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By a health worker

The current crisis in the NHS is not just the result of “winter pressures”, or
too many unnecessary visits to A&E — it is the most visible symptom of
chronic underfunding, cuts to social care, PFI debts, and privatisation.

Increased demand at winter is predictable; a fully functional health system
would have capacity to cope with seasonal variation by using a surplus capacity.
This crisis cannot be blamed on, in fact, fairly mild weather. Nor is it due to a
demanding and ageing patient population. Or “health tourists” (who account
for 0.2% of our budget). This crisis is a political choice. Year on year, the UK
spends a smaller proportion of GDP on healthcare. At the same time, costs to
the NHS from PFI debt continue to rise: St Bartholomew’s and the Royal
London hospitals pay £2 million a week in PFI debt interest alone. At the same
time, transaction costs increase as more and more services are pushed into the
market. And more and more funding is sucked out into the profits of private
providers, who increasingly win contracts to provide services. The massive con-

traction in the funding available for care has led to deliberate and chronic un-
derstaffing in most grades and professions.This has been assisted by the cor-
poratism of the NHS, which is deliberately antagonistic to healthcare
professionals. Poor workforce planning is part of the picture: gaps in staffing
on specific rotas make our jobs unsafe. The upshot then is bed, service and hos-
pital closures. Cuts and closures are covered up by administrators and politi-
cians mouthing the “efficiency” mantra. But there is no surplus capacity
anywhere in the system. Bed occupancy is well over 95% in many places, al-
though 85% is considered to be the safe level. The UK has fewer beds per per-
son and fewer doctors per person than most countries in Europe.According to
the OECD the UK lost 7,525 beds between 2010 and 2014. Social care has
also been cut to the bone by councils struggling to manage cuts. That means
frail patients cannot be discharged to the community.  The same patients with-
out support and care in the community end up at A&E. 

Building a new education system, Unite elections,
Momentum’s future, the trouble with “Fake news”,

Maximum wage, let’s celebrate strikes, by-elections, defend freedom
of movement & more.

inside:
Continue on page 4



A month is long time in politics. The present debates in Momen-
tum over its future threaten to undermine a lot of the positivity
that has been gained by Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership in recent years.
Our message, though, is simple - people who are rightly angry
shouldn’t make rash decisions. We have to find ways of working
together  and our centre pages this month address some of these
points.

Below we publish our draft editorial statement, which is the
direction we think a magazine like The Clarion should be going
in. If you would like to be involved in this project then please
get in touch.

The Labour Party and the entire country is standing at a cross-
roads.

Jeremy Corbyn's election as Labour leader in 2015 opened a
space for socialist politics to re-emerge into the British main-
stream. His re-election in 2016 confirmed that there are at least
hundreds of thousands in Britain of people who want to see an
end to austerity, to neo-liberalism and to the worst misery inflicted
by the capitalist system. There are hundreds of thousands of people
who at least aspire to a better society than capitalism. The socialist
left of the labour movement has a historic opportunity now – we
must seize it.

That means an open discussion on politics and principles, as-
sisting the grassroots of the labour movement to develop our own
policies and programme for a Labour government and for trans-
forming society, building on and critically engaging with policies
proposed by the leader’s office, the unions, the constituencies, and
other parts of the movement.

It means democratising the Labour Party, preventing further
coup attempts against the leadership, and preventing further unjust
purges, suspensions, and expulsions. It means facilitating debate
on Momentum, its purpose and its future.

The Clarion is a space for and a contribution to those debates.
In addition to news and reports from the movement, our coverage
will particularly focus on

• Debate and discussion on class and class struggle today, and
how we go beyond “new politics” and “progressive politics” to revive
working-class politics.

• How we make socialism, a new society based on common
ownership and need not profit, the basic, unifying goal of the left;
and fight for bold socialist policies in the here and now.

• Fighting nationalism, building working-class solidarity across
borders and between workers of different backgrounds and com-
munities.

• To take a serious and consistent approach to equality and lib-
eration struggles.

• To stand up for rational debate and against nonsense, against
the culture of clickbait, conspiracy theory, and instant denunciation
which has taken root in some parts of the left. 

We welcome involvement from comrades who are in broad
agreement with these points. We aim to complement rather than
compete with existing publications on the Labour left, and to crit-
ically engage with ideas from across the left.
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By Sol Gamsu

What would a truly emancipatory education system look like? Would
it be encased by state and private corporate power as it is now? Or ob-
sessed with knowledge associated with cultural prestige and elite
power? Clearly not. 

Before we can build an emancipatory education system we have to
ask ourselves – the radical educators, students, parents and friends – in
short, all of us, because we are all learners and teachers, two questions.
Firstly, what work can we do now that widens the cracks and fissures in
the current hegemonic control over our education system? And secondly,
what political reforms should we push for which would pave the way
for a deeply human, critical and democratic education? It is the second
question that I will seek to address here. 

As Labour seeks to build a systematic educational alternative, a Na-
tional Education Service (NES), firstly, we must actively challenge elite
educational structures and cultures. Above all, this means challenging
the private schools and the exclusive academic culture of Oxbridge and
other elite universities. Secondly, we need to push for reforms which cre-
ate the space for both active conflict and passive slippage towards a rad-
ical egalitarian system.

Labour’s educational achievements in office are substantial – second-
ary education for all in 1944, comprehensive schooling after 1965 and
more recently Surestart. But there has been a chronic weakness to
Labour’s education policy when in government. It has consistently failed
to actively take on the educational centres of elite power and reproduc-
tion. Alternative models have also been limited and never taken through
to their ultimate conclusion. The NES must seek to do both these things
and post-16 education is a central battlefield.

Further Education has been decimated under the Coalition and Tory
governments. Whilst better funded under Labour, it was never put in a
position where it could begin to challenge the cultural dominance of the
school sixth form. When Labour was in government after 1945, pro-
posals from local councils to adopt systematic arrangements for further
education were not taken up. This was alongside failing to take advan-
tage of a period of weakness for the elite ‘public’ schools. Again in the
mid-1960s comprehensive reform went up to 16 but not beyond. The
implementation, by Labour, of a binary system in higher education re-
inforced the creation of a parallel system with the school sixth form, A-
levels and the universities on one side and further education colleges,
more vocational exams and the Polytechnics on the other.

Lessons from the past
Labour has chronically failed to recognise that education is a cultural

and political battleground in a deep and meaningful sense. It was never
just a question of ending selection at 11 — a system which, it should be
remembered, Labour created in the first place after 1945, representing
deeply flawed inter-war thinking about education. Similarly, if and when
Labour return to office, it will not be a case of simply restoring funding
to FE Colleges. What is at stake here is what we value and count as ed-
ucation, and the cultural and socio-political conflict that entails. 

The failure to actively reform education after 16 represented a huge
cultural and political defeat. The school sixth form, its academic selec-
tivity on entry and, often, its physical separation from other parts of the
school, represents the trickle down of the educational culture of the pub-
lic schools. When policy for a ‘common’ exam at 16, the future GCSE,
was developed over the 1970s and finalised in the 1980s, private schools
and universities lobbied intensely for a selective, traditionally academic
curriculum. As selection on entry at 11 was no longer possible, GCSEs
were created by the Conservatives with a higher and a lower-level entry
— as Keith Joseph put it ‘differentiation within schools’ would be the
order of the day. The ‘liberal humanism’ of this elite educational culture
has been strengthened by Gove’s English Baccalaureate. May’s plan for
more grammar schools is an attempt to move from reversing slowly to
turning the car round completely and driving into the phantom past of
‘traditional’ elite-dominated educational cultures and the even more

ghostly myth of social mobility through selective education.

A radical proposal
So what should the National Education Service seek to put in its

place? Disrupting the old system and creating a new one means a two-
fold, overlapping project of undermining old structures and creating a
new culture. Modularity should be a key principle of the educational
curriculum that we seek to build, especially in further and higher edu-
cation. Traditional post-16 education emphasises a linear trajectory with
subject specialisation and de facto social segregation by subjects and in-
stitutions as a precursor to further segregation on entry to university
and/or employment thereafter. We need to begin to erode these social
and ‘academic’ divisions. 

To be frank this linear trajectory does not suit most people — many
drop-out or choose FE precisely to escape the more rigid and increasingly
authoritarian organisation of many schools. Instead of thinking of a linear,
upward trajectory of progression towards specific educational goals, we
should be thinking instead of overlapping paths which change direction
and allow fluid movement across disciplines and specialised institutions.
This would allow people to return to education at any point with a clear
idea of how a pathway from existing experience and education connects
to a different world of work and learning. Concretely these patterns al-
ready exist — there are already combined degrees across and between fur-
ther education and post-1992 universities. They should be extended
gradually — why shouldn’t a student doing an access course (decimated
and undermined over the last six years) take first year modules as part of
their course? The point here is allow for a gradual slippage and erosion of
the divisions between different sites and ‘types’ of learning. 

To succeed this model would have to be extended into the ‘school’ sys-
tem – failure to operate the same scale for learning and ‘qualification’
across different sectors would only lead to the creation of new hierar-
chies. Reforming state post-16 and higher education whilst leaving the
elite sector untouched is utterly pointless. Abolishing private schooling
and ending the huge economic privileges of Oxford and Cambridge
means a huge cultural and political struggle but we have to begin to pre-
pare ourselves for it. If there is a surge in anti-elite sentiment then we
should be putting these institutions firmly within our sights. 

Onerous as the task of dismantling the old and constructing the new
may seem, we should not underestimate the weaknesses within the ex-
isting system. We know already what we want the new model to look
like. It is there in fragments, in amongst the fissures and cracks in the
current cultural hegemony over education, old and new ideas for a rad-
ical educational future are still alive. Our task is to take them and fuse
them into a radical programme for reform which creates the emanci-
patory, critical and democratic education that we want and need. 

Sol recently finished his PhD in London. Follow him on twitter here:
@SolGamsu

EDUCATION

Building a new education system

Corbyn in his favourite place — on the picket line!
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news & Reports

By Dan Jeffery – Vice Chair,
Lambeth UNISON (pc)

When I saw that Momentum had shared a
video made by the TSSA to oppose railway
privatisation I thought this was a positive
step. 

This is before I had actually watched the
video. Which, to be frank, was a xenophobic
rant, wrapped up in what some say is a joke. I
can’t see the punch line myself.

The message in the video wasn’t “take back
control” from big business like Virgin, owned
by Richard Branson, or from the Tory govern-
ment. It was take back control from the
French, German, and Dutch people, with a
dollop of jingoism thrown in for good measure.
As one of my friends put it, they might as well
have gone the full hog and had a background
chant of “two world wars and one world cup”.

At best this video missed the mark, and in-
advertently plays in to xenophobic and racist
ideas. At worst it is an example of going down
a nationalist road, which has been made even
more dangerous by the fall out of Brexit. There
is no guarantee at all that unions will automat-
ically play a progressive role on such issues, as
the dockers marching for Enoch Powell showed,
but the left should be arguing for better.

Patriotism
TSSA backed up their video with a statement
accusing the government of being unpatriotic.
Socialists will never get anywhere through the
use of nationalism or patriotism, which just di-
vides workers. It’s not a weapon that can result
in a progressive way forward for workers. As it
happens over 60% of people in the UK already
support the nationalisation of the railways, and
there are very easy and persuasive arguments
that can be made, from the chaos of the service,
to constant delays, overcrowding and lining the
pockets of private train companies (which in
my view is worse than subsidies going to na-
tionalised rail companies abroad). Indeed there
is no mention at all in the video of the corpo-
rations and fat cats that are making such profits
out of the railways.

Even in recent times, the great Bob Crow,
who was one of the best union general secre-
taries of recent times, had bad politics when it
came to migration. On Question Time in
2013, in support of leaving the EU, he said, “By
virtue of the fact that economic migrants are
coming to this country they are lowering the
rates and conditions for those people that are
working here. Why should people come to
Britain without a work permit?” (and unfortu-
nately cited Australia, not exactly known for a
progressive position on migration, as an exam-
ple of where you need work permits). The
RMT, and the electoral campaigns ‘No to the

EU’ and ‘TUSC’ all had similar positions. I
don’t want people to have to have a work per-
mit to come to the UK, as it means that many
of those in the most disadvantaged in the
world will have no chance of coming to the
UK. Indeed migration significantly benefits
the UK by increased revenue over spending,
more jobs in a growing economy, cultural en-
richment and solidarity amongst workers.

Dangerous times
There is also no truth at all that migration

has any significant effect on wages and condi-
tions, certainly far, far less so than austerity.
With the rise of UKIP and general racism and
migrant bashing in society we have seen a shift
among some in the labour movement against
freedom of movement, using very similar ar-
guments as some in the trade union movement
argued when trying to stop women coming in
to the workplace. We need answers along the
lines of a good minimum wage, scrapping the
anti-trade union laws and bringing in strong

pro-worker and health and safety laws. As well
a mass council housing building scheme and a
scrapping of PFIs in health and education. Any
unforeseen influx that occurs from migration,
and temporary and localised strains put on
communities, can be overcome through a mi-
grant impact fund. It should also be remem-
bered that the vast majority of migrants from
war and poverty are in countries with national
wealth far lower than the UK.

Momentum has made a real mistake in pro-
moting this video and would be well advised
to take it down and promote a progressive case
for nationalising the railways, without mocking
people from other countries. 

We should approach socialist organisa-
tions and trade unions in Europe to increase
cooperation and common actions opposing
austerity, racism, attacks on social and dem-
ocratic rights with the goal of a united social-
ist Europe.

Blame Branson and the Tories, not
the French and Germans

Allies: German train drivers on strike in May 2015

NHS Crisis
Continued from front page

Regardless of the current crisis, the govern-
ment are pushing ahead with the Sustainabil-
ity and Transformation Plans — further cuts
and privatisation — which will lead to a third
of regions losing an A&E, and half of regions
losing significant numbers of inpatient beds.
is is dangerous.
e Labour Party has been right to sound
the alarm bell on the current situation in the
NHS, and demand action from the govern-
ment. However simply calling for more cash
to flow into a system that regularly pours the
cash it does have into the hands of private

companies and PFI debts does not solve this
crisis, or prevent future ones. 
e Labour Party passed good policy on 
the NHS at conference last September, but
most of the demands have been subjugated
to the simple call for cash. We must be de-
manding: the renationalisation of the NHS,
nationalising social care, ending PFI, and
taxing the rich to increase funding for the
NHS.
A day of action are planned for Saturday 21
January, and a national demonstration has
been called for 4 March. Labour activists
should take to the streets to defend the NHS,
on the march, on street stalls, lobbying MPs
and targeting private providers.
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Defend freedom of movement!
news & Reports

A wave of hatred is sweeping Britain, with
migrants blamed for a range of social ills. 

But migrants have not run down our public
services, it’s not them that failed to build enough
houses our economy needs, and they don’t cause
a race to the bottom on wages or conditions.
These are the results of political choices made
by governments and corporations.

In fact, the free movement of people can
build our collective power and creativity in the
face of attempts of the super-rich to turn the
world into a gigantic marketplace in which we
are all isolated individuals competing against
one another in a race that never ends. Fear and
hate further drives this isolation and under-
mines our ability to cooperate. It allows the al-
ready rich and powerful who have done so
much damage to our country to win.

We are therefore alarmed by the way more
MPs are now also turning their fire power on
immigration. While we cannot ignore the con-
cerns of anyone struggling and feeling insecure
in a country that still has huge but concen-
trated wealth, we cannot pander to anti-immi-
grant sentiment in a race we cannot win and

should never want to.   A democracy must de-
fend the most vulnerable in society – all of
them. And we must provide the services and
homes for people who come to this country
who add to its economy and its culture.

Positive movements for change have al-

ways looked outwards, with humanity.

Signatories to this statement
Kevin Courtney, NUT general secretary
Manuel Cortes, TSSA general secretary
Malia Bouattia, NUS national president
Rhea Wolfson, Labour Party NEC
Christine Shawcroft, Labour Party NEC
Ann Black, Labour Party NEC
Darren Williams, Labour Party NEC
Neal Lawson, Compass
Michael Chessum, Momentum
Hugh Lanning, Alliance for Free Movement
Nick Dearden, Global Justice Now
Luke Cooper and Zoe Gardner, Another Eu-
rope is Possible
Fizza Qureshi, Migrants Rights Network
Paul Mackney, former UCU general secre-
tary
Kate Hudson, CND
Matt Carr, One Day Without Us
Andrew Burgin, Left Unity
Jenny Killin, National Campaign Against
Fees and Cuts
Pete Campbell, BMA Junior Doctors com-
mittee chair
Suresh Grover, Monitoring Group
John Wight, Writer and journalist
Niccolo Milanese, European Alternatives

This statement was initially
published in the Guardian on 11

January 2017

This open letter was issued by Momentum activists
in the north of the country as an open appeal

Dear comrades,
While many on the left will understandably

have celebrated Jamie Reed’s decision to stand
down from the PLP, a Labour victory in
his Copeland seat is not assured.

Labour last lost the constituency in 1931,
the catastrophic year in which the betrayals of
the Labour right led to the party losing 79 per-
cent of its MPs. But a high Brexit vote (60 per-
cent), a strong UKIP showing in 2015 and
poor Labour polling puts us on the back foot
in this potentially marginal seat. Copeland’s
geographic isolation in a rural coastal location
makes it harder for activists to get to.

This crucial election is hotting up. Labour
will have a candidate soon – there is a possi-
bility it will be a left-winger. Short-listed can-
didates will go forward to a members’ meeting
the week beginning 16 January.

The NHS, housing and transport are key is-
sues in the area where we know that socialist
arguments against private profit, for public
ownership and social investment are essential
measures. Fighting the attacks to maternity
and other NHS services is part of reversing the
privatisation of the NHS.

Copeland is also home to a major industrial
workplace with a strong union presence: the
Sellafield nuclear power facility employs some-
thing like 10,000 people. There needs to be a
discussion on the left about our policy on nu-
clear power and what Labour should argue.
(See this BBC report on how the NHS and
nuclear issues are being raised in the cam-
paign.)

Momentum and other labour movement ac-
tivists should organise to get to Copeland (or
to help in Labour and Momentum telephone
canvassing).

Momentum Northern region will be help-
ing coordinate with activists in Copeland and
West Cumbria momentum; and also working
closely with Labour North and Copeland
Labour who having already opened an HQ in
the constituency.

We will advertise campaign dates and can
help coordinate dates and times and hopefully
accommodation for those coming from further
afield. If you also have friend or family in the
area and can offer accommodation please also
let us know. Or why not plan a weekend away
in this beautiful part of the country?

Yours in solidarity,
Ed Whitby and Tracy McGuire (Momen-

tum Northern National Representatives)

By-election: Come to Copeland
and help Labour win! Tristram Hunt’s resignation from his seat

in Stoke on Trent central is being seen by
some as a potential game changer for the
Labour right. 

ey hope that a Labour loss here will
prove that the party is heading for disaster
in the next General Election.

Hunt’s seat is a key target for UKIP, Paul
Nuttall himself almost declared his candi-
dacy for it on the Today programme, when
goaded to by John Humphries. UKIP came
second in 2015, challenging Labour’s con-
trol over the seat. Many imagine that Stoke
voters will act as a clear litmus test for the
new political reality of Brexit Britain.

Left challenge
Instead of the nightmare scenario of a

triumphant UKIP - let’s use this opportu-
nity to show how a strong message of social
progress and solidarity can triumph. Mo-
mentum should put forward a Labour can-
didate who won’t buckle on the issue of
immigration, who knows the arguments in
defence of migrants and can present a
strong message about the NHS, welfare
and jobs. 

Hunt has abandoned Labour to enjoy his
new job at the V&A. Labour shouldn’t
abandon its voters to racism and national-
ism. All out to Stoke to win the day!

The clarion : JAN-feb 2017

By-election: What’s
at stake in Stoke
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By Jill Mountford

The Momentum office, or those in the Leader's Office and union hi-
erarchies standing behind them, evidently want critical-minded or
vocal Momentum activists to quit, and leave them with a placid e-list/
database/ phonebank "movement".

Those who now talk of hiving off a few of the stroppier local Mo-
mentum groups under the banner of some other Labour left group, or a
Momentum Mark 2, are (out of understandable anger) playing into the
coup-makers' hands. We must not give up on the fight for Momentum's
21,000 members and 150 local groups.

The coup in Momentum spearheaded by Jon Lansman on 10 January
was shocking by any standards. Just six people from the National Steer-
ing Committee said "yes", and really little more, to a long and significant
email and its four big attachments, without discussion, debate, amend-
ments or counter-proposals.

In just 75 minutes decisions were taken to dissolve all democratically
elected structures and adopt a constitution. Six people out of the twelve
eligible to vote on the National Steering Committee nodded through
decisions to abort all the discussions about democracy in Momentum
due to continue at the National Committee and a scheduled national
conference in February.

An email from "Team Momentum" swiftly followed to National
Committee members, informing them that their committee had been
abolished, and ending with a suggestion that they quit if they don’t like
it! Another to the wider membership, focused on selling the changes as
an exciting step forward to a brighter future.

In the run-up to the coup, the coup-makers took their stand on the
merits of online one-member-one-vote as against meetings, delegates,
and conferences.

Yet no explanation was offered to the 21,000 plus members as to why
these fundamental decisions were imposed by a snap vote of just six peo-
ple via email. Or why the new constitution, imposed by those six, gives
the 21,000 so little say.

Under the new constitution, about the only check on the unelected
directors of the companies behind Momentum, and the unelected office
staff, the anonymous "Team Momentum", is a National Coordinating
Group. Only 12 out of 28 or 32 NCG members are to be elected by the
Momentum membership, and the NCG is set to meet (or "meet" - the
constitution provides for email exchanges like 10 January's to count as
meetings) only four times a year. Online plebiscites will be able to block
office or NCG moves only in extreme circumstances. Momentum's ac-
tive local groups will have no say at all.

By Josie Runswick, Momentum Conference
Arrangements Committee.
Momentum has had a turbulent week as I write in mid-January. After
months of internal wrangling, Jon Lansman made the decision to rein
his company back in by dissolving its national structures and starting
afresh. 

This was done after an emailed ‘consultation’ of the membership
which showed that members wanted the Labour Party to be our main
focus, and that the members wanted a say on Momentum’s future poli-
cies and structures. It was cited by Lansman as key in his decision to
impose a new constitution, and this constitution has been advertised by
Momentum throughout the week. 

So are the changes really as amazing as Momentum head office say
they are? The short answer is no. ‘OMOV’, or one-member-one-vote,
has been billed as a key debate in Momentum’s future. Online OMOV
would mean that no member has any more voting power than any other.
Lansman has consistently claimed that his proposals are about OMOV,
and that his opponents are anti-democratic. 

Sadly, his actions don’t match his words — the new constitution has
centralisation as a theme throughout it. The membership wanted a di-

rect say on Momentum’s future, instead they’ve been given a delegate-
based National Coordinating Group (NCG) which holds Momentum’s
power, to which the membership will be able elect just twelve members
out of potentially more than thirty. An alternative constitution, which
Lansman opposed and would’ve gone to Momentum’s founding policy-
making conference — also cancelled on 10 January — provided full
OMOV for all national positions, along with recall ballots to hold offi-
cers to account. 

There are many other issues with the constitution. Some are angered
by the decision to exclude those who have been expelled (sometimes
unfairly) by the Labour Party. There is to be a ‘Members’ Council’ — a
toothless body designed to ‘offer advice’ to the NCG. Amendments are
almost impossible — 1000 members need to call for one before the
NCG look at it, and more than 30% of members then have to vote in
favour for the amendment to be passed. All of this on MxV, Momen-
tum’s online platform whose most popular proposal currently has fewer
than 250 votes. 

Democracy should be a red line. The way the constitution has been
brought in, and the way it will operate to cement the power of the
NCG, crosses that line. Momentum needs to give the membership
the democracy it asked for.

Jon Lansman, the architect of the ‘coupstitution’

The Central issue

Democracy is a red line

Don't give up on the fight for Momentum!

Momentum’s future
On Tuesday 10 January, Momentum members found themselves with a new constitution in a process which has caused
much anger, and some confusion. Here we host some Momentum members’ views on the new constitution.
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The Central issue

By Jamie Green

1. The ‘NCG’ rules all
The main responsibility for the governing of Momentum lies with

the National Coordinating Group (NCG). The NCG holds most pow-
ers and legal responsibilities and it can essentially block any decisions
that it doesn’t like without any consultation of the membership.

The NCG selects all of Momentum’s officers, meaning that the fu-
ture chair, treasurer, secretary etc. will not be elected by the wider mem-
bership or be recallable by them.

The NCG can also refuse membership to anybody and derecognise
groups or networks. Most worrying of all, point 13 of the constitution
allows it to do absolutely anything it wants and gives it: ‘Power to do
all other things necessary to achieve the aims [of Momentum].’

2. The NCG: Members are a minority and it barely uses OMOV
The NCG is composed of 28 seats; the membership has 12 seats

split between 3 regional ‘divisions’. Members not only make up a mere
40% of the NCG, but the remit of OMOV basically ends there.

The rest of the NCG is: 6 members from affiliated trade unions, 4
elected Labour officials (e.g. as MPs, MEPs, AMs, MSPs, Mayors), 1
from the Scottish Campaign for Socialism, 1 from Welsh Labour
grassroots and 4 from the affiliated organisations listed in the consti-
tution (one of which is Jon Lansman’s own blog, Left Futures).

All of these sections select their representatives amongst themselves
and none of them are accountable to the membership of Momentum
in any conceivable way.

Furthermore, the NCG can co-opt 4 additional members at any
time. Therefore, if a particular faction has a slender majority; it could
add new members in order to bolster its position. The composition of
the NCG ensures that members have less representation than under
the current system of a ‘National Committee’ which is predominantly
made up of members elected from local Momentum groups.

3. The ‘Members’ Council’ is a toothless poodle
The new constitution makes provision for a “Members’ Council” of

50 people chosen randomly by lot every 6 months, rather than by an
election. Its main responsibility is to encourage the ‘…development of
activities, resources and campaigns for the use of Momentum members
and groups’. I’m still not entirely sure what this means.

The Members’ Council seemingly has no discernable power. It’s
stated that it ‘…may review decisions of the NCG’ and ‘…may make
recommendations’ but all decision-making power still ultimately lies

with the NCG who can ignore these recommendations.

4. Direct democracy isn’t very direct
I’ve spoken to a lot of people who have been excited by a Podemos-

style ‘e-democracy’, as opposed to the tedium of ‘trot dominated’ meet-
ings. However, don’t hold your breath for lots of member-led e-ballots
from Momentum either.

Section 10 of the constitution outlines how ‘Direct Democracy’ will
work. Firstly, it would seem that members will be unable to propose
that Momentum takes a policy position and are only able to affect

changes to the constitution support for ‘a particular
campaign’ and review the NCG’s decision on the
former two.

Should a member wish to put forward a proposal,
they will need the support of 1000 other members
(or the equivalent of 5% of the membership,
whichever number is smallest) in order for the
NCG to consider it. The NCG may choose to put
this proposal to an OMOV vote, or simply reject it.

In order to guarantee a binding vote takes place, members need support
from 10 % of members (currently c. 2000).

The constitution also requires that at least 30% of the entire mem-
bership agrees on OMOV proposals not supported by the NCG. Any
proposals that the NCG agrees to send to an OMOV vote, however,
require a simple majority of those voting.

The NCG has the lion’s share of power when it comes to decision
making and it is able to amend the constitution with a unanimous vote.
It can amend it with a simple majority vote if it receives ‘legal advice’
that an amendment is needed for future affiliation to the Labour party
or is ‘necessary to comply with the law’.

Conclusion
The new constitution in no way reflects the promises that it would

be modern and encourage decision making from the bottom-up. Its
major selling point — a direct form of e-democracy — only applies to
40% of elections to its ruling body. For organisational issues, such as
campaigns, it requires a mountain of bureaucracy to even get to a vote.

I had to re-read certain sections of the constitution several times over
because of a genuine lack of clarity over certain sections, such as the
Members’ Council. It is also full of vague protocol that will no doubt be
open to the interpretation of the NCG, particularly around elections
from the affiliated sections of it. It is basically open to abuse due to its
lack of rigour.

The idea that this constitution is more democratic than the current
model or other alternatives is laughable. The draw of having an
OMOV system is considerably undermined by its significant limits
and the centralisation of power to the NCG means that, contrary to
what’s been promised, Momentum will be more top-down than ever
before.

Momentum’s constitution
isn’t even democratic

This is the new kind of politics? It reeks of the old kind. Flout democ-
racy, bypass the members who cannot be trusted to make real decisions,
and then dress up the mess as new and exciting.

Many Momentum members are very unhappy about the 10 January
coup, including many who wanted a big role for online one-member-
one-vote. (Those of us who have pressed for a democratic conference
certainly wanted the facility to meet, discuss, decide, monitor, and call
to account, rather than just plebiscites administered and interpreted by
the office; but we'd support a role for online voting too). Momentum
members have plenty to discuss now: about how to organise, about the
task of transforming the Labour Party, about establishing horizontal
communications between the active membership in local groups.

Momentum, with its 21,000 members and its 150 local groups, is still
worth fighting for. The project to transform the Labour Party into a
broad, open, democratic socialist party, set back by the 10 January coup,
remains on the agenda. We need a mass organisation to do that, and that
means keeping the members of Momentum together and helping them
gain the means to organise.

We should not give up in despair. We should not be tempted by
schemes to hive off a few of the feistier local Momentum groups under

the banner of some rival left group, or to declare a rival mini-Momen-
tum. We should not abandon Momentum to the coup-makers.

We will continue the battle for an open and democratic Momentum,
in the new NCG or wherever we can. Immediately, our job is to sustain
and build the local groups and to organise the best possible intervention
into Labour Party branches, CLPs, and Young Labour groups.

Activists can best contribute by helping to establish an open and
democratic local groups network, a forum where we can discuss ideas,
tactics, make connections and organise ourselves. There are already
plans to organise for a national local groups network conference in
March. 

“Don’t hold
your breath
for lots of
member-led
e-ballots” 



By Edd Mustill

People started posting fake news on the internet, what happened next
will astonish you.

In the last year, “fake news” sources and their ability to potentially
shape politics have come to international attention. The extent to which
fake news websites had a significant impact on the 2016 US Presidential
election is being debated. Online platforms like Facebook have come
under pressure to starve fake news sites of revenue and views. 

In America the discussion of fake news often focuses on rightwing
websites like Breitbart. Left-leaning liberals scoff at the stupidity of
those who share stories claiming Barack Obama was born in Kenya and
suchlike. But remember that meme claiming that Donald Trump once
called Republicans “the dumbest group of voters in the country”? Guess
what – that was fake too. In this country, after last year’s local elections,
the map to the right was shared on social media by a lot of pro-Corbyn
people.

We’ve all done it at least once; shared a story from a satirical website
and commented as if it’s real, or accidentally shared an article from two
years ago without checking the date. But the map above is so demon-
strably false, if you care to look at it for longer than about a second, and
it’s worrying that so many people are willing to click and share some-
thing like it without undergoing the most rudimentary fact-checking.

There are gradations of fakery on the internet. At one end is stuff
which is simply made up, often as a commercial exercise to earn money
for click-farm websites. There is also a preponderance of sources pump-
ing out stories which are sort-of-true but written underneath exagger-

ated, alarmist
h e a d l i n e s
which blow
them out of all
proportion (a
la The Canary
in this coun-
try). And, of
course, there
are the struc-
tural and polit-
ical biases
which lead the
m a i n s t r e a m
press, tabloids
in particular, to
publish all
those tiresome
attack stories
about Jeremy
Corbyn that
we’ve become
so familiar
with.

Trust in the
“MSM” is so
low that the
“fake news” ep-
ithet is easily
thrown back at
them. But
Tom Watson is
right to say that “…the solution [to media bias] does not lie in the cre-
ation of a form of pseudo-journalism that is even more biased, less rig-
orous and often based on downright lies.”

We are rapidly approaching a situation where all sources are equally
mistrusted, so you might as well pick your own “facts” to suit your exist-
ing point of view. “Even if this meme about the Tories isn’t entirely true,”
you’ll think to yourself, “It’s exactly the sort of thing you can imagine
them doing. So what’s the difference?”  

This is incredibly dangerous, because there is such a thing as jour-
nalistic rigour, and there are such things as facts. If we on the left don’t
stand for a political discourse based on reason and reality, then who
will?
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COMMENT

Every month we will publish a column by an anonymous Labour member
where they can describe their experiences in Labour. If you would like to con-
tribute (anonymously of course!) then email theclarionmag@gmail.com.  This
month, A. Nonymous appears to be having problems with a paranoid culture
in their local ward.  

“I was recently elected to a position in my local ward. The ward has
grown considerably since 2015, though not everyone is on the left. 

“At the elections to the ward committee we did quite well — we won
a few seats but it is still quite split. Since I was elected though I have
been under intense scrutiny! Senior local members coming up to me,
asking me about people I have been seen with, checking the kind of
things I am posing on social media. It is all very strange. 

“I was also photographed on a demonstration locally that led to a
kind of informal warning — saying that people elected to positions

shouldn’t attend protests unless they were authorised. I have been a
member for a few years now and never had this kind of paranoid treat-
ment. 

“I was shocked when I was told that I was being seen with the wrong
kind of people.I was led to believe that Labour was a movement, made
up of lots of different parts and organisations. But it is sometimes like
people are spying on you, taking photos and reporting people. 

“I had a few friends suspended from Labour last year for sharing
things on Twitter and Facebook that apparently broke some kind of
rule. Does Labour hire people to sit at a computer going through
everyone’s Facebook profiles? What a waste of money! And to call it
the Compliance Unit sounds like something out of George Orwell’s
1984!” 

• Email your stories to theclarionmag@gmail.com

A.Nonymous Labour Member

How significant is ‘fake news’?

This image was popular on social media in
2016 after the local elections. Only one

problem, it is made up
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By a rail worker and Momentum member

The hue and cry over the small spike in industrial disputes around
Christmas 2016 was an indication of how much the Tories, and the
right-wing press, loathe and fear the prospect of working-class people
organising to assert ourselves. Even this small upsurge has sent them
into paroxysms of rage, complete with demands for further bans on
strikes.

The response of the
Trade Union Congress
to those demands was
as depressing as it was
predictable. There’s no
need for a ban, the
TUC said: strikes are
at their lowest ever
level!

That attitude is
likely to ensure that
strikes remain rare.
And as long as strikes
remain rare, workers
will continue to suffer
pay cuts, job losses,
and worse conditions. 

We have to shift our
narrative away from
talking about strikes as
something we’re only
ever forced in to; that
we only use as a last
resort; that are to be
profusely apologised
for. We should not
apologise for attempting to defend or extend our rights using the only
really effective means available to us – the withdrawal of labour.

The idea of “celebrating” strikes might seem counterintuitive; after all,
doesn’t the very fact of a strike being necessary mean something bad has
happened? And who wants to “celebrate” losing pay? Those aren’t un-
reasonable points, but they’re also, in part, the product of diminished ex-
pectations and a lack of confidence. Almost all strikes now are defensive,
reactive responses to some attack by the employer (and, all too frequently,
launched when it’s already too late, so the strike functions as a token
protest rather than a meaningful attempt to stop the attack itself ). But
strikes could also be part of a positive, offensive effort by workers to im-
prove their conditions at work, rather than waiting for the employer to
worsen them.

Sacrifices
As for losing pay, while almost every industrial dispute will involve

some sacrifice, some groups of workers, such as the Picturehouse cinema
strikers, are now rediscovering the once-fundamental trade union strat-
egy of strike funds, a crucial means of ensuring workers are able to take
the action necessary to win. We can hardly enthuse about the message
of the film ‘Pride’, the story of LGBT activists raising money for the
miners’ strike, if we are squeamish about doing the same thing today.

There’s no easy fix for any of this. Union membership has nearly
halved since its peak in 1979, and there are far fewer elected workplace
representatives. For working-class confidence and self-assertion to mean-
ingfully revive, a radical transformation, invigoration, and democratisa-
tion of the whole movement is required.

But equally necessary for that revival is for the unions to turn out-

wards, organise in unorganised
industries, and in doing so break
down the nonsensical di-
chotomy between
“unions/strikers” and “the gen-
eral public/ordinary people” on which the narrative of the Tories and the
press relies.

The seeds of that outwards turn can be seen in the strikes of low-paid
Picturehouse Cinema
workers; in the Bak-
ers’  Union campaigns
to organise workers
in fast food and pub
chains; and the cam-
paigns of independ-
ent unions like
United Voices of the
World, the Inde-
pendent Workers’
union of Great
Britain, and others
amongst outsourced
cleaning workers and
“gig economy” work-
ers for companies like
Deliveroo and
UberEATS. Those
workers might not
have the same indus-
trial leverage that
workers on the rail-
way, in the post office,
or in aviation have,
but there is no group

of workers that has no leverage at all. Your employer relies on your labour
to make their product or provide a service. If you have a job, you have
power.

A new element in the contemporary political situation that could
make a huge difference to labour-movement renewal and a real, lasting
upsurge in industrial struggle is a Labour Party in the process of potential
transformation and recomposition.

Shadow Chancellor John McDonnell ends almost every speech to a
trade union audience with the neat phrase “whether in Parliament or on
the picket line, we are with you: solidarity”.  That must be made a reality.
The Labour Party should be the party of strikes, unashamedly promoting
to its 630,000 members the idea that organising at work, including tak-
ing industrial action, is an essential part of Labour’s vision for reshaping
society. Momentum, now 20,000 strong, could also do much more: over
Christmas, mass emails and texts exhorting members to participate in a
controversial survey about Momentum’s internal structures outnumbered
any communication promoting strikes; encouraging donations to strike
funds; or urging members to visit picket lines to support strikes by 3-0.

Many of the tens of thousands of people who’ve joined Labour since
Corbyn’s re-election as leader will have done so because they are en-
thused by left-wing policies, and the prospect of fighting for and win-
ning them. Organising where they work to rebuild trade union
membership; to grow working-class confidence; to build solidarity
with ongoing disputes; and make the resistance represented by the
Christmas 2016 strikes the rule, rather than the exception, is an es-
sential place to start.

• This article is abridged. A full version can be found online:
bit.ly/2iHqerG

Strikes should be celebrated,
not apologised for

Striking railway workers on Southern. Despite the propaganda from the bosses,
the strike is about safety and protecting passengers.
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By Edd Mustill

The Unite general secretary election, though arguably unnecessary
in the first place, is obviously incredibly important. The question of
who leads the country's biggest union is always crucial; it has become
more so since the summer of 2015.

I will be voting for the incumbent, Len McCluskey, despite having a
great amount of sympathy with many of the positions of Ian Allinson,
the left-wing rank-and-file candidate.

The election has taken on a “political” character due to events in the
Labour Party. Ironically, it is Gerard Coyne, the right-wing candidate
who accuses McCluskey of spending too much time “playing politics”,
who has made this election about the union's relationship to Labour and
specifically the party's leader, Jeremy Corbyn. Coyne is hammering a
sort of sub-syndicalist message that we shouldn't worry our heads about
politics and instead concentrate on winning better terms and conditions
for our members, as if the union isn't capable of doing both these things
at once. In reality it is fairly transparent coded language suggesting that
a Coyne-led Unite will be much less sympathetic to Corbyn.

On this issue, McCluskey represents continuity, but it is an important
continuity; that of a leadership which has at least up until now, under
pressure, been pretty much supportive of Corbyn down the line except
on obvious sticking points like Trident.

On industrial questions I have seen nothing from Coyne to suggest
that his much-vaunted shunning of party politics will yield any better
results for the members, only platitudes. Obviously a victory for Coyne
would be disastrous for the left in the union and the wider labour move-
ment. I'm not usually a fan of such arguments but the stakes are very
high in the current situation.

Ian Allinson raises a lot of points I agree with: the election of officials,
opposition to Heathrow expansion and criticism of the union's sluggish
response to the Trade Union Act (a response sadly shared across the
whole movement). It's good that these issues are being raised and they
should continue to be raised after the election. I would like to see a
strong genuinely rank-and-file network in Unite but I can't help but
think that going for general secretary without one is putting the cart be-
fore the horse. A rank-and-file network should begin on the shop floor
and exist in the day-to-day life of the union before aspiring to capture
leadership positions. That is the only way it can remain an expression of
the union's grassroots in the long run.

There is a need for more discussion in the unions of the shortcomings
of the “broad left” model of caucusing, and a rediscovery of more rank-
and-file traditions. 

Hopefully this discussion can continue in Unite, but at this juncture
I'm not convinced that a challenge for the general secretaryship is the
way to go about it.

Unite’s election a
crucial battleground
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The inside story of how 
Jeremy Corbyn got elected
Simon Hannah reviews The 
Candidate by Alex Nunns

Nunn’s book is a blow by blow account of
the leadership election, full of useful in-
sights, funny anecdotes and some pretty
solid analysis.  

Granted top level access to almost every-
one who was involved in the historic leader-
ship campaign of 2015, Nunns’ book is an
insider’s account, but crafted from interviews
with both foot soldiers and the generals. 

Like many of us inspired by Corbyn’s victory, Nunns is only a recent
recruit to the Labour Party. It is a testament to his journalistic skills that
he manages to paint a picture of the internal working of Labour that
reads like someone who has been in the party for years – giving a voice
to veterans like Jon Lansman and John McDonnell certainly helps in
this regard.

Nunns was pleasantly surprised at the reception from his book. “It
was much better than expected”, he admits when I met him after an
LRC meeting where he was giving a talk. “The people in it reacted well
to it, even more critical people praised certain elements.” What about
the press? “Reaction of the mainstream media was more muted. The
Guardian didn’t review it, but Stephen Bush in the New Statesman was
favourable, though he referred to it as a ‘court biography’.” Earlier in the
LRC meeting Nunns had joked that having a chapter slamming the
mainstream media probably didn’t help the reviews.  

When asked about his concerns after Corbyn won in both 2015 and
2016 (the failed PLP coup is also dealt with in the book) Nunns paints
a picture of a precarious moment caused by the lack of engagement from
Corbyn supporters. “The last nine months shows the danger of putting
in a left leader in charge of Labour. People are good at getting Corbyn
elected, but it is the less glamorous, more painstaking work in the
branches, at the conferences, the building outwards, as well.” Behind
every revolution is the threat of a counter-revolution; “looking at the
NEC vote in 2016, the rights vote went up massively, not as much as
the left of course, but you can’t write them off ”. 

The stories told in The Candidate are useful as an account of the dif-
ferent dynamics and motions or how the planets aligned to deliver such
an astounding left victory – but they also reveal some of the dangers in
the campaign team’s approach. Some of it was very ‘top down’, mainly
phone calls with general secretaries and big shots. It also shows the par-
ticular nature of Corbyn himself — the right wing MPs allowed him on
the ballot precisely because he was seen as a mild mannered, consensus
politician. It is inconceivable that John McDonnell would have got any-
where near the 35 required nominations. This points also to the precar-
ious nature of Corbyn’s victory; Après Jeremy, le déluge – who could
possibly replace him if he was ousted?

The spontaneous ‘no one was ready for it’ nature of Corbyn’s victory
also offers some hope for any elections “That this happened when people
least expected it, that is a cause for hope in a general election. Yes, the
polls are bad, but we are in an unusual time, the unexpected is precisely
what can happen.”

I ask what needs to happen going forwards. Nunns has a clear vision
based on the excitement of the story told in The Candidate “2015 was so
brilliant, so many people were enthused because they felt for the first
time they could change the direction of national politics. People went
to rallies, recruited their friends, argued with journalists on social media
and they backed Corbyn against the establishment to change Labour. 

“We have to recreate that collective project – get the excitement
back again.”

Alex Nunns’ book is available from OR publishing. 
www.orbooks.com

COMMENT

Len McCluskey: restanding for general secretary
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The Clarion spoke to Ian Allinson, candidate for
General Secretary of Unite

Why are you standing in the elections?
I was angry that Len McCluskey has, for the second time, manipu-

lated the democratic process to his own advantage, and this came on to
a growing disquiet about the gap between how Unite is working and
what members need if we're to respond effectively to the attacks from
employers and government. The gap is huge.

What are the three priorities for you if elected?
All my priorities are ultimately about encouraging membership ac-

tivity and participation - that's where the strength of the union lies:
1) I'm committed to improving communication, without everything

being filtered through layers of officers and committees, with fort-
nightly email newsletters direct to all activists and case-studies of mem-
bers' successes so we can learn from each other.

2) Unite must stop missing opportunities to get off the back foot,
such as failing to call a national demonstration in defence of the NHS
when the Junior Doctors had the Tories on the ropes. A key initiative
will be to initiate conferences around the country with other organisa-
tions campaigning for human and civil rights against an increasingly
repressive state. We can build a positive movement that makes the con-
nections including opposition to the Trade Union Act, blacklisting, Tri-
bunal fees and reduced access to justice, defence of workers' rights to
free movement and equal treatment, police racism and violence etc.

3) Initiate a review of Unite's structures to improve support for the
80% of workplaces with ten or more Unite members which are in em-
ployers spanning multiple Unite regions. Our regional structure would
be well suited for the mid nineteenth century. To support national Com-
bines and strong sectors it needs modernising and a shift of resources to
make our structures relevant and worth members engaging with.

What do you think Unite's relationship should be to Labour? Coyne
has accused Unite of spending too much time focused on the Labour
leadership election, what is your take on that?

Coyne's attack on this is really just code for a desire to turn the clock
back to the days when we supported New Labour politicians who at-
tacked our members every time they took action, supported anti-union
legislation and gave us illegal wars and PFI. A hostile media is unin-
terested in the union's day to day work, and sees everything through
the lense of the Westminster bubble. In this election Coyne is acting
as the mouthpiece for the Labour right and that hostile media.

I think Unite should continue supporting Corbyn as Labour leader.
He's the first Labour leader for many years who supports us and many
of our policies. However, I think Corbyn has been undermined by Mc-
Cluskey on a number of key issues, such as Trident and workers' rights
to free movement and equal treatment. Corbyn has been pressured to
accommodate to the right, which is never when he comes across best.
Perhaps more importantly, for Corbyn to win the next General Election
requires more than just support through Labour's internal structures.
We need mass grassroots action over key issues now if we are to win
people over and build on the break with decades of the political con-
sensus behind neoliberalism.

Do you think Unite's response around Trident or the third runway at
Heathrow was up to scratch? What would you have done differently?

I think McCluskey led Unite in the wrong direction on these ques-
tions. Giant vanity projects are a great source of profits for a few large
employers. But they are job destroyers, soaking up investment that
would generate far more jobs elsewhere - for example in a million cli-
mate jobs. They isolate the union from the best people in wider society,
who are horrified at the stockpiling of weapons of mass destruction,
environmental damage and the ever growing threat from climate
change. Instead of tailing after the plans of big business, Unite should

be arguing for invest-
ment that provides gen-
uine benefit to members,
their families and com-
munities.

Some Unite members are worried about splitting the left vote, how
do you think your campaign fits into current left forces in the union?

It was McCluskey who decided to gamble the future of the union by
calling a completely unnecessary election in order to try to manipulate
the democratic process and cling on to office. People are right to be
concerned about Coyne. Not only is he the mouthpiece of the failed
Labour right and pandering to the worst sentiments on immigration,
his proposals represent a return to the failed "servicing" approach of
the late 1980s which saw rapid union decline. But the idea that there
is a fixed "left vote" that belongs to McCluskey by default is wrong on
many levels. Of course there will be people who will support me who
would have voted for McCluskey if there were no better candidate. But
there will also be people who could not stomach voting for either es-
tablishment candidate who will be supporting me in this election. There
are also people disatisfied with a complacent defence of the status quo
who will not back McCluskey and who might be tempted by Coyne if
there was no more positive channel for their discontent. Supporters of
centre candidates who lack good arguments against more radical alter-
native always rely on fear of the right to corrall support in their direc-
tion. They did this in previous Unite elections, only for Jerry Hicks to
beat all the right wing candidates, including Coyne's brother. We saw
this in the US, where the Democrats backed Clinton rather than
Sanders, and got Trump. And this is the same argument made for Burn-
ham against Corbyn to keep out Kendall. Defence of the status quo for
fear of something worse, when the status quo is manifestly unsatisfac-
tory for working class people, is no place for the left to be. Instead we
have to regard McCluskey and Coyne running as an opportunity. They
are splitting the establishment vote and creating an opportunity to
shake up the union and give a real boost to the effective grassroots ac-
tivism essential to renew our movement.

• For more information on the campaign,
see www.ian4unite.org, twitter.com/ian4unite and www.facebook.co
m/ian4unite/. To donate to the campaign,
see donorbox.org/ian4unite

DEBATE

Interview: Ian Allinson 

Wow — What a great issue
of The Clarion!

WELL YOU CAN!
The Clarion editorial board is open to volun-
teers. You don’t need previous experience. All
we ask is you (roughly speaking ) agree with
the draft editorial  we have published on page

two. Email us at 
THECLARIONMAG@GMAIL.COM 

to find out more!

I’m sad it’s almost over.
Such great articles, inter-
views and reviews. I wish

there was a way I could get
involved with writing and
contributing to this great

new magazine.
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By Joe Davidson

For some, Jeremy Corbyn’s suggestion that a national maximum wage
should be established is a ridiculous idea. For example, the economist
Danny Blanchflower, formerly of the Bank of England, called the pro-
posal a ‘totally idiotic unworkable idea’. The suggestion that a future
Labour government would be unable to institute a wage cap may strike
many as odd, particularly since the current Conservative government
has proved quite adept at introducing various kinds of caps. The cap on
public sector pay rises and the benefits cap are proving eminently “work-
able”. Indeed, austerity is, in effect, one big cap.

Corbyn’s wage cap proposal could thus appear entirely congruent with
contemporary governmental practice. So, what distinguishes Corbyn’s
wage cap as “totally idiotic”?  The answer is clear. The maximum wage
would institute a break with a key slogan of neoliberalism: freedom for
the rich, discipline for the poor. On this understanding, the well-being
of the mass of the people is contingent on the wealthy few being free
from state regulation. The flip-side of this freedom is the deployment
of state power to combat centres of working class power, force the un-
employed into the labour market, and undermine the collective provision
of services. 

Turn the tide of neolibralism
Neoliberalism is, in this way, a revolt of the rich against the collective

regulations and controls imposed on them in the post-war period. Cor-
byn’s maximum wage proposal hints, in turn, at an attempt to turn the
tables on the rich. The maximum wage posits the use of the power of
the state against the wealthiest few; it demonstrates that Corbyn coun-
tenances ‘despotic inroads on the rights of property’. From the perspec-
tive of neoliberalism, this is the “idiocy” of the maximum wage demand.
From our perspective, however, the demand points to a breach with a
dominant logic of politics in Britain today. 

The question for socialists is how to ensure that this potential breach
in the edifice of neoliberalism is not quickly patched up by our oppo-
nents. The central task, in this regard, is to forge an alternative ideolog-
ical climate within which the maximum wage demand makes sense – a
climate within which any other course of action seems “totally idiotic”.
Specifically, the idea that the rich – or, to use their preferred term, the
“wealth creators” – deserve their elevated position within British society
must be tackled head on. 

To this end, we must work to identify those who have benefited most
from neoliberalism as the enemy. There is a need to name this enemy –
“the 1%”, “the billionaire class”, or even “the establishment” spring to
mind – and then declare it responsible for the various crises – relating
to the economy, employment, housing, education and so forth – facing
the mass of the people today.  In other words, as Richard Seymour has

recently argued, Labour should ‘articulate a class hatred sincerely and
effectively’. The maximum wage will, by virtue of such ideological work,
become comprehensible and appear as a viable solution to a set of press-
ing problems. 

Pressure from the right
It should be recognised, however, that there will

pressure on Corbyn not to engage in this form of
political struggle. We will be told that something
more “workable” than the maximum wage is re-
quired – that is, a pragmatic policy that challenges
nobody. Indeed, over the course of January 10, the
maximum wage morphed into a call for pay ratios
and restricting the cap on earnings just to the

bosses of government contractors.  While such attempts to work out the
details of the policy should not be rejected, the demand for a maximum
wage has value only insofar that it is presented as a threat to the rich.
Hence, any attempt to derive concrete policy proposals from this de-
mand should serve to highlight its antagonistic character rather than
obscure it. 

The maximum wage has the potential to help restructure some of the
dominant ideological coordinates of contemporary British politics.
However, Corbyn’s announcement, on the same day, that Labour is “not
wedded” to freedom of movement has no such potential. These com-
ments on immigration represented a partial capitulation to the emerging
conservative-authoritarian common sense on immigration. The fact that
Corbyn’s announcement was “welcomed” by Labour MPs Caroline Flint
and Stephen Kinnock, who have been willing to reinforce the themes
of the racist right, is testament to this. 

What we need, therefore, are more “totally idiotic” demands from
Corbyn, like the maximum wage, and fewer “welcome” ideas, like the
restriction of freedom of movement. 
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Corbyn’s Maximum Wage, or in ‘Praise
of Totally Idiotic Unworkable Ideas’

Corbyn’s “idiotic” policy was actually very popular with the 
public — even a lot of Tories backed it!

There is a
need to
name the
enemy:
“the 1%”


