan and merely intensified 
the anti-Russian thrust of their 
nationalism. In Belarus, a Slavic 
Union without Ukraine meant nothing 
less than incorporation into Russia, 
thereby also igniting more volatile 
feelings of nationalist resentment.

[...]
In brief, the ultimate geopolitical 

inadequacy of the “near abroad” 
priority was that Russia was not 
strong enough politically to impose 
its will and not attractive enough 
economically to be able to seduce the 
new states. Russian pressure merely 
made them seek more external ties, 
first and foremost with the West but in 
some cases also with China and the key 
Islamic countries to the south. When 
Russia threatened to form its own 
military bloc in response to NATO’s 
expansion, it begged the question 
“With whom?” And it begged the 
even more painful answer: at the most, 
maybe with Belarus and Tajikistan.

RUSSIA’S ‘EUROPEAN OPTION’
Russia consequently faces the 

dilemma that the choice in favor of 
Europe and America, in order for it 
to yield tangible benefits, requires, 
first of all, a clear-cut abjuration of 
the imperial past and, second, no 
tergiversation regarding the enlarging 
Europe’s political and security links 
with America. The first requirement 
means accommodation to the 
geopolitical pluralism that has come to 
prevail in the space of the former Soviet 
Union. Such accommodation does not 
exclude economic cooperation, rather 
on the model of the old European Free 
Trade Area, but it cannot include limits 
on the political sovereignty of the new 
states—for the simple reason that 
they do not wish it. Most important in 
that respect is the need for clear and 
unambiguous acceptance by Russia 
of Ukraine’s separate existence, of its 
borders, and of its distinctive national 
identity. The second requirement may 
be even more difficult to swallow. A 
truly cooperative relationship with 
the transatlantic community cannot 
be based on the notion that those 
democratic states of Europe that wish 
to be part of it can be excluded because 

of a Russian say-so. The expansion of 
that community need not be rushed, 
and it certainly should not be promoted 
on an anti-Russian theme. But neither 
can it, nor should it, be halted by 
a political fiat that itself reflects 
an antiquated notion of European 
security relations. An expanding and 
democratic Europe has to be an open-
ended historical process, not subject to 
politically arbitrary geographic limits.

[...]
At the same time, it is equally 

important for the West, especially 
for America, to pursue policies that 
perpetuate the dilemma of the one 
alternative for Russia. The political 
and economic stabilization of the new 
post-Soviet states is a major factor in 
necessitating Russia’s historical self-
redefinition. Hence, support for the new 
post-Soviet states—for geopolitical 
pluralism in the space of the former 
Soviet empire—has to be an integral 
part of a policy designed to induce 
Russia to exercise unambiguously its 
European option. Among these states, 
three are geopolitically especially 
important: Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, 
and Ukraine.

[...]
Most important, however, is Ukraine. 

As the EU and NATO expand, Ukraine 
will eventually be in the position to 
choose whether it wishes to be part 
of either organization. It is likely 
that, in order to reinforce its separate 
status, Ukraine will wish to join both, 
once they border upon it and once its 
own internal transformation begins to 
qualify it for membership. Although 
that will take time, it is not too early 
for the West—while further enhancing 
its economic and security ties with 
Kiev—to begin pointing to the decade 
2005–2015 as a reasonable time 
frame for the initiation of Ukraine’s 
progressive inclusion, thereby 
reducing the risk that the Ukrainians 
may fear that Europe’s expansion will 
halt on the Polish-Ukrainian border. 

Russia, despite its protestations, is 
likely to acquiesce in the expansion 
of NATO in 1999 to include several 
Central European countries, because 
the cultural and social gap between 
Russia and Central Europe has 
widened so much since the fall of 
communism. By contrast, Russia 
will find it incomparably harder to 
acquiesce in Ukraine’s accession 
to NATO, for to do so would be to 
acknowledge that Ukraine’s destiny 

is no longer organically linked to 
Russia’s. Yet if Ukraine is to survive 
as an independent state, it will have to 
become part of Central Europe rather 
than Eurasia, and if it is to be part 
of Central Europe, then it will have 
to partake fully of Central Europe’s 
links to NATO and the European 
Union. Russia’s acceptance of these 
links would then define Russia’s 
own decision to be also truly a part 
of Europe. Russia’s refusal would be 
tantamount to the rejection of Europe 
in favor of a solitary “Eurasian” 
identity and existence. 

The key point to bear in mind is that 
Russia cannot be in Europe without 
Ukraine also being in Europe, whereas 
Ukraine can be in Europe without 
Russia being in Europe. Assuming 
that Russia decides to cast its lot with 
Europe, it follows that ultimately 
it is in Russia’s own interest that 
Ukraine be included in the expanding 
European structures. Indeed, Ukraine’s 
relationship to Europe could be the 
turning point for Russia itself. But that 
also means that the defining moment 
for Russia’s relationship to Europe is 
still some time off — ‘defining’ in the 
sense that Ukraine’s choice in favor of 
Europe will bring to a head Russia’s 
decision regarding the next phase of its 
history: either to be a part of Europe as 
well or to become a Eurasian outcast, 
neither truly of Europe nor Asia and 
mired in its “near abroad” conflicts. 

It is to be hoped that a cooperative 
relationship between an enlarging 
Europe and Russia can move from 
formal bilateral links to more organic 
and binding economic, political, 
and security ties. In that manner, in 
the course of the first two decades 
of the next century, Russia could 
increasingly become an integral part 
of a Europe that embraces not only 
Ukraine but reaches to the Urals and 
even beyond. An association or even 
some form of membership for Russia 
in the European and transatlantic 
structures would in turn open the doors 
to the inclusion of the three Caucasian 
countries - Georgia, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan - that so desperately aspire 
to a European connection.
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The persecution of Julian Assange — part 3
By Peter Brooke

A brief history of Wikileaks1 
followed by ‘Assange 
Extradition, on to the Next 
Hurdle’ from Craig Murray’s 
website.

As a teenager in Australia in the 
1980s, Julian Assange had explored 
the possibilities of hacking with a 
couple of friends calling themselves 
the ‘International Subversives’. 
This got him into trouble with the 
law through the 1990s. He wrote 
a book about this period of his 
life - Underground - which was 
made into a film. Subsequently in 
the 1990s, with a group called the 
Cypherpunks, he turned his attention 
to cryptography as a means of 
defending the Internet against state 
surveillance. He wrote a book about 
this too - Cypherpunks. Wikileaks 
was designed as a ‘drop box’ in 
which whistleblowers could with 
the highest degree of anonymity, 
deposit documents deemed to be 
in the public interest. The ‘wiki’ 
part of the project was that, as 
with Wikipedia, these documents 
would be made available in an 
accessible and searchable form and 
would then be open to analysis by 
whoever wished to engage in it. As 
the Wikileaks website explained: 

‘To the user, Wikileaks 
will look very much like 
Wikipedia. Anybody can post 
to it, anybody can edit it. No 
technical knowledge is required. 
Leakers can post documents 
anonymously and untraceably. 
Users can publicly discuss 
documents and analyse their 
credibility and veracity. Users 
can discuss interpretations 
and context and collaboratively 
formulate collective 
publications. Users can read 
and write explanatory articles 
1  This account is based mainly on Gary 
Lord’s online Wikileaks - a true history - 
https://jaraparilla.xyz/index.html This is an 
ongoing project. Two new chapters have 
appeared since I thought I’d finished writing 
this article.

on leaks along with background 
material and context. The 
political relevance of documents 
and their verisimilitude will be 
revealed by a cast of thousands.’ 
(Lord, ch 2)

According to Assange (Lord, ch 
1): 

‘The creation of WikiLeaks 
was, in part, a response to Iraq. 
There were a number of whistle-
blowers who came out in relation 
to Iraq, and it was clear to me 
that what the world was missing 
in the days of Iraq propaganda 
was a way for inside sources who 
knew what was really going on 
to communicate that information 
to the public ... The Iraq War 
was the biggest issue for people 
of my generation in the West. 
It was also the clearest case, 
in my living memory, of media 
manipulation and the creation of 
a war through ignorance.’

The domain name ‘Wikileaks’ 
was registered in 2006 and the site 
went into action in 2007, claiming 
that ‘Our primary interests are 
oppressive regimes in Asia, the 
former Soviet bloc, sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Middle East, but 
we also expect to be of assistance 
to those in the West who wish to 
reveal unethical behaviour in their 
own governments and corporations 
...’ (Lord, ch 2). The advisory 
board included two Chinese 
dissidents and a Tibetan. China 
was the first country to block it - 
in January 2007, before it started 
publishing material. But in the 
end it was mainly, though not at 
all exclusively, Western-orientated 
documents that were leaked.

Documents posted in 2007 
included material related to the 
looting of Kenya under President 
Moi (August), the complete 
equipment register for the US army 
in Afghanistan (September), and 
Iraq (November)2, the employment 
2  This included the handling of the Iraq 

of former STASI officials in 
Germany (October), the Standard 
Operating Procedure for the Joint 
Task Force in Guantanamo Bay 
(November) and in Camp Bucca, 
the largest prison in Iraq - 20,000 
prisoners (December), and a report 
into the failure of the May 2004 
siege of Fallujah (December). But 
given the quality of this material 
Assange was exasperated at the 
failure of the media to report it, 
publishing an attack on the British 
press - The Hidden Curse of Thomas 
Paine - in April 2008. 

The project nonetheless 
continued, including, in June 2008, 
the 219 page US military manual: 
‘Foreign international defense 
tactics, techniques and procedures 
for special forces’ which the 
Wikileaks website summarised 
(Lord, ch 3) as ‘What we learned 
about running death squads and 
propping up corrupt government 
in Latin America and how to 
apply it in other places.’  But it 
was in 2010 that Wikileaks really 
attracted attention with the huge 
trove of material leaked by Bradley 
Manning on ‘SIGacts’ (significant 
actions) reported in the Afghanistan 
and Iraq wars. 

In April 2010, Wikileaks 
released, under the title ‘Collateral 
Murder’, film of the killing of a 
group of Iraqis together with two 
Reuters journalists, an incident that 
occurred on 12th July 2007. What 
was particularly shocking about the 
killing was not just the lack of any 
justification for it but the glee with 
which it was done. The video made 
a huge impact (17 million views on 
YouTube at the time of writing). 
Manning was arrested in May 2010. 
This was not a failure in Wikileaks’ 
security. Deeply disturbed about 
his own sexual identity and about 
what he increasingly felt was 
the criminal activities his own 
army was engaging in, he had, he 
thought, found an online friend in 
a fellow transsexual, with whom he 
Development Fund, made up of seized Iraqi 
assets - $9,000,000,000 unaccounted for.
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could share his secrets but who, in 
the event, betrayed him.

The publicity given to Collateral 
Murder and the arrest of Bradley 
Manning persuaded Assange that 
for releasing the first tranche of 
the Manning SIGacts he should get 
some cover with the mainstream 
press, establishing the principle 
that Wikileaks was a publisher 
and therefore entitled to the legal 
protections given (supposedly) 
to the press. The first group of 
documents - the ‘Afghan War Logs’ 
- was released in conjunction with 
Der Spiegel, the New York Times and 
the Guardian. Publication began 
on 25th July - 75,000 documents 
covering a period between January 
2004 and December 2009, ‘the most 
comprehensive history of a war ever 
to be published during the course 
of the war - in other words at a 
time when they still had a chance 
of doing some good,’ according to 
Assange (Lord, ch 6). Some 15,000 
documents were held back in order 
to avoid putting lives in danger. 

On the 11th August, Assange 
went to Sweden, partly to arrange 
a change of Internet Service 
Provider and partly with an idea 
of asking for Swedish citizenship, 
imagining it to be a very liberal 
country well-disposed to dissenting 
opinion. He was also due to give 
a talk to the broderskapsrorelsen, 
“the Brotherhood movement”, a 
Christian group attached to the 
Social Democratic Party with a 
record of campaigning on issues of 
‘peace and disarmament, aid, human 
rights, refugee, migration and 
asylum issues, environmental issues 
and the Middle East, especially the 
Israel-Palestine conflict, as well as 
anti-racism, minority and LGBT 
issues’.3 The woman organising the 
meeting him offered him the use 
of her very small flat for the 13th, 
saying she would be away, but she 
turned up unexpectedly. Something 
of the consequences have been 
discussed in the previous article and 
we will, alas, return to it.

Melzer (p.102) tells us that ‘on 
3  Wikipedia account. It is now, since 
2011, called the Social Democrats for Faith 
and Solidarity and is open to non-Christian 
believers, e.g. Muslims.

10th August, the US news website 
The Daily Beast reports United 
States officials as saying that the 
Obama administration is pressing 
Britain, Germany, Australia and 
other allied Western governments 
to consider opening criminal 
investigations against Assange and 
to severely limit his ability to travel 
across international borders.’ 
Sweden had traditionally - through 
two world wars and the Cold War - 
been a neutral country. ‘After the fall 
of the Berlin wall in 1989, however, 
the country rapidly gave up its 
traditional neutrality and became 
a de facto member of the Western 
security, intelligence and defence 
community led by the United States. 
Come 2010, Sweden is now a close 
ally of the US in Afghanistan and 
the broader “War on Terror,” with 
a security policy that can only 
be described as subservient to 
US interests.’ The ‘Unauthorised 
Autobiography’ (it was supposedly 
co-authored by Assange and Andrew 
O’Hagan but was repudiated by 
Assange - ‘People think you’re 
helping me write my book, but 
actually I’m helping you write your 
novel’ - Lord, ch.1) quotes Assange 
as saying (p.148): ‘indeed the 
decision to go to Afghanistan was 
mainly based on feminist principles; 
despite the women’s movement 
traditional anti-war stance, they 
deplored understandably the 
Taliban’s treatment of women and 
sanctioned, less understandably, 
bombing as a way of opposing it.’4 
Melzer says (still p.102): ‘It is no 
exaggeration to say that, on the day 
Sweden issues an arrest warrant 
against Assange for the alleged rape 
and harassment of two women, his 
fame turns to shame and his success 
story into a story of persecution.’

Nonetheless the work of 
Wikileaks continued. The Iraq 
war logs were released in October 
2010. Then, in November, with 
the Swedish net closing in on him, 
there was ‘Cablegate’ - a ‘huge 
cache of US State Department 
cables - seven times the size of the 
4   Julian Assange: The unauthorised 
autobiography [or Julian Assange, the unau-
thorised autobiography, the cover and title 
page can be read either way], Edinburgh, 
Canongate, 2011.

Iraq war logs’ (Lord ch 7), also 
gained from Manning, a record 
of diplomatic exchanges between 
the State Department and 274 
embassies round the world, from 
1966 to February 2010. Almost 
immediately after this release came 
the Interpol arrest warrant for sex 
crimes in Sweden. In December, 
after presenting himself to the 
police in London, Assange was put 
in Wandsworth gaol. On payment of 
a massive bail of £200,000, he was 
transferred to the comfort of house 
arrest in Vaughan Smith’s Ellingham 
Hall. I neglected to mention in the 
last article that Vaughan Smith was 
the founder of the Frontline Club 
for Journalists which was very 
supportive of Wikileaks.

The work continued. In April 
2011, Wikileaks released ‘The 
Guantanamo File’ - the personal 
file of every prisoner in GITMO. 
Wikileaks commented (Lord, ch 
10): ‘Most of these documents 
reveal acts of incompetence 
familiar to those who have 
studied Guantanamo closely, with 
innocent men detained by mistake 
(or because the US was offering 
substantial bounties to its allies 
for al Qaeda or Taliban suspects) 
and numerous insignificant Taliban 
conscripts from Afghanistan and 
Pakistan.’ In February 2012 there 
was a huge trove of material from 
the Texas based ‘global intelligence’ 
company, Stratfor, hacked by the 
‘Anonymous’ team. It included 
Strafor’s advice on what to do about 
Assange: ‘Ferreting out Julian 
Assange’s confederates is also key. 
Find out what other disgruntled 
rogues inside the tent or outside [sic]. 
Pile on. Move him from country to 
country to face various charges for 
the next twenty five years. But, seize 
everything he and his family own, to 
include every person linked to Wiki.’ 
Lord’s account (ch.13) continues: 
‘There were over 4,000 emails that 
mentioned Wikileaks or Assange, 
including multiple mentions of a 
sealed indictment going back to as 
early as June 2010, after the release 
of  the Collateral Murder video but 
prior to the Afghan War Diaries 
release.’

In April 2012, living in Ellingham 
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main shareholder in Gazprombank 
that may limit any such speculative 
purchases.  Probably the main buyer 
will be the Russian central bank.  It 
has the monopoly ability to create 
rubles so it will simply create rubles 
to buy euros at the exchange rate that 
it wants to exist between euros and 
rubles.

There are three definite outcomes 
of Putin’s decree.  1) Russia will 
continue to transfer a large quantity 
of its natural resources to hostile 
countries in return for euros, 2) 
Gazprom’s euro assets will cease to 
increase, its ruble assets will increase 
and this may encourage it to invest in 
Russia, 3) the Russian central bank’s 
holdings of euros will increase.  Since 
these euros will be in a Russian bank, 
Gazprombank, they will be outside 
of European control.  

It seems that Russia will have 
created something like the Eurodollar 
that came into being in the 1950s.  A 
Eurodollar was a dollar that would 
not be spent in the US.  By forcing gas 
buyers to deposit euros in a Russian 
bank, Russia is effectively creating a 
‘RuskiEuro’ that can circulate within 
the Russian Federation and be used 
for trade settlement with countries 
that are not sanctioning Russia, like 
India and China.  See Neil Wilson for 
a more detailed account: https://new-
wayland.com/blog/how-russian-gas-
is-paid-for/

Perhaps, though, the most 
important outcome is the warning 
shot Russia has sent to Europe:  new 
contracts for the sale of gas may 
be priced in rubles.  In which case, 
a buyer of Russian gas will have to 
figure out how to acquire rubles.  
That may be difficult if Europe is not 
actively trading with Russia.

The purpose of Putin’s decree may 
be simply to force Europe to trade 
with Russia in the medium to long 
term when new gas sales contracts 
are signed.  How else will Europe 
acquire the rubles it needs to pay for 
the gas?

Hall, Assange launched a TV show, 
hosted by Russia Today, in which 
he interviewed prominent people 
by video link, starting with the 
Hezbollah leader, Hassan Nasrallah. 
Other interviewees included Imran 
Khan, soon to become Prime 
Minister of Pakistan, and the post-
Arab spring Tunisian President, 
Moncef Marzouki. And Rafael 
Correa, President of Ecuador. Still 
following Lord’s account (ch.13): 
‘Correa said Wikileaks had actually 
strengthened the government. In the 
wake of the Cablegate publications, 
he expelled the US Ambassador 
... “As Evo Morales says, the only 
country that can be certain it’s never 
going to have a coup d’état is the 
United States - because it doesn’t 
have a US embassy!”’

Assange was in the embassy 
when, in June 2013, the Edward 
Snowden saga began. Snowden 
had not operated through Wikileaks 
but, without concealing his identity, 
through the journalists Glen 
Greenwald and Ewan McAskill 
(Guardian), Barton Gellman 
(Washington Post) and film maker 
Laura Poitras, but it was WikiLeaks 
that made the whole material 
publicly available in a searchable 
form and it was through Wikileaks, 
and in particular Assange’s close 
associate Sarah Harrison, that he 
managed to evade capture and 
eventually find asylum in Moscow.

There is a lot more to say about 
Wikileaks, but we will turn now to:

 
Extradition of Julian Assange, 

the Next Hurdle
https://www.craigmurray.org.

uk/archives/2022/03/assange-
extradition-on-to-the-next-hurdle/

So the extradition now goes to 
Priti Patel, the Home Secretary, to 
decide whether to extradite. The 
defence has four weeks to make 
representations to Patel, which she 
must hear. There are those on the 
libertarian right of the Tory party 
who oppose the extradition on 
freedom of speech grounds, but 
Patel has not a libertarian thought 
in her head and appears to revel in 
deportation, so personally I hold out 
no particular hope for this stage.

Assuming Patel does authorise 
extradition, the matter returns to 
the original magistrate’s court and 
to Judge Baraitser for execution. 
That is where this process takes a 
remarkable twist.

The appeals process that has just 
concluded was the appeal initiated 
by the United States government, 
against Baraitser’s original ruling 
that the combination of Julian’s 
health and the conditions he would 
face in US jails, meant that he could 
not be extradited. The United States 
government succeeded in this appeal 
at the High Court. Julian then tried 
to appeal against that High Court 
verdict to the Supreme Court, and 
was refused permission.

But Julian himself has not yet 
appealed to the High Court, and he 
can do so, once the matter has been 
sent back to Baraitser by Patel. His 
appeal will be against those grounds 
on which Baraitser initially found in 
favour of the United States. These 
are principally: 

* the misuse of the extradition 
treaty which specifically 
prohibits political extradition; 

* the breach of the UNCHR 
Article 10 right of freedom of 
speech;

* the misuse of the US Espionage 
Act;

* the use of tainted, paid evidence 
from a convicted fraudster who 
has since publicly admitted his 
evidence was false;

*the lack of foundation to the 
hacking charge.

None of these points have yet 
been considered by the High Court. 
It seems a remarkably strange 
procedure that having been through 
the appeals process once, the whole 
thing starts again after Priti Patel has 
made her decision, but that is the 
crazy game of snake and ladders the 
law puts us through. It is fine for the 
political establishment, of course, 
because it enables them to keep 
Julian locked up under maximum 
security in Belmarsh.
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Sanctions and Rubles
By Martin Seale

The members of NATO have 
imposed sanctions on Russia 
following its Special Military 
Operation in Ukraine which began 
on 24th February.  NATO would 
clearly like these sanctions to 
severely damage Russia.  It is 
unlikely that they will for two main 
reasons.  Firstly, Russia is a currency 
creating state and does not therefore 
have financial constraints.  Secondly, 
Russia is a country which is very 
rich in natural resources.  Over the 
last few decades, Russia has been 
exporting large quantities of raw 
materials, everything from oil and 
gas to agricultural fertilizers.  It uses 
some of the foreign currency that 
it earns from these exports to buy 
imports.  If Russia is no longer able 
to buy these imports, it will develop 
import substitution industries and 
will make most of these previously 
imported products in Russia.   Since 
it is so rich in natural resources it 
can do that.  It will clearly take a 
certain amount of time to organize 
but, in principle, it can be done.  In 
the interim, Russian workers will not 
go cold or hungry, unlike those in 
the UK on universal credit and low 
wages.

When people think about exports 
and imports, exports are usually 
seen as good and imports are seen 
as bad.  But this is the opposite of 
how it should be viewed.  Exporting 
involves doing work and then 
transferring the product of that work 
to a foreign country – for money.  
The product being sold will be priced 
in the currency in which the seller 
wishes to be paid, euros in the case 
of Russian gas sales.  What does the 
exporter get in return for the products 
of his labour?  He gets pieces of 
paper, euros which are just a form of 
IOU.  Of course, in today’s world no 
pieces of paper actually change hand.  
Instead, an account owned by the 
exporter in a bank in the importing 
country will have its balance 
increased.  In return for transferring 
the products of his labour, the 
exporter gets an IOU which is more 
grandly called a financial asset.

It is, of course, intended to use 

these financial assets at some point in 
the future to acquire real things like 
food or medicines or cars.  There is 
a risk involved in holding a financial 
asset:  its value may go down.  It is 
not normally a risk that you will be 
unable to use your financial asset.  The 
imposition of sanctions by the US and 
Europe against Russia restricts the 
use it can make of the financial assets 
it has accumulated over decades by 
exporting more than it imports.  The 
financial assets have not been seized, 
at least not yet.  Britain and the US 
quite literally seized the financial 
assets of Venezuela in an attempt to 
effect regime change there.  They 
did the same with Afghanistan.  In 
Russia’s case, the US, Europe and 
Britain have so far restricted what 
the financial assets can be used to 
buy.  The general rule is that Russia’s 
foreign reserves cannot be used to 
purchase products that could be used 
to help in Russia’s war in Ukraine.  

Additionally, Russia has in the 
past issued a small amount of bonds 
denominated in dollars.  Capital and 
interest payments were due on these 
bonds in April.  The US government 
ruled that Russia cannot use its 
accumulated dollar reserves to meet 
these payments.  So there will likely 
be a technical default by Russia at the 
beginning of May.  It’s a technical 
default because everyone knows that 
Russia has the funds to make the 
payments but is being blocked from 
using them for political reasons.  
Expect to see a storm in a teacup on 
this matter in early May.  

Of more interest will be the payment 
by Europe for the gas it imports from 
Russia each year.  Gazprom sells gas 
to Europe for Euros – currently some 
.8 billion euros each day.  In the past, 
Gazprom will have had an account in 
euros at some European bank.  The 
balance in that bank will have been 
increased by .8 billion each day.  But 
Gazprom pays its workers in rubles 
so it will typically sell a large amount 
of these Euros in exchange for rubles 
to acquire the funds it needs to pay 
its Russian workers.  The Russian 
Central Bank will have a certain 
idea of what it thinks should be the 

correct exchange rate between euros 
and rubles.  Since the Russian state 
is a currency creating state, it will 
create whatever amount of rubles it 
needs to buy Gazprom’s euros at the 
desired exchange rate.  The Russian 
central bank ends up with a lot of 
Euros.  Euro assets of the Russian 
central bank will increase, and the 
ruble liabilities of the Russian central 
bank will increase by an amount 
which reflects the exchange rate that 
ruled when the transaction occurred.

Putin decreed on 24 March that 
Gazprom should now be paid 
in rubles rather than euros.  It is 
somewhat unclear what the ultimate 
purpose of this decree is.  Since gas 
contracts are denominated in euros 
and since Russia is keen to be seen 
as a country that always honours its 
legal contracts, it would not attempt 
to force countries to start paying 
in rubles.  Instead, the account 
into which payments are paid has 
changed.  Rather than paying into 
a euro account in a European bank, 
gas purchasers will pay into a euro 
account in the private unsanctioned 
Russian bank called Gazprombank 
which will then auction the euros 
for rubles.  These rubles will then be 
paid into a ruble account owned by 
Gazprom.  And so Putin’s decree is 
satisfied.  The gas supplier, Gazprom, 
has been paid in rubles.

(Note, the recent decision by 
Poland not to pay for its gas using 
the new system is entirely political.  
It believes it has enough gas to get it 
through to the end of the year when 
its gas contract with Gazprom ended 
and any new contract would have 
required payment in rubles.)

In this auction of euros by 
Gazprombank, who will want to 
exchange rubles for euros?  If 
Russians were to buy the euros 
they would find that they were 
severely limited in how they could 
spend them in Europe, if at all.  
Gazprombank may buy some of 
the euros (speculatively).  Since 
the Gazprom pension fund is the 


