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International developments
1. Rarely have perspectives for Britain been more affected, even determined, by the march of events internationally. This current phase of capitalist globalisation has some similarities, but at the same time is different, to the ‘globalisation’ – although not known by this term at that stage – of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which crashed in the catastrophe of the First World War. That period was marked by the export of capital to ‘colonies’, which became protected markets, as well as sources of cheap raw materials. This resulted in a constant jockeying and conflicts between the different imperialist powers, with the emergence of the USA and Germany as rivals to the ‘older’ imperialist powers. The inter-imperialist rivalry today is similar. The pre-first world war struggle could ultimately only be settled by war. 

2. Today, however, a new world war is not possible but a ferocious trade war is. There are, of course, many features of that period in the present situation: a ferocious struggle between the imperialist powers for resources, particularly oil, an economic competition for advantage and superiority, accompanied by military conflicts and interventions, such as the Iraq War. This is manifested above all in the developing conflict between the US and China, which is likely to dominate world developments in the next period. 
Capitalist globalisation 

3. This stage of capitalist globalisation differs, however, in one major respect from the pre-First World War period. Then, capitalism primarily exported capital to its colonial possessions as a means of extracting cheap raw materials and selling back dearer manufactured goods, consequently receiving, as Marx put it, “more labour for less labour”. This unequal ‘terms of trade’ still exists and, in fact, has got worse for the neo-colonial world. In the last few decades, however, foreign direct investment (FDI) has been primarily concentrated in the ‘triad’ of Europe, the US and Japan. This has now been somewhat modified by the colossal export of capital to China – which is now almost on a par with the US as a recipient of FDI – and, to some extent, Eastern Europe and the former USSR, as capitalism seeks to relocate its productive potential in order to exploit the pool of cheap but educated labour provided by the collapse of Stalinism. 

4. Between 1990 and 2003, FDI soared and the ratio of the stock of FDI to global product grew from 9% to 23%. This, together with other factors, such as the so-called information and communications revolution, has meant a colossal integration of the world economy, which in turn means, as Marx predicted, that events in the national arena will be increasingly shaped by processes on a world scale. The neo-colonial world is integrated into this system but is still mainly a source of cheap primary products. The rise of China, however, threatens in the long term the hegemony of the triad and particularly the US, economically as well as militarily.  The US and thereby the world economy currently hinges on China and to some extent Asian capitalism as a whole. 

5. This presupposes that China can continue an uninterrupted growth path which is not at all certain.  There is a threat of a world recession or even a slump which would severely impact on China. There is also the inevitable resistance of the working class to capitalism and a rise in wages through mass struggle, which in turn could lead to foreign capital relocating to more favourable, lower wage regions and countries. 

6. Currently, an astonishing unwritten Faustian pact exists between the US and China. The US has the largest current account deficit ever which, the International Monetary Fund estimates, will reach $760 billion or 6.1% of US gross domestic product (GDP) in 2005, although recent forecasts suggest a slightly lower figure of $706 billion. Global growth is concentrated primarily in China and the US while Asia, Germany and oil exporting countries have record trade surpluses. As the Financial Times comments: “It is a bizarre world in which relatively poor countries of the world lend huge amounts of money to rich US consumers at extremely low rates.” Peter Dixon, of Commerzbank, was quoted in The Observer: “‘The US has huge imbalances, both external, in terms of the current account deficit, and internal – high debt levels and low savings. You can only pull these imbalances for so long,’ says Dixon.  Foreign investors own $12 trillion-worth of US Treasury bills – effectively, IOUs from the taxpayer.” (30 October 2005) 

7. The result of all this is what the capitalist economists call unsustainable ‘imbalances’. This means the Asian economies, led by China, have seen their foreign exchange reserves grow from 36% of the global total, excluding the US, to 60% today. China’s reserves have exploded, accounting for two thirds of the reserves of Asia as a whole. These reserves are overwhelmingly US dollar assets accumulated by most Asian central banks at the expense of investment in domestic industries. Asia, led by China, underwrites the US economy and plugs the gaping holes in the US deficits. At the same time, the market for government debt, involving the buying of US Treasury bonds, is still buoyant because the capitalists, flush with record profits, are pouring in their cash into these rather than into productive investment. 

8. All of this has helped to fuel a rise in consumer spending and a decline in savings leading to “their increasingly unsustainable US housing boom” [Financial Times]. As we and the more serious capitalist commentators have pointed out, this financial house of cards could collapse at any moment: “Imbalances [are] near the tipping point.” (Ibid) “The whole economy is running on capital gains”, warns Charles Dumas of Lombard Street Research. “[If] house prices stop rising, the US economy’s going to have problems.” (The Observer, 30 October) The exchange rate of the dollar could collapse at any time, leaving Asian central banks facing huge capital losses on their dollar holdings. For this reason, they could be tempted to ‘disinvest’ themselves of dollars for other currencies which, in turn, could be the trigger for the collapse in the dollar. 

Boom – how long? 

9. How long can the boom last? This is a question not just preoccupying us or the working class movement but the soothsayers of capitalism themselves. It has lasted this long only because world capitalism, led by the US, has been on a spending binge, fuelled by the quasi-Keynesian measures – for the rich in the main – at historically low interest rates, derisively called ‘free money’ by some bourgeois economists, and massive unsustainable deficits. A crash is certain, although the ‘how’ and the ‘when’ remain uncertain. However, such is the underlying fragility of the world economy the skids could be under it very quickly. On the other hand, the elastic could be stretched a bit more to a breaking point which could sustain the present economic cycle for a number of years. But, as the Washington-based Institute for International Economics has forecast, the balances are going to widen until markets get nervous about them, bond yields start to rise, and at that point governments start to get nervous. “Bigger adjustments are more painful. People want to ignore that and operate on the economics of wishful thinking.” (Financial Times) Therefore, this present phase could come to a shuddering halt, plunging stagnant Europe into an even greater economic and political whirlpool, aggravating an already serious crisis for the Bush regime, and even pushing China’s seemingly unstoppable turbocharged growth into reverse. 

10. In the medium and long terms the economic prospects for China and its effect on world capitalism are central. It has already had a decisive effect in sustaining the present ‘boom’ beyond its limits. Can it provide a more stable platform for a further, longer growth phase for world capitalism? The bourgeois economists fervently hope so. They claim that the collapse of the ‘planned economies’, Stalinism, in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union and the move towards capitalism in China has doubled the world labour force but the same capital stock remains. The seemingly endless supply of cheap labour, they hope, can fuel a ‘rebirth’ of their system. Such a hope is problematical to say the least. While investment in China or Eastern Europe has given and will give a certain boost to capitalism, it has mainly increased the ‘supply side’, the productive forces. Yet this is against the background of a growing overcapacity, particularly in manufacturing industry, autos, etc. Moreover, the market demand, particularly in China and in Eastern Europe and Russia, outside of a few urban centres is limited due to the low living standards and impoverishment of the masses. 

11. But, if against the odds capitalism is able to so economically exploit China and Eastern Europe, thereby extending its life cycle, this would not be the end of the matter. First, there are the environmental costs in this era of global warming; the melting of the ice caps, etc, sustainable growth. The world cannot absorb the growth at present rates if one takes China and India alone. China might be the scene of spectacular economic fireworks but it is also, with the US, one of the greatest polluters on the planet. The world, never mind China, cannot sustain a resurgent capitalism which would drag the planet further into the abyss of irreversible environmental degradation. Moreover, neoliberalism, without which there would be no capitalist globalisation (deregulation, open borders for capital) as such, is a policy that world capitalism has no choice, at this stage, but to seek to implement throughout the globe. 

12. This inevitably has and will, in the future, provoke a ferocious resistance, including revolutionary outbursts, from the working class and the poor masses. Even during the period when capitalism was ‘relatively progressive’ in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the tendency, as Marx always pointed out, was to lower the share of the working class in order to boost the profitability of big business. This provoked the uprisings of the low-paid unskilled in Britain in the latter part of the nineteenth century, contributed to the 1905 Russian Revolution and the rise of the labour movement in the US, France, Germany and elsewhere. However, unlike the pre-1914 phase of capitalism, this resistance today has often been muted or weakened by the absence of the subjective factor, a mass party of the working class able to act as a pole of attraction, together with the ideological offensive of the 1990s and the first part of this century. Nevertheless, mass opposition has stayed the hand, albeit temporarily, of the European bourgeois. 

Europe 

13. The German elections, with the defeat of Schröder –if not yet his whole neo-liberal programme –underline this. The emergence of the WASG and its electoral link with the Left Party (the renamed PDS –the ex-Stalinist party with most of its support in East Germany) was a crucial factor in this process. The coalition government of the CDU and SPD coming out of the election is a weak one that will be paralysed by splits and indecision. Moreover, it will give the opportunity – assuming the party holds together – for the Left Party to emerge as a more potent force. This could be accompanied by industrial action in opposition to further attempts to implement Schröder’s anti-working class ‘Agenda 2010’ and go further. There is even a dim recognition by some bourgeois commentators that the neoliberal offensive in Germany cannot be carried through, at this stage, in the way that they hoped and intended. Before the election, the bourgeoisie looked towards a CDU-led coalition to go further than Schröder, who was meeting with internal opposition to his neo-liberal measures from within his own party and the unions. They expected a clear victory for a CDU-led government which would confront the German working class. The election outcome signified a defeat for this perspective. 

14. The neo-liberal attacks on the working class have also provoked a period of upheaval in France, Spain, Germany, Belgium and Portugal; in fact, a continental revolt is brewing. The first instinct of the bourgeoisie when faced with social upheaval is to bend to the wind. Some of their strategists have argued that in Germany the kind of frontal attack launched by Schröder and promised by Merkel could ignite an explosion and therefore they urge caution. Better to attack from ‘below’ industry by industry, or even factory by factory, rather than through an overall national offensive at this stage. There is a concerted attempt to break the system of national negotiations between the employers and the unions.  In France, de Villepin reacted to the successful general strike in October with the declaration that he was “listening”. 

15. None of this means that the bourgeois will easily abandon their neo-liberal policies but mass resistance can compel a temporary retreat, as was partially the case in the pensions struggle in Britain, and elsewhere. Moreover, if the world economy implodes the economic consequences could be so grave that the bourgeois could ‘park’, at least temporarily, these policies in favour of greater state intervention and further ‘priming the pump’ of increased state spending even at the cost of a growth of inflation. In fact, a phase where this becomes the dominant trend amongst the ruling classes is inevitable at some certain future stage. A form of Keynesianism has already been employed by the capitalists through increased state expenditure and ballooning deficits, which have already used up a lot of the reserves of capitalism. Therefore, future Keynesian policies will mean resorting to the ‘printing press’ for increased resources and, with it, increased inflation. 
China 

16. The problems confronting world capitalism are presently monumental, are accumulating and in the long term are intractable. The implications of the rise of China and the effects of this on world capitalism are major issues for Britain as much as for the rest of the world. The full implications of this have not yet fully worked themselves out. But China is now the manufacturing hub of the world; each week we hear the ‘sucking sound’ of jobs disappearing from the advanced industrial countries to China and Eastern Europe. The process appears to be relentless and unstoppable. China, and to a lesser extent India (mainly the expansion of information technology in the case of India), have developed as regions of low-skilled, low-wage manufacturing. China assembles imports from Asia and then re-exports them. 

17. Now, however, a domestic concentration on innovative, hi-tech production is under way. While a high proportion of FDI in China comes from the US, Asian capitalism has also relocated a major part of its industries to China. Taiwan, for instance, has transferred practically its whole manufacturing base to the mainland. Japan has acted likewise. This has led to the situation highlighted in a recent EU report, which warned: “China is emerging as the most competitive manufacturing platform ever.” Almost 20% of China’s exports are already classified as hi-tech and, as this report points out, “with two million graduates each year there is every reason to believe this percentage will grow”. The share of Chinese GDP devoted to research and development is growing by 10% annually, while in the EU it is rising by only 0.02%! 

18. Up to recently, bourgeois economists could comfort themselves with the notion that while manufacturing production could be relocated to China and elsewhere, research and development facilities, and thereby a monopoly over technique and technology, would still be concentrated in the ‘home’ country. For instance Dyson, the British vacuum cleaner manufacturer, relocated its production facilities to Asia while maintaining research and development in England. But the rise of China’s hi-tech base, partly facilitated by borrowing and outright ‘stealing’ from the advanced countries, will no longer necessarily allow this comfort zone to be maintained. 

19. The implications of this massive relocation of industry and jobs to China and elsewhere raise some important issues with regards to Marxist theory. Marx, and before him Adam Smith, differentiated between ‘productive’ and ‘non-productive’ labour. The former created new value, in modern parlance ‘added value’. Non-productive labour, although often vital to the workings of capitalism, does not create new value but shares in the profits, wages, income, etc, which ultimately come out of the value created by productive labour. Marx pointed out that the surplus value created by the labour of the working class is divided into rent, interest and profit. It is not just in manufacturing that new value is created in the production process. But productive industry, manufacturing and its spin-offs, are the main source of value. Therefore, to lose a manufacturing base and all the attendant spin-offs and industries connected with this means, at best, becoming dependent on more powerful industrial countries. 

20. Some can carve out a position for themselves as a ‘rentier’ capitalist country, specialising in ‘services’ such as banking, tourism, etc. This can be bolstered, as is the case in Britain for instance, by an income arising from big foreign investment, including the super-exploitation of the masses in the neo-colonial world. At the same time it can be a recipient of sizeable FDI, as has also been the case in Britain up to now. This is in the short term and will not necessarily be so in the future. However, for an economy, even continents, this situation poses the danger of a shrinking industrial base and a reliance on ‘services’. This, in the words of former British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, is like “taking in other people’s washing”. In the long run, the loss of real economic strength will be revealed in other fields. 
21. Industrial strength reflects diplomatic ‘soft power’, and also military prowess, the potential for ‘hard power’. The prospect of China accumulating this economic and military power presently excites the opposition of the US ruling class. The ballooning bilateral trade surplus of China in its trade with the US has provoked clashes on textiles, etc. This is likely, at a certain stage, to generate an uncontrollable protectionist backlash as well. This is also linked to the growling of the US at China’s continued building up of military power, which in turn is linked to the rapacious search for more and more resources to fuel its economic growth. This in turn brings it slap up against the US ruling class, which is also involved in this ‘Great Game’, particularly for oil. Add to this the stalling of the Doha round of world trade talks – including a clash within the European bloc over agriculture – and it does not take much to imagine a future of increased rivalry and clashes which can be enormously aggravated by a world economic recession or even a stalling of growth. 
22. In fact, the world economy within its recovery phase from 2001 has been experiencing a ‘growth recession’, a small development of the productive forces while failing to solve endemic unemployment, particularly in Europe where the official jobless figure stands at over 20 million. While this remains the case, the capitalists can hang together, occasionally striking blows at each other but without a complete fragmentation into a serious trade war. But a recession and even a period of slower growth will result in clashes which in turn can enormously aggravate the problems of the world economy. The fundamental factor – not immediately and not directly of course, but ultimately – is the development of the productive forces as the main motive force in shaping consciousness, particularly of the working class, and the reflection of this on political events. 
Bourgeois crisis of confidence 
23. What is striking about the present world situation is that the bourgeoisie is confronted by an unprecedented crisis of confidence worldwide. This is before the serious onset of economic problems for them in the form of a recession or slump. It is sharply manifested within the major capitalist imperialist power, the US itself. The neo-conservative cabal which rules through George Bush’s presidency has been an unmitigated disaster for US capitalism.  Their rule has some parallels, only on a much larger canvas, as that of Thatcher in Britain, 20 years ago.  Her ‘legacy’ is one of a fractured and increasingly impoverished society hidden by the glitz of economic ‘progress’. This has condemned her Tory successors to ignominy and defeat in one election after another. The Bush presidency threatens to do the same for the Republican Party, because of the disastrous, unwinnable war in Iraq but also in its economic stewardship of the US. 
24. Francis Fukuyama was the prophet of the ‘End of History’ after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, by which he meant liberal bourgeois democracy was the ultimate stage in humankind’s historical progress. There is nothing new in this. The basic error of classical economists – Adam Smith and David Ricardo – was to view capitalism as humanity’s normal existence. There could be some excuse for these great classical economists. They lived before capitalism “had reached its full bloom, before capitalism had become old”. (Trotsky) Fukuyama now advances similar arguments in a period of crisis and decline of this system. The US itself was to be the brightest star in his firmament. However, he now says, “At an elite level, leaders may seek to restore good relations with Washington out of self-interest but, at a mass, level, there has been a seismic shift in the way much of the world perceives the US, whose image is no longer the Statue of Liberty but the hooded prisoner at Abu Ghraib.” 
25. The Iraq war, like Vietnam, has convulsed US society even though the scale of American dead in Iraq is as yet merely one thirtieth of that in Vietnam. However Iraq intersects, also like Vietnam, with a serious economic situation. This has bourgeois commentators bemoaning the fact that ‘nobody has the will or the notion’ of how to avoid economic meltdown. The lame duck and politically battered George Bush cannot avert the looming catastrophe. Even worse, some argue, is the fact that the US is so bereft of bourgeois strategists that in the event of a serious economic crisis, they have no-one of the ‘stature of Franklin D Roosevelt’ who could step forward and ‘steer the US in a different direction’. 
26. Roosevelt, it is argued, through his New Deal ‘saved’ US capitalism at that time. But his programme was largely, as Trotsky pointed out, advertised but limited ‘social reforms’ which did not solve the underlying economic crisis which lasted in the US throughout the 1930s. Only the looming Second World War and the development of war production began to drag the US out of the most serious economic crisis in its history. That route is not open to world capitalism today. Nevertheless, Roosevelt did play a crucial role through quasi-Keynesian methods in appearing to move the US in a different direction and politically his minimal job creation measures did pacify a section of the US working class, encouraging a belief in a ‘brighter future’. 
27. Today, however, comments a US writer in the Financial Times, “If a crisis of the scale of 1929-32 strikes the US now [it is interesting that this can be put forward as a prospect – PT], the country would not find an FDR with a new deal programme to run against Republicans’ Herbert Hoover. They would have a timid, ineffective Hoover for the Democrats running against a Republican Calvin Coolidge, a hidebound defender of the worst aspects of the existing system. If that had been the choice in 1932, the very foundations of the American state would have been in peril.” [5 October 2005] The US is beset by a huge crisis of leadership, a serious economic crisis, as well as an emergence of class feelings, which adds up to a future of political convulsions for the US and, thereby, of the world. The two bourgeois parties, Democrats and Republicans, will be increasingly redundant as the basis for a new mass party in the US is created. 
Britain 
28. These preliminary remarks on the international situation indicate the background against which events will unfold in Britain. One thing is absolutely clear: the next historical period will not be a repetition of the past decade. Economically, Britain is probably in the most exposed position it has been in history. It confronts globalisation today not as it did in the previous phase, which we have described. Then, it was the major economic force of world capitalism as the firstborn of the major capitalist powers with a powerful industrial base and ruling one quarter of humankind through its empire. The British ruling class then thought in decades and centuries. Now its ambitions are limited to how to sneak around the next corner without mishap. 
29. Formally, according to Blair, Britain is the “fourth richest country in the world”. If that is the case, it will not remain so, given the winds of change, particularly economically, that will sweep over British capitalism in the next period. Only a fortunate coincidence of factors, unlikely to be repeated, has allowed British capitalism to appear to have escaped the worst economic problems which have confronted its rivals, particularly in Europe. These were mainly the world economic upswing of the 1990s, combined with the effect of the devaluation of the pound following the collapse of the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in 1992. This increased the competitiveness of Britain by lowering the price of exports. 
30. Undoubtedly, another factor is the brutal pursuit of neo-liberal policies in Britain, firstly under the Tories and now, if anything, more ferociously, in the eight years of Blair’s government. Relying more on cheap, sweated labour, with low-paid jobs, instead of a high level of investment in industry and highly-paid manufacturing jobs, the British bourgeois were able to considerably boost their profitability at the expense of the share going to the working class. This has resulted in historically high levels of profitability with a current average of 13.7%, the highest for five years, for corporations generally in the UK. The oil companies operating in the North Sea actually increased their ‘return on capital’ from 30.6% at the beginning of 2005 to 33.7% between April and June. On the other hand, manufacturing industry, while increasing its profits in the second part of the year, ‘only’ chalked up a profitability of 7.5%, half of the average. 
Industrial collapse 
31. This underlines once more the increasing ‘rentier’ character of British capitalism, marked by massive de-industrialisation, which continues apace even during an economic ‘boom’. Industrial production actually suffered its biggest fall for five months in August 2005, with the British Chamber of Commerce declaring that this sector of the economy “was in technical recession in the first part of 2005”. The manufacturing sector’s share of the economy has fallen by almost 30% since Labour came to office in 1997, a total loss of one million jobs. This is worse than any of Britain’s European competitors. Between June 1997 and the end of 2004, France and Germany each lost between five and six per cent of manufacturing jobs, not the 30% experienced under New Labour. The Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU) has predicted that on current trends manufacturing as a sector will cease to exist in Britain by 2029! Of course, this is an exaggeration but nevertheless does indicate how manufacturing is drastically declining in Britain. 
32. The serious implications of this have been pooh-poohed by bourgeois economists who argue that there are “ large surpluses in insurance, banking, or the financial intermediation, architectural and other technical consultancy, computer services, business services, legal services”, etc. [Diana Coyle, The Independent] The fact that British capitalism experiences massive combined deficits in trade of goods and services is airily dismissed. It is true that the deficit in August partly arose because of an estimated £1.4 billion in pay-outs by British insurance firms for damage from Hurricane Katrina. Moreover, North Sea oil, which hitherto has buoyed up the British economy, experienced its largest deficit in modern history. As to services, the usual suggested alternative lifeline for British capitalism, the surplus stood at £300 million, the smallest since records began in 1993, other than the deficit of £920 million in September 2001 related to the 9/11 attacks. 
33. The collapse of British capitalism is symbolised by the demise of Rover, with Chinese companies seeking to pick up a few titbits from its wreckage, and the implosion of Marconi, the British telecoms firm. Ericsson, the Swedish company, has now bought Marconi for £1.2 billion, yet 20 years ago its market value was £5 billion and it was the global leader in power generation and defence contracts. All of this impacts enormously on the jobs and the lives of workers and their families who were turfed out of the factories, some to remain jobless for the foreseeable future, a few scrambling into non-manufacturing, low-paid employment. The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) predicts a further 24,000 job losses in British factories by the end of 2005. The argument that the ‘free market’ is the only possible engine for employment and high-paid jobs is collapsing around the ears of the neoliberal prophets. 
34. In fact, as Andrew Glyn and John Edmonds, former leader of the GMB trade union, have pointed out in a joint study, it is not the private sector but the much derided state sector which has provided an employment lift to the British economy. This has allowed Gordon Brown to boast that Britain “escaped” the worst ravages of the recession of 2000-01. Glyn and Edmonds calculate that “between 2000 and 2003, some 550,000 extra private sector jobs were created as a direct result of public spending. We are left with the startling conclusion that the public expenditure programme of Gordon Brown, the chancellor, has been responsible for all the growth in private sector employment between 2000 and 2003.” What then is the justification for the neo-liberal policies which officially underpin Gordon Brown’s approach to the economy, combined with his and Blair’s obsession with inflicting further cuts in the public sector? 
35. Nor is there, as Brown has suggested, an escape hatch for British capitalism in the form of foreign direct investment into Britain or of a ‘race to the top’, the production of high-value goods, linked to the development of China. Admittedly there was a huge surge of foreign direct investment into the UK in 2004. This amounted to an impressive $78 billion, a fourfold increase compared to 2003. It was particularly impressive given that from 1985 through to 1995 the average amount of inward investment per year in Britain was $17 billion. In the earlier part of this decade this had increased to $30 billion. But as one bourgeois economist has commented, “there is more than one form of foreign direct investment” [The Independent]. 
36. If it had led to green field sites, linked to the development of factories in ‘partnership’ with British capitalism then this would have led to increased extra capacity and more jobs in British industry. Unfortunately, however, $58 billion of the $78 billion attracted to Britain was used in parasitic ‘mergers and acquisitions’ (M&A) by speculative foreign companies taking over their British counterparts. For instance the Spanish Banco Santander Hispano has taken over Abbey National. As the same bourgeois economist bemoaned: “M&A activity is not guaranteed to add to a nation’s wealth. Indeed, by disposing of assets to foreigners – particularly for a country running a current account deficit – a cynic might argue that this amounts to selling the family silver.” 
37. In answer to this, it is argued that Luxembourg comes fourth in the list of countries attracting FDI and has not done too badly. But “no-one is suggesting that Luxembourg, despite its undoubted charms, is an international economic powerhouse.” [The Independent] In the competition for FDI, Britain is playing on Hackney Marshes – if any is left after the London Olympics – in comparison to the big league of China and the US. To rub salt into the wound of British capitalism, our economic sage comments: “The less encouraging news is that companies [who have come to Britain] are not planning to stay where they are.” In other words, British capitalism’s future, and thereby the jobs and lives of the 60 million people in this country, rest on the weak reeds of service industries, FDI both inwards and abroad, as well as a hope and a prayer. 
38. All of this is a consequence of the short-termism of the British capitalists, reinforced in the 1980s by the conscious policy of deindustrialisation of Thatcher. This was in order to break the resistance of the working class, which was manifested in the mighty industrial struggles of the 1970s and early 1980s. She was similar in this respect to the French ruling class who took fright at the Paris Commune of 1871, held back the development of industry in order to weaken the working class and relied on the exploitation of its colonial slaves. The difference is that British capitalism now is in a far more exposed position than was the case for its French counterparts. The minimum consequence of this will be the further long-term decline of British capitalism, a ‘slow and glorious decay’. If however, the bottom falls out of the world economy, hubris looms for British capitalism and thereby catastrophe for the working class. 
39. In the short term, the so-called ‘largesse’ doled out by Brown in the past period in the form of increased public expenditure – which did not make up for the cuts under the Tories and sustained by Brown himself from 1997 to 2001 – will be a thing of the past. The so-called ‘golden rule’ of balancing public expenditure over the course of the economic cycle, which is an arbitrary period, will go for ‘a Burton’. Either that or he will face an economic ‘black hole’ of £10 billion in public expenditure. This will require a slashing of public expenditure or tax rises (probably of the indirect kind), which significantly Brown has not ruled out, or a mixture of both. The Bank of England cut interest rates by a quarter of one per cent to 4.5% in August while international capital, through the mouthpiece of the OECD, is calling for rate increases. The CBI and manufacturing industry are prescribing the opposite medicine, a further cut in interest rates. 
40. Brown’s economic forecasts have also been thrown overboard as the British economy is unlikely to grow beyond 2%, the lowest growth for 12 to 13 years. This growth in any case has not been fuelled by investment, which is pathetic compared to the competitors of Britain. It is the ‘consumer’ – ‘shop till you drop’ – which has sustained the miserly growth in the British economy. This in turn is based upon a colossal asset bubble, particularly in housing, which has allowed fortunate owners of property to take out cheap loans at historically low interest rates, resulting in a massive spending binge. 
Housing 
41. In Britain, as with the other ‘Anglo-Saxon’ countries –the US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, as well as the Netherlands – which have also pursued similar policies, this ‘locomotive’ will inevitably hit the buffers in the next period. The massive overvaluation of houses, by as much as 15%, has helped to push London into becoming the most expensive capital in Europe and one of the most expensive in the world. House prices have risen by 200% over the last seven years. Although there has been a recent slowdown, house prices still stand at six times average salaries compared to the long-term average of three and a half times. A measure of the problem is that even if prices were to stand still it would take at least eight years for the average to be re-established. It is more likely that what the capitalist economists call a ‘painful readjustment’ will take place. A massive repossession of housing similar to the early 1990s is therefore in prospect. The number of court orders to repossess houses has jumped by 66% in the space of a year to reach its highest level since 1996, but not yet approaching what happened in the late 1980s. 
42. House prices in London have reached such absurd levels that, for example, a garage in London was recently sold for £240,000! Another house, five feet five inches wide, sold for more than £500,000. House building – particularly of low-cost affordable houses for working class people – social housing – is needed to alleviate a huge housing crisis which exists and will worsen in the future. There are 1.5 million people on the waiting lists of councils. With no real council housing being built, there is no prospect of them being housed by councils. A fighting socialist programme on housing is essential for our party in the next period which can engage the support of tenants and what will become economically besieged home owners, as well as those who are completely priced out of owning a house and whose only hope is rented ‘social’ housing. The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister said that only three out of ten of today’s ten-year olds will be able to afford their own house by 2026. 
43. The housing catastrophe in London and the South- East has radiated out to produce a similar situation throughout Britain. It is time to dust off the old copies of Friedrich Engels marvellous little pamphlet ‘The Housing Question’, where he correctly predicted that capitalism is incapable of solving this most basic of all requirements of humankind. This should be a starting point for a combative action programme which can set out a clear explanation and programme for a mass movement on housing. This of necessity raises the need for a massive house building and housing renovation programme but not on the lines of that promised by Prescott. This would mean a massive ‘concretisation’ of London and the South-East by further huddling more people together in a region already grossly overpopulated. 
44. Housing is now closely bound up with ‘modern’ capitalism where credit pays a role in extending the system way beyond its limits. Loans on the basis of the appreciation of property prices – house prices in London were recently increasing by £64 a day – have stimulated the ‘spend, spend, spend’ culture. But now, household spending has slowed sharply as has mortgage equity withdrawal, where people add to their mortgage on their housing in order to spend on other things. This in turn has had a knock-on effect in the retail sector, with sales at a recent 20-year low until the shops slashed their prices even more. This in turn has had an effect in slowing down the economy as a whole. At the moment there has not been a collapse in house prices, merely a slowdown in rises. But so hooked is the economy on the ‘housing drug’ that even if there is a stagnation in prices, as happened in the Netherlands, this would be sufficient to plunge the economy into crisis; an actual drop in house prices would have even bigger consequences. In Sydney, Australia, house prices are down 16 per cent in two years and, according to the Economist, indicates what is coming in Britain. The timing of this, however, is the unknown factor. 
Price rises 
45. But at the same time the prices of key household necessities and goods have begun to creep up. In general, globalisation has had the effect of dampening down inflation, particularly in sectors such as clothes, where over the past nine years prices have dropped by over 40%. Now, partly as a result of the rise in oil and its effect on petrol prices, the rate of inflation has increased to a nine-year high. This is still low by historical standards, particularly compared to the double-digit inflation of the 1970s, but it disguises a significant rise in some important household items. Some food prices, particularly of fruit because of cheap imports, have fallen, but others have risen and pushed up household expenditure. The official figures for price rises are fiddled, excluding, for instance, the cost of housing, which is the major factor in the typical household budget. Fuel prices, particularly of oil because it is a factor in determining the prices of practically all goods made and transported throughout the economy, have a more generalised effect than price increases for other goods. Oil has both an inflator effect, increasing prices in general, as well as a deflationary effect because, by increasing the price of energy, which still has to be used, it cuts the amount which can be spent on other goods. 
46. Despite claims to the contrary by Mervin King, the current Governor of the Bank of England, the wheels are coming off Brown’s economic chariot and that of British capitalism as well. Brown has chided Europe for the 20 million unemployed and suggests his neoliberal schemas be applied throughout Europe. It is true that the official unemployment rate in Europe is twice that of Britain but it is rising here as well and could soon hit a million unemployed. The trend of joblessness will be upwards given the slowdown of the British economy. At the same time all types of ‘make-work’ or ‘pretend work’ measures have been taken which disguise the real situation. 
47. An occasional economic bonus can accrue to the government, such as the increase to the price of oil, which could lead to more tax income for the government, put at £3.5 billion this year. But Britain has become an importer of oil so this is only a very short-term bonus. The long-term position of British capitalism is summed up by the continued drop in investment, which last year fell to its lowest as a share of nominal GDP since figures began to be collected in 1960. A miserly 3.4% increase in ‘business investment’ is an indictment of the stewardship of the capitalists of the economy. A pointer to the future is the burgeoning number of empty shops, which has jumped by 45% in the past year.
Energy crisis and nuclear power 
48. The consequences of the neglect of investment, coupled with the destruction of the mining industry, have also pushed up the cost which Britain pays for energy. This has increased by 60% compared to a year ago and is double the figure of two years ago. This has led the CBI to warn that there could be insufficient energy supplies this winter, which may lead to factory closures and a return to the ‘three-day week’ of the Tory government in 1973-74. This is a possibility if, as is predicted, there is a cold, possibly ‘Siberian’ winter in prospect for Britain. This has provoked a government charge that the CBI is being ‘alarmist’ for making such claims. The energy unions have also warned of shortages. Irrespective of who is right or wrong, one thing is clear: a combination of rising demand and falling North Sea output means that Britain faces a squeeze on gas supplies, which it is now overdependent on, given the smashing of the coal industry by Thatcher in the 1980s. The sins of the ‘mother’ in this case have been visited on the children, ailing British capitalism today. However, it will be the working class that will pay the main price for this scandalously chronic underinvestment in energy supplies. 
49. Panicked by the looming energy gap, Blair has now floated a return to nuclear power and the rapid building of fission-fuelled nuclear power stations throughout the country. We must oppose this on environmental and cost grounds; fission leaves a waste product with a half-life of tens of thousands of years. This is an unacceptable burden on posterity, on future generations. Moreover, it has been estimated by the environmentalist George Monbiot that a nuclear accident inflicted on one plant by a terrorist attack, an earthquake or some other ‘act of god’, like another Chernobyl, could mean not just a terrible nuclear fallout but also clean-up operations costing up to £5.5 trillion. 
50. Just as bad is the proposal of Blair to order a new generation of nuclear weapons to replace the aging Trident fleet at a cost of billions of pounds. If he was to go ahead with this – again involving a minimum of £10 billion extra ‘defence’ expenditure – a new anti-nuclear movement could be generated in Britain. What ‘danger’ to Britain exists which makes the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) necessary for Britain? The ‘war on terror’? To defeat a ‘foreign invasion’? From whom? To pose these questions show just how ludicrous are Blair’s ambitions for Britain to remain even a second ranking military power. Even if these weapons are acquired they will not be an “independent British deterrent”, as was argued by governments in the past. New revelations in The Independent have shown that the firing of nuclear weapons from Polaris submarines will require the express permission of the US president before Britain could proceed. In other words, even with these weapons Britain, like other minor imperialist powers, will still remain under the ‘nuclear umbrella’ of US imperialism. In terms of cost, as well as of the misuse of precious resources which could be used more beneficially elsewhere – on schools, hospitals, and the infrastructure – and on environmental grounds, we must oppose the development of a new generation of British nuclear weapons. 
Social counter-revolution 
51. Assuming that Blair lasts in power for some time, which is not at all certain given the shedding of his authority in the past period, he intends to complete his counter-revolution against what remains of the state sector through a relentless privatisation programme. He clearly intends to dismantle what remain of the state sector. The ‘reforms’, read counter-reforms, promised will, unless amended or withdrawn, allow the vultures in the private sector to strip the NHS and education of all the juicy profitable bits, leaving the bare bones, a skeleton service inadequately catering for the poor and the working class. Another purpose of Blair’s proposals is to allow the middle class – increasingly, his ‘base’ – to receive the lion’s share of the benefits. The losers, of course, will be the working class and the poor. The intention is to turn back the wheel of history to the nineteenth century to create, as in the case of education, reliance on the ‘philanthropy’ of the rich, private schools and church institutions. The net result will be ‘two-tier’ education and health systems along the lines of the US, at a time when the working class and big sections of the middle class groan under the weight of this system in the US. 
52. The rise of a new mass workers’ party in America will have as one of its central demands a fully-funded national health service. Yet this is presently being dismantled in Britain. Blair, in every speech he now makes, shows he is an unalloyed bourgeois, refusing to make even the slightest genuflexion in words, as he did earlier, on the need for a state sector. There is not even the smallest concession to social democratic ideas, the ‘mixed economy’. Schröder in Germany and Jospin in France carried out neo-liberal policies but were not averse to taking verbal sideswipes at the ‘market’; social-democratic spokesperson Müntefering denounced “locusts”, foreign capitalist speculators who stripped German industry bare and sacked workers. 
53. This is not for Blair who has completely accepted the logic of capitalism in the ‘modern’ era in words and deeds. He is the high priest of unreconstructed neoliberalism. It is likely that, when he leaves office, the tenuous ties connecting him to the Labour Party could also be sundered. His ferocious assault on the state sector, on the rights and conditions of the working class, his refusal to budge on anti-union laws, are meant to establish a Blair ‘settlement’, along the lines of the so-called Thatcher ‘settlement’ of the 1980s. The very fact that bourgeois strategists can use the term ‘settlement’, which is a military term describing the outcome of a struggle, is significant. They fully recognise the ongoing war between the classes, the class war as a fact while, in practice, deriding such concepts as ‘old fashioned’. 
Privatisation 
54. To secure his legacy, Blair intends to end his era with unremittingly ‘New Labour’ policies. He promises further privatisation or partial privatisation of the Post Office – a John Lewis style so-called ‘partnership’ with the workforce – of the state-owned British Nuclear Fuels Limited, including the nuclear facility at Sellafield, part-privatisation of the ambulance service, of Jobcentres, parts of the civil service, etc. This is in the teeth of overwhelming evidence of public opposition to privatisation. 
55. There is a general recognition that the widespread chaos on the London underground arises from privatisation. Brown (‘Mr PFI’) as well as Blair supported this ‘Private-Public Partnership’ (PPP). In fact, Polly Toynbee, once a slavish supporter of the Blair-Brown duumvirate, declared in The Guardian of October 2005: “Gordon Brown’s pigeon has come home to roost precisely as predicted, with added avian flu virulence.” He imposed 30-year PPP contracts on London Transport, before the tube was handed over to the Greater London Council. 
56. The breakdown of emergency braking systems, which had been evident to rail workers on the Northern line, led to the halting of the service. But this was only at the insistence of the Rail Maritime Transport union (RMT). This brought forth the accusations from The Guardian that the RMT were “making political points at commuters’ expense”. Bob Crow retorted: “Far from creating chaos for commuters, RMT’s concern for our members’ safety makes us the last line of defence for tube users. The only winners out of this chaos are the £2 million a week guaranteed risk-free profits for the privateers who now control the network.” Even the government, through transport secretary Darling, has been compelled to beat a retreat and concede that Transport for London can now sack the firm responsible for the chaos. Of course, he stopped well short of renationalising the privatised firms which daily show the complete failure of the private capitalist sector. 
57. Tony Blair conceded in the past that his government ministers could take any measures, even disguised partial renationalisation as in the case of Railtrack, “so long as you don’t call it renationalisation”. His government will not revert to state-owned industries, nor halt privatisation, no matter what degree of passive opposition exists to privatisation. The arrow for them points in the opposite direction towards the establishment of an early nineteenth century type of laissez-faire capitalism. This should not, however, lead us to draw pessimistic conclusions for the struggle against this programme. The defeat of the government’s proposals on pensions, where it wanted to raise the retirement age of five million civil servants from 60 to 65, shows that mass pressure through the threat of industrial action -can force even the most flinty-faced, brutal neo-liberal government to partially retreat. 
58. Faced with an implosion of what is left of British industry during a deep recession or a slump, for instance, colossal pressure will be exerted on the government to step in, as Heath did in 1972 with Rolls Royce, and take over failing industries, even if only ‘temporarily’. Therefore, our struggle, along with the majority of trade unions and the labour movement, against further privatisation, is a vital part of the struggle to defend past gains. It is necessary to ideologically combat the idea that the ‘market’ is the only efficient deliverer of goods and services. 
59. Struggle is vital. Propaganda is also essential but for the masses it is the grim reality of the failure of the ‘market’ that will reinforce the idea that along this road lies catastrophe for the working class. The deaths of rail passengers, at Potters Bar and Hatfield, and the absence of any corporate manslaughter law in Britain have reinforced the case against privatisation and for rail nationalisation. Even the mild-mannered Brendan Barber, TUC general secretary, declared: “The families of those killed [at Hatfield] will feel cheated that no senior executives will face punishment as a result of their safety crimes.” Balfour Beatty and Network Rail, the successor company to Railtrack, received raps over the knuckles of £10 million and £3.5 million fines respectively. The idea that at least the basic utilities should be under the control of the state will grow as a result of this and future failures and inefficiencies of private capital. We support all steps to take failing industries under the control of the state but we must also link this to democratic control – workers’ control and management – as a springboard for the idea of taking over the ‘commanding heights of the economy’. 
60. At the same time we must point out that all governments and all parties which remain within the framework of capitalism will come under the relentless pressure to adapt to the world market in its present, deregulated, neo-liberal phase. The differences between Schröder, Jospin and other ex-social democrats, who still retain some of its phraseology, and Blair and Brown is one of degree and tone and not of substance. Even a restoration under mass pressure of a significant state sector will still leave the ultimate economic and thereby political power in the hands of the capitalist monopolists. Therefore the struggle against privatisation is to defend past gains, with the fresh lessons now of two decades in Britain of what privatisation represents. It is not an accident that the slogan of the unions in the nuclear industry is ‘No Hatfield at Sellafield’. A rail accident due to negligent maintenance by private firms is one thing. A nuclear accident arising from privatisation is on a different scale entirely. 
Pensions 
61. Not satisfied with the social counter-revolution it has already carried out in Britain, New Labour intends to go further. Brown has been to the fore in defending and extolling the neo-liberal mantra which informs the government. At the TUC he and Blair were brazen in rubbing the trade union leaders’ noses in the mud by pledging to oppose the TUC’s demand for the EU limit of 48-hours maximum working week to be applied in Britain. His government, he said, would still exercise the “opt-out” which condemns millions in Britain to the culture of long hours. Study after study has shown that this enormously increases ill health through stress-related illnesses in the workplace. 
62. The government has tried to increase the retirement age for public sector workers. A victory has been gained for the existing workforces – but not yet in local government or the fire service – which represents a standstill for the existing workforce although new entrants will have a longer working life agreement imposed upon them. There are no ‘final victories’ so long as capitalism exists. The existing workforce, who can retire at 60, will have to fight to maintain what they have achieved in this struggle, and the new generation must be mobilised to fight for the same conditions. We must emphasise that this achievement on pensions arose from the threat of mass industrial action both before the general election and afterwards, together with the pressure exerted in Britain of the mass mobilisations over similar issues in Belgium, France and Germany in the past period. 
63. The reaction of the bourgeois press, however, from the Daily Telegraph to The Guardian – “Government surrender”, “loss of nerve” – reflected the explosion of anger of the bourgeoisie over the government’s retreat on its original proposals. It has even raised a question mark over the usefulness of this government to the capitalists. Martin Wolf, prominent Financial Times columnist, expressed this when he wrote: “Let me be frank; the public sector unions have used their monopoly power to demand money with menaces from the taxpaying public.” This is the language of war; the mere threat of strike action from the working class results in them being compared to robbers and thugs! Similar noises were made by German capitalist commentators before the 2005 general election. Schröder had done the bidding of the capitalists but it wasn’t enough; they demanded even more of their pound of flesh and concluded that only an openly bourgeois government led by the CDU could carry out their wishes. However they miscalculated and ended up with a weak, unstable coalition. 
64. At the same time as joining in the attacks on the pension rights of workers in the public sector, the Tories, through shadow trade and industry secretary David Willetts, have brazenly called on the government to “socialise” part of business’s pensions’ burden. Unless this is done, they say, ‘zombie companies’ will exist which will struggle to make payments to former workers. These companies are ‘zombies’ because they can’t, according to Willetts , meet their commitments to workers, who have paid into company pension plans, sometimes over a lifetime. In those times when the economy and thereby profits were good, these capitalists cheated on their workforce by raiding company pensions accounts, taking so-called ‘pension holidays’, but now the piggy bank is bare. They should not have to pick up the bill, says Willetts, these “accumulated pensions obligations” should be taken over, partly at least, by the state. This will cost, at a rough and ready estimate, perhaps £150 billion!  What happened to the ‘nanny state’, which the Tories have consistently denounced? It is no longer to be described as such if it bails out rotten capitalism. 
65. Adair Turner, former head of the CBI, is to announce the results of his Pensions Commission soon. However, the main recommendations have already been floated in the Financial Times, an exercise in kite flying, clearly intended to soften up the working class for the medicine he prescribes. According to this report, everyone under 50 will have to work an extra two years to 67 for a state pension. If this is accepted, it is estimated that one fifth of men will not live long enough to receive it. This particularly applies to working-class men. 
66. Paul Routledge in the Daily Mirror spoke for millions when he wrote: “Look around you, Tony Blair, and tell me how many 67-year-old bricklayers you see. Or highway construction workers. Or coal miners. Or joiners. Or painters. Or lorry drivers - or even fork-lift truck drivers… Nobody meets an early death from politics, except through self-inflicted wounds in the Strangers’ Bar in Westminster… I challenge their right to make laws for everyone that simply do not fit real life - like raising the age of retirement to 67. Men (and, increasingly, women) who do physically demanding labour should not be forced to work until they drop dead through exhaustion… It’s fine for Tony, of course. He is building up a pension pot of around £2 million, giving him £150,000 a year when he retires - aged 55 at the latest. Then, he will cash in on his memoirs and get hundreds of thousands for lecturing. He will also get a big job with the UN or the EU, and pick up a peerage - handy for the petty cash he doesn’t carry at present.” 
67. We must implacably oppose the Turner Commission proposals. That does not mean we accept Britain’s scandalously low state pensions, among the lowest in Europe. If the link in earnings had not been broken by Thatcher, then a married pensioner couple would be receiving £50 more per week than they get now! We must fight for the restoration of the link with earnings and for a substantial cash increase in the level of the pension. 
Low pay & the unemployed 
68. The tendency of capitalism in this neo-liberal phase, as commented earlier, is to force down more and more the share of the wealth going to the working class. One prong of this attack is the government and employers together holding down wages to a minimum. The minimum wage, now standing at the princely sum of £5.05 an hour, maintains this shameful position. For 16 and 17-year olds it has been left at £3 an hour. Championed by the union leaderships and New Labour as a great lever to lift millions out of poverty, it has hardly made a dent on low pay. A professor at the London School of Economics has pointed out that the main reason why the minimum wage has not caused job losses is because “it was set at such a modest level that its impact has been much less than originally estimated”. 
69. At the same time, the government, in the best traditions of Thatcher and the Tories in the past, have launched a war against the ‘work-shy’ (although they don’t now call them that) the unemployed and particularly claimants. The odious Blunkett demanded that claimants “turn off daytime TV and work”. Yet the present 2.7 million who the government says are claiming incapacity benefit are a product of previous Tory governments’ massaging of the official level of unemployment. In the 1980s it issued quotas to Jobcentre managers to keep the figures down by putting the unemployed on invalidity benefit. Now, Blair and the government are trying to force the disabled and the sick – 40 per cent have mental health problems – back into industry at low pay rates with slave-like conditions. 
70. Already, New Labour’s attack on the long-term sick has resulted in a new record high of 28.76 million people in employment, the highest rate in Europe. The Socialist Party must be to the fore in mobilising against the attacks on the most vulnerable sections of society promised by Blair, Blunkett and his replacement, Hutton. Blunkett was found with his hand in the till – a £15,000 investment in a DNA company that promised profits of up to half a million! – and forced to resign. But despite this, Blair is committed to carry through this measure. His majority is down to 66 following the election, and there is now an open revolt in the formerly cowed Parliamentary Labour Party. This saw his majority disappear on the ‘anti-terror’ proposals. 
71. At the same time as this attack against claimants is underway, the first six months of 2005 saw a sustained rise in unemployment, indicating a tighter jobs market. Bourgeois economists are puzzling over the phenomena they call “the benign behaviour of wages given (previous) low levels of unemployment” [Bank of England Assessment on the impact of Immigration in Britain]. Normally during a boom, where there is a shortage of labour, particularly of skilled labour, the pressure for wage rises is increased. Yet the boom of the 1990s and the earlier part of this decade has been marked by a relative stagnation of wages, with increases often barely enough to keep abreast of inflation. One explanation for this is that tame trade union leaders have not sought to exploit the possibilities for higher pay. 
Bosses use migrant labour 
72. Another reason is the turn to migrant labour on the part of the bosses to ease labour shortages. As the case of Gate Gourmet indicates (which employed mostly earlier and ‘settled’ immigrants) this provides the alternative of a cheaper workforce (Eastern European labour) for the bosses, earning even less than already low-paid workers in Britain. Official figures released in October show that a record 582,000 people entered Britain in 2004, up from 513,000 in 2003. This is partly balanced by 359,000 people leaving these shores, slightly down on 2003. This nevertheless left a net immigration of almost a quarter of a million people in a year, the highest figure since the present method of compilation began in 1991. This is up from a net increase in immigration of 151,000 in 2003. This country has become a magnet for arrivals from ‘new European Union members’ in Eastern Europe, a euphemism for Poland in the main. The Bank of England recently recorded that: “Migrant labour from Eastern Europe has doubled the growth of labour supply in the UK in the last couple of years.” 
73. Firms such as Tesco and Stagecoach are “enthusiastic hirers” of Eastern European staff. Ryanair is stepping up flights for Polish migrant workers, where unemployment is at least 20% at the present time. Employers are rubbing their hands at this influx of cheap labour, which is tending to drag down wages, militate against militant industrial action – reinforced, as the Gate Gourmet dispute demonstrated, by timid official trade union leadership and the failure to organise the ‘incomers’. The use of foreign labour, often drawn from remote regions or countries with little recent tradition of militant industrial struggle, to break strikes has a long pedigree. Friedrich Engels in his marvellous ‘Conditions of the Working Class in England 1844’ told how “the mine owners imported, at great expense, hands from Ireland and remote parts of Wales that have as yet no labour movement” to break strikes and force down wages. We advocate that the unions should make strenuous efforts to organise immigrants into trade unions and undertake struggles to raise the pitiful amounts these workers are paid in wages. In a wave of militant industrial struggle, all boats rise together, both of immigrant and British workers. These are the lessons of the strikes of the low-paid unskilled workers of the late nineteenth century. The conditions that they combated have, in some senses, been recreated in the neo-liberal hell which Britain has become, first under the Tories and now under Blairism. 
Poverty 
74. The quiescence of the majority of trade union leaders is a big factor in allowing growing impoverishment, including of the ‘working poor’, to develop on quite a wide scale. The absence of a new mass workers’ party, which could act as a political and industrial pole of attraction, is an additional factor. The result is an unprecedented polarisation between the rich and the poor in Britain. The general statistics are shocking with a quarter to one third of the population still mired in poverty. Thousands of working class people are dying prematurely, particularly in deprived inner cities, as the gap between rich and poor widens and the NHS disintegrates. 
75. The difference in life expectancy between the poorest and most affluent parts of the country has grown to eleven years and is “more pronounced than in Victorian times” [The Independent]. Contrary to what was promised before coming to power, this gap has actually widened under New Labour since 1997. The best off 10 per cent of people have a household income of £658 or more a week in 2002/03 and the bottom 10 per cent of earners an average of £164 or less. If you are poor you die younger – and that is truer now than in 1997. Working-class people are also more likely to lose a baby in childbirth or in infancy, particularly in the lowest income group. Infant mortality rates have actually risen since 1997 when they were 13% higher for the poorest groups and now it is 19%. 
76. The Blairites were supposed to be the quintessence of ‘meritocracy’; irrespective of your class background, you could climb up the ladder out of poverty into an education and a brighter future. Now, the social escalator is stalled or has gone back. Since the mid-1980s, in the richest fifth of households, collecting degrees has more than doubled from 20% to 47%, while the poorest fifth of households have inched ahead to just 9% of children compared to 6% then. On the other hand, the dazzling increase in wealth and income of the rich and super-rich is open, brazen and flaunted before the gaze of millions living on the breadline. They are like the feudal nobility before the French Revolution who displayed their opulence – Marie Antoinette’s ‘Let them eat cake’ – or the tsarist aristocracy prior to the Russian Revolution. They are typified by the talentless film director Michael Winner, who recently declared: “You couldn’t live on £3 million. You couldn’t buy a house.  With just three million, you’d have to be living at the YMCA.” [The Observer] 
77. New Labour has done absolutely nothing to switch the balance of power and wealth in favour of working-class people but has acted to the contrary. London has become a haven for Russian billionaires amongst a wave of the rich who have invaded the city – who have stashed away the loot they have robbed from the Russian people in million-pound houses, plus on super-rich football clubs and buying British companies at knock-down prices. At the same time there is a conscious or semi-conscious policy of the British ruling class to distract the attention of the masses away from this by stupefying them, like Tsarism did before the February revolution of 1917, with cheap and easily accessible alcohol, a drugs culture, casinos in every city centre, etc. 
78. Those small measures aimed to redress these inequalities, like Brown’s scheme of tax credits for the poorest families, which initially benefited some. But even some of those families who benefited are losing out. Because of the maladministration of the scheme, said the parliamentary ombudsman, two million families were told they must pay back £2 billion because they were overpaid last year. This means severe financial hardship for between 150,000 and 175,000 low-income families who have been told to pay up immediately, pushing many to live on benefits below the poverty line. They therefore face a double whammy of attacks on their already meagre income and on the benefits that they may receive arising from this. This cornerstone of Brown’s efforts to lift six million families out of poverty is, therefore, a failure. Tax credit call centres have received more than 100 million calls, many of them receiving no advice from the authorities. The gradgrinds of ‘her majesty’s Revenue and Customs’ are refusing to accept the clamour of MPs for back tax to be written off. They are insisting on moral and economic rectitude against the poor when much more is swindled – at least £85 billion a year – from tax evasion and avoidance by the capitalists, aided by crooked accountants in the pay of the rich. 
Revolt of the low paid 
79. This has fuelled the revolt of the low paid, which under the surface is of volcanic proportions. The bitterness of this section of the working class burst out in the Gate Gourmet dispute, which has not resulted in a victory for the workers because of faulty right-wing TGWU leadership. Encouraged by the indecisiveness of Tony Woodley and Brendan Gold, the British Airports Authority management have now decided to follow in the footsteps of the provocative Gate Gourmet bosses and have announced 700 redundancies, mostly of ‘managers and backroom staff’, as a step towards ‘streamlining’ the labour force. In turn, this is preparation for shedding thousands of workers with the opening of Terminal 5 at Heathrow in the near future. Heathrow is now one of the biggest ‘factories’, if not the biggest, in Britain. That is one of the reasons why the Gate Gourmet dispute was critical to the future of the workforce, the airline workforces as a whole and in a sense the British working class. 
80. We pointed out that the Gate Gourmet dispute was also vital to the baggage handlers who came out initially in support of their brothers and sisters in Gate Gourmet and who would have sustained this with a decisive lead from the TGWU. This union is crucial in relation to the Heathrow workforce, having an estimated 25,000 to 30,000 members throughout the four, soon to be five, terminals. A Gate Gourmet victory would have been the best way to prepare to defeat the employers’ offensive against the rest of the workforce. Hidebound by the Tories’ anti-union laws, particularly the outlawing of secondary action, the TGWU did not act decisively and, as in war, weakness invites aggression. 
81. Moreover, if this low-paid section of workers had won, it would have bolstered the struggles of others. The House of Commons cleaners have resorted to one-day strikes in protest against minimum wage rates. The shamefully low rates of pay which are widespread in Britain determine also a poverty-stricken existence in retirement. Once they retire from the Department for Work and Pensions, civil servants are expected to live on an average annual occupational pension of £4,800! The plight of the Gate Gourmet workers and the brutal stance of the employers prompted even Roy Hattersley, ex-deputy leader of the Labour Party, to support the call for the repeal of Thatcher’s banning of secondary action: “The real complaint against secondary action is easily explained. It is hated because it works.” 
82. This is just one of the 11 Tory Acts of Parliament introduced by Thatcher, directly or indirectly relating to workers’ rights at work, of individuals and trade unions covering nearly 90 key issues. They remain on the statute book and are a major psychological barrier for British workers to take action against increasingly inhuman conditions. Of course, once the working class moves en masse, they will be swept aside. Half-a-million Australian workers, the biggest working-class action ever, came out in November in an industrial stoppage. They understood that the anti-union measures proposed by the Howard government are aimed to strengthen the power of the employers. 
Trade unions 
83. In Britain, private firms, supermarkets and the AA, for instance, are trying to turn workplaces into ‘battery farms’ with the workers as ‘battery chickens’.  In warehouses across Britain they are being ‘electronically tagged’ by being asked to wear small computers to ensure the efficient delivery of goods and food to supermarkets. Britain is already the most surveyed society in the world, with the highest number of closed circuit televisions, particularly on the streets. Now the bosses want to apply these ‘Big Brother’ methods to the workplaces. The GMB union estimates that already between 5,000 and 10,000 workers could be wearing these electronic devices. This is the future for the British workforce if not combated by the trade union movement. 
84. This is accompanied by further arrogant and brutal attacks on workers’ rights. In Asda, for instance, part of the American Wal-Mart giant (perhaps the biggest company in the world), has launched a strategic assault on the working conditions of its staff in a distribution centre in Leicester, which could be used as a model and ‘rolled out nationwide’. It has drawn up a ‘chip away’ strategy for 2005 in order to increase productivity. This involves the removal of the right to take industrial disputes to the arbitration service (ACAS) and ‘single-man loading’ for jobs. It also involves supervisors being encouraged to ‘take the credence out of breaks’ by ending rest times and ‘by leading by example’, and the removal of sick pay for the first three days of absence (already brought in by Tesco). Let it not be said, however, that Asda is not generous; it has recently given an extra day’s leave to its staff to commemorate its anniversary, of course without pay! 
85. This is just one expression of the employers’ widespread offensive on the ground. If it continues, as it will, it is bound to provoke a backlash. Strike statistics are one barometer of the temper of the working class. The attacks on public sector workers resulted in a doubling in the number of days lost in strike action in 2004 compared to 2003. A big part of this was accounted for by the strike of civil servants. Almost half the working days lost in 2004, were the result of 19 stoppages in public administration; 42% of days lost were from 16 stoppages in education, and a further 5% were from 46 stoppages in transport, storage and communication. There were also 30 stoppages in manufacturing which resulted in 30,500 working days lost. 
86. In 2005, however, largely because the government has retreated on the issue of pensions and also the bottom has not yet fallen out of the economy, despite the underlying discontent the number of strikes has dropped. But this is no indicator of the mood from below or of the preparedness for workers to take action on, for instance, pay in the next period. The culture of low pay has excited the opposition of some unlikely ‘workers’. Barristers, for instance, who have had their income cut by a substantial reduction in legal aid rates, and solicitors have threatened strike action! Some junior barristers have complained that after reductions they receive as little as £30,000 a year, which is plainly “absurd”, but is often twice as much as PCS members are earning now! Journalists have come out on strike as well. All of this is a symptom of the underlying discontent on pay which could break out in a series of stoppages in the next period. 
87. The trade unions, on the other hand, although weakened in numbers compared to the heyday of the 1970s and early 1980s, still remain a formidable potential force for workers in the current situation. Lenin, in ‘Left-wing Communism’, states that it is unlikely that under capitalism trade unions would be capable of organising more than one quarter or one third of the workforce at any one time. This flowed from a number of causes, one of which was the relatively slow development of the proletariat in some countries where they were either a minority or barely a majority in the population. The bourgeoisie, therefore, resorted to a potential pool of ‘alternative’, cheap labour in the agricultural population who could be used to keep union organisation and the conditions of the working class in check. The maintenance of petty industry was another factor, as was the low cultural level of the masses. Union organisation was stronger in the larger enterprises. This was the case in Germany, France, Spain, in Europe, and in the special circumstances of tsarist Russia also. 
88. On the other hand, historically starved of funds and resources, the unions could only concentrate their forces in limited strategically important industries and centres. At high points of the class struggle in a pre-revolutionary or revolutionary situation, the Marxists were therefore required to find a bridge between the trade unions organising a minority and the rest of the working class in ferment. Hence the need for factory committees arose, as well as the linking up of factories and industries in a common struggle. This could culminate in workers’ committees, or soviets, when the class struggle reached a certain pitch. 
89. This general prognosis of Lenin, however, appeared to have been cut across by a huge proletarianisation in the post-1945 period in the advanced industrial countries. Then, we witnessed levels of organisation of over 50%, sometimes 60%, 70% or even 80%. In Scandinavia and Belgium, the level of union organisation seems to have been retained, although the unions there operate differently to Britain, for instance. They are both defence organisations of the working class but are sometimes also involved in the disbursement of state funds for unemployment, social benefits, etc. 
90. The percentage organised in unions in Britain is now more like the norm envisaged by Lenin, standing in 2004 at 26% of all workers, a small 0.6% drop compared to 2003. Amongst employees – which excludes the self-employed – the percentage is higher at 28.8%. In both categories there have been small percentage reductions compared to 2003 although some unions such as the RMT, PCS, NUT and others have experienced a growth in membership, albeit small. In the case of the RMT and PCS, this is a direct result of the combative militant policies of the union leadership, with the left and the Socialist Party playing a crucial role in the PCS in particular. The work that we have done in the unions has been tremendous in what overall has been a difficult period. We have not only maintained the thread, upheld the banner of militant socialist fighters, but also won important positions at many levels within the trade unions. 
Role of Marxists in the unions 
91. We have 23 members of national committees of trade unions at the present time. They have been elected primarily as industrial fighters and militants, and not necessarily in the first instance as socialists. Nevertheless, the fact that they are implacable socialists has not detracted but enhanced their suitability for leadership in the eyes of workers. They instinctively feel that those who fight against the system and argue for another are the best to lead collective combat against the employers in one industry, in the factory or workplace. At the same time, there is still a big element of the ‘proxy consciousness’ in the outlook of workers at present. They will support, encourage and vote for our candidates while not yet taking the step of participating actively either in the unions, at least at official level, or within our party. 
92. In the trade unions in Britain above all it is necessary for revolutionaries to be ahead of the general mass but at the same time to be patient that these heavy reserves will join the advanced detachments at a certain stage. Old Engels again stated simply 150 years ago: “The working men [and women] must rebel so long as they have not lost all human feeling, and that they protest in this way and no other, comes of their being practical English people, who express themselves in action, and who do not, like German theorists, go to sleep as soon as their protest is properly registered.” The trade unions have been renewed many times by new generations of the working class since Engels wrote these lines but the basic points he made retain all their validity today. 
93. A period of renovation and even of renaissance of the trade union movement is inevitable in the stormy period opening up in Britain and we are strategically and tactically placed to exploit the possibilities that will develop. We have to recognise that in some sections of industry – although not all – the idea of trade unionism and the position of active trade unionists has been pushed back considerably as a consequence of the neo-liberal offensive of the last two decades. In a big part of the factories and workplaces a virtual dictatorship of the bosses holds sway. Some of our members have been on the receiving end of these draconian regimes. Such was the case of a comrade on the London buses who was arbitrarily dismissed by a dictatorial manager with the connivance of a cabal of right-wing union stewards and officials at regional level. His crime was to campaign against a pay deal which would have resulted in a relative loss for workers. As this is written we cannot foresee completely the outcome of the struggle that we are conducting for his reinstatement. 
94. In all wars, and the class struggle is a war between the classes, there can be casualties. This is the case even in skirmishes, struggles in a workplace or factory, as well as in set-piece battles between the classes, as with the mighty miners’ strike of 1984-85. The key for Marxists, while fighting for victory, is to avoid by adroit strategy and tactics unnecessary casualties. When victimisation takes place, it is necessary to be tenacious in the struggle for the reinstatement of workers. We have a proud record of struggle, as has been shown in the victories, albeit on a local scale, such as the winning of the 35-hour week in Knowsley and the temporary prevention of an academy opening in Walthamstow (one of the first attempts in Britain). 
95. This underlines the character of this period which is not black or white and does not continue in a straight line. This means that there is not just one form of struggle but many. It means also that there can be, with correct leadership, victories, but also stalemates and sometimes even setbacks and defeats. There can be defensive struggles such as the recent one on pensions, but also offensive battles for instance against low pay, which can suddenly erupt in a quiescent period or out of a seemingly clear blue sky. Without holding, or struggling to hold, on to what they have gained in previous battles, the working class in general will never prepare itself fully for future big offensive battles. Consequences of the industrial retreats 
96. The big complication in the situation for the trade unions and for us now is still the consequences of the industrial retreats under the baton of right-wing trade union leaders, who have bowed their knees to the neo-liberal offensive of the employers and the government. It has resulted in the extreme weakening of the shop stewards movement and workplace representatives. It has also led to the cosying up of a stratum of what are in effect corrupt trade union officials to the bosses and their system.  The historical inertia resulting from this can last for a period as the history of the British working class has shown, particularly when it is underpinned by an economic ‘boom’, even one as shaky and as shallow as we have seen in the 1990s and the earlier part of this decade. 
97. While this ‘boom’ in Britain is founded on the superexploitation of the working class, long hours accompanied by low pay, rather than the investment of the surplus extracted from the labour of the working class, nevertheless it can appear that the economy and thereby society is still going ahead. This can be reinforced by the fact that some layers, as is undoubtedly the case in Britain, manage not only to keep their heads above water but to advance their living standards, if not through big wage increases then on the basis of loans, Britain appears to have managed to ‘escape’ the worst of the economic ravages of Europe, where there is 10% unemployment in France and Germany, for instance.  This can give a certain stability for a time. Of course, this has not been achieved by substantial economic progress but, in the main, by the smoke and mirrors of the ‘mystic’ Gordon Brown. Even if this relatively benign economic scenario continues for a while yet, it will be on the basis of continued attacks on the working class, and so does not preclude big battles on wages and conditions. In fact, the programme of Blair or Brown, and the Tories for that matter let alone the Liberal Democrats – which are all neo-liberal parties now – is a sure-fire guarantee of future industrial conflict. 
98. Inevitably workers will also become discontented with the conservative trade union officialdom which is more concerned with defending their own living standards than those of their members. This could lead to mini-revolutions, such as we have seen in a car plant in South Wales, leading to the eviction of these officials and the election of more combative fighting elements, particularly our comrades, with a base in the trade unions. It was this mood, after all, that accounted for the election in the first instance of the ‘awkward squad’, who have become anything but ‘awkward’ subsequently. They promised a much greater confrontational style against the employers and the government in order to deliver real gains for their members. With the exception of Mark Serwotka who was strengthened by the presence of a strong left, with our comrades to the fore in the PCS – and Bob Crow, the majority of the ‘awkward’ squad have moved, if not decisively to the right as yet, to a more ‘moderate’ and ‘responsible’ position. 
99. However, we should never underestimate the authority which is still retained by the official leaders and organisations of the trade unions in the eyes of workers. We have never agreed with an irresponsible sectarian approach towards the movement. We appear, and have to appear, in the eyes of ordinary workers and trade unionists, as the best defenders of the unions as organisations but with a struggle policy able to achieve real gains. In so far as the leadership of the unions are prepared to fight, or even sometimes half-fight, in favour of their members then we will – despite any past or present differences – support them. Unity, ‘an injury to one is an injury to all’, is a powerful factor in workers’ consciousness under capitalism. After all, history attests to the colossal obstacles which the working class has overcome to create this unity. 
100. Equally, it would be completely wrong to remain with our mouths shut – the ‘unity of the graveyard’ –in the teeth of the evidence of a retreat or even of inadequacies in approach towards industrial strategy and tactics by trade union leaders. This is the case even if they formally stand on the left. The best way to help the more sincere trade union leaders to more effectively represent their members and the working class is to criticise them when that is required, in a constructive and positive way. Denunciations have never formed part of the approach of a serious Marxist organisation. However, the main task for us is to raise the confidence, fighting spirit and clarity of ordinary trade union members in order that pressure is exerted by them on trade union leaders who may waver in defending the interests of their members. 
Political weakness of union leaders 
101. The weakness of the majority of the present trade union leadership is not just industrial but political. The last 20 years of neo-liberalism have left a mark on their consciousness. Lacking confidence in ordinary trade unionists to respond to a lead, they have absorbed the ideas of ‘partnership’ – of riders and horses, with the bosses in the saddle – and therefore seek accommodation and agreement with the bosses and employers. In a period of economic upswing, this approach can sometimes provide a few crumbs off the very full table of capitalism for workers. This, however, has not been on offer during the recent ‘booms’, as the employers have ruthlessly exploited the weakness of the unions to bear down even harder on wages and conditions. 
102. Without a serious opposition, a worked-out critique of capitalism, even the best trade union leaders seek the line of least resistance and tend to accommodate themselves to situations. Given the stormy economic clouds which are gathering internationally which will have a profound effect on Britain, the union leaderships will be put to the test in a much more decisive fashion than in the past period. Some will be found wanting and will be pushed aside by a new generation of workers, impatient for leadership and results from their unions. 
103. We have demonstrated in a series of battles, on a national plane and within the official structures of the unions and from below in the workplaces and the factories, that our party has the approach which can reach and convince the best fighters and more thinking elements within the working class. The great advantage we have over others is clarity of ideas. This is not gained easily, but through debate and discussion, democratically conducted within our ranks. This was shown in the discussion over the outcome of the negotiations between the trade union leaders and the government on the issue of pensions. 
Ultra-left positions 
104. The clarity and unity in our ranks was in marked contrast to the disarray of the SWP, for instance. They advocated a no-vote in the public sector unions which had managed – by mass pressure it must be remembered – to force the government to retreat on its proposals to raise the age of retirement to 65 from 60. This was a standstill in existing conditions but in the context of the overall industrial and political situation in Britain – which has been marked by one retreat after another over the last two decades – it was significant and warranted support. New entrants will, unfortunately, see their age of retirement raised under the agreement. We did not seek to dress this up in any way; it was a setback. On the basis of a massive one-day public sector strike – which the government averted by making concessions – and with a militant and fighting leadership in all the public sector unions, even this proposal may have been defeated. This agreement is a setback for future generations if it is allowed to stand. However, we have made it clear that we intend to mobilise in the future in the public sector unions to force the government back on this issue. 
105. In these circumstances it was an ultra-left gesture to call the deal ‘shabby’, as the SWP did in their weekly paper, Socialist Worker, and to instruct their few members on national executives of public sector unions to vote against the deal. They could not, however, ‘whip’ their members into line; their members on the PCS National Executive Committee voted with the rest of the left to accept the deal. The SWP leadership initially, faced with the accomplished fact of the revolt of the more ‘sensible’ SWP members, tried to make a virtue out of necessity by claiming that the SWP now ‘lets 100 flowers bloom’.  This will raise a horse laugh amongst many workers, particularly their ex-members who were summarily banished from their ranks without any pretence of a hearing, never mind democratic discussion or debate on oppositional ideas. 
106. This allegedly more ‘liberal’ phase of the SWP is contradicted by the fact that other SWPers tried to delete them from the list of ‘Left Unity’ – the broad left within the PCS – at a London conference of this body. They did not succeed because the overwhelming majority of the left supported the agreement. Moreover, one of their two members on the PCS NEC has now resigned! As with all important battles, this was a laboratory test for the methods of different organisations. We came out of this struggle with a unified approach, and a clear, correct political position – gained partly through meetings of our comrades on the national executives of public sector unions together with the EC – ready to face up to the battles to come in this and other fields. 
Our work 
107. Trade union activity, however, does not begin and end merely in the official structures. We have to combine it with work from below, as we have done in the defence of our comrade against the dictatorship of the bosses in the bus industry. The points of production – the fortresses of the revolution described by Lenin – are where the real, crucial battles will unfold. The rebuilding of the shop stewards and workplace representatives movement must be seen as a central task for our party. This involves re-pioneering work to forge a militant backbone which will come from the new generation of young workers who will move into action in the next period. We must do everything to facilitate the entry of this new generation. The work in the PCS, in creating a youth structure, of developing workplace representatives, is vital not just for the union but for the general struggles of the working class which will develop. 
108. To facilitate this work, properly organised and disciplined caucuses in the different unions must meet on a regular basis. Their task is to formulate written programmes and pamphlets for their own union and industry. The national trade union school has increased in importance in the past years. There, battle-hardened veterans discuss with and help the new layer of comrades who have entered our party and are inexperienced in trade union work but are eager to learn and participate in this crucial field. 
109. The attendance at the national conferences of the trade unions is still extremely important. Many of these conferences – although not all – are composed of the same people who have attended for years if not decades. The more bureaucratic conferences of bureaucratic unions can, moreover, be a very rough, weak barometer of the real moods developing from below. They are nevertheless important in gauging the mood of more developed workers, in seeking to get our point of view accepted and thereby carried to a broad layer of trade unionists. They are also an important source of influence and potential recruits to the left in general in the unions and to our party. This work up to now has been conducted by a relatively small, heroic ‘band of brothers and sisters’. We must widen the participation of comrades covering the trade union conferences, through the involvement of a new layer, as with the recent USDAW youth conference. 
110. We have to also recognise that the culture of trade unionism has been completely lost, is not immediately present, in the consciousness of big layers of young people. This is a consequence of the attack on collectivism, on socialism, in the neo-liberal crusade of the last era. Events will heighten the collision between the classes and will help to change this. But we can play a role now in facilitating this process with a conscious policy of seeking out and educating the best young workers. We must go into the schools, colleges and universities on trade union issues as well, as preparation for future battles. This must start with the new generation who come into our party. They must be saturated in the spirit, the history and the current situation within the unions. If we carry this out successfully we will create a new generation who can speak to, learn from and convince older workers on the programme, tactics, etc, of our party. Even very young comrades can have a decisive effect on older workers so long as they are sufficiently educated and know how to speak to and above all listen to workers. 
111. The twin pillars upon which our party will be built are amongst the young and in the workplaces and offices, as well as trade unionists. Up to now, we have quite correctly concentrated our efforts in the schools, colleges and universities to win young people to our programme and socialism. This must be continued and stepped up. At the same time we have systematically tried to develop our influence within the trade unions and the workplaces. Only occasionally, however, do both fields coincide, with new young recruits participating on picket lines in strikes, selling at trade union meetings, etc. However, as we grow and recruit a new generation, we must have a systematic and concentrated approach, where this is possible, in directing new young comrades to important workplaces and unions. On the foundations that we create now, in the next year or so, can be built a powerful party as a vital lever for the working class as it moves into action. 
112. The trade unions in Britain have a long history going back even before the French Revolution. They have been the main factor in lifting the working class out of cultural and economic backwardness. To continue this role today, however, they must be renovated and renewed by a new fighting socialist leadership, thereby becoming an agency for change and the creation of a new society. In that new society, out of the ranks of the trade unions, as Trotsky pointed out, can come the personnel and the administration for a democratic, workers’ state, particularly in the organisation of the factories and the workplaces. But in union work, to paraphrase Marx, there is no ‘royal road’ to effective work and gaining influence. It requires systematic and often very unglamorous activity. It is nevertheless vital for the future. 
113. The huge burdens carried by a thin layer, largely the older generation at the moment, in the unions at local level, has been enormously compounded by the fracturing of national pay bargaining procedures and the dissipation of the workforce through the breakdown of bigger units of production, home working, etc. Part of this is a calculation by the bosses to scatter the working class, lower its cohesion and points of contact and thereby hold them in check. The situation is further aggravated by the huge privatisations carried out. 
114. The historically low numbers of strikes, which have been actively discouraged by right-wing trade union leaders, as well as the weakening and breakdown of national agreements, mean that a new quango industry has been created regarding employment rights and tribunals. Many local lay officials are burdened by a huge amount of detailed work. This means that the general overall situation confronting the unions could be lost. In education, for instance, the break-up of local education authorities, the proposal for all schools to operate as small ‘factories’, has conjured up a whole array of problems on pay, for instance. The top leadership of the National Union of Teachers expects local officials to deal with this. The same applies to other industries. A vital part of our programme must be a struggle for national agreements where they do not exist – as is currently the case in the PCS –implemented by a strong and militant trade unionism. This must include the necessity of strikes to enforce agreements and to defeat the bosses’ offensive. 
Education 
115. Since 1997, “education, education, education” has been the dominant theme of Blair and his entourage. White Papers on this issue have rained down like confetti on the heads of the British people, and particularly teachers. Ruth Kelly’s latest effort is the twelfth education White Paper since 1997! Despite the frenzied efforts and boasts of Blair and Co, less than one person in three thinks that schools have improved since New Labour came to power. This is despite a claimed £39 billion investment since 1997. More to the point, two out of three people “feel the existing schools system benefits better off families who are able to get their children into the leading schools at the expense of poorer pupils”. The reality is, however, that Britain is still spending less on education as a percentage of GDP than in the 1970s. Blair, while proclaiming that all his efforts are for the ‘disadvantaged’, has advanced educational proposals that will worsen their lot and strengthen the already privileged. 
116. This is made abundantly clear in the latest White Paper. It signifies a complete somersault from Labour’s historical goals – when it was a workers’ party at its base – of education being one of the tools to end inequality in society. Marxists, of course, never believed that by this route alone, without altering the economic or social foundations of inequality in society as a whole, i.e. by abolishing capitalism, that these goals could be achieved. Nevertheless, we give critical support to comprehensive education, the ending of social selection in schools, opposition to streaming, etc. But now, Kelly and Blair want to rip up the historical consensus which existed on Labour’s education aims. Schools will be run by businesses, middleclass schools will expand and those in working-class areas will be even more sink schools. At the same time, the implementation of the idea of ‘faith schools’ opens the doors to religious zealots, together with big business, to take control of education. Blair is playing up to what he imagines is his ‘base’, the middle class. They will be allowed, under his and Kelly’s proposals, to ‘colonise’ even further the state education sector, with schools in their areas attracting the ‘best and the brightest’, the best teachers, more money than others, etc. 
117. If these proposals get through, the New Labour government is poised to implement what the Tories failed to do, even under Thatcher. Her one-time education secretary, Kenneth Baker, recently jeered in The Guardian: “I welcome a sinner that repenteth.” He expressed his delight “that the government is bringing forward the same proposals that I introduced in 1988. In effect, they are re-establishing grant-maintained schools.” Other capitalist commentators, like Philip Stephens in the Financial Times, are unashamed about what these proposals mean: “To adapt a phrase, the people follows the money; the middle classes exercise choice by colonising schools in expensive areas, moving to leafier suburbs or, in the case of London, opting in large numbers to pay for their children’s education.” They will have no need to do the latter now; they can get their children educated in the ‘best schools’ in the state sector. Simon Jenkins in The Guardian also stated baldly: “The White Paper evokes pre-war social selection.” 
118. Essential to achieving this aim is the ‘unbundling’ of local education authorities which Thatcher tried in 1990 but was unsuccessful in carrying out. Now Blair treads in her footsteps, and as on many other issues, in the process sheds his ‘progressive’ credentials. He is also forced to eat his own ‘children’, by seeking to abolish Local Education Authorities (LEAs). His creatures, the Labour chiefs of local councils and education authorities, have denounced him and his ‘devil’s work’ in cutting off their legs and thereby their salaries and privileged positions. None other than ‘Sir’ Jeremy Beecham, a right-wing council leader and stalwart of the Blair counter-revolution in the past, has come out against these proposals. These people can swallow academies, selection, the inundating of teachers with paperwork, tests, etc. But woe betide anybody, Blair included, if their institutions and fat salaries are endangered. In fact Blair, as with the largely discredited anti-terror legislation, has faced an avalanche of criticism which could see the complete defeat or severe weakening of his cherished measures, which he hoped would form part of his ‘legacy’. 
Health 
119. The most sensitive privatisation planned by Blair and driven through by health secretary Patricia Hewitt are the plans to dismantle what remains of the National Health Service. There is a widespread consciousness in this country both of the advantages of the British system and the ingrained inequalities that exist in the two-tier system in the US, for instance. When they look across the ‘pond’, they can see a mirror of their own future if Blair, aided and abetted by the Tories and the Liberal Democrats, succeeds in driving through his plans. However, bourgeois public opinion is united behind Blair on this issue. Nick Cohen, the quixotic populist writer in The Observer, this time got it right when commenting on the attitude of doctors and patients after the London bombings: “The strongest impression I got was of a sense of the unity of the NHS; how, when the chips are down, everyone is on the same side and shares the same public service ethic.” He contrasts this to the government and its hangers on: “It is this unity which the political class is trying to destroy. I say the ‘political class’ rather than the government, because the rightward-moving Liberal Democrats, virtually every pundit and the old Tories are as keen on getting private companies to take chunks of the NHS as New Labour.” His conclusion is: “In short, the NHS has been shattered.” 
120. This is the view of health experts, doctors and patients as well as the broader population. Alyson Pollock, trenchant health critic of the government, has pointed out that in May 2005, the right-wing Adam Smith Institute organised a gathering for hundreds of top NHS private healthcare executives together with Hewitt’s NHS strategy director – he used to run the corporation that owns B&Q – and a host of capitalist luminaries. A senior NHS official commented to the gathering: “We created a marketplace. It is up to you now… together we have created a new era of healthcare provision which can only get wider.” The appetite of this gluttonous crowd was whetted by a “frank account of New Labour’s plans to privatise the NHS”. According to Pollock, there will be a Premier League of foundation trusts and independent sector treatment centres (ISTCs) lauding it over the rest. And as in football, commercial interests will prevail over all of them. Hewitt has promised £3 billion to the private sector for ISTCs yet the Department of Health does not require the same level of training for doctors working in this sector as it does for NHS units. Six surgeons working for the private sector on NHS cases have already been suspended for what are termed ‘serious surgical errors’. Moreover, this system allows the cherry picking of NHS staff and the draining away of work from the state sector. 
121. The process of privatisation is following the guidelines of the Health and Social Care Act 2003. Primary Care Trusts can contract out all aspects of primary medical services – from cancer screening and family planning to maternity services and minor surgery. By the end of 2004, 55% of GP ‘out of hours’ services were expected to be delivered by companies like GP Plus and Asda. The consequence of what has happened is disastrous chaos. It is estimated that 73% of hospital trusts face a funding shortfall in the current year. The government has required them to introduce ‘savings’, read cuts, averaging £6.2 million per trust. Almost half the trusts are proposing recruitment freezes and 27% were considering redundancies. Some trusts are also intending to close beds. The Royal College of Nursing, for instance, has said that one thousand nursing jobs could be axed this year to contain the trust deficits that are likely to be hit with a combined total of £1 billion. At least 25 hospital casualty units face closure after previous cutbacks and 200-250 have closed in the last ten years. 
122. Hewitt also wanted to ‘privatise’ 250,000 nurses and other medical staff in one ‘big bang’. This was to be done by trusts stopping directly employing the staff in chiropody, physiotherapy, speech therapy and other similar services. These plans were ‘slipped out’ after the government went on holiday in July. Even Blairite MPs, it seems, were alarmed when the details emerged and Hewitt was ‘roughed up’ in a meeting of the Parliamentary Labour Party. She has now been compelled to withdraw this proposal. She was also defeated on the government’s privatisation schemes at the Labour Party conference. This, however, will not stop either her or Blair proceeding to dismantle the NHS, piecemeal if necessary. At the Labour Party conference she wailed: “Haven’t we learnt that profits are not a dirty word? They are part of a dynamic economy and are helping to build 100 new hospitals as well.” Yet in 2004, PFI hospitals, lauded by Hewitt, had some of the biggest deficits and were shutting wards and freezing recruitment. This led the British Medical Association in 2005 to warn that there may not be jobs for those in the expanding doctor training programme! 
123. This is an example in the ham-fisted, anarchic situation resulting from privatisation going together with the control freakery of an army of bureaucrats.  This in turn is an intrinsic part of the government’s pro-big business interference in the health sector. Since 1948, the NHS has been ‘reformed’ on average once every six years. But Hewitt’s present efforts are the third ‘most tumultuous upheaval in eight years’ under Labour. Despite all this, Dave Prentis, the leader of Unison, the biggest health union, can declare himself a “friend of the government”! 
124. Compare this “wee tim’rous beastie”, as Rabbie Burns would say, to somebody like Alyson Pollock who has drawn an analogy between the big business takeover by the Glazer family of Manchester United and what is happening in the NHS. She stated in The Guardian: “If this was football, the media would be full of it. But to paraphrase Bill Shankly, it’s only life and death. Supporters of the NHS should take a leaf out of the Manchester United fans’ book. Patients should insist on being treated in the NHS hospitals. NHS staff should refuse to work in the newly privatised sector; journalists and academics should monitor the impact of the private sector on entitlements to healthcare. And they should be willing to depose board members – such as Blair and Hewitt – who brought in the hundreds of Malcolm Glazers who will bestride the British healthcare like colossi.” Pharmaceuticals & avian flu 
125. These comments, taken to their logical conclusion, naturally lead to the idea of a break with the party of Blair and Hewitt and a new mass workers’ party. A vital part of the programme of such a party will be full defence of the NHS, no more privatisation and an ideological offensive against ‘profit’, that is the unpaid labour of the working class, in all its forms, where it touches on the vital basic concerns of working class people such as in healthcare. The incompatibility of Hewitt’s ‘profit’ and the health of the majority of the people is underlined by the threat of avian flu. The pharmaceutical giant Roche has a virtual monopoly over the production of Tamiflu, which can be used for flu victims and when taken twice a day for five days could save lives, for instance from flu leading to pneumonia. The old and the young are the most vulnerable but it is not ruled out that other big sections of the population could also be affected. The British chief medical officer has stated that it is not a question of “Will it?” affect Britain but “When?” 
126. Yet, on the spurious grounds of ‘intellectual property rights’, Roche refused to allow other companies to produce the drug. It is not difficult to see why as its company profits have been boosted by 20%, because sales of Tamiflu have doubled in three months. It was mostly ‘those in the know’, in the medical profession in particular, who have bought up this drug. Governments in the rich countries have also begun to buy up stocks but the ‘third and fourth worlds’ cannot afford to do so. This is another example – illustrated by the fiasco over AIDS drugs for the developing world – of the failure of the pharmaceutical companies, which are primarily concerned with profit and not the health of people. Blair will resist to the end the demand for the public ownership of the pharmaceutical industry, but the clamour for this will grow and form an important plank in the programme of a new mass workers’ party. 
127. Diplomatic and ‘friendly’ pressure on New Labour is justified by Prentis and other union leaders in the health sector because they can get ‘results’ from New Labour. An alleged example of this is the ‘25%’ increase for low-paid workers such as hospital porters, cleaners and other contract staff in the health sector. Both Hewitt and the union leaders have hailed this as a huge step forward. What is the reason for this celebration? Impoverished workers in this sector will now receive a minimum wage of £5.88 an hour! Any increase from the slave-like poverty wages they were on before is a step forward but hardly something which can set the heather alight. It is below the European Decency Threshold. Moreover, as part of the so-called ‘Agenda for Change’, these ‘concessions’ have been balanced by the government with actual decreases in pay for other health workers. Health workers, numbering a million now, are a vital part of the British working class. They, together with patients, could form the backbone for action to save the NHS, defeat privatisation and fight for a living wage for all. 
128. The number of local and regional campaigns to defend the NHS has grown. In some of them we are in the leadership while in others we have a strong presence. The scale of the attacks and the opposition to them are such that a stage is being reached where a call for a well-prepared national demonstration and national strike action can find a big echo. In modern ‘de-industrialised Britain’ the work of our party in sectors like this is crucial for raising consciousness and winning the most energetic and combative elements to effective trade unionism and to the idea of the socialist change in society. Terrorism & democratic rights 
129. The London bombings of 7 July and the attempted bombings two weeks later provided the government with the same pretext as Bush after 9/11 to launch an intensified attack on democratic rights and civil liberties. However, the opposition to the government’s proposed legislation to combat ‘terror’ shows that the shock at the events is balanced by distrust of the government. Blair and Clarke’s proposals for ‘internment without trial’ to be extended to 90 days, were not accepted by parliament. But even the ‘compromise’ of 28 days to hold suspects without charge is a longer period than in any ‘democratic’ country anywhere in the world. It will do nothing to undermine the threat of more bombings; the underlying causes are in the disconnection and alienation of a significant section of the Muslim population. 
130. The Iraq war is a factor, a crucial one, moreover, fuelling the anger of the Muslim youth. This has been underlined by the recent report of ‘Islamic leaders’ surprisingly endorsed even by the Blairite android, Hazel Blears. We have gone over the perspectives for Iraq at length in our public material and, if necessary, we will produce special material for the conference. Suffice to say here that we have to continue to campaign for an end to the occupation, which the occupation is completely unviable and is facing not just a stubborn insurgency in Iraq but mass pressure in the US to get out. Bush could even be pushed into ‘declaring victory’ – handing over to ill-prepared Iraqi military forces – and ‘bringing the boys home’. But the legacy of Bush’s adventure is an unprecedented alienation of the US worldwide and particularly amongst the 1.3 billion Muslims. This has fuelled an ‘anti-US/Western’ mood – and anti-British as well because of the presence of British troops – which has created the condition in which the jihadist ‘vanguard’ of terrorists and suicide bombers can operate. It does not require majority support from Muslims; a minority of active ‘supporters’ is sufficient for the terrorist campaign to be carried over a protracted period. Because of the pressure both in Iraq and in Britain, it is not excluded that British troops could be withdrawn in 2006. 
131. However, mixed messages are still emanating from the government, with defence minister Reid insisting that troops will stay in Iraq until the ‘job is done’, i.e.  viable Iraqi forces are installed. Presently, however, Iraqi police and army units are linked to sectarian forces and spheres of influence. The situation established in the Kurdish north will set the pattern for elsewhere in Iraq. A ‘national force’ will be a chimera. From the frying pan into the fire, however, Reid wishes to redeploy British troops withdrawn from Iraq to Afghanistan! The likelihood is that British troops in Iraq will be withdrawn sooner rather than later. 
132. It is world events as well as developments in Britain that will determine whether or how seriously this bombing campaign will continue. We have to be prepared for another terrorist outrage, which could cut temporarily across even positive moods for class and ethnic unity which might develop. Under the aegis of ‘fighting terror’, Blair and Co will still fight to introduce draconian anti-democratic laws. ID cards are part of the panoply of measures proposed. However, this has run into difficulties; the House of Lords estimates that ID cards replacing passports will cost £300 each. Even if this hurdle is surmounted, it is now being revealed that ‘hi-tech’ scans have ‘difficulties’ for instance in recognising people with brown eyes! It is also reported that balding men and labourers with worn-down fingerprints might be incorrectly identified by the technology needed to make the scheme work. Alarmingly, it is now suggested that any of the 13 biometric tests on faces, irises and fingerprints could identify one in 1,000 people as someone else. Also, there could be wrong matches for black, disabled and elderly people. Therefore, the scope for any number of future miscarriages of justice like the Birmingham 6 or the Guildford 4 is possible. The opposition to this proposal is so great that the government saw its majority slashed to 25 in a House of Commons vote and the House of Lords could reject the government’s proposals. 
133. This is linked to the proscription of ‘terrorist’ organisations proposed by the government. It is proposed to catch even those like Hizb ut-Tahrir which, which – despite being a right-wing-led political Islamic group that supports the re-establishment of an Islamic ‘caliphate’ – are nevertheless on record as opposing ‘acts of terror’. Also one of the organisations banned is the ‘Islamic Jihad Union’, seemingly on the suggestion of the Uzbekistan government, which boils alive opponents and is therefore hardly reliable! In fact, so far to the right is the government on this issue that the former British ambassador to Uzbekistan has questioned the Uzbek government’s account and the actions proposed by New Labour. 
134. Moreover, the government has come into collision with even capitalist judges – not noted for pronounced liberal tendencies in the past – on anti-terror legislation, which amongst other things infringes the European Human Rights Act. We should not underestimate how these actions of the government – initially against ‘terrorist’ organisations – can be extended to all opponents of the government, including those on the left like the Socialist Party. Already protest has been criminalised, with prosecutions under the 1994 Criminal Justice Act introduced by the Tories including a student who handed out leaflets against the commercialisation of ‘university research’. 
135. The famous Walter Wolfgang, who interrupted Jack Straw with “Nonsense!” at the Labour Party conference, could have been charged under the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 if he had repeated the word twice! This act was allegedly introduced to protect women from stalkers but the first people to be arrested under this act were three peaceful protesters. Since then, it has been used by the arms manufacturer EDO to keep demonstrators away from its factory gates. This goes together with the harassment of our paper sellers and of other organisations in shopping precincts throughout Britain. 
136. The most useful act to suppress dissent is the one under which Walter Wolfgang was held, Section 44 of the Terrorism Act 2000. This has also been used against the peace camp outside the Fairford military base, from which huge B-52 bombers launched raids against Iraq. Even the 1824 Vagrancy Act has been used against demonstrators by the police! Clarke assured us that all MPs should consult over the necessity to detain suspects for 90 days. The attempt to crush dissent in the Labour Party merely mirrors what the New Labour autocrats are trying to do in the country as a whole. The anti-crime, anti-‘hoodie’ measures are of the same piece as these anti-libertarian measures. It is an attempt to mollify those who are in real fear of crime, vandalism and violence. 
Violence & crime 
137. The poor are the main victims of crime, with those living in the poor neighbourhoods six times more likely to be murdered than those in the most affluent areas. This is organically linked to the economic deterioration and social segregation resulting from this, which despite the surface impression of ‘prosperity’ engendered by Blair and Brown, is the reality for broad swathes of the population. Significantly, the recent report, ‘Criminal Obsessions’ pointed out that “the polarisation of a generation caused by mass unemployment in the recession-hit earlier 1980s could be to blame” for many crimes. The dog-eat-dog society extolled by Thatcher and the Tories in the 1980s – “there’s no such thing as society” – reinforced by the television and violent exploitative films, has contributed to this. The weakening of the trade unions, together with the collapse of the Labour Party as a voice of the working class is also an important factor. Collective action – the simple idea of sticking with each other –the undermining of ‘community consciousness’ have all added to a sense of alienation, of helplessness, and above all a lack of feeling that you have a ‘stake’ in society, through a proper job. This has afflicted an important section of young people in particular. 
138. The murder rate is just the tip of an iceberg of violence. While it would be crude reductionism to merely ascribe one factor, poverty and the worsening of the social and economic situation, for violence and crime it is a powerful reason for the social disintegration that can foster crime. The ‘Criminal Obsessions’ report comments: “The rise in murder in Britain has been concentrated almost exclusively in men of working age living in the poorest parts of the country.” The authors state that violence can be seen as “a marker of social harm”. For murder rates to rise in particular places and for a particular group of people living there, life in general has to be made more difficult to live, people have to be made to feel more worthless. “The rate has risen most for those demographic groups and in those areas for whom and where people have become relatively poorer over time.” The use of firearms has risen in the poorest wards in the past 20 years. But those killed in the poorest areas are more likely to be stabbed with a knife or broken glass and in 4% of cases die in a fight, usually by being kicked to death. There is also a marked rise in young men in particular from the poor ‘socio-economic groups’ who have committed suicide. 
139. Globalisation means that people are more ready to move from one country to another. But, as an indication, perhaps, of the frustration at the situation in Britain, more than one million people have moved abroad in the 1990s. Significantly, 16-year olds from poverty-stricken areas would have found it much harder to get a job in 1981 than any set of school leavers from the previous 40 years. If anything, that situation has got worse since then. The conclusion of the authors of ‘Criminal Obsessions’ is: “The lives of men born since 1964 has polarised, and the polarisation, inequality, curtailed opportunities and hopelessness have bred fear, violence and murder.” This is a crushing indictment of capitalism in Britain. 
140. The last two and a half decades have seen, as we have explained above, the ‘triumph’ of neoliberalism. Capitalism in this period has managed to inch ahead – we have not seen the economic fireworks of capitalism in its progressive heyday. But this has been on the basis of sweated labour, vast inequalities, joblessness or insecure, badly-paid, jobs, leaving in its wake sometimes, discarded workers, broken communities and shattered lives. The New Labour answer to this is the big stick of ASBOs, bigger prisons, already stuffed to the gills and, incredibly in the past period, a proposal to sell off lock stock and barrel the probationary service. Clarke intends to abolish the 42 local probation boards and instead create a “vibrant mixed economy” in the management of 200,000 offenders.  This is believed to be the first time ever that an entire group of public sector professionals have been threatened with privatisation. 
141. One of the factors leading Clarke to make this proposal must be the militant stand of the Prison Officer Association who stood on the left in debates and discussions at the last TUC Conference. Another is to satisfy the lobby of private companies such as Group 4 to get their hands on this service. Probation boards are to be abolished and replaced with new probation ‘trusts’, which will be packed with senior business and financial people, so they can “win contracts in the first place in a competitive environment” [The Guardian]. This decision has provoked big opposition from the probation board and from the probation officers union, which has claimed that fragmentation and privatisation would drive down standards, cut wages and lead to less cooperation and not more between criminal justice services. Tellingly, they state: “Probation is not a business but a viable public service.” 
142. The decision of the government has been welcomed, of course, by the CBI, but roundly condemned by Labour MPs and other parties because it goes much further than the initial plan to “open up the probation service”. The approach of New Labour is a mixture of privatisation, the widespread use of social Elastoplasts to cover problems and threats of repression to mollify their increasingly middle-class constituency. Marxists are not indifferent to crime, or the growth of the so-called ‘drugs industry’ and the terrible consequences this has, primarily on working class people. 
143. At the same time as posing a lasting long-term solution to the social ills of class society through changing society, we must also support all those progressive demands and steps which can begin to pose solutions to the problems of the working class. One thing is clear: a policy of repression alone cannot work, as France has demonstrated. The trigger for these events – referred to in the bourgeois press as ‘echoing 1968’ – lay in the death of two young alienated inhabitants from a satellite town in the suburbs of Paris, following a police chase. But the underlying reason is in the endemic unemployment, social deprivation and searing racism towards the inhabitants in these towns and in others on the outskirts of France’s major cities, where the immigrant population and their descendants live. The provocative remarks of rightwing interior minister Sarkozy in President Chirac’s government have stoked the flames. He has literally played with fire. 
Race & class 
144. This urban uprising has been fuelled by young unemployed people born in France, some of them part of the 6 million Muslim population and the one million immigrants from other ethnic groups. However, this movement embraced some white youth as well. It was not a racial or ethnic uprising but a “class act”, as The Guardian journalist Gary Younge put it. It could have coalesced at a certain stage with the massive discontent of the working class in general, symbolised in the recent big strikes in France. At the very least, it could reinforce the huge discontent which exists among the working class. The analogy with 1968 is therefore not farfetched. The difference between then and now is the weakness of socialist ideology and of the mass parties of the working class. In 1968, the students were repressed by the police, which led to the working class coming out in their defence and then moving to occupy the factories in the greatest general strike in history. The working class reached out its hands for power, took French capitalism by the throat but its fingers were prised away by the leaders of the Communist Party and the future leaders of the Socialist Party. 
145. The weakening of the forces of socialism since then, aggravated by capitalist globalisation, has left a vacuum into which ‘fundamentalism’, both of the market and religious kinds, has stepped. One commentator has accurately described this as the “transition from welfare to market state (to corporations rather than people)… which in turn replaces moral values with commercial values, caring with indifference, altruism with selfishness, generosity with greed.” In place of third world revolutions and great working-class movements in the West, which marked out the seventies and eighties, the point of reference to the alienated sons and daughters of recent immigrants to France is either inchoate nihilism – striking back at the symbols of their oppression – or the mistaken ideas of right-wing political Islam. 
146. Britain is not all that far removed from France, although the contours of the racial and ethnic problems of Britain are somewhat different. The widespread upheavals in France are a wake-up call to the French ruling class. The clashes in Birmingham are no less a warning to British capitalism. However, these events also reveal the growing tensions between different ethnic groups in Britain, particularly the Afro-Caribbean/white and a section of the Asian community. Despite the weighty reports in the wake of the riots of the 1980s in Brixton, Liverpool and Bristol, the fundamental inequality and discrimination against immigrants and their children from an Afro-Caribbean and, increasingly, an African background, as well as Asians on the one side, and the rest of the population on the other, is as great as ever. Statistics show that in terms of poverty, job opportunities, unemployment rates, positions of authority within industry, education, etc, life is heavily weighted against the black and Asian population. Those at the bottom of the pile with the highest level of unemployment seem to be those from Bangladesh, with a substantial section of recent immigrants from Africa also down there with them. 
147. While the riots of the 1980s did not open up substantially greater opportunities for the majority, for a middle-class layer in the ‘professions’, including the ‘race relations industry’ there was some benefit. This has resulted in reports by the lorry-load diagnosing the problem, but with little in the way of concrete measures to change the situation fundamentally. Historically, capitalism has always used immigrants as a source of cheap labour to undermine the conditions of the ‘indigenous’ population. It has suddenly dawned on ‘liberal commentators’ that this is a conscious policy of sections of the British bourgeois and the Tory party today, such as John Bercow MP. He advocates, alongside Samuel Brittan in the Financial Times, a complete ‘open door’ policy on immigration, arguing that in a global economy the UK needs migrants to fill jobs the British are ‘unwilling’ to do. 
148. But, as Gate Gourmet has illustrated, immigrant labour has been used to systematically undermine wage rates to such a point that it is an enormous discouragement to British workers to take these jobs and live on the wages on offer. Of the seventy thousand building workers likely to be employed on the transport infrastructure for the Olympics, it is estimated that 30,000 will come from Eastern Europe. The answer, of course, is not to seek to ‘pull up the drawbridge’ but to organise them in unions as we suggested earlier. But these statistics, when put together with the weakness of the trade unions and the absence of a strong labour movement, pose the danger of a tendency towards inter-ethnic conflict. Rather than facing the real enemy, the exploiters and bosses, workers without leadership can turn on one another. 
149. Birmingham is a big warning in this respect as the Asian and Afro-Caribbean populations took it out on each other, fuelled by rumours of an attack on an Afro-Caribbean young woman. This later resulted in a death. The scramble by the leaders of both communities for a share of the finance doled out under the myriad urban schemes meant to help poor ‘ethnic’ areas was also a factor in furthering conflict along ethnic lines. At the same time, Britain is not the same as France which has more rigid segregation, relegating immigrants, in the main, to the outskirts of the major cities. 
150. It is true that, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, warnings were given by Trevor Philips, the chairman of the Commission for Racial Equality, that Britain could be “sleepwalking” towards a similar separation of the races as the US, revealed in New Orleans. However, as has been shown by a series of reports since then, in the analytical material in the paper and journal, segregation is not yet a fact in most parts of Britain. The pattern of existing segregation is complicated and contradictory. There are tendencies both towards and away from further segregation, with wide variations even within single towns and cities. We will continue to analyse and discuss these complex trends. However, we remain balanced in our approach. We have not yet reached the racial polarisation which exists in the US. Nevertheless, there is a danger of ‘segregation’ if not always in a rigid demarcation between areas of Britain or within cities but certainly in the outlook, in the minds, of different racial groups. The task of the labour movement and socialists, in fact almost its first principle, is to seek to overcome all divisions in the working class, racial, gender, religious and ethnic ones. It is for this reason that we always pose a class approach. This remains our position today in a different society – from an ethnic, religious and cultural point of view – compared to the early 1980s.  There are about 240 mother-tongue languages now spoken in London schools. 
151. The retreat in consciousness that we spoke about earlier, now reinforced by the sense of alienation of the Muslim population following the London bombings, has led to the demand for the setting up of more ‘faith-based’ schools. New Labour’s programme on education opens the door to schools being taken over by big business and religious zealots. We are in the process of formulating a rounded out policy on the thorny issue of ‘faith schools’. 
152. More important is the need for a programme and concrete work to cement class unity at all levels of society and the labour movement. Crucial in this respect is the work of our party to rebuild the caucus of comrades from different ethnic backgrounds, particularly black and Asian comrades, who now form a vital part of the labour movement in areas like London, the south-east and many other areas of the country. This remains a vital part of our work. 
Perspectives for the Labour Party & a new mass party 
153. We have recently produced quite a number of articles, in both the journal and the paper, on the Labour Party, both in its current state and on historical issues, in so far as they touch on the need for a new mass party of the working class in Britain. It is only necessary here to repeat some of the main points. Events since the re-election of the government for a third term have completely reconfirmed our analysis on the degeneration of the Labour Party into a capitalist party. Opposition to our analysis on the left is inchoate, amounting to a romantic yearning for the past days of the Labour Party that will not return. 
154. The left trade union leaders cling to the battered wreckage of the party, alongside a dwindling band of left MPs, because no serious alternative new pole of attraction exists. People like Tony Benn are isolated figures when they argue, hoping against hope, that the Labour Party can be recaptured for the left. The experience of most young people of New Labour is of a party of war, education cuts and a general attack on past gains. The idea of transforming this party holds no attraction to them. The rebellion against Blair that spluttered into life following the October conference of the Labour Party gives them hope that the party can somehow be brought back to life. 
155. However, as we have ceaselessly commented, the only real short-term alternative to Blair is Brown, which is no real alternative at all. ‘Mr PFI’, as he is dubbed even by the capitalist press, has made it absolutely clear that in fundamentals he will carry out Blair’s policy although the mood music and posture on some issues may be different. This is not to say that if, rather than when, Brown replaces Blair, the perception of many workers initially could be that things will be different. But Brown has made it clear, at the TUC, the Labour Party conference and in cabinet meetings following Blunkett’s resignation, that while he might oppose some ‘ill-considered’ privatisations, in general, as his support for London Underground privatisation demonstrates, he will continue to extol its virtues. He has also stated that he opposes ‘generous’ increases in pay for public sector workers, which presumably refers to the increase to a miserly £5.58 an hour for hospital workers. 
156. However, we should never underestimate the illusions and patience which can be generated among working-class people when a new leader appears on the scene. Despite his courting of the capitalists in the run-up to the 1997 election, there was a widespread illusion that Blair was a ‘wolf in sheep’s clothing’; once in power he would bare his fangs towards the capitalists. Instead, he proved to be a lamb as far as capitalism is concerned. Soon after Blair arrived at Number 10 in 1997, the CBI paid him a visit with a ‘shopping list’ of demands. They had a bottom line but never got a chance to explain this because Blair accepted, to their astonishment, their demands in total! Brown might be a lot more robust on standing up to the capitalists on individual issues but he will act on fundamentals like Blair. 
157. If Brown takes over quickly – some time in the next 12 months – then it is possible that by changing the rhetoric at least, if not content of policy, Brown could for a period give the impression that he is different to Blair. Major managed, seemingly against all the odds, to pull off a narrow majority for a fourth consecutive Tory victory in 1992. True, his then opponent was Neil Kinnock, a Labour leader without weight and who was distrusted by a significant section of the working class and the middle class. Moreover, John Smith, then shadow chancellor, made the blunder in the election of threatening to increase taxes on higher-paid workers and the middle class. However, Major did manage to give the impression for a time that he was different to Thatcher. He buried the poll tax once and for all, he moved away from the baroness’s euro-scepticism – famously condemning her supporters in the cabinet as ‘bastards’ – but in substance, and particularly on domestic policy, he pursued fundamentally the same line. For instance, it was Major who carried through the privatisation of British Rail in 1996, which has proved to be perhaps the most catastrophic of all British privatisations. 
158. Brown could tack and weave but would be prepared to carry out the original New Labour ‘project’ of him and Blair, particularly the attempt to implement the neo-liberal programme, not just in Britain but in Europe and throughout the world as well. In the event, however, of a serious recession or slump, with wholesale closures of factories and workplaces, then Brown, like even bourgeois governments in Japan, could carry out emergency measures to take them fully into public ownership. On the internal developments of the Labour Party, Brown is as much of a control freak, brooking no serious opposition, as Blair. One-man rule, with a tiny cabal around the prime minister, is the norm within the New Labour government. Cabinet discussion, as ex-ministers have revealed, when they take place on serious policy issues, are for form as the important decisions have been taken outside. The meetings of the Parliamentary Labour Party, which in the past was forced to reflect the pressure of the base of the party, working-class concerns, discontent, etc, are according to Clare Short not a forum for discussion but merely “rallies” in support of the leader. A Brown prime ministership may signify a short interregnum in the discrediting and disintegration of this moribund party but it will not fully arrest its decline. Conditions for a new mass workers’ party 
159. The conditions for a new mass workers’ party exist as much in Britain and for that matter in the rest of Europe, as in Germany where the Left Party received 8 % of the vote and 54 MPs in the last general election. The only difference is that Britain has experienced neo-liberalism, its political expression being Thatcherism and now Blairism, over a protracted period, whereas Germany under Schröder experienced fast-track Thatcherism. The shock and political reflex has therefore been much more immediate and greater in Germany. The crucial difference between here and Germany, however, is that a leading figure like Oskar Lafontaine stepped outside the increasingly discredited ex-social democracy and linked up with trade unionists and young people to create a bloc between the WASG and the Left Party. 
160. In Britain, leading figures who could play that role such as Tony Benn or trade union leaders like Tony Woodley use all their efforts to shore up and try to repair what is now the wreckage of a past workers’ party. Neither they nor the dwindling band of left activists who still advocate work within this party really believe in their heart of hearts that they now have much hope of success. Labour Party ‘activists’ are reduced to a rump of councillors and their hangers on increasingly devoid of power and isolated from the population they purport to represent. 
161. Blair and his entourage hope to complete the ‘project’ before he departs the scene, particularly as far as the Labour Party is concerned, by emasculating even further trade union influence within the party. Alan Johnson, former trade union leader and now a government minister, has called for a further cut in the vote of unions at the conference from the present 50% to 15%! The defeat of Blair and the government on a series of issues at the conference became a hopeful sign to the union leaders that the party could be saved for the working class. Yet this has become the very reason for the right to carry through an even further neutering of trade union and activists’ influence. Tony Woodley’s riposte was to declare: “A Labour Party with no place for working class collectivism would be a Labour Party no longer” [The Guardian]. He was speaking in the future tense but that is the reality now. The late Sir Keith Joseph, guru and author of the counterrevolution against workers’ rights and conditions, once declared that the Tories’ aim was to create “two Tory parties in Britain”. They have succeeded beyond their wildest dreams. 
162. Even if one could postulate that some time in the future Labour, by expelling the Blairites, then shifting towards the left, reconnecting with active trade unions, accepting socialist or social-democratic policies, could once more become a bourgeois workers’ party, that is no excuse for arguing for work within the Labour Party now. This is not an active, fighting approach. It is the philosophy of quiescence, sitting on one’s hands, keeping your mouth shut in the teeth of a New Labour bourgeois offensive against the working class. The task of socialists and Marxists in particular is to build a position of influence, to hold out hope and provide, when possible, a fighting example to a new generation of workers. This is the best way to accumulate the forces for future possibilities of work within larger formations. In Germany, for instance, we recognise that social democracy had morphed into a bourgeois formation. However, the development of the WASG immediately led to our sister organisation in Germany seeking, successfully, to be part of the process of the assembling of a new party. 
163. We think it is unlikely – effectively ruled out in the short term – that the Labour Party can be regenerated as even a bourgeois workers’ party. However, even if one accepted this scenario in the long term it would not justify the quiescence and acquiescence which, in the end, forms the raison d’être in reality the philosophy of Tony Benn and others of clinging to this discredited party at all costs. His main argument in a recent Guardian article was that he had witnessed, as a child, the betrayal of Ramsay MacDonald. However, he says that the Labour Party then recovered… in 1945! It took 14 years to overcome this betrayal. There was, however, a fundamental difference between the Labour Party then and now: Labour was still a workers’ party at the bottom, even after the defection of MacDonald, although it had been reduced to a small number of MPs in the Commons. It was still therefore an arena for work for socialists and a vehicle for working class views and action. 
164. Nobody, not even Benn, can argue that about the Labour Party today. But even if one accepted his – and various opportunists’ – long, very long, perspective the task for today would be to build up a force outside that could seek to decisively influence Labour in the unlikely event of it swinging left at some future date. More likely, in our calculation, is that a new formation will develop in Britain as the Labour Party, under right-wing control, becomes increasingly discredited, as the Liberals were in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It is therefore vital that our campaign for a new party, including the conferences that are planned for 2006, is energetically pursued. Tories 
165. The Tory party suffered its third electoral defeat on 5 May. However, the number of Tory MPs increased for the first time since 1983, from 165 to 198. The difficulties facing the Tories attempt to climb back to power are manifold. They still have the mark of Cain upon them, Thatcher, which weighs them down with leaden boots. A believer in the Thatcher counterrevolution, economics correspondent of the Financial Times, Samuel Brittan, recently complained about the ‘modernisers’ in the Tory party, especially as, “One of them has reportedly said that the conservatives would never really recover until Baroness Thatcher was dead and buried.” 
166. Like an economic and social Black Death, the effects of Thatcherism linger on in derelict communities in the industrial areas of the north, Scotland, Wales and in the army of poor throughout Britain. She still has a powerful deterrent effect on the psyche not just of the working class but of considerable sections of the middle class as well. One Tory leader after another and the party as a whole have been seen almost as war criminals by the majority of the British people.  They have vainly struggled in three general elections to overcome the Thatcher legacy, but have failed. If they embrace the ‘new’ and youthful David Cameron, perhaps in a double act with Kenneth Clarke – who has the advantage of appearing not to be part of the Thatcher era – it is in an attempt to break decisively with this legacy. 
167. Another problem for the Tories is the age of its membership – overwhelmingly over 65 – and its shrinking social base: “The party has become dependent on the rural officer class and the shaven headed white van driver” [Philip Stevens, Financial Times]. The dire state of the party was on view for all to see at its 2005 conference. The party chairperson, Francis Maude, pointed out that among the UK’s four million strong ethnic minority population the Tories were in third place, that in 2005 fewer women than men had voted for the Conservatives for the first time since universal suffrage was introduced; and that the party had actually lost vote amongst graduates, working in business and in the professions. He didn’t, however, go as far as Theresa May, his predecessor of three years previously, who dubbed the Tory party as the “nasty party”. 
168. It is not certain that this desperate attempt to give a ‘modern’ facelift to the Tory party will bear fruit at the next election. Right-wing journalist Max Hastings, for instance, believes the Tory election contest was a “battle for the honour of losing the next election”. However, this is not at all certain as the Tories in key marginal seats need just 60,000 extra votes, which they hope to garner from those disillusioned with twelve years of Blairism, to scrape home in an election. Moreover, Hastings’s calculation does not take account of unfavourable economic developments for the government that could produce political convulsions. The election of Cameron is a measure of the desperation of the Tories. Traditional leaders of what was the main bourgeois party were usually blooded in the hurly burly of politics both in the ‘bear pit’ of parliament and outside on the electoral stump. The risk is that he will fall on his face when he comes up against ‘bruisers’ like Gordon Brown when he replaces Blair. 
169. His difficulties are added to because Blair and Brown occupy traditional Tory territory, the so-called centre, the muddled middle. A correspondent of the Financial Times spoke for even bourgeois opinion when he wrote: “The problem with your editorial ‘make your mind up Tories’ is that Britain has a perfectly good Conservative Party in Labour.” Others have referred to a new phenomenon, describing the ‘two Davids’, Blair and Cameron, as ‘Camerair’. They point out that they could easily form a “grand coalition, as their German counterparts just have” [The Guardian, 20 October 2005]. On the surface this may not appear to be much different from the ‘butskellism’ of the 1930s and the early 1960s (when Hugh Gaitskell, the Labour Party leader, and Rab Butler, the power behind the throne in the Tory party stood on common ground). But at bottom, the Tory and Labour parties then, in their then composition, had different class characters. 
170. Now, as Timothy Garton Ash has pointed out, it is more like a “competition between two rival management teams, trying to convince shareholders that they are best suited to run UK plc. After New Labour New Britain (NLNB) there is a bid from ‘MCC’”. The real shareholders however are not the voters who are merely electoral fodder, but the capitalists and their representatives, like the CBI. The CBI, in the wake of recent retreats by the government on pensions, is growling in the background with a clear threat to withdraw their tacit support from the government and transfer their hopes elsewhere. They have not as yet reached the position of pulling the plug on Blair because the “moor is doing his duty” presiding over the best capitalist government that the British bourgeois could possibly envisage at this stage. 
Cameron 
171. Notwithstanding all the difficulties confronting Cameron, it is not ruled out that the Tory party could be politically renovated, backed by the media, and exploit the discontent with Blairism and Brown, especially if the economy goes pear-shaped. If mass abstentions occur in the next election, as was the case in the last two, the Tories could creep back to power. Cameron and Davis are attempting to pretend, like George Bush, that they are ‘caring conservatives’. Translated, this means that they are ‘compassionate’ for conservatives, the rich and powerful. 
172. Cameron is a toff, educated at Eton, was an adviser to discredited chancellor Norman Lamont and is the preferred candidate of the last Tory leader, Michael Howard. He is, however, presented as representing a break with the discredited Thatcher. In the manner of celebrity politics, which dominates in this era, he is also pictured as a ‘man of the people’. The fact that he has a disabled child has been unscrupulously exploited to enhance this image. Harold Macmillan, former Tory prime minister, and General de Gaulle in France, both had disabled children but the mass of the population would never have known this because they were never projected into the public limelight. Underneath this gloss, however, Cameron as with all Tory leaders is a firm defender of capitalism: “Both Clarke and Davis offer the stale three courses of yesterday’s dish; tax is bad, family is lovely and global is us” [The Guardian]. 
173. Although he is dismissed as a lightweight, Cameron could lead the Tory party to an electoral victory. The Guardian ICM poll in October showed that Labour’s lead was down to just three points (Labour on 36%, Conservatives 33%). Both Blair and Brown will use the threat of a return of the Tories to bolster their own position. Schröder tried the same tactic in the German election but it didn’t work. Therefore, a Tory victory in the next general election cannot be discounted. On the other hand it is possible that a hung parliament could be the outcome. What government would result from this is now not at all clear. No differences between the parties 
174. Tory chairman Maude has even floated the idea that the Tories could form a coalition with the Liberal Democrats in a situation like this. This is in itself a mark of how the situation has changed in the last 30 years. Ted Heath, Tory prime minister in 1974, when he found himself in a minority following the February election that year tried to broker a coalition with the Liberals, then led by Jeremy Thorpe. However the Liberals, then posing as a radical party, would have been completely shattered if they had accepted the embrace of Heath and the Tories. In those circumstances a minority Labour government came to power. 
175. The Liberal Democrats today, however, are a different beast entirely, having embraced privatisation and other neo-liberal measures. The proponents of the ‘Orange Book’ in the Liberal Democrats – which enshrines their neo-liberal programme – like Vincent Cable, their treasury spokesman and a former top oil executive, could easily sit in a Liberal-Democrat/Tory cabinet. The more radically inclined Liberal Democrat base would oppose this, maybe even leading to splits to the left.  Such a scenario cannot be ruled out. 
176. The MPs of all three major parties today hardly differ in their social origin and political outlook. They can pass from one party to another with little difficulty.  For instance, Labour MP for Burnley Kitty Usher is the niece of Tory MPs Virginia and Peter Bottomley! This coalescence of the political class in the middle will further the process of the disillusionment with formal politics. This does not mean to say that there is not an interest or a preparedness to be involved in real politics. The new generation in particular, against the background of a troubled world, looks with a fresh eye on the issues of the day. Two of the most crucial issues are world poverty and the environment. The big G8 demonstrations in the summer on the theme of ‘Make Poverty History’ brought out the idealism and urge for action of young people. 
The environment 
177. We made a splendid intervention in Edinburgh under the banner of our party and the CWI. Given the incapacity of world capitalism to make significant inroads into this intractable problem, which cannot be solved within the framework of the ‘market’, a continuing concern and openness to socialist solutions will exist amongst this new generation. This is linked in the consciousness of these layers to the issue of the environment. The natural disasters in Asia – the tsunami and the Pakistani earthquake – and the Americas with the hurricanes, particularly Hurricane Katrina, have revealed the unpreparedness and the warped priorities of capitalism in the teeth of such developments. There is mass support for action to prevent a further poisoning of the world’s atmosphere, the melting of the ice caps and the horrifying legacy that will be left to future generations unless action is taken now. Out of the green, environmental movement many young people, with our help, can find their way to a socialist approach to this issue. 
178. Conscious of the danger of this, voices within the ‘green movement’ have now sought to argue that only by modifying capitalism would it be possible to offer a solution to environmental degradation. Jonathan Porritt, Prince Charles’s favourite environmentalist, writes in a new book that he believes “capitalism must be transformed – rather than overthrown – to ensure both economic and environmental equilibrium”. He is attempting to square the circle. He argues: “Few businesses want to kill off the source of their profitability.” In other words, they fear that if the destruction of the environment goes on capitalism will lose the ‘goose that laid the golden egg’, that is the working class. They also can be affected by the destruction of the environment on a personal level. In the nineteenth century one of the motivations of the bourgeois in the construction of sewers and other health and safety measures was to eliminate typhoid, which did not respect class barriers and therefore killed the bosses and their families, as well as their workers. However, it was the state on behalf of capitalism that intervened and not ‘private philanthropy’ which led to the building of sewers and other measures to solve the problem. 
179. Porritt is right when he argues that it is possible to exploit the world’s natural resources for the benefit of all without destroying them and sacrificing future generations. Some individual capitalists like Lord Browne at the oil company BP have spoken publicly of their desire to adapt their companies to promote environmental protection. However, no matter how laudable their aims, this is what environmental activists call ‘greenwash’. It involves presenting a concerned approach to the environment while continuing to deploy harmful anti-environmental measures. While the pressure of the masses can limit the harm that capitalism can do, it will not be able to overcome this completely. The proposal now being made for carbon emissions sharing – involving richer countries buying some of the rights of underdeveloped countries to continue to pollute – is no solution at all. It is impossible, as we have argued above in relation to China, to continue with the uncontrolled anarchic industrialisation of that country, as well as India and the neo-colonial world without it resulting in an environmental catastrophe.  Only by a new world division of labour is it possible to have sustainable development. 
180. The division of labour which exists under capitalism is exploitative of the neo-colonial world, which is faced with the invidious choice of emulating the developed capitalist countries through industrialisation – with all the massive pollution that this involves – or continued dependency and impoverishment. It is a false choice that would not be necessary on the basis of a world socialist plan of production, initiated by the working class and the poor of the planet. Then it would be entirely feasible to have growth, to raise living standards and develop the world in a harmonious fashion for the benefit of the whole of humankind. To do this, however, we must put an end to the rule of a handful of giant corporations who hold humankind by the throat and threaten to drag it into the abyss if they are not stopped. Our work in the growing environmental movement is now critical, as is the production of clear material explaining our programme of demands on this issue. 
Young people 
181. Since the big anti-capitalist demonstrations in 2000 and 2001 there has been a steady increase in the rate of radicalisation of young people. As with all such phenomena this process has ebbed and flowed. After the peak of the anti-war movement and the 15 February 2003 demonstration there was a temporary lull but since then we have seen the development of a politicised minority of young people drawing anticapitalist and socialist conclusions. 
182. This has been in response to a number of issues both international and domestic. Many initially became active around the issue of the invasion of Iraq. This was significant in a whole number of ways. It gave many, and school students in particular, their first taste of political activity. It brought some up against the forces of the state and many have since drawn on those conclusions to form political analyses. 
183. Since then a whole range of international events have provoked a development of consciousness and questioning of capitalism. The tsunami, Asian earthquake, Hurricane Katrina and other environmental disasters have made the massive chasm between rich and poor impossible to ignore.  The G8 meeting in Gleneagles raised discussion on both the question of poverty and what is the solution and to an extent was part of the larger discussion on the environment that is taking place. 
184. But it is not the international issues alone that are posing such devastating questions in the minds of young people in Britain. While a minority will be forced by these issues to think about the system a bigger layer is forced to think about it because of their experience of coming up against it in their day to day lives. 
185. Students in schools and colleges around the country are experiencing the reality of league tables, privatisation and all the other aspects of Labour’s plans for education. Education under capitalism has always had its limitations but in the current context this is even more the case. Over-testing, underresourcing, fees, the abolition of the grant, student debt, student poverty, student stress to get a good degree to get a good job; this is the student experience in both the higher and further education sectors. 
186. Many young people are workers as well as students and mainly through agencies or on temporary contracts. Over half (54 per cent) of graduate jobseekers, who left university in 2004 or earlier, are still looking for their first graduate job, according to a report released in August by Manpower. 
187. While young people in Britain do not have the same experiences as those in France there are similar features to both. The criminalisation of young people, the application of ASBOs and attacks on the rights to protest and strike, combined in the case of black and Asian youth with racist police harassment, will contribute to anti-establishment feeling and to a certain extent alienation from society that is one side of the response to the attacks. 
188. In a period of relatively low class struggle and in the absence of a mass workers’ party to raise political ideas, many young people have not got a clear idea of socialism, of the role of the working class, of what trade unions are and of how to have an impact on society. They are searching for solutions to the frustrations and inequality they experience and witness. At the same time they do not have the experience of Stalinism or the collapse of Stalinism as an obstacle to the future development of their consciousness. Many young people read ideas on the internet and take part in political debate on forums. In the absence of a wider movement this is one of the only ways to find things out which can be both negative and positive. 
189. The Socialist Party has played a role in raising socialist ideas among young people. Our political interventions into the anti-war and anti-capitalist movements have ensured that a socialist alternative is raised in a concrete and straightforward way. Our participation in these and local campaigns has also meant that a section of young people have also seen a transitional approach in action. 
Women 
190. Women have been increasingly to the fore in recent struggles. Women played a leading role in a number of recent strikes – notably the Gate Gourmet struggle, the Scottish nursery nurses strike, and the PCS strikes. Various factors, not least that women now make up a majority of the workforce, mean that, unlike in the past, women are now just as likely to be trade union members as men, and are actually more likely to be members if they are in their 20s or 30s. 
191. A layer of young women, in particular, have been politicised by international issues – particularly the occupation of Iraq and environmental issues. In many schools, it was young women who led the school student strikes that took place on the day the Iraq war began. However, women are also being politicised by domestic issues, not least those that affect them particularly as women. Anger at the destruction of public services such as the NHS is particularly sharp amongst women, who form a large percentage of the workforce and a majority of NHS users. 
192. The argument that we now live in a ‘post-feminist’ society, where women have achieved equality, is belied by the facts. It is true that women, particularly young women, are generally more confident than their mothers and grandmothers. However, they still suffer economic and social discrimination which is rooted in the very nature of class society. According to a recent survey by the Fawcett Society, almost 50% of women have a gross individual income of less than £100 a week, compared to 20% of men. A large proportion of women are still concentrated in low paid jobs such as retail, catering and cleaning – mostly work that is an extension of work which women have traditionally carried out unpaid at home. 
193. Women also continue to bear the brunt of this unpaid domestic work in the home. At the same time the general falling back of consciousness in the 1990s has also had an effect on sexist attitudes, which have increased in some sections of the population, including the working class, as was demonstrated by the recent Amnesty survey which found that a third of people believe that a woman is “partially or wholly” responsible for being raped if she is intoxicated. It is possible that in the future governments could attempt to base themselves on these backward attitudes to launch further attacks on women’s rights, including the right to choose abortion, although this would undoubtedly be vigorously opposed by many women and men. One aspect of the role of a new mass workers’ party will be to fight to defend the rights of women and to raise consciousness on these questions. We will produce a supplement and more in-depth material on these issues as soon as possible. 
Conclusion 
194. The conclusion flowing from this analysis is that we have moved into a new phase in Britain and worldwide. It is characterised by economic uncertainty for capitalism where a recession or even a slump could develop in the next period. If, however, it manages to stagger on then this will be against the background of an intensified neo-liberal offensive against the working class and the poor in Britain and worldwide. This in turn means that, even without an economic collapse, the collision between the classes will grow, resulting in strikes, even defensive general strikes, social upheavals along the lines of the riots in France and the searching by a new generation in particular for a political expression in new formations of the working class. 
195. The crucial question for us, which can affect our ability to grow, is of course consciousness. This is shaped in a complex way. There is one general point, however, we can make, which is that the ideological offensive in favour of capitalism, although in one sense undiminished, is not having the same affect when contrasted to the reality confronting the working class and the poor, compared to the 1990s and the earlier part of this decade. Anticapitalism still exists on a wide scale but the new features of the situation in Britain and elsewhere is the development of a small layer of conscious socialists amongst young people who are looking for an alternative. It is from these sections and in the revival in working class struggle that the party will grow in the next period. 
196. Perspectives for us are working hypotheses. It is not possible to see all variants of a situation in advance. We have to be prepared for sudden turns in the situation. But the period is now more favourable than before, particularly for growth. We must use the pre-congress period and the congress to raise the level of understanding of all of our members, to explore in detail the political situation and the analysis we need to build a powerful Socialist Party, as well as the paper, our youth work, union work, work amongst the most oppressed black, Asian and other ethnic groups, and in other vital areas. We must prepare to defend the position we have in local government and try to forge with others a common front for electoral pacts to provide a viable alternative in the May elections. 
197. It is capitalism that faces real difficulties. We are going with the grain of history now and it is therefore possible to grow and consolidate a base from which a numerically bigger Socialist Party can develop as well as qualitatively, and one which, through the quality of its cadres and the points of support it has in industry, can make a radical difference to the struggles of the working class in the next period. 
