Document on Britain agreed at the Socialist Party National Congress February 07
1) This is not an exhaustive document. It should be read in conjunction with previous British Perspectives documents, articles on different aspects of Britain in Socialism Today and The Socialist, and with the draft documents produced for the World Congress. As the EC has had to produce this under severe pressure of time we may choose to produce additional material closer to the Congress. However, we felt that our most important task was to make sure the branches had a document dealing with the central issues as soon as possible. 
2) In his pre-budget speech Chancellor Gordon Brown boasted of a 60% increase in ‘average personal wealth’ since New Labour came to power. Even if this highly dubious figure was accurate it ignores the most striking feature of Britain today: the enormous gulf between the unprecedented and conspicuous wealth of a small minority at the top of society, and the low-paid, indebted nature of life for those at the bottom. Even former New Labour loyalist Polly Toynbee commented: “Brown’s comment of a 60% growth in ‘average’ personal wealth is meaningless: 30% have none and many more have very little, making ‘averages’ empty in this house price boom.” House prices increased by an average of £15,046 in 2006. Domestic fuel prices rose at the fastest rate for 25 years. On average, pay rose by 2.8% which, given that the official annual level of inflation was 2.7% in November, means wage stagnation for many, and wage cuts in real terms for a significant section of workers. The share of income owned by the top 1% of the population in the UK is back to enormous pre-second world war levels. Meanwhile, 60% of people earn less than £20,000 a year, 80% less than £30,000. For millions the minimum wage has become a maximum wage; a glass ceiling that they cannot rise above. Officially, twelve million Britons live below the poverty line, the majority of whom are the working poor.
3) The Financial Times was correct when it commented: “The bogeyman that is the Ugly Capitalist, with his cigar, top hat and astrakhan collar, is reviving in popular perceptions.” No wonder. The CEOs of top public companies paid themselves an increase of 28% last year, ten times the average. Christmas bonuses in the City reached an incredible £19 billion, more than the UK’s annual transport budget. It was rumoured that the ‘top men’ at Goldman Sachs received bonuses as high as £50 million apiece. 

4) Inevitably, a deep-seated elemental class anger is building up against the elite at the top of society. The relentless attacks on public services, combined with the increasing struggle to make ends meet will, at a certain stage, result in explosive struggles. This is likely to be the case even if the economic situation remains the same as it is now for another two or three years. However, this is not the most likely scenario. Globalisation in general, and the ‘rentier’ nature of British capitalism in particular, make it impossible to disentangle the prospects for the British economy from that of the world, especially the US. Britain’s economy is a ‘mini-US’ with the same enormous imbalances. It is ‘accelerating on empty’, fuelled by a vast consumer debt of £212.2 billion, largely kept afloat by the bubble in the housing market and a current account deficit of 2.2% of GDP. The stock markets are at a six-year high and are also a major bubble in the British economy, largely fuelled by an orgy of takeovers.
Timing of a recession
5) This could continue to be the case for a few years. However, it will not last indefinitely, and could come to an end in the very short term. Most economic commentators are now suggesting that the British housing market is not showing ‘irrational exuberance’ but is growing on a sustainable basis. They argue that it is only the increased demand for housing caused by increased immigration that is forcing prices through the roof. While the shortage of supply is one factor, caused more by the woeful number of houses being built than by immigration, although the latter has had some effect, supply is not the only reason. There is also a ‘housing bubble’, which means that prices remain enormously overvalued by historical standards - at more than six times average salaries, compared to a historical average of three-and-a-half times. This leaves millions excluded from the housing market and is pushing millions more to the brink of bankruptcy as they try and claw their way onto the bottom rung of the housing market. Abbey National is now offering mortgages at five times salary and other banks are expected to follow suit. Although interest rates are still low by historical standards, they are creeping up and, against the background of the enormous levels of debt, this has already meant that the number of people being declared bankrupt has reached record levels; hitting 100,000 in 2006 for the first time as people find themselves unable to service their debt. Fear of inflation means that the Bank of England is likely to increase interest rates further at some point. However, the consequences at a certain stage will be a deflation of the housing bubble. Particularly if this takes place rapidly, rather than gradually, it would push the economy into recession as consumer spending dropped markedly. 
6) However, it is likely that developments in the US economy will be the most important factor in pushing Britain into recession. The US Federal Reserve is predicting a soft landing for the US economy. This is possible but is by no means guaranteed. The consequences of a US recession – a falling dollar, a fall in equity prices, and the fall in the profits of multinational companies – means that it would also have negative consequences for the rest of the world, possibly including pulling the Eurozone into recession. Britain remains particularly vulnerable. It is true that today, 60% of UK exports go to the Eurozone, compared with only 15% to the US. However, that does not alter the fact that the US is holding up the world economy, and Britain is especially vulnerable to global economic winds.  
7) It is the underlying weakness of the British economy that is fundamentally responsible for its vulnerability. Manufacturing remains central to the underlying strength of an economy. The economies of all the advanced capitalist countries are being ‘hollowed out’, but Britain is leading the way. The number of workers employed in manufacturing has fallen by a quarter since New Labour came to power. Now just over three million workers are employed in manufacturing, the lowest level since 1841. Manufacturing by 1900 accounted for 28% of economic output and supplied a quarter of the working population. A century later, manufacturing’s share of employment has fallen to 14%. The sector's contribution to output is higher at 22%, but is still at the lowest level for more than a century. It is true that the value of manufacturing output has risen by more than 18% in real terms since 1978, and by almost 90% since the employment peak in 1957. However, the huge growth in global output means that, in comparison to other countries, Britain is a manufacturing minnow. As a result, the balance of trade in goods deficit with the rest of the European Union is the highest ever recorded. While manufacturing is a relatively small part of the British economy – which, ironically, allowed it to escape recession in 2001 - that does not mean that recession in manufacturing has no effect on the economy as a whole. Sterling today follows the euro to a greater extent than in the past. As a result, a slide in the dollar will undoubtedly negatively affect all British exports – and would result particularly in the further ravaging of manufacturing. This would be a reversal of the relatively favourable situation New Labour inherited as a result of the devaulation of sterling following its crashing out of the ERM in 1992. 
8) Even the industry that exists is increasingly owned by foreign companies. Britain is now second only to the US in terms of the amount of foreign direct investment it receives. The Guardian described 2006 as, “the year UK PLC went up for sale”. Not only manufacturing companies but the Heathrow and Gatwick operator BAA, Gallaher (the makers of Silk Cut), Associated British Ports, the industrial gas group, BOC, and Scottish Power were among the companies bought up by foreign firms. Compare the approach of British capitalism to that of the French, where Chirac recently vetoed the takeover of the yoghurt company, Danone, saying it was a ‘national champion’ and so should remain French owned. New Labour, like the Tories before, takes neo-liberalism to extremes, taking pride in allowing market forces virtually a completely free rein when it comes to the takeover of British companies, and never intervening in defence of the ‘national interest’ in the way that even the Tories did in the past – for example, stepping in to nationalise Rolls Royce. The British ruling class today is incredibly short-sighted and will suffer the consequences – when the underlying weakness of British capitalism is fully revealed.
9) Even the City of London’s status as an international finance centre disguises the fact that it is actually dominated by the American banks. As the frenzy of gambling on the stock markets intensifies so does the danger of a catastrophic collapse of a major bank or hedge fund along the lines of the 1998 Long Term Capital Management collapse. London is at least as vulnerable as other international centres. The Financial Services Authority has recognised that investment banks based in London are not prepared for a recession, and have ‘considerably relaxed the criteria’ on which they decide if a hedge fund represents a good investment. However, such is the inter-connectedness of the world that such a collapse, taking place anywhere but particularly in the US, if (as is likely) it triggered a world financial crisis, would mean crisis in London. Given the dominance of the City in the British economy that would almost certainly trigger a recession.  
Brown the Blairite

10) Gordon Brown has been a very lucky Chancellor, but is likely to be an equally unlucky prime minister. He is almost certain to take over from Tony Blair this year, either shortly before or just after the May elections, which could be when the underlying economic trends begin to be played out. Even if this isn’t the case, Brown will come to power intending to carry out a continuation of New Labour’s neo-liberal policies. This will include a vicious tightening of the public purse strings. Over the last few years Brown did expand spending in the public sector to a limited extent, albeit linked to privatisation, which has helped to keep the economy afloat. Public spending is still at an historically low level; lower than it was, for example, under John Major’s government. However, the extremely low levels of taxation of corporations and the super-rich mean that even this extremely modest increase in public spending has been done on the basis of increased borrowing. In 2001, Brown predicted that the public sector’s net borrowing would be £12 billion by 2006. In fact, it is £136 billion and climbing. However, the government is now attempting to claw back public spending. Brown intends to continue this trend. Over the last five years public spending has increased by 3.4% per year. Even on the basis of continued economic growth, if Brown was to meet his own fiscal rules, it would have to go down to 1.9% in the next three years. The ‘fiscal rules’ will inevitably be breached, but this will not prevent a Brown government carrying out major cuts in public services to try and meet them.
11) However, in order to try and win the next general election Brown will be forced to try and differentiate himself from Blair, but he will retain fundamentally the same policies. The occupation of Iraq, which remains the ‘elephant in the living room’ and is now more unpopular than at any time since the invasion, is the area where he is most anxious to differentiate himself. His recent comments on the execution of Saddam Hussein, prior to Blair making his mealy-mouthed statement, are an indication of how he will try to adopt a different approach. It is most likely that he will move to establish a more definite timetable for the withdrawal of troops from Iraq, and could even move very quickly to pulling the troops out. If he does this he will be acting in accordance with the views of large sections of the British ruling class, including the tops of the military. It is incredible that Richard Dannatt, Chief of the Army, has condemned the whole basis of the invasion: “As a foreigner you can be welcomed by being invited in a country but… the military campaign we fought in 2003 effectively kicked the door in.” It is virtually unprecedented for the military to publicly break ranks with the government and is an indication that the military wing of the ruling class feels it is crucial to get the troops out of Iraq as soon as possible. 
12) However, Dannatt has not, as the leaders of the Stop the War Coalition have suggested, “joined the anti-war movement”! On the contrary, he is in favour of the continuation of the occupation of Afghanistan, which is resulting in more British soldiers dying than has been the case in Iraq. And if Brown acts to withdraw the troops from Iraq it will not alter his general position as an Atlanticist who wants the closest possible links with the US. Although it is possible that he will distance himself from Bush more than Blair ‘the poodle’ does, in essence, he will continue to support US imperialism’s brutal foreign policy and may well increase the number of troops taking part in the occupation of Afghanistan. He will also tend to intervene in Europe to lecture them on the importance of adopting the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model - i.e. carry out brutal neo-liberal cuts. In fact, the ruling classes of Europe are all doing their utmost to step up neo-liberal attacks on the working class, but to varying degrees they are hindered by the mass opposition of the working class. At a certain stage, Brown will end up with egg on his face when the British working class ‘takes the French road’ and enters struggle.  
13) Despite his determination to tighten the public purse strings, it also cannot be ruled out that Brown will reverse some of Blair’s most extreme cuts and privatisation policies, particularly as regards the NHS. Blair, anxious to carry out as much of the ruling class’s programme as possible, and as part of an attempt to establish his legacy, is presiding over a major acceleration of privatisation and cuts. This includes an acceleration of the rolling out of academies in education. Brown is trying to suggest that as prime minister he will qualitatively increase funding to education, but this will not be the case. His pre-budget report actually only increased funding to schools by 0.2%! More importantly, any minor increases in funding will be offset by the accelerating destruction of what remains of the comprehensive system. Cuts in the NHS are also escalating. A leaked document from the Department of Health revealed that New Labour is planning to axe a further 37,000 health service jobs and also attempt to break up national pay bargaining so as to force down NHS wages in ‘low wage areas’. No wonder that, for the first time since the NHS was founded in 1945, the Tories are seen as having better policies on healthcare than Labour. 
Struggle on NHS 

14) The Economist (6 January 2007) urges Brown to continue with Blair’s policy of “shaking up the NHS”. However, it points out that the easiest way for Labour to gain ground in the polls would be “to go slow on reform” of the NHS. Brown has made it clear that he intends to “intensify” reform of the NHS, although he appears to think that he might be able to escape responsibility for this by hiving it off to an ‘independent board’. In reality, this would be a further step towards privatisation and would do nothing to convince people that the government was no longer responsible for the crisis in the NHS. But while he may not intend to go slow, that does not alter the fact that, under mass pressure, he could be forced to retreat on the Blairite programme to reform the NHS.
15) More than 100,000 people have taken to the streets against cuts in the NHS in the second half of 2006. Health Emergency was correct when it said: “There's been nothing like this since the spontaneous rebellion against the poll tax.” There are, of course, many differences with the mass movement against the poll tax, where 18 million refused to pay the tax, resulting in the defeat of both the tax and its chief defender, Thatcher. The poll tax was a uniform attack on working-class people across Britain (although it was introduced a year earlier in Scotland). Cuts in the NHS are taking place on an uneven basis, on a different scale and timescale, depending on the local area. Also, while there was enormous spontaneous anger against the poll tax, the movement against it was not spontaneous but organised and co-ordinated on a national level by the National Anti-Poll Tax Federation, in which the Militant, the predecessors of the Socialist Party, played a central role. At this stage, while there is enormous anger and protests organised at local level, the NHS campaigns have not been effectively or fully drawn together nationally.

16) Responsibility for this lies with right-wing national trade union leaders. We and many other health campaigners, are, at the time of writing, fighting for a national demonstration in defence of the NHS. The TUC leadership is doing all it can to prevent such a demonstration taking place. There is no doubt that, if the trade unions were to call a national demonstration in defence of the NHS, they would receive an enormous response – which would be a springboard for the biggest movement on a social issue Britain has seen since the poll tax. We should not assume, however, that the union leaders will continue to succeed in holding back a movement on the NHS. We have to attempt to act as a catalyst by campaigning for a national demonstration to take place as the next step forward. We cannot predetermine whether we will succeed in bringing about a national movement. However, this was also the case at the start of the anti-poll tax movement. Our attitude should be ‘engage and then see’. 
17) Tragically, given the lack of lead given by the TUC, in some parts of the country the Tories are successfully posing as defenders of the NHS. However, Cameron’s chief policy strategist, Oliver Letwin, blurted out the truth to the Sunday Times when he explained that the Tories, like New Labour, oppose any limits on private companies running parts of the NHS. Both Labour and the Tories support the destruction of the health service. But this does not preclude a new government making concessions on the NHS cuts, albeit temporarily. However, this would not be as a result of a ‘move left’ by Brown but, like John Major on the poll tax, under the pressure of a mass movement of the working class, or possibly to a ‘mass mood’ to which they feel it is necessary to make concessions in order to win an election. Particularly if concessions are won on the basis of a movement, whether on the NHS or another issue, it would enormously increase the confidence of the working class.

Working-class confidence

18) The current lack of confidence of the working class in Britain has been one of the key factors which has prevented trade unionists pushing the right-wing leaders aside and, as a result, the outbreak of a more generalised struggle. After almost 30 years of more or less constant neo-liberal attacks, there is undoubtedly a feeling among broad sections of the working class that nothing can be done to stop the onslaught. This is still partially a legacy of the defeats Thatcher inflicted in the 1980s, combined with the collapse of Stalinism and the opportunity it gave to the Labour Party right wing to destroy the elements of working-class control which had previously existed in the Labour Party. In addition, the failure of the anti-war movement to stop Blair invading Iraq has added to the feeling of powerlessness among some sections. The decimation of manufacturing industry and, as a result, the weakening of the trade unions, has also been a major factor. In Britain this was a semi-conscious policy by the ruling class in order to weaken the organised working class. The manufacturing that remains is often in relatively small workplaces today. Nonetheless, successful struggles are possible, as has been shown at Visteon. However, in Britain, many of the largest workplaces, and many of those that contain a majority of the youngest, most oppressed sections of workers, are in the retail or service sectors and, at this stage, have little or no trade union organisation. 
19) Nonetheless, it would be completely wrong to conclude that there will be no mass class struggles in Britain in the near future. If the union leaders were not acting with such determination to protect the New Labour government and prevent mass struggles we would have already seen far greater battles than have taken place so far. But, because of the lack of lead from the trade unions, enormous anger is building up beneath the surface which can lead to sudden, explosive outbursts of struggle as workers conclude that they cannot take any more. This is dimly understood by the ruling class. For example, the Metropolitan Police has been lobbying for increased powers to prevent demonstrations, “because officers believe that large sections of the population have become increasingly politicised”. (Guardian, 27 November 2006)

Potential for struggle 

20)  Where a lead is given, the potential for workers to struggle has been shown again and again. Our party has played an important role in leading struggles at local level. The recent Whipps Cross hospital strike, the victory of Glasgow local authority workers, the important concessions won by the Visteon car component workers all demonstrate that workers can be confident to struggle, and that it is possible to win victories, provided a determined lead is given.
21) On a national level, the PCS civil servants’ union has also shown that concessions can be won. It should be remembered that it was the intervention of the PCS leadership which prevented public-sector unions accepting a deal on pensions substantially inferior to that which was later offered, and which conceded the continued right to retire at 60 for existing staff, although not for new starters. Had the leadership of the other public-sector trade unions been willing to organise a fight on the issue of new starters, it would have been absolutely correct to do so. However, given the absence of a lead from the other public-sector trade unions, in the current period, when workers in general are on the defensive against what feels like an endless raining down of neo-liberal attacks, we believe it would not have been possible to convince PCS members to ‘go it alone’ on the question of new starters. On the contrary, PCS members felt that as much had been won as was possible at this point in time. However, Brown has already intimated that he may wish to unpick the public-sector pensions deal in the future, and we have to warn public-sector workers that further struggles on all aspects of public-sector pensions will take place in the future. Nonetheless, we believe that the deal is the best that could have been achieved in the current circumstances. However, it is absolutely correct that it is being put to a ballot of the membership before it is accepted. 
22) For local government workers, no concessions have been offered on the question of pensions, and a struggle is still ongoing. Prentis, who incorrectly accepted a deal for NHS workers while local government workers were being offered nothing, obviously hoped that a similar deal would be offered in local government. It hasn’t been and, as a result, strike action is likely in the near future. This is one of a whole number of issues on which we could see action in the coming months. In addition to the NHS, which is the single most over-riding issue, there is also likely to be a whole series of strikes over the question of single status in local government. In his pre-budget report, Brown declared that 46,000 jobs had already been cut from the civil service. While this is probably an exaggeration, there have undoubtedly been swingeing cuts, particularly in the Department for Work and Pensions. The PCS is being forced into strike action over the issue of compulsory redundancies, which the government is trying to force through for the first time. 
Pensions

23) New Labour claims to have solved the pensions crisis by promising to restore the link with earnings. However, more than three million pensioners will die before the link is restored. The supposed pensions crisis has been created by almost three decades of neo-liberal government and big business gambling their workers’ pension funds in order to make a quick buck. As a result, occupational pension funds went from an £80 billion surplus in 2000 to a £77 billion deficit in 2002. At present, this crisis means that four out of ten pensioners live on less than £10,000 a year. More than 1.6 million pensioners have returned to work to supplement their meagre pensions. Millions of pensioners cut back on the essentials of heating and electricity just to live. Women pensioners are particularly badly affected. However, the proposal to restore the link is too little, too late and is linked to raising the retirement age. Even this may well not be granted. Brown was to the right of Blair on the issue: questioning the restoration of the link because he was worried it would cost too much! 
Movements of young people 

24) Brown could also face movements on some issues which Blair-led governments have already forced through. In higher education, for example, the leadership of the National Union of Students effectively prevented a mass movement against the introduction of fees and then top-up fees. Despite this, the mood on this issue puts enormous pressure on MPs, resulting in the bill on top-up fees being passed by only five votes. This academic year the top-up fees have been implemented. As a result 15,000 less students registered for university, the equivalent of the entire population of Coventry University. Students, who are starting to feel the reality of increased fees in their pockets, may now feel compelled to struggle despite the attempts of the NUS leadership to prevent it. There have already been significant protests against cuts and rent increases at a number of universities. This is undoubtedly linked to the implementation of the fees, as students feel that as long as they have to pay through the nose they should at least get a decent education in return.
25) Student nurses and other healthcare students have been hit particularly hard by the cuts in the NHS. In October a survey showed that almost three quarters of newly qualified nurses are still searching for a permanent job months after graduating. In most areas we have already seen a small layer of student nurses and health students participating in local campaigns. On this, as with the fees and other issues, the development of a movement on a national scale around the NHS or a greater amount of strike action will very likely boost the confidence and have an effect on young people’s willingness to take action.
26) There are other, social issues which will radicalise important sections of young people. New Labour’s proposal to build a new alternative to Trident will undoubtedly trigger movements of a section of young people. The broader issue of the environment - and also of the ruling class’s ‘alternative’ to global warming, nuclear power - is also becoming seen as increasingly urgent by broad layers of young people. This year’s demonstration against climate change was significantly bigger than in previous years, and included layers who were very open to socialist ideas. The Greens, who have not been in power and therefore have not been discredited in the way that the Greens in Germany and other countries have, are also picking up the support of a layer of youth, mainly from a middle-class background. However, this includes a minority who consider themselves to be socialists. If there are further delays in the creation of a new mass workers’ party it is possible we could see more significant developments in this direction. 
27) The ruling class itself is being forced to recognise that action on the environment is necessary. However, this does not mean that capitalism is capable of acting effectively. It is true that the international phasing out of CFCs was carried out successfully and, as a result, the hole in the ozone layer is now shrinking. However, this only required the relatively easy replacement of one chemical with another. Even so, US imperialism was only prepared to do so when a US multinational, Dupont, had successfully patented an alternative to CFCs. Global warming, however, requires far more fundamental change in world energy supplies. As Brown has repeatedly pointed out (as an excuse for inaction), this requires international cooperation. In fact, it requires global planning, something that capitalism is intrinsically incapable of.
28) Nonetheless, capitalist politicians are being forced to appear to take the environment seriously. Cameron, in particular, is trying to use it as a means to alter the Tories’ image. However, measures put forward by future capitalist governments, whether Tory or Labour, are likely to be mainly a turn to nuclear power (although there is also a limited increased investment in wind and other forms of power) and regressive taxation dressed up as ‘saving the environment’. It is estimated that road taxation, for example, would raise £28 billion for the government. The importance of explaining to the best sections of the environmental movement the need for a socialist programme – for affordable public transport instead of road taxation, for example – will become increasingly important in the coming years.  

Low pay

29) Wages are another issue on which explosive struggles are likely in the near future: driven by both the huge gap between rich and poor, and the holding down of wages, while costs, particularly fuel, transport and housing, rocket. Low pay affects broad sections of workers, but particularly the young, immigrant workers and women. It is perhaps on this issue, which most deeply affects the day-to-day lives of workers, on which the trade union leaders are most likely to be forced to act. In Germany, for example, where profits are soaring while workers’ wages have fallen in absolute terms over the last two years, the trade unions have had to respond to enormous pressure from below and demand significant wage increases in the current round of negotiations. Even the right-wing coalition government has been forced to make statements about how workers’ wages need to start to reflect the growth in the economy.  
30) A key task of the trade union movement in the coming period will be to begin to reach and organise those sections of workers who are currently unorganised – but are potentially the most likely to lead major struggles in the coming years - the young, migrant workers and so on. However, if this is done simply as an exercise in increasing trade union membership, not linked to struggle, it will only result in a revolving door as members leave as fast as they are recruited. Nonetheless, where the unions are prepared to fight for their members there is no question that it is possible to dramatically increase membership in non-organised sectors. For example, the PCS was able to win an overwhelming ballot for union recognition among teenage agency workers in Carlisle. 65% of the 500 members voted and every single one voted in favour of union recognition! The Justice for Cleaners campaign and the recent struggle of the JJB Sports warehouse workers, which resulted in a victory followed by a second struggle against the victimisation of the steward, give an indication of the kind of determined, and very bitter, strikes that will take place once these previously unorganised sections of workers begin to take action. Another feature of the JJB strike was the openness of the young workers involved to socialist ideas. At the first mass meeting Socialist Party members in Manchester attended and sold out of The Socialist, selling 30 copies within twenty minutes. 
31) While there will be many differences, the struggles of the newly-organised we will see in the coming period will have some comparisons with ‘New Unionism’ – the explosive mass struggles at the end of the 19th century which led to the formation of the general unions. The brutality of modern capitalism has far more in common with this period than with the post-war upswing which, far from being the norm for capitalism, was an exceptional period. One of the consequences of the brutality and casualisation that exists in the workplace today is that levels of trade union density will not return to the high levels that were won in the post-war upswing. Instead, we will be more likely to see sporadic but intense battles in the workplaces with mass movements springing up as if from nowhere. 
32) Engels described how consciousness developed out of the struggles of new unionism as workers learnt on the basis of their own experience of struggle: “The new unions [in contradistinction to the old craft unions] were founded at a time when the faith in the eternity of the wages system was severely shaken; their founders and promoters were Socialists either consciously or by feeling; the masses whose adhesion gave them strength, were rough, neglected, looked down upon by the working class aristocracy; but they had this immense advantage, that their minds were virgin soil, entirely free from the inherited ‘respectable’ bourgeois prejudices which hampered the brains of the bitter situated ‘old’ unionists… 
“Undoubtedly, the East Enders have committed colossal blunders; so have their predecessors, and so do the doctrinaire Socialists who pooh-pooh them. A large class, like a great nation, never learns better or quicker than by undergoing the consequence of its own mistakes.”

33) Fundamentally, it was out of the New Unionism upsurge that the question of political representation of the working class came to the fore at the start of the 20th century. Events in the 21st century will not be an exact repeat. However, we will see similar explosive struggles of the most unskilled and downtrodden sections of the working class who, once they enter battle, will be open to socialist ideas. The acceptance of the market which exists at the top of most trade unions will be utterly repugnant to the new generation. By contrast, the fact that it is socialists in general, and members of our party in particular, who are the most determined fighters for the working class, will not be lost on the new layers. The important national profile we have built up in a number of trade unions and, even more importantly, the base we have built on the ground, puts us in an extremely advantageous position in coming struggles.  
34) Consciousness is not, of course, identical to the period of New Unionism. The experiences of the 20th century have not been wiped from the collective memory of the working class, and consciousness is higher than was the case 100 years ago. On the other hand, socialism was then a ‘new idea’. Today it has been sullied by the experience of Stalinism and the wave of capitalist triumphalism that followed it. In consequence there still a certain scepticism towards socialism even among some who are attracted to it – however, this will be overcome on the basis of events. 

35) Unlike in the period of New Unionism, the existence of general unions, no matter how bureaucratised, will mean that in most cases these workers will initially come into the existing trade unions and attempt to transform them. It is true that one of the results of the 1990s has been that the right-wing trade union bureaucracies have been able to distance themselves from their membership to a greater degree than in the past. However, their reliance on members’ subs means that, ultimately, the membership can exert pressure on them. However, the relative emptiness of the trade unions at this stage means that trade union leaders are able to avoid being held to account to a large degree. One of the differences between even the best of the union leaders now and the likes of Jack Jones in the 1970s, is the lack of an organised rank and file behind them. However, the predecessor to the PCS, the CPSA, which was previously one of the most right-wing led trade unions in Europe, is an example of how even the most right-wing trade unions can be transformed even in a less favourable political period. It was our role, and the role of the United Left, in organising and channelling members’ anger that made this possible. 

36) In general, we are at an early stage of a struggle to transform the trade unions. As yet the working class in Britain has not yet decisively put its mark on events. The level of struggle is still quite low, and the structures of the trade unions are therefore still relatively empty. It is those trade unions with fighting leaderships that have had the most success in rebuilding the shopfloor structures of the trade unions – the PCS, for example, has increased its number of workplace reps by more than 3,000. However, even in unions like the PCS, the rebuilding of the structures is at an early stage and will accelerate dramatically on the basis of struggle. 
37) We welcome the RMT’s initiative to call a national shop stewards conference in the first half of this year and believe the conference, combined with the activity building up to it, could play a very important role in raising the consciousness of, and bringing together, groups of new activists from different workplaces – as part of a process of rebuilding the shop stewards movement. Nonetheless at this stage there are objective limitations to the possibilities of building a mass national shop stewards movement. It will take experience of struggle, and the rebuilding of the structures on a sectional basis before it is possible for such a movement to fill out. The struggle for political representation will not, as unfortunately Bob Crow seems to envisage, be something left until after a shop stewards movement develops, but will be part of the same process. There is a danger that this incorrect approach can reflect an element of a syndicalist tendency amongst a section of trade unionists. A delay in the development of a new workers’ party could lead to a growth in this tendency. However, in general, as the JJB Sports workers demonstrate, once new layers enter struggle, the need for a political alternative will very quickly come to the fore in their minds. In addition, there is no doubt that the existence of a workers’ party would enormously increase the confidence of workers to fight in the workplaces. 

Migrant workers 

38) A critical aspect of organising the ‘unorganised’ is reaching out to migrant workers. Since May 2004, an estimated 6-700,000 people have come to work in Britain from Eastern Europe. This is the biggest single wave of immigration in Britain’s history. Many are highly skilled workers, such as doctors, teachers and nurses, filling gaps in public services created by the government’s lack of investment and training: 30% of doctors, 13% of nurses and 12.5% of teachers are from overseas. But the majority of migrant workers are super-exploited in low paid, casual work, such as in agriculture, catering and cleaning. They work long hours and are housed in overcrowded, substandard accommodation by their profit-hungry employers. We cannot substitute ourselves for the whole trade union movement. Nonetheless, a revolutionary party should always aim to reach and win the most downtrodden. One of the most important aspects of our work has to be to reach and win to socialist ideas the most thinking of this new section of the working class in Britain. Many arrive in Britain with illusions about the living standards they will be able to attain. However, once they realise how brutally they will be exploited, and how expensive the cost of living in Britain is, their illusions about ‘life in the West’ are usually quickly shattered. 
39) The Treasury has raised its estimate of sustainable growth from 2.5% to 2.75% from 2007 onwards purely on the basis of increased immigration. This does not mean that immigration means growth or increased wealth for all. The Financial Times Survey on economic prospects for 2007 commented: “Continued high levels of immigration should raise the growth rate that the economy can sustain without sparking inflation, holding down wages compared with profits and benefiting most people.” Holding down wages does not, of course, benefit most people but a few at the top. The situation was summed up more accurately by Charles Goodhart a former member of the Bank of England Monetary Policy Committee who stated bluntly regarding increased immigration: "Winners: capitalists. Losers: workers."
40) Under capitalism, moreover, the issue of immigration remains a powerful propaganda weapon in the hands of the ruling class. To counter this, Marxists must adopt a skilful approach. We have to steadfastly oppose the scapegoating of both asylum seekers and of economic migrants. However, in doing so we are aiming to convince as many workers as possible of this position. To simply dismiss workers’ concerns about increased immigration as merely a consequence of the undoubted racist propaganda in the tabloid press, as some on the left do, is a mistake and will never gain the ear of the vast majority of working-class people in Britain. 

41) If we are to successfully put forward a programme which can unite new immigrants with indigenous workers and longer-standing immigrants, it is important that we recognise the different elements that are resulting in opposition to increased immigration among wide sections of the working class. It is, of course, true that racism and national prejudice is a factor. But the increased opposition to immigration, including among a layer of workers who are consciously anti-racist, is also a reflection of workers own experience of how the new generation of immigrants is being used by the ruling class to drive down wages and, because of the lack of resources, is adding to the pressures on public services and housing in the areas they are moving into. John Denham, Labour MP for Southampton said, on the effects of immigration in Southampton: “Southampton has not yet received any extra funds to meet additional needs for schools (who have to provide translation), the health service, or for enforcement action against poor quality and overcrowded housing. Local unemployment has risen by over 25% in the past year and there are real fears that the 'hard to employ' - lone parents, those on Invalidity Benefit and ex-offenders - are being squeezed out of the labour market. In some occupations, particularly construction, wages have fallen by around 50% over the past two years.” Denham may well be exaggerating but the general trends he points out do exist. One in ten under 25 year olds are now unemployed. One factor in the growth of unemployment among the young and unskilled is the increase in immigration. It is true that most immigrants from Eastern Europe are young and single, and therefore are making limited use of public services. Nonetheless, there have been numerous reports of a sudden increase in school class sizes and doctors’ waiting lists, often in the poorest areas, as a result of cuts combined with increased immigration. 
42) Inevitably, there is support for increased immigration controls among broad sections of the working class. However, under capitalism, immigration controls will always act in the interests of big business, not the working class. Bending under pressure, New Labour has introduced restrictions on the right of Romanian and Bulgarian workers to work in Britain. However, these immigration controls will not alter the general trend of big business in Britain to encourage immigration. Romanian and Bulgarian workers are still allowed to come to Britain. However, they can only work legally if they are self-employed or accepted under a quota scheme. But of course, for capitalism, an illegal workforce is the easiest to exploit. As The Economist argued approvingly: “Illegal migrants are the most employment-hungry, market-sensitive arrivals of all.” Even before Romania joined the EU, two million Romanians had left their home country. Most went to Southern Europe where they worked illegally. This was tacitly encouraged by the ruling class of the EU countries just as it is now being in Britain. It is true that the British government has gone further in lifting immigration restrictions than other EU countries, but the process is the same in every country. Since the accession countries joined the EU, around half-a-million workers from those countries have gone to Germany, a similar number as has come to Britain. German capitalism did not simply lift the restrictions as Britain did, for fear of the political consequences, but instead granted work permits. 

43) The ‘race to the bottom’ is intrinsic to modern capitalism. Globalisation is used as a means to increase profits by driving down workers’ living conditions. In the first instance, this has been carried out by moving production abroad. Now, increasingly, immigration is being used to hold down wages in those sectors that cannot be moved abroad. At the same time, in a globalised world where travel is more possible than ever before, it is inevitable that people try to better themselves and to escape from the terrible conditions created by capitalism in their country of origin. The only way that the working class can counter the consequences of increased immigration is to unite and fight for decent pay and conditions for all. However, as long as capitalism exists, the struggle to stop wages and conditions being undermined by all possible methods will continue. The only way to permanently end the ‘race to the bottom’ is the socialist transformation of society. Nonetheless, the potential for successful struggles for equal pay exists, as was shown in Ireland with the magnificent Gama struggle followed by the Irish Ferries half-day strike. Our propaganda has to centre on the urgency of this task and that it suits big business if workers are divided. In reality, the real difference of interests is not between indigenous workers and immigrants, but between oppressors and the oppressed. After all, if you have over £250,000 in your bank account, regardless of by what scurrilous means you got it, there are no immigration controls and you are simply welcomed with open arms by the government.

44) The trade unionisation of immigrants is not a new issue for the British working class, but it will form a vital aspect of both the struggle against low pay and the struggle against racism in the coming years. As far back as 1839, when William Cuffay, who was born in St Kitts in the Caribbean, founded the garment workers’ union, immigrant workers have played a role greater than their numbers in the British labour movement. The labour movement at it best has also played the key role in fighting racism. In the 1950s, for example, it was the railway workers’ union which played the leading role in getting rid of the colour bar in many London pubs. This flowed from a realisation of railway workers that the only way to stop the bosses using workers from the Caribbean as cheap labour was to unionise and launch a common struggle for decent pay. In the 1970s, trade unions were instrumental in the battle to defeat the far-right racist NF. 

45) It is as a result of these traditions that black and Asian workers in Britain formed a strong bond with the labour movement even though the majority did not come from an urban background in their home countries. In the 1970s, black and Asian workers played a key role in many industrial struggles. The Grunwicks strike against low pay in 1976, which largely involved Asian women, was one of the key battles of the decade. Even today, after the fall in union membership as a result of the 1990s, it is still the case that Afro-Caribbean workers have a higher level of union membership (32.4%) than the workforce as a whole (26.6%). 

46) Today, lower levels of trade unionisation, and the more brutal nature of global capitalism, makes the organisation of migrant workers both more difficult and more vital than it was in the post-war upswing. To a limited degree the trade unions have already been forced to act. In Southampton and Glasgow, the GMB has launched Polish branches, and the T&G has appointed Polish organisers and started to produce special material in Polish. One of the GMB organisers explained in The Guardian (6 December 2006): "We were expecting around 20 [Polish workers] to come [to a meeting on joining the union] and were amazed when 130 arrived." With a correct approach from the trade union leaders, the potential exists for Polish workers in Britain to play a role comparable with Latinos in America in spearheading a new wave of union radicalisation. However, this will be limited if  the recruitment of Eastern Europeans workers is just seen as a way of increasing the membership figures, rather than as part of a strategy to fight for better wages. 
47) Capitalism internationally is using immigration as a means to increase profits. However, its capacity to do this is limited by the potential that exists to create dangerous instability. The nation state is the basic unit of capitalist society, while at the same time being an obstacle to its development. Today, in the era of globalisation, the productive forces – industry, science and technique – have long outgrown their national base. Therefore, the capitalists strain hard against the limitations of the nation state. However, they can only partially surmount them. The big corporations are, almost without exception, still based in and tied to particular countries. They are reliant on the market and the political superstructure of their home nation. An intrinsic part of that political superstructure is a national consciousness which the capitalist class taps into in order, for example, to win support for its wars. The capitalists cannot switch national consciousness on and off at will.

48) British capitalism felt it had no choice but to limit immigration at the end of the 1960s, despite the economic advantages it could gain by speeding it up, because of its fear of the potential for social instability. Today, when the lives of workers in Britain are, in general, becoming more difficult – as working hours increase and public services deteriorate – the potential for instability and conflict is clear. For the ruling class at this stage, this is less important than the drive to increase profits, and the increased restrictions on Bulgarians and Romanians are essentially cosmetic, although in the event of a recession they can be forced to introduce further restrictions. Even at this stage, the ruling class is concerned about increased instability, both in terms of the growth of the far-right and the increased alienation of a layer of people from ethnic minorities, particularly young Muslims. However, it has no solution to this, which is fundamentally caused by the nature of modern capitalism, and so is fumbling around to try and find the best approach. This is reflected in all of the capitalist politicians’ lack of clarity on whether ‘multi-culturalism’ (which can never fully exist under capitalism) or forced ‘assimilation’ is the way forward. 
Far right and racism

49) The far-right, in the form of the British National Party, has been able to make some electoral gains. The membership of the BNP remains relatively small – estimated at 9,000-10,000 – in comparison to the perception of the electoral support it has in some areas; however, it is likely to be able to make further gains in elections, particularly for as long as no mass workers’ party exists. The BNP is exploiting the vacuum that exists by posing as a party of the ‘white working class’ and, in a few areas, it has been able to win the votes of sizeable sections of the working class, at least in local elections. It is also starting to attract a layer of the petit-bourgeois, as demonstrated by the ‘prima-ballerina’ who recently joined it.  The BNP’s written material often contains superficially ‘left’ propaganda against NHS cuts, low pay and so on combined with racism which, while subtler than its material of the past, is nonetheless designed to whip up racist hatred. The recent court case unsurprisingly revealed that, while its official statements may have become more subtle, when talking to each other and those they consider ‘their supporters’ they remain as crudely racist as ever. However, the court case also demonstrated that the BNP will not be successfully marginalised just by using the bourgeois courts, or by pious statements from mainstream politicians. On the contrary, given that it is a deep-seated alienation from the capitalist politicians that is fuelling electoral support for the BNP, such statements are more likely to increase its support than undermine it. The need for a class-based alternative to the BNP is crucial to limiting its further growth. Therefore, if there is a further delay in the development of a new mass workers’ party, the possibility is posed that the BNP could make a more qualitative electoral breakthrough – establishing itself as a semi-stable far-right racist party, such as exists in many countries of Europe. The experience of most other European countries is that the active membership of these parties remains limited but they are able to win the allegiance of a significant section of voters. Although there are other factors, including the, up until now, clumsy and crude approach of the BNP, it will be the consciousness and combativity of the labour movement, and particularly the development of a new party, which will be the central factor in pushing back the BNP. However, as events in Belgium have shown, the threat of the far-right, with a section of the most conscious workers, can at a certain point act as a catalyst for the creation of a new workers’ party.

50) The main focus of the BNP’s racist propaganda recently has been against Muslims. While this has been used as an excuse by New Labour to pass the religious hatred legislation, the primary reason for the BNP’s change of tack is not legal, but political. In the wake of the horrific 7/7 bombings there was a 600% increase in racist attacks, with Muslims and those who could be perceived as Muslims suffering the worst. The BNP is attempting to take advantage of this increased racism against Muslims. Meanwhile, New Labour has used 7/7 to justify forcing through a whole raft of attacks on democratic rights. This has included instructing universities to check up on the computer use of ‘Asian looking students’ and creating what Asian Metropolitan police officers described as “the offence of travelling while Asian”.  None of this legislation or directives will prevent future attacks – on the contrary, they will increase the anger and alienation of Britain’s Muslims, already searing as a result of the occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan, and therefore increase the tiny minority that is prepared to carry out the profoundly mistaken policy of terrorist attacks. This is particularly the case because it has been combined with a stepping up of anti-Muslim propaganda in the media, but also from both the government and the Tories. Incredibly Blair declared in a recent speech: “I think it is great that in British politics today no mainstream party plays the race card. It is not conceivable, in my view, that this leader of the Conservative party would... misuse the debate on immigration and that is both a tribute to him and to the common culture of tolerance we have established in this country today." This is not true about Cameron, whose speech at Tory party conference did have elements of playing the race card, but it is particularly untrue about New Labour. The comments Blair made in that same speech, that Muslims had to “integrate” and “conform… or don’t come here”, alongside the remarks of Straw, Woolas, Brown and others, were a reaction to increased racism, and an attempt to bolster their electoral support by pandering to it. The result has undoubtedly been a further increase in racism. Marxists’ starting point has to be to defend the rights of Muslims and all ethnic and religious minorities against racism and attacks on their democratic and religious rights. At the same time, we have to both reach the working class as a whole with a transitional approach, explaining that it is not in their interests to allow New Labour to whip up racism and division and, at the same time, attempt to convince the most thinking sections of working-class Muslims that their interests lie, not in turning inwards, but in uniting with the working class on a socialist programme.
51) Increased racism against Muslims is one aspect of a general social fragmentation. The undermining of collective action – the simple idea of sticking together with each other – and the undermining of community consciousness have added to a sense of alienation and helplessness among some of the poorest sections of the working class.  It is no accident that, according to a recent survey, the murder rate has doubled since 1967. But the increase is concentrated almost exclusively among the poorest sections of working class men. If you live in Britain’s poorest neighbourhoods you are six times more likely to be murdered than if you live in a wealthy area. 

52) The brutalisation of parts of British society is not only related to the attacks of British capitalism but also the weakness of the labour and trade union movement in fighting against it. In the past, the Labour Party, while it had a capitalist leadership, nonetheless had a working-class base, and gave voice, at least partially, to workers’ struggles to improve their conditions. Together with the trade unions it played a role in cutting across racism. This was instinctively understood by Muslims in the past – when they supported the Labour Party seeing it as “less racist in both attitude and practise than other parties”. 
 
New mass workers’ party 
53) The issue of a political voice for the working class – a mass workers’ party – remains one of the key tasks for the working class in the coming years. As we have stated previously the objective possibilities for the first steps towards building a new party are present. The underlying anger and alienation from the big-business parties are extremely deep-seated in Britain and a new broad-based workers’ party, if it was seen as credible, could quickly gain support. If there had been a ‘subjective factor’, such as a nationally known political figure or trade union leader publicly campaigning for a new party, the process of bringing it into existence would be underway. The importance of such a figure is shown by the role Lafontaine has played in the development of the WASG in Germany and, to a lesser extent, the role of Jef Sleeckx in the new formation in Belgium. Unfortunately, at this stage, there is no figure with sufficient national profile prepared to actively campaign for a new workers’ party in England and Wales. Nonetheless, we have been able to use our own social weight very effectively, via the Campaign for a New Workers’ Party (CNWP), to raise the need for a new workers’ party. 
54) However, at this stage, while we have had an enthusiastic response from a layer of workers, there has not been the crystallisation of a significant section of workers beyond our own ranks who are prepared to go beyond supporting our campaign for a new party in a relatively passive way, and to actively campaign to build one. Fundamentally, this is an objective question. The differences between Germany and England and Wales do not only relate to the role of Lafontaine, but also the acuteness of the capitalist crisis in Germany. While it is true that the situation in Britain is objectively ‘long overripe’ for the formation of a new mass workers’ party, it could still be a period of time before even a significant pre-formation comes into existence. Such a delay would undoubtedly complicate many aspects of our work. On the other hand, it is possible, on the basis of an increase in struggle, that a new party could be formed relatively quickly. 
55) It is crucial that we continue to develop the CNWP. We have already been able to use it to raise the idea of a new party of the working class with significant sections of workers. In the early part of this year we should be raising the banner of the CNWP in the NHS campaigns. One of our aims from the CNWP conference in March should be the coordination of socialists and anti-cuts, anti-privatisation candidates in the May elections. However, it will be as struggle increases that the CNWP will really come into its own. It is still not possible to predetermine whether the CNWP will be the kernel of a new party or whether it will remain a campaign which helps to bring a new party into being. Nor is it possible to predetermine the programme of a new party. However, our recent experience among the most thinking sections of young people can give us a glimpse of how consciousness will develop in the working class on the basis of struggle. Socialist ideas are being adopted by a growing layer of young people (although still a small minority). This is an important step forward. However, they do not all immediately draw revolutionary conclusions. Many have hopes for gradual change (sometimes giving Venezuela as an example). The best of this layer will be convinced of genuine Marxist ideas, partly by our patient explanation combined with their experience of events. A new formation representing a step towards a new mass party, even if its initial programme is very limited, will give an opportunity for a layer of workers to discuss and debate these ideas, and give us the opportunity for patient explanation of Marxism. 
56) It is already clear that without the CNWP we would not have been able to intervene as effectively in discussions on political representation. This includes our successful interventions in the two RMT conferences and our intervention in the Fighting Trade Unions conference organised by Respect. As we stated at our last conference, while Respect has had some limited electoral successes, it has done this by concentrating, in the main, on one section of society, the Muslim community. It is important to win Muslim workers, but not at the expense of reaching out to other sections of the working class. Respect has not developed a sizeable active membership beyond the ranks of the SWP and the few others who founded it. On the contrary, the false political basis on which Respect was founded, the SWP’s stranglehold on decision making within Respect, and the lack of accountability of its leadership, have alienated a layer of those who initially joined Respect, including some SWP members. The Fighting Trade Unions conference was effectively a Respect rally which did not allow any serious debate on political representation. Both Dave Nellist, who spoke on behalf of the CNWP, and John McDonnell, were invited to speak in other sessions, rather than the one on political representation, in order to make sure that Respect was the only alternative offered. The real approach of the SWP was summed up by its refusal to back our amendment arguing for trade union disaffiliation from the Labour Party as a step towards building a new party. The SWP argues that the Labour Party has not changed fundamentally and see Respect as orientating towards its members, in reality towards the remnants of the Labour left. In its international perspectives document it argues: “This means, moreover, that these new formations cannot succumb to the temptation to turn their backs on social democracy… Hence Respect, in initiating the Fighting Unions Conference on 11 November, has made a special effort to draw in and work with Labour Party supporters.” It is probable, in the future, that the best of the Labour left will find the courage to join a new formation. However, this will take place only when they are pushed into it by the most thinking elements of the working class – most of whom have long since broken from Labour. 

Illusions in Labour?
57) Nonetheless, we have to be prepared for a section of the working class having illusions – or, to be more accurate, ‘hoping against hope’ - that Brown will reveal his ‘socialist’ credentials once in power. The depth of these illusions will depend on the timing of events. However, it is certain that they will be far weaker than those that existed when New Labour was first elected, and it is possible they will be very shallow and limited indeed. Brown has made it absolutely clear that his prime-ministership will not be “a shift to the left”. He has talked repeatedly about how he will “intensify” the privatisation of the health service, the need to break up national pay bargaining and impose wage restraint in the public sector, and his full support for the replacement of Trident. He is doing his utmost to shatter any illusions that might exist in him before he is elected. As a result, many trade union activists, who have had the opportunity to see Brown at closer quarters than the working class as a whole, are already deeply disillusioned with him. Nonetheless, even some of this layer, who are currently scathing about Brown, can temporarily allow hope to triumph over experience when he comes to power, especially given the lack of an alternative. Blair also made a conscious effort to dispel illusions and to promise nothing before New Labour was elected in 1997. However, this did not prevent a honeymoon period. While it is true that, after nine years of New Labour, there will not be illusions of that depth, we have to be prepared for a faint echo of the post-1997 honeymoon period, and recognise that, once these temporary illusions are shattered, it is likely to sound the death knell for New Labour among a whole layer of older trade union activists. 

Trade union leaders cover for Brown

58) Unfortunately, the majority of the trade union leaders are going to do all they can to bolster the illusion that Brown is different. The leaders of the ‘four big unions’ (TGWU, Amicus, Unison and GMB) had made a private agreement that they would not openly back any candidate at this stage, realising that they would alienate their members by openly backing Brown. Simpson (Amicus), however, has already broken this by giving full support to Brown, and Prentis (Unison) has come extremely close to it with his regular positive comments about Brown. For example, he said of Brown in the wake of the Labour Party conference, “there was enough in [it] to give us hope that he will listen about the direction of reform”.  This was after a conference in which Brown made it absolutely clear that there were no fundamental ideological differences between himself and Blair, and had intervened to try and force through support for the privatisation of Unison members’ jobs in NHS Logistics. In such a situation, to act as a cover for Brown by making favourable comments about him amounts to a dereliction of duty.

59) That is why it has been correct for us to argue that, if the union leaders were serious about fighting to reclaim the Labour Party, they would back John McDonnell MP and argue for union-sponsored MPs to nominate him. McDonnell’s programme on the major issues – anti-cuts, anti-privatisation, anti-war, and for trade union rights – comes closest to matching the demands of trade union members. However, the major union leaders will not back McDonnell and it is unlikely he will get enough nominations to stand. In fact, it is probable that Brown will have a ‘coronation’ without any opposition candidate. Of course, it is still possible, although not most likely, that John Reid or another ultra-Blairite will stand against Brown. 

60) The hope that Labour can be ‘reclaimed’ may still flare up among sections of the working class in the course of the leadership election, particularly if McDonnell does get on the ballot paper. However, experience of Brown’s premiership will sound the death knell to these hopes within a relatively short period of time. In these circumstances it will become much more difficult for the trade unions leaders to continue to argue that they should fund the Labour Party. 

61) As we have repeatedly argued, the Labour Party today is little more than an empty shell. McDonnell’s supporters have taken succour from getting Walter Wolfgang (the octogenarian who was physically evicted from the 2005 Labour Party conference) on to the NEC along with three other ‘centre-left’ candidates. However, the most important story told by the NEC elections is the collapse in the number of Labour Party activists. In 1997, the top candidate in the constituency section received 118,726 votes. Last year, just 19,491.  

62) John McDonnell effectively recognises that New Labour is empty of rank-and-file members when he emphasises the need to get activists to join the Labour Party in order to support him. However, as Bob Crow, general secretary of the RMT, correctly pointed out, most RMT members, seeing the anti-trade union laws and privatisation of public services, could not be convinced to join the Labour Party. This is not just true of RMT members. The main trend is not for people to join the Labour Party but to leave it. McDonnell himself estimates that real Labour Party membership is as low as 100,000, with only 10-20,000 of those active. Most of those are part of the New Labour bureaucratic machine rather than genuine activists. These factors make the campaign to ‘reclaim Labour’ utopian.

Labour Party funding 

63) The Labour Party today is more reliant on trade union funding than at any time since 1997. In the last quarter of 2006, 90% of funding came from the unions which, in addition to their regular donations, gave a £500,000 bail-out to the Labour Party. Big-business donations to the Labour Party have dried up, not because of any change in the character of New Labour, but as a result both of the ‘cash for peerages scandal’ and the perception of sections of big business that New Labour has been ‘used up’ over the last nine years, and that a Tory government will potentially be more able to drive through neo-liberal policies in the coming years. However, the Tories are also up to their eyes in dodgy scams and have financial difficulties, at root reflecting the unpopularity of capitalist politicians among all sections of society. 
64) As a result, both parties are desperately trying to cobble together a deal that would secure their future funding. One possibility, raised by John Cruddas MP, is a move to a form of state funding where every voter could choose which party received £3 (per voter) of state funding. The problem for the ruling class is that this would give some advantages to new and smaller parties, including to a new workers’ party. However, weighed against this, ‘normal’ state funding would be extremely unpopular with the voters.  
65) Included in the horse-trading on the funding of political parties are proposals to cap donations. It has been mooted that New Labour would accept an ‘individualisation’ of trade union donations in order to get round such a cap. It is not clear how this would work but, as it is likely to require some consultation with union members, it could pose problems for New Labour and the right-wing trade union bureaucracies. 
66) Some on the left will claim that the trade unions’ current dominance of Labour Party funding shows the potential to reclaim Labour. This is not the case. The class character of the Labour Party has changed fundamentally, and the unions’ money is giving them virtually no influence. There is another prospect raised by the funding crisis in the Labour Party. When a new workers’ party does come into existence, the existence of an alternative pole of attraction will give trade unionists the confidence to force through an end to the funding of New Labour. This would be very unlikely to happen in one fell swoop. It is more probable that in the bigger trade unions, with a more entrenched bureaucracy, regions or branches would fight to support a new party while the link remained at the top. Nonetheless, one consequence of the link being broken could be the virtual collapse of the social basis of the Labour Party in a similar fashion to the catastrophic collapse of the Liberals in the aftermath of their 1906 general election victory; from which they have never recovered. This would not be in the interests of the ruling class, who always like to have a ‘second eleven’ on the substitutes’ bench, but would ultimately be a reflection of the extremely fragile social basis of all capitalist parties today – which carry out almost identical policies – which are opposed by the vast majority of the population.  
Lesser evil 

67) However, in the immediate aftermath of the election of Brown, the trade union leaders will use the only weapon left in their arsenal, the argument of the ‘lesser evil’. The possibility that the Tories could win the next general election will be used as a stick with which to whip out the Labour vote. This can have an effect, particularly among an older generation of workers for whom the Tories still bear the mark of Cain for the crimes they committed during their 18 years in power. The hatred of the Tories among broad sections of workers is shown by the fact that in the major cities of the North they have failed to make any breakthroughs. In Manchester they do not have a single councillor! However, while fear of the Tories will get a layer out to vote Labour, possibly even a significant layer of those who have sworn they would never vote Labour again, they will do so without an iota of enthusiasm. Nor can the doctrine of the ‘lesser evil’ work indefinitely, particularly when an alternative party comes into being, as the last election in the Netherlands demonstrated. The vote of the Socialist Party which, despite its limitations, represents a left alternative to both the Labour Party and the ruling coalition, increased from 6% to 16%. Meanwhile, the vote of the Labour Party fell by 5%. Even without the existence of a new workers’ party there will be large sections of the working class, particularly younger people, who can see no difference between the major capitalist parties. 
68) If the Tories do win the next election it will be on the basis of a low turnout. However, there is a section of middle-class voters and even a layer of workers, particularly in the South and the Midlands, who have bought into Cameron’s attempt to rebrand the Tory party as a ‘nice’ party. In reality, Cameron’s Tories remain brutally neo-liberal, despite his attempts to dress up their policies in a slick ‘Blairite’ gloss. Unfortunately for him, ‘Blairism’ is hardly popular with voters! In the sick merry-go-round of capitalist politics each generation of party leaders models themselves on what has gone before. Just as Blair praised and imitated Thatcher, Cameron now praises and imitates Blair, seemingly oblivious to the fact that their predecessors are now hated for their vicious pro-big business policies. Another problem faced by the Tory party is that its membership and core voters do not support Cameron’s ‘nice’ approach. They may be prepared to accept it in the hope of winning power, but splits and increased support for UKIP or similar formations, are also inherent in the situation. Nonetheless, given the lack of an alternative, a hung parliament or even a Tory victory is possible, or even some kind of coalition; probably between the Tories and Liberal Democrats. 
69) Such a coalition would be opposed by the most radical sections of the Liberal Democrats, and splits could not be ruled out. However, the majority of the Liberal Democrats today have fully embraced privatisation and neo-liberal measures, and would be willing to contemplate sharing government with the Tories.  

70) We have no desire to see the Tories back in power. Nor do we share the illusions of some on the Labour left that a Tory victory would lead to a shift to the left at the top of the Labour Party. On the contrary, the conclusion of the Blairites and Brownites would undoubtedly be that they had lost the election because they were not neo-liberal enough. Nonetheless, it would become much harder for the trade union leaders to hold back struggle under a Tory government as the ‘bogeyman’ of a return to the Tories would no longer exist.
71) It is not yet possible to predict the exact timing of the next general election. It is possible, but unlikely, that Brown will go early in the hope of gaining a stronger mandate. Nor is it possible to predict the parliamentary arithmetic after the next election. Nonetheless, it is certain that, regardless of who is in power, it will be a very weak government with a narrow basis of social support. It will face many problems, including in the economy. It is also likely to face continued growth of the national question in Scotland - where it is currently resurging, with 52% supporting independence. If, as is possible, the SNP does well in the Scottish parliamentary elections in May, resulting in it forming part of the next Scottish Executive, the possibility of a referendum on independence could be posed. The Financial Times has already given a whiff of the massive opposition this would face from the British ruling class, stating in an editorial that it would “threaten Britain’s power and prestige”. We, of course, support the right of the Scottish people to self determination, including to independence, but point out that on the basis of capitalism independence would not solve the problems of the Scottish working class. Material on this issue is being produced by the Scottish section and will be circulated to comrades along with a Welsh perspectives document. However, it is also an increasing factor in perspectives for England and Wales. The existence of the Scottish parliament and Welsh assembly has also had an effect on consciousness in England – with 59% of English voters currently supporting independence for Scotland. The fact that New Labour relies on MPs from constituencies in Scotland to push through legislation which only affects England is a growing issue. This will be added to when New Labour has a Scottish leader. From the point of parliamentary arithmetic it suits the Tories to raise this issue; but for the ruling class any moves that will increase the momentum towards Scottish independence are enormously difficult. 
72) However, the biggest threat to the next government will come from the working class whose frustration will, at some point, erupt in a mighty explosion. We have to be prepared for major movements, which can seemingly come out of a clear blue sky. At the same time we have to strain every nerve to build our party now. The most important conclusion for us to grasp is that the experience of capitalism – both the brutality of imperialism in Iraq and elsewhere, and increased exploitation at home – is leading to an increased discontent with the existing order. The kind of blatant pro-capitalist propaganda that was pumped out in the 1990s can no longer have the same impact. A small but growing minority, particularly of youth, is drawing consciously socialist conclusions, and can be won to the ideas of genuine Marxism if we can reach them. 
� Engels, from Preface to English edition of The Condition of the Working Class in England, 11 January, 1892


� Humayun Ansari The Infidel Within, Muslims in Britain since 1800, 2004
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