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Summer of discontent • TUC marches •Mick Lynched • Is Keynesianism back in favour?
Plus Notes from the Edge featuring Marilyn Tyzack, Fiat Knox, Mike Stanton, and Jo Buchanan
plus a new poem from Mike Stanton
And, food inflation hits 81% - latest 

If  you’ve ever watched the movie Groundhog Day, you 
will be familiar with the idea that it is possible to have the 
same day over and over again.
Likewise in politics. We thought that women in America 
were protected by the constitution from the religious 
bigots taking control over their bodies. The biggest legacy 
of  the Trump era will not be a wall to prevent Mexicans 
getting in or the sight of  Hilary Clinton in clink, but a 
Supreme Court packed with right wing bigots. 
The decision to overturn Roe vs. Wade is one that will see 
many women forced to continue with pregnancies and 
give birth to children they do not want and cannot afford. 
Some of  these pregnancies could be the result of  rape, 
they could present a serious risk to a mother’s physical or 
mental health or they could force a woman to give birth 
to  an infant with no chance of  viable life outside the 
womb..
Of  course, the rich will be protected. Their daughters 
shuffled away to private clinics to have their ‘mistakes’ 
erased. Poor women will have no such luxury, just the 
added stress of  another mouth to feed when putting food 
on the table is already hit and miss.
Those claiming to be pro-life are surprisingly quiet 
when it comes to adult women dying, or to gun control 
(ironically the same constitution that no longer protects 
women allows for the carrying of  an assault rifle).
If  this law was being proposed by some Islamist state, 
there is no doubt that America would be at the forefront 
of  calling it out for the misogyny that it is. But, because it 
is America the rest of  the world shrugs. America should 
be treated as a fundamentalist state run by a powerful 
elite with their feet in a medieval past that has no role in 
modern society.
That it is not is simply evidence that the bigger the bully 
the less likely they are to be challenged. We stand with 
every woman opposing these backward looking and 
regressive laws. Photo by Gayatri Malhotra on Unsplash
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In a disgraceful parody of  investigative journalism Sky News 
presenter Kay Burley attempted to bully RMT leader Mick Lynch 
into “admitting” that picketing is a form of  bullying. Repeatedly 

asking how RMT pickets behave, the establishment mouthpiece refused 
to accept the answer that picketing was simply asking people not to go 
into work. Resorting to conspiracy theories based on something she must 
have read somewhere about the 1984-85 miners’ strike she could not move 
beyond asking “what if  agency workers want to go to work?”. 

This was the press taking up its position 
against the organised working class, a 
battlefront which has been quiet of  late, 
but which an establishment terrified of  
the power of  workers ignites at the first 
sign of  worker militancy. Joining in with 
the theme that strikes are, by definition, 
a bad thing Good Morning Britain’s 
Richard Madeley started an interview 
with Mick Lynch by asking him whether 
he was a Marxist. What if  he is? Does 
that mean his members are not entitled 
to decent pay and conditions? Last time I 
checked it was not illegal to be a Marxist 
in the UK, though it may be Priti Patel has 
another authoritarian bill up her sleeve.

Asking for a viewer
These personal attacks on Mick Lynch, 
which will likely intensify as the strike 
develops, are justified by these excuses 

for journalists with the old chestnut “I’m 
asking for my viewers”. Yet, the latest 
opinion polls suggest that two-thirds 
of  the public are sympathetic to the 
strikes. If  they were being honest Burley 
and Madeley would defend their inane 
questioning by saying “I’m asking for my 
billionaire, right wing owner”
The government and media continue to 
peddle the line that pay rises in line with 
inflation are not affordable. But even if  
paid at the current rate of  inflation pay 
rises are likely to mean a cut in living 
standards for millions of  workers. And, 
rail companies can afford it. According 
to a report published in 2018, the rail 
industry in the UK contributes £36 
billion per year to the UK economy and 
pays £11 billion in tax revenue annually. 
You tend not to pay tax on losses so we 
can assume the rail industry has been, to 

Image courtesy of Needpix.com

https://www.railmagazine.com/news/network/rail-worth-36-billion-per-year-to-the-uk-report
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coin a phrase, raking it in.
But, as is common with news reporting, the strike is covered as if  unions 
in defending the interests of  members are a bunch of  Marxists determined 
to bring down the government. This, just for asking for what is actually a 
below inflation pay rise plus assurances on safety agreements.

Overpaid CEOs
The Evening Standard, in its report of  the dispute, felt it necessary to remind 
its readers that the average rail worker earns in the region of  £36,000 a year. 
The i newspaper, considered by some to be left leaning, also ran with a 
story focused on the pay of  train drivers at £59,000, a figure provided by 
Transport Minister Grant Shapps. The Express had the same figure and 
added, just to make the point: “That puts them well ahead of  workers such as nurses, whose 
average salary is £31,093 while the average salary for care workers and home care workers is 
£16,502”. Only The Mirror mentioned the huge salaries paid to rail bosses.
A Times report in 2020 found that the average salary increase for rail CEOs was 18%. Manfred 
Rudhart, CEO of  Arriva Trains, was given a rise from £1.1 million to £1.34 million. The 
salary of  David Brown, CEO of  the Go-Ahead Group, had an increase of  £500,000, bringing 
his salary to £1.27 million. Network Rail, which oversees the rail network in the UK, has 73 
high-earning executives, who between them earn more than £15 million per year, with Chief  
Executive Andrew Haines on a whacking £585,000. I think, for Richard Madeley’s benefit, it 
is fair to say Mr Haines is not a Marxist.
Strange that Burley, Madeley et al don’t feel this is something that might interest the viewers 
they claim to represent. As we have seen this week with the Times and Mail covering up the 
news that Johnson attempted to employ his wife on a £100,000 salary, the establishment 
media seem to believe it is their job to protect their viewers and readers from establishment 
corruption but to attack any worker who wants a fair share of  the profits they help to make.

Spirit of  ’84
The attempt to delegitimise the strike by comparing salaries to even lower paid workers is an 
old tactic. Sadly, it is also a successful one. Now I may not be a typical Sky News or GMB 
viewer (actually I don’t usually waste time which could be better spent watching grass grow) 
but, if  I were, I might want highly paid journalists to ask questions about what it is that causes 
people to be on strike in the first place and why it is that highly paid CEOs still think they 
are worth up to 30 times more than the people who actually do the work on which their own 
salary is based?
People do not strike on a whim or because some evil Marxist tells them to. Currently, in order 
to vote, a trade union has to ballot at least 50% of  those entitled to vote, and get 40% of  
those eligible to vote, to support strike action. The RMT conducted 32 ballots and won all of  
them in order to have this strike. Anybody who has attempted to organise a strike ballot will 
know how difficult it is to encourage workers to strike, even in their own interests, so this is 
a remarkable achievement. 
Perhaps Kay Burley is right to invoke the spirit of  1984 when the working classes last roared. 
Some of  us remember only too well that the miners were sold out by then Labour leader 
Neil Kinnock. Given Starmer’s lacklustre performance, it seems he is determined to follow in 
that tradition. It is only through industrial action that we can adequately defend our interests. 
Socialists of  all persuasions should not be misled by the massed ranks of  the establishment 
media and should do all they can to defend and support the rail workers.
This article originally appeared online:
https://creatingsocialism.org/the-media-vs-the-rail-unions/ 

https://creatingsocialism.org/the-media-vs-the-rail-unions/
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THE ‘summer of  discontent’ may indeed 
be upon us, with commuters already 
facing challenges due to the RMT 

union’s completely justified strike action over 
pay and conditions, and now holidaymakers are 
also about to be hit as British Airways workers 
voted yesterday to strike during the school 
summer holidays.

Yesterday morning 95% of British Airways GMB 
members voted to strike this summer. GMB is looking 
to reverse a 10% pay cut on workers which was imposed 
during the pandemic. BA has offered a 10% one-off 
bonus, but not a return to the same pay as before.

A BA spokesperson said: “After a deeply difficult two 
years which saw the business lose more than £4 billion, 
these colleagues were offered a 10% payment for this year 
which was rejected. We remain fully committed to talks 
with our trade unions about their concerns and we hope 
that together we can find a way to reach an agreement in 
the best interests of our people and our customers.”

Shortsightedness of  BA

In a separate vote, BA workers who are members of 
the Unite union have also been balloted; the results are 
expected on Monday. In total, more than 700 BA check-
in staff and handling agents could strike during this 
industrial action which would wreak havoc on travellers’ 
during one of the busiest time of year. Expect the 
establishment media to spend the summer blaming unions 
for the disruption to peoples’ travel plans.

Photo 
by Ben 

Knight on 
Unsplash

The white paper 
states it will end 

arbitrary rent review 
clauses, give tenants 
stronger powers to 

challenge poor practice, 
unjustified rent 

increases and enable 
them to be repaid rent 
for non-decent homes. 
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https://creatingsocialism.org/the-media-vs-the-rail-unions/
https://creatingsocialism.org/the-media-vs-the-rail-unions/
https://www.gmb.org.uk/
https://www.unitetheunion.org/
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Although BA undeniably lost money during the 
pandemic, it has since struggled to keep up with 
the loosening of travel restrictions and recently 
announced cuts to its flight routes that will remain 
in place for the summer. At the height of the 
pandemic, the airline cut around 10,000 jobs. It 
later announced plans to rehire 6,000 employees, 
but has been unable to rehire workers fast enough 
to meet demand for travel owing to delays in 
government security screening processes. It seems 
this is a disaster of their own making. They were 
only too willing to cut jobs when it suited them 
and now they’re having to cut flights because they 
cannot rehire enough employees.

Ryanair’s Spanish workers vote to 
strike

Because of this reduction in the number of flights, 
it is very likely that holidaymakers would have 
been looking at alternate airlines with which to 
travel in any event. But, if they were looking at 
Ryanair for their cheap Spanish holidays, they 
might want to go elsewhere. Ryanair employees 
who are members of the USO (Union Sindical 
Obrera) and SITCPLA (Sindicato Independiente 
de TCP de Lineas Aereas) unions will take part in 
three-day strikes over pay and conditions between 
Friday 24th June to Sunday 26th June and 30th 
June to 2nd July.

The general secretary of USO’s Ryanair section, 
Lidia Arasanz, claimed recent flight cancellations 
have meant that cabin crew, who are employed 
by the airline via agencies, are being paid below 
the minimum wage and are therefore suffering 
extreme financial hardship. She said about 400 
Ryanair cabin crew in Spain are employed by 
recruitment agencies Crewlink and Workforce 
International as contractors. A Workforce 
International contract seen by i news states that 
workers receive a base salary of 8,715€ per year 
and are then paid extra for flight hours, but there 
is no guarantee of a minimum number of flight 

hours per year.

The USO union is demanding the airline pays 
agency workers the Spanish national minimum 
wage per month, which would be just 1,050.00€. 
However, a Ryanair spokesperson said the airline 
“fully complies with Spanish law including all 
minimum salary provisions”. It’s hard to believe 
workers would be ready to go on strike and 
receive no pay at all if they were indeed already 
receiving the minimum wage the airline claims 
they are getting.

But, just as with the RMT union being 
unsuccessful in getting train companies around 
the negotiating table, USO has had much the same 
with Ryanair. The union had been negotiating 
with the airline for five months but then Ryanair 
began negotiations with a separate union, CCOO, 
which it has now signed an agreement with, and 
workers are understandably angry and ready to 
take action for their basic rights.

Just as with the rail workers on strike for better 
pay and conditions, we stand with airline workers 
who deserve nothing less. The fact that these 
disputes are taking place in different countries is 
evidence that the recession, which workers are 
being asked to pay for, is not just one government 
but is a capitalist crisis occurring around the 
globe.

Workers are striking because they are being given 
no choice. The establishment media will try to pit 
worker against worker. It is up to us to build on 
the high levels of public support for the strike to 
pit workers, wherever they are, against a system 
that reserves the benefits of their labour for the 
already rich. We say: enough is enough. Solidarity 
with striking workers.
This article originally appeared online:
https://creatingsocialism.org/the-summer-of-
discontent-is-just-starting/

Everyboody connected with Critical Mass 
would like to wish Susie a fantastic trip next 
week as she relocates from Spain to Britain. 

And, to everybody who contributed to the fund 
to bring Susie home - thank you.

https://www.uso.es/
https://www.uso.es/
https://www.sitcpla.es/
https://www.sitcpla.es/
https://creatingsocialism.org/the-summer-of-discontent-is-just-starting/
https://creatingsocialism.org/the-summer-of-discontent-is-just-starting/
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Compiled by Mike Stanton

It’s a Jolly Holiday with Tories

On Monday we heard that there is a backlog 
of  500,000 passport applications. Of  course, 
the government is blaming Covid because 

who knew that there would be a surge in passport 
applications when travel restrictions were lifted? The 
real reason is that automated systems were used to 
make staff  redundant. But these systems are flawed 
and now there are not enough staff  to deal with 
claims. Agency staff  are insufficiently trained. Their 
mistakes are adding to the backlog and there are not 
enough of  them. Only 500 have been recruited out of  
1700 that were promised. If  it is like this in a Passport 
Office where everybody is working flat out, imagine 
the impact of  using agency staff  as strike breakers, 
the latest wheeze from the Tory government.
Assuming you get your passport, you still need to 
catch your plane. EasyJet is planning to cut 10,000 
of  its planned160,000 flights between July and 
September. The aviation industry used Covid as 
an excuse to ‘rationalise’ its workforce. But they 
sacked too many staff. It is taking longer for security 
checks on new recruits. It’s not just air crew. Airport 
staff  are also under immense pressure. Heathrow 
is cancelling flights because baggage handlers are 
overwhelmed and it needs time to clear the backlog, 
with thousands of  travellers waiting for their luggage.
If  all this is enough to persuade you to jump in the 
car and drive to a remote beauty spot in the UK for 

your holiday, you better check the 
petrol price before you go.

A Spoonful of Sugar

Polio has been detected 
in Britain. I remember 
getting my polio vaccine 

on a sugar cube many years ago. 
That was the live vaccine that 
can lead to ‘shedding’ whereby a 
vaccinated person can infect other 
people with the polio vaccine. In 
rare cases it can cause serious 
illness. In the UK we now use an 
inactivated vaccine that does not 
carry this risk. The theory is that 
someone brought the infection 
here from a country that still uses 
the live vaccine.  The focus is on a 
few London Boroughs where the 
virus has been detected in sewage 
samples. Covid lockdowns meant 
that vaccination levels have dipped 
in recent years so now the race is 
on to identify potential carriers 
and to make sure that children are 
up to date with their vaccines. One 
more example of  how ‘living with 
Covid’ should not mean ignoring 
its unforeseen consequences.

Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious!

The only word to describe 
the Tory humiliation in the 
by-elections in Wakefield 

and Tiverton & Honiton. 
Whatever we might think of  the 
LibDems and Starmer’s Labour 
Party as credible alternatives, 
we can all take delight in the 
prospect of  further bloodletting 
in the Conservative Party and look 
forward to more groups of  workers 
taking advantage of  the turmoil in 
the Tory ranks to push for higher 
wages and turn the cost-of-living 
crisis into a real challenge to the 
system. 
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Could this explain Johnson?
On Radio 4 Alex Renton is currently presenting a 
3-part expose on class, power and privilege called 
In Dark Corners. The first one is a harrowing tale 
of events at Ashdown House boarding school. He 
attended this school, as did Boris Johnson. Sexual 
abuse was rife. The teachers involved were rarely 
prosecuted and the headmaster preferred to turn 
a blind eye. The Independent Inquiry into Child 
Sexual Abuse made the school a point of focus. It 
described a ‘spartan and unforgiving’ regime. Sexual 
touching was seen as acceptable with allegations 
against at least seven staff. Johnson’s biographer 
Sonia Purnell said of Johnson, he “was confronted 
by the misery of beatings (and possibly worse)”.

Johnson is a damaged individual who expects to 
get away with all his misdemeanors because he has 
witnessed what the powerful can do to the weak. 
He lacks empathy. He’s an extreme narcissist. He 
takes no responsibility for anything and has an 
unnaturally high desire for adulation. The result 
is that we have a government fixated on simplistic 
short-term fixes to complicated long-term issues, 
based on what effect these actions will have on his 
popularity. As many of his own MPs know Johnson 
is utterly unfit for public office. 

The rich know they’ll take a hit as Johnson 
breaks down the established norms that support 
their affluence. Peter Hitchens recently called 
Johnson ‘hard left’, failing to understand that 
this would involve developing a degree of strategy 
Johnson is incapable of. The monied classes will 
be compensated with knee-jerk reactions to his 
current unpopularity, such as the re-introduction 
of grammar schools. As always, the poor will suffer 
the most. 

By extension, we’re all suffering the effects of 

Johnson’s privileged, but dehumanizing and 
abusive, upbringing.

Local Referendum
What is it with Whitby? Dracula arrived in 
the 19th century; second homeowners arrived 
in the 21st. In their own way both sucked the 
lifeblood out of the town. Now the locals have 
had enough and have held a non-binding 
referendum to restrict the decimation of their 
town. 93% voted to ban the sale of new homes 
to outsiders.

Second homes lie empty for most of the 
year causing house prices to rise and pricing 
locals out of the market. The effect on the 
culture of the area and on public services 
can be profound. It’s one reason why Whitby 
faces difficulties recruiting teachers and care 
workers. This is a problem being repeated in 
many scenic areas.

There’s an easy alternative to planning controls. 
Allow local councils to charge what they like 
for second homes to achieve the balance they 
want. Charge second homeowners, say, 10 
times the normal charge for Council Tax and 
see what happens. Isn’t this what ‘taking back 
control’ should be about?

Weak regulation
The Tory obsession with allowing markets to 
regulate themselves has cost every household 
£94 just in relation to the energy industry, 
according to the National Audit Office. 
Ofgem oversaw weak companies flooding the 
energy supply market, who were incapable 
of withstanding large fluctuations in prices. 
Now the taxpayer is picking up the tab.

Sunday Socialist is produced by 
the Creating Socialism Collective. 
In addition to the writers featured 
here a number of  people deserve 
thanks for helping in the production 
process. They include: Susie Granic, 
Jo Buchanan, Ann Marcial, Lynne 
Edwards, Andy Mackenzie, Mel 
Cakey, Mike Stanton, Marilyn Tyzack.
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IN AN article in Critical Mass this week Howard Thorp discussed the National 
Union of  Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers (RMT) strike action over pay, 
conditions at work and proposed redundancies. He pointed out, correctly, 

that what we’re not being told is that we have the highest personal tax in sixty 
years, the highest inflation in forty years, and a record number of  people using 
foodbanks. 

All public sector workers are 
suffering

Howard also pointed out “it’s not just the striking 
rail staff who are suffering from the cost of living 
crisis, public sector workers, including teachers, 
care workers and nurses, are also suffering with 
some having to use food banks. Rising rents, fuel 
costs, energy bills and 9% inflation have produced 
a cost-of-living crisis which is hitting millions of 
workers.” 
So why can’t workers have a decent pay rise to 
maintain their living standards? Howard looked to 
Keynsian economics to explain that public sector 
pay rises could be  self-financing. He argued that 
the government was being disingenuous in blaming 
workers for inflation. After all, rising inflation was 
a problem before the current pay round. He showed 
that the main factors fuelling inflation are: firstly, 
the fall in the value of the pound since Brexit which 
has increased the cost of imports including fuel 
and other imported goods (At the start of 2021, the 
pound was approximately 15% weaker relative to 
the euro than it was on the eve of the referendum 
on the UK’s membership of the European Union 
(EU) in June 2016) ; secondly, energy and fuel 
costs have increased, partly due to the Ukraine 
crisis, but mainly due to profiteering by the fossil 
fuel companies. He quotes Richard Partington in 
the Guardian:

“Despite the warnings of wages fuelling the in-
flationary fire, there is little sign of a wage-price 

spiral taking hold. The Bank of England reckons 
average pay growth across the economy, excluding 
bonuses, is between 4% and 6%. Although well in 
excess of pre-Covid rates, that is hardly shooting 
the lights out. With record job vacancies and un-
employment the lowest in five decades – as well as 
the highest inflation for 40 years, which is heading 
to 11%, according to the Bank – it is perhaps more 
surprising wages haven’t spiralled significantly 
higher already.”

The World Economic Forum note that the drop in 
real wages dates back to the global financial crisis 
of 2007-08. It is only recently that they returned 
to 2008 levels. Workers have been forced to pay 
the cost of the banks profligacy. As the WEF note: 
“Unlike the 1970s, British workers are not able to 
collectively demand, and secure pay rises via union 
organisation. They face bargaining at an individual 
level, and the best way to get higher pay is often 
to find a new job.” And that is precisely why work-
ers need strong union organisation and is the reason 
why successive Tory and centrist Labour govern-
ments have sought to shackle the unions. 

There is no money?
Howard, in common with many on the left, 
wants to solve the financial crisis by showing it 
is possible to fund pay rises in the public sector 
without any cost to the government. Richard 
Murphy, for example, an advisor to Jeremy Corbyn 
when he was leader of  the opposition, believes 
that pay rises are paid for by the ‘fiscal multiplier’ 

Image courtesy of 
Needpix.com

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/jun/19/higher-wages-uk-public-sector-government-plan-boris-johnson
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy-summary-and-minutes/2022/june-2022
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/jun/16/bank-of-england-raises-interest-rates-to-125-to-tackle-inflation
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/jun/16/bank-of-england-raises-interest-rates-to-125-to-tackle-inflation
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The fact is that 
throwing money 
into the economy 

sidesteps workers self-
organisation. Even if  it 
is successful in the short 
term, in the long term 

it is likely to undermine 
the self-confidence of  
workers to defend 

their own interests, in 
addition to causing 

inflation.

which is a calculation used by government to 
assess how much a policy will cost in real terms. 
The multiplier relies on an analysis which says 
that when the government put money into the 
economy they get a significant amount of  it back 
via taxation. Whether it is true as some Modern 
Monetary Theory (MMT) advocates would have 
us believe that somehow the entire amount 
comes back is slightly more contentious. It is 
an extremely complex economic model which 
has to account for a number of  factors many of  
which are outside the control of  government. 
The concept was first introduced by economist 
John Maynard Keynes in his 1936 book, “The 
General Theory of  Employment, Interest, and 
Money.” It has become popular with advocates 
of  MMT. Whether it actually works in practice 
is more difficult to assess. For most workers 
the key to keeping pace with inflation does not 
lie in Keynesian economics but in collective 
action. Unfortunately, the number of  workers 
in trade unions is in decline. In 2021, according 
to the ONS, trade union membership was just 
6.44 million, or 23% of  employees. Whether 
demand-led stimuli can deliver wage increases 
the fact is that workers can only defend their 
interests through collective action. The left, 
rather than engaging in attempts to manage 
capitalism efficiently, should put their efforts 
into building strong unions and advocating for 
a transition from greed-obsessed capitalism to a 
system of  democratic equality, or what we might 
just call socialism for short.
I would entirely endorse Howard’s call: “We 
should get behind striking workers in the fight 
for a more equal society and a better economy 
for all.” But I would not get too excited about the 
latest attempt by Keynesians to make themselves 
relevant again. The fact is that throwing money 
into the economy sidesteps workers self-
organisation. Even if  it is successful in the short 
term, in the long term it is likely to undermine 
the self-confidence of  workers to defend their 
own interests, in addition to causing inflation. It 
will do nothing to reduce inequality and is a long 
way from the challenge to global capitalism that 
is needed to save the planet.
The original article by Howard Thorp is available 
online
https://creatingsocialism.org/rail-strike-the-gov-
ernment-can-afford-decent-public-sector-pay-ris-
es/ Printing money may be a temporary solution

Photo by Bank Phrom on Unsplash

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/trade-union-statistics
https://creatingsocialism.org/rail-strike-the-government-can-afford-decent-public-sector-pay-rises/
https://creatingsocialism.org/rail-strike-the-government-can-afford-decent-public-sector-pay-rises/
https://creatingsocialism.org/rail-strike-the-government-can-afford-decent-public-sector-pay-rises/
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Saturday 
marked a 

change. The 
organised 
working 

class is on 
the move 
again.

We Demand Better was the message from the 
TUC demonstration that mobilised tens of  
thousands of  workers last week to travel from 

all over Britain and march in organised blocs behind 
their trade union banners. It is the first time since 2018 
that the Labour Movement has been mobilised on a class 
basis in protest against the Tory government. 
Me Too, Black Lives Matter, Climate Catastrophe, Save the NHS – 
in recent years mass movements have mobilised many thousands of  
individuals around issues which matter to us all. But we have been 
mobilised as individuals not as a collective. Saturday marked a change. 
The organised working class is on the move again.

We Demand Better
In an otherwise sympathetic report on the demo, the Mirror headline 
about ‘people who deserve better’ was a subtle attempt to de-escalate 
the struggle and turn it into a plea for sympathy. Ever since the start of  
austerity we have had pleas for sympathy, tales of  hardship and appeals 
for the government to do something to ease the suffering which is a 
direct result of  political decisions they themselves have made. 
The TUC, the organisers of  the march, have history of  turning workers 
demands into pleas for sympathy. The Jarrow March of  1936, organised 
by the TUC, was not just a dignified march from the North East it 
was a deliberate attempt by the TUC to undermine the Communist-led 
National Unemployed Workers Union, who far from begging for help, 
occupied Parliament and demanded changes which they got.
On Saturday we did not ask or plead. We demanded action and we 
threatened action ourselves. ‘If  our pay does not rise, we will rise!’ Was 
the message on one banner. Other banners showed the frustration 
of  NHS workers, of  those opposing the unlawful deportations of  

Patel signs Assange 
extradition order

All images:  Joe Buchanan 
©CriticalMassMediaLtd

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/cost-living-march-sea-people-27274408
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refugees, of  those questioning how there is 
always money for war but not for welfare, those 
seeking justice for victims of  the Grenfell fire, 
and for those who just wanted to show their 
opposition to the way this country is being led.

Class Confidence
This new layer of  class confidence and 
militancy arises directly from the RMT ballot 
for strike action on the railways. 50,000 rail 
workers are due to take national strike action 
over pay, conditions and redundancies. Airline 
workers are balloting over similar concerns. 
Teachers are threatening to ballot over pay. 
Meanwhile the government presses on with its 
‘anti-woke’ agenda. Starmer is to blame for the 
rail strikes!? Refugees must be transported to 
Rwanda to deter people smugglers. Assange 

must be deported to the USA because reporting 
the truth is espionage. We are all Putin’s puppets for 
attacking Johnson because Zelensky likes him.

Distraction 
Anything and everything to distract us from the truth 
that the Tories still fear us. They do not fear Starmer. 
His lacklustre performance as Labour leader is a gift 
that keeps on giving as far as they are concerned. 
But they do fear unity in action and the solidarity for 
the RMT that was so evident on Saturday’s demo. 
What if  NUJ members are encouraged to take action 
over Assange, or PCS workers refuse to administer 
the Tories racist policies on migration and refugees? 

What if  the TUC is emboldened by the rising 
tide of  militancy to call a one-day general strike 
in defence of  living standards?
What we really need is the intersection of  an 
electoral revival of  the left as is happening 
with France and a revival of  class struggle as 
is happening in Britain. Then we can demand 
better and win better. 
This article was originally published online:
https://creatingsocialism.org/we-demand-
better/ 

Images Jo Buchanan 
©Critical Mass Media Ltd

https://creatingsocialism.org/dont-believe-the-tories-labour-is-not-suddenly-on-the-side-of-rmt-strikers/
https://creatingsocialism.org/we-demand-better/
https://creatingsocialism.org/we-demand-better/
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Our Basket
Cornflakes
Cheese
Bread
Milk
Pizza
Tomato soup
Tea bags
Margarine
Baked beans
Crisps
Digestives
Apples
Pasta
TOTAL

Cost last week
0.55
2.19
0.59
1.05
0.99
0.45
0.95
1.09
0.13
2.89
0.45
1.39
1.39
14.33

Items in red have risen since May 15th., blue this week, green no change

Cost May 15th
0.55
1.89
0.55
0.95
0.99
0.45
0.95
1.09
0.13
2.79
0.39
0.99
1.19
13.43

Cost this week
0.55
1.99
0.59
0.99
0.99
0.45
0.95
1.19
0.16
2.89
0.39
1.39
1.39
14.01

Two more of  the items in our basket of  budget goods 
rose this week. The cost of  the basket went up by an 
additional 13p which means these 14 items have risen 
by more than £1 since May 15th from £13.43 to £14.46, 
which gives you a weekly inflation rate of  1.1%.   
So, if  your weekly shop costs £100, at this rate you will 
be spending £174.71 to buy the same amount of  food 
this time next year. Yet the government is telling people 
to accept below inflation rises. We have to eat so we still 
have to find the money from somewhere. That means 
giving up something else and accepting an overall decline 

in our living standards.
We may have one of  the most incompetent governments 
in living memory but to be fair there is very little they can 
do to stop prices rising. 
Across Europe inflation is averaging 8.1%. In the USA 
it is 8.6%. Canada is at 7.7%. The fallout from Brexit 
has helped to make our figures slightly worse but simply 
blaming Brexit misses the point. These figures point to a 

worldwide recession, not a Tory induced one in Britain. The world is 
experiencing inflation figures not seen for 40 years or so.
The government would have you believe that it is wages pushing prices up. This is just nonsensical. Wages 
across the industrialised world have been failing to keep pace with prices since the bank-induced crash of  
2008. That crash was caused by banks who lent money to people who could not afford it and then sold 
those bad debts to each other. Nothing to do with the workers.
So, what is causing inflation around the world? And why are governments unable to do anything about 
it? Fundamentally it is about the capitalist pursuit of  profit and the drive to increase profits. Companies 
compete with each other and any company that reports a fall in profits is seen to be in crisis. 
Why should this matter? If  you have covered all your costs including wages and still made a profit. why 
should it matter how much profit there is? It matters because competition drives up prices as companies 
vie with each other for resources. And if  you cannot make enough profit to cover those increased costs 
your firm will go under. 

The price you pay for things like 
energy, rent and raw materials is 
rarely challenged. These are fixed 
costs. The cost of  labour, on the 
other hand is determined by the 
state of  the class struggle. 
Thus, when price inflation 
threatens profits bosses do not 
turn on each other. They do not 
blame banks or speculators or 
oil companies, they blame us. 
That, in short, is why margarine 
and spaghetti hoops are costing 
more this week than they did 
last week and why workers are 
being demonised when they strike 
for higher wages. Bosses and 
government expect us to accept 
wage cuts to pay for their crisis. 
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CRISIS IN THE AMBULANCE SERVICE
Those of us born after the creation of the NHS in 1948, 
have lived with an underlying level of security and 
confidence. It is rarely articulated, but it is there all the 
same. This confidence is the feeling that in a medical 
emergency, an ambulance would be there in minutes.

And yet, there are an increasing number of reports in the 
press of people dying while waiting for help to arrive.

The stories are harrowing. In November 2021, 56-year-
old Bina Patel died after waiting ‘almost an hour’ for an 
ambulance to arrive, having been ‘struggling to breathe’ 
and heard screaming ‘help me, I’m dying, I can’t breathe’. 

The wife of a man who died while waiting more than five 
hours for an ambulance, said he may have survived if 
he had received help earlier, whilst, in another report, a 
patient died after spending hours in a queue of ambulances 
outside the accident and emergency department at 
Leicester Royal Infirmary. The target handover time at 
emergency departments is supposed to be 15 minutes and 
the target for an ambulance to arrive to a patient classified 
as ‘red” is seven minutes

There are many more similar stories, some with not such 
serious consequences, but unpleasant all the same. There 
are reports of elderly people with broken bones lying in 
the street for hours, waiting for help. 

In one case it was reported that Swindon, a town of 
200,000 had only 13 active ambulances, with only three 
available at the time of the incident.

Sadly, these are not just random or isolated cases. They are 
symptoms of a serious failure of a service that underpins 
the NHS and is vital to the safety of any society.

999 CANNOT BE RELIED ON

In November 2021 a report by Association of Ambulance 

Chief Executives (AACE) provided 
the evidence that many of us 
were beginning to suspect. The 
ambulance service can no longer 
be relied on. Based on previously 
secret NHS statistics, it described 
how people were dying in the back 
of ambulances, and up to 160,000 
more a year were coming to harm 
because they were queuing outside 
hospitals unable to be admitted to 
A&E. It also asserted that people 
were dying unnecessarily in their 
own homes, because paramedics 
were trapped at A&E, and unable 
to respond to 999 calls.

SERIOUS UNDERFUNDING

The reasons may well be varied and 
complex, but, as with the rest of the 
NHS, long term underfunding is 
the main cause of the catastrophic 
failures identified. This is having 
an impact not only on the patients 
they fail, but on the mental 
wellbeing of staff who are having 
to deal with the fallout daily.  Year 
after year financial settlements 
have fallen behind ever-increasing 
demand. Based on estimates from 
all 10 services across England, it 
is now argued that the combined 
recurrent funding shortfall is 
£237.5m and over the last 5 years 
the income achieved for each 
incident has gone down by between 
8.5% in urban areas, and 12.5% in 
rural areas. 

So, that sense of confidence that we 
will be protected in an emergency 
is misplaced. A recent online 
petition summed it up by saying 
“no one should have to lose their 
life waiting for an ambulance in 
2022. Things so drastically need 
to change.  
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You can sign the petition by following this link: https://www.change.
org/p/free-julian-assange-before-it-s-too-late-stop-usa-extradition

https://www.change.org/p/free-julian-assange-before-it-s-too-late-stop-usa-extradition
https://www.change.org/p/free-julian-assange-before-it-s-too-late-stop-usa-extradition
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The Age of Activism
Welcome to my weekly column about finding, and having, 
a very real, practical faith that we need every day, just to 
get up in the morning.

Nerd Pride
I used to wonder what makes a ‘geek’ different from a 
‘nerd’. I’ve assumed that a ‘nerd’ expresses interests in 
a lot of things, which are not necessarily pop culture 
phenomena. Stuff like writing, maths, science, and so 
on.

Nerds are driven by curiosity to explore and create, 
whereas geeks just live to consume. Nerds get stuff done. 
Geeks don’t.

Passive versus Active
Which brings us to politics. And I notice a similar 
division, between people who just sit back and absorb 
what the media are telling them; and those who are not 
content to just be told what is real, and who get up out 
of their comfortable chairs and go out there and make 
changes happen.

We’re seeing this happening in the UK this weekend. 
People going on strike to try and keep their jobs, or to 
keep hold of their working conditions in the face of 
growing pressure by businesses to slash back the basic 
rights people had fought for over decades.

We’re facing what look like multiple crises. Prices rising, 
thanks to out-of-control inflation. Fuel costs, food, 
essential goods: everything becoming more expensive 
before our eyes.

At the same time, we’re being told to aspire to lower 
wages, longer working conditions, and worse conditions 
at work. Life is becoming unaffordable.

But if you sit back, you will see that it’s all 
one crisis, caused by our tory government 
trying to strangle the life out of this 
country.

They have the power to leash the 
businesses. But they’ve taken the leashes 
off, and they demand that we passively let 
them gouge us dry.

The Tories see an end game. Destruction. 
Parasites will feed until the host is dead. 
Unless we treat the body to expel the 
parasites.

We need to be like nerds. Don’t just sit 
and consume. Get up and act. We have 
shown that we can take them down, and 
we can erase their attempts to rewrite the 
rulebook. We can make them irrelevant. 
We can beat them. And then we can vote 
them out and stop them, once and for all.

Have a good week, everybody.

Geeks and nerds may appear to occupy a 
parallel universe, but do politicians?

Photo by Charlie Seaman on Unsplash
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The French centrist experiment led 
by Emmanuel Macron, is starting to 
crumble. After narrowly holding on to 

the Presidency following a second-round run 
off  with neo-fascist Marine Le Pen, Macron was 
expected to maintain his majority in the National 
Assembly.
But his Ensemble bloc only won 246 seats, less than the 
threshold of  289 required for a majority and a lot less than the 
308 seats won by Macron’s Republican Forward Party in 2017. 
Back then people were voting for change and turning away 
from the old parties of  the left and the right. But they have 
seen very little change under Macron.
In fact, things have got worse. The outgoing prime minister, 
Elisabeth Borne, cut unemployment benefit when she was 
Minister of  Labour, and it is widely believed that she is a 
supporter of  raising the retirement age from its current 65 
and is opposed to an increase in the minimum wage.

Left Turn
Centre right economic policies have fuelled a series of  national 
strikes. This has led to a left turn in politics.  NUPES, the left 
bloc headed by Jean-Luc Mélenchon surged into second place, 
winning 142 seats. Macron had tried to make the election 
about stopping the ‘far left.’ But the far right are potentially a 
greater danger. Marine Le Pen’s National Rally (RN) will have 
89 MPs compared to 8 in the last parliament.
It is now a question of  horse trading between the different 
parties to establish a coalition government. This is complicated 
by the fact that both Macron and Mélenchon lead coalitions 
of  the right and the left which may not hold together. Macron 

Photo by Zohaib 
Alam on Unsplash

Left candiddate Jean-Luc 
Melenchon now holds the 

balance of power, or does he?
Photo courtesy of Pierre-Selim

https://www.lemonde.fr/en/politics/article/2022/06/20/with-no-absolute-majority-france-s-assemblee-nationale-enters-unchartered-waters_5987445_5.html
https://unsplash.com/@mirzazohaib51?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@mirzazohaib51?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/driving-car-uk?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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South America 
is more 

encouraging. 
Hit with the 

same problems 
as we have, 
the people 
are fighting 

back, showing 
they want real 

change not 
just a change 

of  government 
where they will 
face the same 
difficulties as 

before.

may try to peel off  some of  the more moderate NUPES MPs but 
he is more likely to approach the Republicans with their 64 seats as 
coalition partners. But even they are divided between a nationalist 
hard right and a more moderate pro-European faction.

Fragmentation
This fragmentation is a symptom of  widespread disillusion 
with politics. Turnout was below 50%. At the same time there is 
increasing polarisation. Traditionally this two step election process 
has meant that if  your preferred candidate did not make the second 
ballot you voted for the least bad option. In practice voters on the 
left and right held their noses and voted to keep the far right out. 
This time the antipathy between Macron and Mélenchon meant that 
their voters abstained in massive numbers in the second round. This 
is why Le Pen’s fascists, who regularly poll 20%, were able to achieve 
an eleven-fold increase in their MPs with a vote share of  16%
On the other hand, fresh new faces from the left, including Rachel 
Keke, a hotel chambermaid who led her colleagues in a fight for 
better pay and conditions, do offer to make the air taste slightly 
better in France than it did just a few months ago.  

SOUTH AMERICA
South America is more encouraging. Hit with the same problems 
as we have, the people are fighting back, showing they want real 
change not just a change of  government where they will face the 
same difficulties as before.

Colombia
Colombia has proven how quickly change can come about. The 
left, led by Gustavo Petro, went from 0% in 2010 to 41.7% in 2018 
and 50.5% in 2022 – just 12 years from zero to forming a new 
government.
It was a resounding win for Petro’s Pacto Histórico coalition on 
Sunday and the first time since independence in 1810 that Colombia 
has voted for a leftist president. He won by tapping into popular 
discontent with the establishment and mobilising the people to 
come out and vote.

Ecuador
Like many countries around the world, Ecuador is struggling with 
rising inflation, unemployment and poverty exacerbated by the 
coronavirus pandemic and rising fuel prices. A national strike in 
Ecuador continues. It was called by the Confederation of  Indigenous 
Nationalities of  Ecuador (CONAIE) and much remains closed due 
to their protests and the government’s decision to maintain a state 
of  emergency. Indigenous people, who number about one million, 
have kept up protests in most of  the country’s 24 provinces.
The strike has since been joined by students, workers and others, 
with demonstrations blocking roads across the country, including 
highways leading into the capital Quito.
The president of  CONAIE, Leonidas Iza, said that “the strike continues 
at the national and territorial level and with an indefinite character, with a clear 
agenda of  10 issues” which have been presented to the Ecuadorian 
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president, Guillermo Lasso.
Indigenous movements have played key roles in toppling presidents 
before, so it will be interesting to see how this plays out.

Chile
In Chile, where Gabriel Boric won power in March, a new constitution 
has been drafted to replace the one written during Augusto Pinochet’s 
dictatorship. It will be put to a referendum on 4th September in which 
all Chileans aged 18 or older must vote.
Among the long list of  rights and freedoms the draft enshrines, the 
new constitution makes higher education free, ensures gender parity 
across government and makes the state responsible for preventing, 
adapting to and mitigating climate change. The new document also 
includes a clause for the compensated restitution of  historically 
Indigenous lands.
Boric’s approval rating has fallen as has support for the new 
constitution. However, the government has time to show it can 
respond to the public’s demands and overcome sectarian preferences. 
Gabriel Boric has already demonstrated his pragmatism and ability to 
adapt to changing circumstances.

Dilemma
And therein lies the dilemma for the left, how to balance principles 
and pragmatism without succumbing to blatant opportunism. As 
more centrist projects crumble they will, like Macron, try to evoke a 
red scare.

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

WB Yeats: The Second Coming 1919
Mere anarchy is the least of  their worries. There is nothing mere 
about the socialism that we shall loose upon the world.
This article originally appeared online: https://creatingsocialism.org/
if-the-centre-cannot-hold-is-it-time-for-a-left-turn/ 
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The United Nations designated 20th June as 
World Refugee Day, the start of World Refugee 
Week, a time when we should all celebrate refugees 
and asylum seekers. As part of this year’s World 
Refugee Week, Little Amal is touring England 
sharing a message of ‘resilience and hope’.

Little Amal is the 3.5m tall puppet of a 9 year old 
Syrian refugee whose character was invented for 
‘The Jungle’,  a play created in the former Calais 
Jungle Camp in 2015. The huge puppet was 
made by the ‘South African Handspring Puppet 
Company’ and in Arabic Amal’s name means 
hope. She is a representative of today’s displaced 
children, one who travels 5000 miles alone across 
Europe from Turkey to find her mother and search 
for safety. Little Amal has walked across Turkey, 
Greece, Italy, France, Switzerland, Germany, 
Belgium, the UK, the Netherlands, Poland and 
Ukraine. She began her journey in 2021 and has 
been through more than 70 cities.

Little Amal is in the UK until 27th June, and 
there are plans for her to visit 10 places: Bradford, 
Leeds, Liverpool, Birmingham, Cheltenham, 
Bristol, Stonehenge, London, Canterbury and 
Folkestone.

In Folkestone she will look out to sea from 
where so many refugees arrive including “refugee 
children across the world like her” and “young 
people will launch handmade boats out to sea, 
inscribed with messages of hope and friendship.”

In the words of the Walk | Little Amal, this walk 

is “a celebration of migration and 
cultural diversity that tells the story 
of the contributions made by refugees 
and immigrants”. There is a focus 
on the effects of refugees in terms 
of potential and success. The walk 
emphasises the values of respect, 
hospitality, kindness and “our shared 
humanity regardless of language, 
culture, finance or education”.

The interest and welcome shown 
for Little Amal in so many places 
demonstrates the generosity and 
compassion human beings are 
capable of. Shamefully there is 
much misinformation, racism and 
ignorance inspired by Farage and his 
ilk (the far right movements?). But 
we already understand why there 
are so many displaced people in the 
world.  By May 2022, more than 100 
million people were forcibly displaced 
worldwide by persecution, conflict, 
violence, human rights violations 
or events seriously disturbing 
public order, and the numbers 
are rising. The UK bears so much 
responsibility for the disruption of 
lives and the destruction of people’s 
homelands. The very least we can 
do is acknowledge our complicity 
and go some way to making amends 
by welcoming refugees and helping 
them to build new lives.

Photo by Maria Teneva on Unsplash
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INTERNATIONALISM
When the International Working Men’s Association* 
(IWMA) was established in 1864 its title succinctly 
demonstrated two key elements of socialism. The 
revolutions of 1848 (across Europe) had seen the 
working class take centre stage for the first time in 
history. Socialism was no longer just a means to free 
the poor. The industrial working class would free 
themselves. 

Moreover, the revolution would not be limited to 
a single country. It would unite proletarians across 
national boundaries. Even when they had different 
ideas about how to achieve socialism proletarians 
knew they had to unite against a common enemy. 

National Liberation
It was not just a question of working class solidarity 
across national boundaries. This was a time when 
the Russian Empire and the Hapsburg Empire had 
carved up vast areas of Europe. This led to campaigns 
for national liberation and reunification in Germany, 
Italy, Hungary and Poland. Then there were those 
like the British Empire with possessions in every 
continent on earth. Right from the start of modern 
industrial capitalism socialists had to confront the 
relationship between the struggle for socialism and 
support for national liberation struggles. 

The English Fallacy
There is a common fallacy that revolutionary socialist 
politics is a European phenomenon, and the English 
working class are for more moderate and only 
concerned with trade union issues. But in the 1860s 
the textile workers in Lancashire showed solidarity 
with the North in the American Civil War even 
though 2/3rds of English industry was shut down and 
the workers suffered great distress. English socialists 
and trade unions, together with middle class radicals, 

campaigned to prevent Napoleon III 
of France from acting against the 
Italian nationalist leaders Mazzini 
and Garibaldi. And when Garibaldi 
arrived in London in 1863 he was 
given a hero’s welcome.

Also in 1863, Poland rebelled against 
Tsarist Russia and it was the English 
trade unions who called a mass 
meeting in solidarity which led to the 
founding the IWMA in 1864. Marx 
attended the founding conference 
and was elected to the committee. 
It united socialist and trade union 
organisations from Britain, France, 
Germany and Hungary along with 
exiles from the struggles in Poland 
and Italy. 

The 1st International
The IWMA, now better remembered 
as the 1st International Socialist 
Movement promoted solidarity 
between workers and successfully 
prevented English employers 
from bringing in foreign blackleg 
labour. It campaigned on working 
hours, child labour and universal 
suffrage and carried out a number 
of successful operations against 
blackleg labour in Europe.

Next week I look at how the Franco-
Prussian War and the defeat of the 
Paris Commune in 1871 marked the 
end of the 1st International Socialist 
Movement.

*Astute readers will have noticed 
a stark omission in the title of 
the International Working Men’s 
Association. What about women? 
It will come as no surprise that 
Marx and Engels had something to 
say about that. And so did a lot of 
working class women! We will hear 
from them in a later article.



21

POETRY CORNER
POCKETS

In a grey room, unnervingly unwindowed

apart from a barred square in a locked door

I stand

before a man in a grey uniform. He sits

and indicates the table between us.

“Empty your pockets!”

I reach deeply for the random remnants of my life: 

tobacco, matches, a broken pipe,

coins wrapped in a crumpled banknote,

the tram ticket that brought me to this place,

the torn manifesto that persuaded me to come. 

The mundane becoming special as

he enters each into his ledger.  

The empty cartridge cases capture his attention,

and those things missing from my pockets – 

passport, papers, keys – arouse more interest.

He orders a more thorough search.

They probe my body’s pockets

but fail to discover my pockets of resistance.

Mike Stanton – 23rd April 2022 

Image courtesy of Needpix.com
https://www.needpix.com/photo/648939/
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In a story as old as Europe itself  the ruler of  the Greek gods, Zeus, took a fancy 
to a young woman in Sidon, a place that endures today as the third largest 
city in modern Lebanon. Zeus appeared before the unfortunate woman in the 

form of  a magnificent bull. She climbed onto his back, and he swam across the 
sea to Greece where he either seduced her or raped her, depending on which of  
the many versions you read.

Photo by 
Markus Spiske 

on Unsplash

Europa
The woman’s name was Europa. And so Europe 
emerged as a separate entity with the kidnap and 
rape of  a woman from the Middle East. Alongside 
the sexism and misogyny that Natalie Haynes 
deals with in Pandora’s Jar, the message is that 
Europe first differentiated itself  and established 
its superiority by using guile and force against 
external threats.
This makes sense in the context of  Greece 2,500 
years ago, when it was threatened by the Persian 
Empire. The idea of  Europe versus the rest of  
the world was entrenched by the Romans, whose 
empire was primarily European and was also 
challenged from the east. There is even a Roman 
coin from the second century AD minted in 
Sidon itself  that depicts the myth of  Europa and 
the bull.
What is more remarkable is that the modern 
Greek two Euro coin, minted to mark the single 
currency, closely resembles the Roman coin in its 
design. The myth of  Europa is also celebrated in 
a mural in the European Parliament building in 
Brussels. She even features in a sanitised version 

of  the myth in a German children’s book, “Die 
Euro Kids”.

Bigots and criminals
Modern Europe has also sought to define itself  
in opposition to the East. Of  course the Persian 
Empire is no longer a threat. But its modern 
counterpart, Iran, is seen as a rogue state whose 
leaders were recently described as “Shia bigots 
and criminals” in a national newspaper.
They may well be bigots and criminals. But why 
reference their religion? There are plenty of  
Christian bigots and criminals closer to home. 
And even though the article was mainly concerned 
with the bigoted and criminal leaders of  Israel, 
the writer did not refer to them as ‘Jewish bigots’, 
and rightly so. That sort of  lazy anti-Semitism 
is unacceptable. But casual Islamophobia goes 
unchallenged.

Two sides
There are two sides to the European coin. On 
the one hand there is a justifiable pride in our 
cultural heritage, that is not just about the great 
buildings, the literature, art and music, impressive 

https://unsplash.com/s/photos/european-flag?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://penumbrage.com/2021/02/24/pandoras-jar/
https://liveapp.inews.co.uk/2022/06/03/the-two-state-solution-is-dead-every-new-illegal-israeli-property-is-another-nail-in-its-coffin/content.html
https://liveapp.inews.co.uk/2022/06/03/the-two-state-solution-is-dead-every-new-illegal-israeli-property-is-another-nail-in-its-coffin/content.html
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though they are. There is the history of  ideas in science, 
philosophy and politics that have culminated in our 
liberal, tolerant society where democracy and freedom 
are cherished values.
This myth of  an enlightened Europe was encapsulated 
in Mikhail Gorbachev’s reference to

A deep, profoundly intelligent and inherently 
humane European culture.
Alex Callinicos The Revenge Of  History (1991) p85
But flip the coin and it is a different story, a story of  
selective memory that ignores the many examples of  
non-European societies whose cultural and intellectual 
artefacts equal our own. It also ignores the darker side 
of  European history, that uses our so-called superiority 
to justify war and conquest as a mission to civilise the 
world.

Inherently humane?
The Crusaders may have had the blessing of  the Pope 
to wage Holy War against the Infidel. But conquered 
cities were sacked, civilian populations massacred, 
and during the fourth Crusade the Christian city of  
Constantinople was looted and almost destroyed by 
crusaders in a bloody struggle between the Catholic 
and Byzantine wings of  Christianity.
In Spain, when the northern Christians conquered 
the Muslim south, they forced Muslims to convert to 
Christianity, and priceless manuscripts written in Arabic 
were burned when palaces and libraries were pillaged.
Never forget that Europeans have committed genocide 
on an industrial scale and waged war on each other 
and the world. You cannot remember Beethoven and 
ignore Hitler. European states purport to be a civilising 
influence! Except that they have tried to destroy every 
civilisation that has resisted their imperialism.

Stolen artefacts
Some of  the most impressive artefacts in our museums 
and galleries are evidence of  those civilisations and 
many were stolen by European armies. When Napoleon 
invaded Egypt in 1798 one of  his lieutenants discovered 
the Rosetta Stone. After the British defeated Napoleon 
in 1801 they seized the Rosetta Stone, and it has been 
on public display in the British Museum ever since.

Moreover, without wishing to diminish Europe’s 
cultural heritage, we do well to remember that its 
artefacts

owe their existence not only to the great minds 
and talents that created them, but also to the 
anonymous toil of  their contemporaries. There 
is no document of  civilization which is not at 
the same time a document of  barbarism.
Walter Benjamin Illusions (p258)

European Identity
The question of  European identity has been given 
fresh relevance by the Russian invasion of  Ukraine. 
Along with Islam, Russia is supposed to represent an 
existential threat to an idealised version of  Europe as 
a bastion of  liberal values. The narrative is promoted 
that Ukraine is fighting for European values against the 
barbarism and despotism of  an alien Russia. At Critical 
Mass we have attempted a more nuanced assessment 
of  the complexities of  the conflict.
Russia’s actions in Ukraine are monstrous, but no more 
monstrous than those of  the UK and USA in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. And we are still arming Saudi Arabia in its 
war in Yemen, the greatest humanitarian disaster in the 
world today, and nary a peep in the media.
There is a value in European culture. I am not about 
to stop listening to one of  my favourite pieces from 
Verdi’s Nabucco, The Chorus of  The Hebrew Slaves, 
just because Maggie Thatcher’s attack dog, Norman 
Tebbit, chose it on Desert Island Discs.
And it is worth remembering that our European values 
were not all delivered by cultural icons descending like 
Moses with his tablets of  stone from Mount Sinai, 
carved by the finger of  God. Many of  the best ideas 
in European culture came from below, born of  the 
struggle between the haves and the have-nots. Who 
cries freedom, if  not the unfree? Something to explore 
in future issues of  Critical Mass.
This article originally appeared online as part of  Issue 
16 of  Critical Mass Magazine:
https://creatingsocialism.org/europe-myth-and-
reality/
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Have you ever watched the Danish 
political drama Borgen? Trust me, 
if you like political dramas this one 
is worth the price of a subscription 
to Netflix. I watched the story of 
Moderate Party leader Birgitte 
Nyborg’s rise to be statsminister 
(Prime Minister) when it first aired 
in 2012, and recently have been 
rewatching it.

It is a fascinating programme (a bit 
like West Wing but with real political 
issues) but watching it has allowed 
me to gain a real understanding of 
the nature of centrism. I’m not sure 
in 2012 that the idea of centrism as 
a political movement meant much 
to British observers. We assumed we 
had a right (the Tories), a left (the 
Labour Party) and a centre (the Lib 
Dems). What we soon discovered 
was that actually all our mainstream 
parties represented the same centre 
ground and were just squabbling over 
how large their bit of the turf was. 
It was the Brexit debate which made 
that realisation so obvious. 

As nasty and obnoxious as the Tories 
are they had an electoral flank 
represented by UKIP that was even 
nastier. By 2012 the apparent centre 
of British politics was in bed with 
the Tories, while Labour under Ed 
Miliband’s leadership appeared to 
be on the left of British politics. The 
thing was, as many voters repeatedly 

complained, there didn’t seem to be much 
difference between the main parties.

What occurs to me watching Borgen, and 
comparing it to Britain, is that centrism is not 
a strand of British politics, it is British politics. 
It is just that it comes in three, possibly four or 
five, varieties.

Centrism is characterised by a support for 
capitalism and for policies which are pro-
business (or to put that another way, pro-
capital).

In Borgen, Birgitte Nyborg (brilliantly played by 
Sidse Babett Knudsen) starts her premiership 
with a number of idealistic policies, many of 
which would receive the support of people on 
the left, but at every turn is forced to compromise 
in order to keep her coalition partners happy. 
When she is not being forced to the right to 
maintain her coalition (for those who think PR 
will substantially change U.K. politics watch 
this and tell me how any voter is getting what 
they actually voted for?) she is being forced to 
the right by big business.

Whether on the economy, the environment, 
or animal welfare, principles are sacrificed to 
appear sensible. And, sensible, in the media 
obsessed world of centrist politics, inevitably 
means accommodating conservative (small ‘c’) 
sensibilities.

Centrist policies in Britain are exemplified by 
the Labour Party. Under the leadership of every 
post-war leader, with the possible exception of 
Jeremy Corbyn, Labour has appealed to the left 
to get in power and voted right to maintain 
power. Currently Labour’s centrist agenda is 
not even to maintain it in power but to kid 
itself, and us, that it is close.

For centrists, and this much is clear in Borgen 
and in our political system, the only real 
objective of politics is parliamentary power, 
and they will abandon any principle in order 
to get it. You have been warned.


