Sid Kaufman (1922 2015) – the best of comrades

In sharing these tributes to Sid Kaufman by his friends and family we pay our own tribute to a
friend and comrade who contributed enormously to the work of the society as he did to the wider
labour movement.
Sid was absolutely essential to the development of this Newsletter in its current professional looking
format. For well over a decade he worked on the design and layout of the publication as well as
designing our leaflets. He was a delight to work with and always ready to offer sound advice and
take part in debates at meetings and latterly on email. Sid was a constant source of fresh ideas.
He began working on the Newsletter with the late Eddie Dare when Tony Atienza was our chairman.
The Newsletter quickly established itself as a noticeboard and vital means of communication
between the Society and its members. I recall the late Nina Fishman paying a fulsome tribute to Sid
and Eddie at an AGM some years ago. The appreciation was much deserved and the Newsletter can
rightly be regarded as one of Sid's legacies.
Sid was a great team player. We cherish his contribution and honour his memory. He was one of
those exceptional individuals whom it was a real pleasure to have known and whose presence
improved the lives of those around him. He will be sorely missed.
David Morgan
Paul Kaufman pays tribute to his father
Many share these values, but Dad was
Sid was born in Hackney in 1922,
also driven by two further important
the youngest of nine children. His
beliefs. One is that things don’t have
father was an ultraorthodox Jew
to be like this and that people have the
who founded at least one syn
power to effect change. The other was
agogue. But Sid rejected all forms
a strong belief in the obligation to do
of religion from an early age,
something to make change happen.
though he retained a remarkable
knowledge of the Torah and
Sid left formal education at the local
Hebrew learnt as a child.
Central School (having just failed to
get into grammar school) at the age of
Born just four years after the First
16, as an expert typist and shorthand
World War, Sid was very affected
writer, and with distinction in every
by stories of the suffering after
subject except handwriting. He read
the war. He witnessed the East
avidly, courtesy of Hackney Library.
Sid editing "Challenge"
End poverty and the harsh condi
tions and exploitation in the sweatshops. And he It was when he popped into the drycleaners going
was aware of the spectre of antiSemitism.
home from the library that Lazar Zeidman, doing
the ironing, spotted his reading material. Lazar
His values formed at this period were:
was a leading communist active in the Jewish
* An abiding hatred of war and cruelty.
People’s Council against Fascism and AntiSemit
* A loathing of abuse of power, unfairness and
ism, a group that led antifascism in the East End
bigotry.
during the 1930s and it was he who first intro
* A thirst for knowledge and respect for history,
duced Sid to socialism.
continued on page 2
learning, and rational thinking.

Paul Kaufman pays tribute to his father, continued from page 1
He also suggested to Shirley Wilson (nee Sadie Palestinians. He rejoiced in his secular Jewish
Werchowsky), a 20yearold Young Communist cultural heritage. He had a reasonable command
League member, that Sid would make a good re of Yiddish and relished Jewish humour and songs.
cruit, and in the winter of 193940 she recruited him However, he was a vehement opponent of Zion
into the YCL. They married in 1947, a loving part ism.
nership which produced three children, and lasted
65 years till her death. (The SHS paid its tribute to
Shirley in this Newsletter).
Sid saw the YCL as his university – it exposed him
to people and ideas, culture and debate. He was
sacked from his first job in a furniture factory for
selling the Daily Worker to staff; and went on to
Lawrence and Wishart. Then in 1942 he was con
scripted.
This too was a lifechanging experience and he
never stopped campaigning. He was in the signals
regiment where he added Morse code to his skills.
He was initially posted to the Shetlands, where he
did some reporting for the local paper, before being
sent to Calcutta. On the boat to India, he met Bill
Brooks who became a lifelong friend. During the
four weeks it took to reach Bombay, they organised
a mock General Election, and some lectures. Sid
met so much hostility during his lecture on “Anti
Sid and Shirley  a 65 year partnership
Semitism and the Jewish Question” that for ever It was not until Sid went into hospital this sum
after Bill referred to him as “backstothewall mer and his eyesight deteriorated that at the age
Kaufman”.
of 93 he had with great reluctance to give up his
In India, Ceylon and Singapore, Sid engaged with important work for the SHS, a role for which in
local comrades in the anticolonial movements, his 80s, everwilling to take on new chal
produced handprinted journals and leaflets, ran lenges, he had taught himself publishing com
education classes and debates which flourished in puter skills to lay out and produce this Newsletter.
His deteriorating eyesight did not stop him cam
the forces in anticipation of the postwar world.
and after he came out of hospital, he
Demobbed in 1947, he became a fulltime party paigning
with passion about his hope that Jeremy
worker, first on Challenge, the journal of the YCL, spoke
Corbyn
would be elected.
then on the Daily Worker. He only ceased working
for the party when it became too difficult to support Betty and Chris Birch add:
a family on the modest party salary.
On the walls of our Fulham home hang three
In the early 1960s Sid joined a company which im large, framed photographs of us. Two of them
ported goods from Eastern Europe. He taught him show us on antiFranco demonstrations in 1951
self business skills, became an expert in Russian and the other at some Communist Party event.
folk art, and learnt basic Russian; playing an im The photographs were taken and framed by Sid
and given to us by Sid and Shirley as a golden
portant part in making the business a success.
anniversary present in 2000. They are a
Despite no longer being a fulltime party worker, wedding
his political activism never waned. Whatever mis constant reminder of our friendship.
takes he made about the Soviet Union, he did not We had known them since we came to London in
waver in his support for progressive, antifascist 1951 and had seen a lot of Sid particularly in the
movements. He was active in CND, the Anti 1950s when Chris was the YCL’s national treas
Apartheid movement, the struggles against the Viet urer and Sid was editor of Challenge. He was a
keen and talented photographer, and his photo
nam War and the miners’ strikes of 1982 and 1984.
are a major contribution to the records of
More recently he was a passionate opponent of the graphs
the
history
of the postwar labour movement.
Iraq war and a signatory of Jews for Justice for
continued on page 3
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Monty Meth adds:
I first met Sid around 1952 when I was a Fleet
Street press photographer and Sid was the editor of
what we can now see was a quite remarkable news
paper, namely Challenge, produced by Sid and an
assistant, selling 10,000 copies every week, not
through newsagents but in doortodoor sales in
towns and cities across the UK by members of the
YCL.
His editorship was a remarkable achievement: pro
ducing an 8 or 12 page tabloid paper every week
with no real professional experience at a time when
there were no computers, no word processors, no
internet, no digital cameras; everything had to be
hand typed or hand written. Rolls of film had to be
developed, black and white photos printed indi
vidually.
We will never know how many people had their
very first ideas about campaigning for a better life,
about fighting for wage increases, or learning about
socialism, planted by reading Challenge. But we do
know that the campaigns run by the paper under
Sid's editorship were big issues of the day. These
included the campaign to cut the call up which had
been extended from 18 months to two years, in
response to the Korean war. Challenge also gave
unstinting support to the striking engineering
apprentices led by Jimmy Reid.
While paying tribute to Sid’s contribution to the
working class movement, we need to recall the man
himself too. I never heard Sid raise his voice in an
ger; he was always polite in putting his point of
view. I can hear him speaking now, “I don’t think
that’s quite right”, when he differed and would po
litely refer you to some book to confirm his case.

Freda Bedi  Appeal for information
I am working on a biography of Freda Bedi (nee
Houlston), a woman from Derby who met her
husbandtobe, B.P.L. 'Baba' Bedi, at the October
Club in the early 1930s. This was the communist
society at Oxford University, where both Freda
and Baba were students.
They married in Oxford in the summer of 1933,
and after a few months living in Germany they
moved to Lahore, where both were active in com
munist and nationalist movements, and published
books and journals. Both were jailed in India for
political reasons during the early stages of the
Second World War, and later were prominent in
leading and supporting the Kashmiri nationalist
movement which became the dominant political
force in the princely state from the mid1940s.
In the 1950s, Freda Bedi became keenly involved
in social welfare work on behalf of the Indian
government. She later was active in welcoming
and supporting Tibetan refugees; she converted to
Buddhism and was one of the first western wo
men to become ordained as a Tibetan Buddhist
nun. She died in Delhi in 1977.
If readers of this Newsletter have any knowledge
of Freda and Baba Bedi, or indeed suggestions of
archives or other sources of information to turn to,
I would be delighted to hear from them. My email
address is awkashmir@gmail. com
Best wishes
(Dr) Andrew Whitehead

A Rose is a Rose is a Rose?

The pearly dew drops you see dripping down my petals
Are all my tears
I'm the rose who was born to be a lily.
My lilyness is clear for all to see
True, I'm pink not white
There are thorns around my neck
But I just feel like a lily
Down to the very sap which courses through my green
veins
I was born in the wrong floral body
"A rose is a rose is a rose?"
What do the poets know?
Surely, I have a right to be a lily
So horticulturalists, please graft me.
I give all my petals to you
Transform me into a lily, do.
What does Nature know?
A rose is a rose is a lily.
That's a fundamental truth.

The above are highly edited versions of tributes de
livered at Sid’s funeral held at City of London
Cemetery on 25 November. The SHS was represen
ted by David Morgan, Deborah Lavin, Greta Sykes
and Steve Cushion.

Sid in his garden shortly before his death
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Editorial

A gloom has descended over the Blairites. The result of the Oldham byelection has sent them well
and truly into the doldrums. They had wanted, and hoped for, a major setback for Labour. Egged
on by the right wing media they expected at best a win for UKIP, or at the very least a close run
thing.
Even the most ardent of Corbyn supporters were place him with a more pliable leader. They want a
bracing themselves for a severe dent into Labour's Labour party that supports the status quo and is not
14,000 majority. After all Michael Meacher, whose prepared to make any inroads into the powers,
death had brought on the byelection, was a long privileges and wealth of the one percent.
standing MP for the constituency who had also We are in the midst of what could prove a signific
been a member of the Labour Cabinet for many ant struggle. We have a Labour leader with a left
years and was well known and liked.
programme supported by the Labour rank and file
What a pleasant surprise it was to wake up on Fri but one who is isolated within the parliamentary
day morning and discover that all the pundits were Labour party, with a few exceptions.
proved wrong and that Labour had not only re
tained Oldham West but had done so with an in
creased share of the Labour vote. UKIP far from
being an imminent threat, were way behind in
second place. More good news for Jeremy Corbyn
coming the day before the poll was the result of the
parliamentary motion to bomb Syria.
Drums of War
Yes, it was passed, and by a big majority. Sixty six
Labour MPs formed part of that majority. Half of
Labour's Shadow Cabinet lined up with the Tories
and voted for war. But let us not forget that one
hundred and fifty five Labour MPs resisted the
drums of war and the media blandishments and
voted alongside their leader, and against the bomb
ing.
Launch of Oldham byelection campaign.
It was yet another example of much media hype What needs to happen is that the alternative to the
around those in the Shadow Cabinet who supported Tory austerity programme, accepted almost in its
war with little attention paid to Labour's grassroots entirety by the Blairites, must become the per
or the views of the vast majority of Labour MPs. If ceived wisdom of the Labour movement. That is
we listened and looked to the media we would the kind of antiausterity programme advocated by
have believed that there was a serious Labour re the People’s Assembly and supported by the TUC
volt in the offering over Syria. As it happened it should be discussed and agreed by the Labour rank
was all rather a damp squib with most Labour MPs and file.
agreeing with Corbyn, at least over this issue.
Mass Movement
Syria
can only survive if there is a mass move
All in all he handled the bombing of Syria rather Corbyn
backing his ideas. Once Labour MPs, Labour
well. If he had insisted on a three line whip he ment
councillors
and other party representatives start to
would have been denounced as a dictator. Now he feel the pressure
exerted by those seeking change
faces the lesser charge of not showing true leader they will either be
convinced or make way for
ship; an accusation that is so often echoed in the those who will embrace
new ideas. If Labour can
press that it is now beginning to lose credibility.
go into the next election backed by a mass move
So now we have to sit and wait for the another on ment and supporting an alternative economic
slaught against the Labour leader. What issue will strategy, it will at least offer, for the first time in
it be next time?
many years, a serious alternative to the Tories.
What we do know from the past few months, if we Not something the establishment would welcome.
didn't know it already, is that the establishment's
Mike Squires
game plan is to force Corbyn’s resignation and re 4

A Bit of Benn Family Historical Gossip

There was much wailing and gnashing of teeth at Hilary Benn’s sanctimonious speech in Parliament
on 2nd December in favour of bombing Syria. There has even been some wonder at what great psy
chological family drama Mr Benn was acting out against his late father. This has prompted me to
dredge up a little Benn family history which does not seem to be widely known.
Like all of us Tony Benn had four great grandfath
ers. One of them (Hilary Benn’s great great grand
father) was a Congregational minister in Hackney,
by the name of Rev Julius Benn. Congregationalists
have virtually disappeared from memory. They
were a fanatical selfrighteous bunch of Gladstoni
an Liberals, all keen on "humanitarian interven
tions" here, there and everywhere as well as
insisting on selfhelp for the working classes and
huge profits for capitalists. That aside, Rev Julius
Benn was actually murdered by one of his sons.
Not Tony Benn’s grandfather, but his Great Uncle,
William Rutherford Benn, who worked in that most
boring of employments, insurance.
Murder
The murder of Rev Benn by his son William took
place on March 4th 1883 in Matlock, where the
reverend gentleman had taken his son on a holiday
Maybe the only sensible one in the family?
"for his nerves", which had been a cause of general Ernest Benn was also the founder in 1942 of the
family concern for some time. To no avail, Matlock Society for Individual Freedom, which most re
drove William Benn totally mad and he promptly cently has campaigned to oppose compulsory seat
beat his father to death with a chamber pot, (empty belts and the total decriminalisation of what radic
or full is not recorded, but the murder was some al feminists call "gonzo porn".
times referred in the contemporary press as the
Reversion
"potty murder").
William was not hanged; instead he was committed With this procapitalist, proindividualism, pro
to an asylum. He had another claim to fame, as the humanitarian interventionist Benn family history
father of the eccentric comic actress Margaret in mind, Tony Benn seems to have been
Rutherford, who movie aficionadas will fondly re something of a family exception, and Hilary might
perhaps be seen as reversion to ideological type.
call as the first Miss Marple.
The oddities of the Benn family do not stop with Today Labour Party Blairite blogs and the war
parricide or the comic genius of Margaret Ruther mongering media are hailing Hilary Benn as the
ford. An uncle of Tony Benn’s, Ernest Benn, pub glorious new leader, but who knows the future,
lisher, was a fanatical laissezfaire capitalist who perish the thought, perhaps one of Hilary’s sons
thought no one should be allowed to vote "until he (or daughters) might prove atavistic and follow
or she had read the eleven volumes of Jeremy the example of their great ggg Uncle William
Bentham and the whole of the works of John Stuart Rutherford Benn (though, presumably not with
Mill, Herbert Spencer and Bastiat as well as Mor anything as vulgar as a chamber pot).
ley's Life of Cobden".
Deborah Lavin

IT'S YOUR NEWSLETTER
Contributions, articles (no more than 800 words), letters, notices are always
welcome. Send these to:
Mike Squires, mikesquires70@hotmail. com or
by post to 50 Elmfield Road, Balham, London SW17 8AL.
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Aerial Bombardment in Historical Perspective

In Woodford Green, on the north east edge of London, there stands a small monument, half buried
in the undergrowth, with an inscription saying: "This monument is raised as a protest against war in
the air".

It was erected in October 1935 at the behest of
Sylvia Pankhurst, who lived nearby, in protest at the
decision, taken at a disarmament conference of the
League of Nations, to uphold the right to use aero
planes for bombing. This decision, strongly suppor
ted by the British government who were using
bombers in an attempt to control resistance to their
rule in India and Iraq, gave a spurious legitimacy to
the Italian use of aerial bombardment during their
invasion of Ethiopia and the German air force
bombing of Guernica during their intervention in the
Spanish Civil War.
The most famous British advocate of bombing civil
ian targets, Sir Arthur Harris, who made his name in
the newly formed RAF in the police actions in Iraq
said: "The Arab and Kurd now know what real
bombing means in casualties and damage. Within
fortyfive minutes a fullsize village can be practic
ally wiped out and a third of its inhabitants killed or
injured." He would go on to be responsible for the
mass bombing raids on Dresden, 25,000 dead and
Hamburg, 40,000 dead.
Hamburg
Aside from the moral objection to such murderous
tactics, there is the question of the effect it has on
the morale of the survivors of such bombing. The
German Communists maintained widespread sup
port amongst Hamburg dockers right up to 1943 and
the Gestapo, despite considerable effort, could not
break the dockers organisation which remained a
thorn in the side of the Nazi administration.
However, following the 1943 Allied firebombing,
the Nazis were able to recruit a battalion of Ham
burg dockers who volunteered to fight on the East
ern Front. After all, the Blitz has become one of key
events in British patriotic consciousness. The daily
bombing raids did produce a certain level of demor
alisation and many people left town, but Mass Ob
servation reported that there were "few signs of
open defeatism", while pacifist feeling was latent.
The Luftwaffe plastered Stalingrad, but that city
proved to be the beginning of the end for the Ger
man war effort. Why should enemies of the British
government react any differently to the people of
London, Coventry or Stalingrad.
In strictly military terms, the effectiveness of aerial
bombardment must be questioned. Allied bombs
killed 50,000 French civilians during World War
Two, thereby providing a propaganda gift to the

Vichy collaborationist government. However, the
attempt to bomb the railway yards in Brivela
Gaillarde in June 1944, and thereby prevent an SS
Panzer division moving north to oppose the DDay
landing, was a complete failure, merely destroying
a working class housing estate. Faced with this
failure, the Allies had to request the support of the
French resistance. Railway maintenance workers
successfully disabled the trains by putting car
borundum in the wheel bearings.
Cambodia
The response of the US government to the limited
effectiveness of aerial bombardment was to vastly
increase the destructiveness of the bombing. The
US Air Force dropped 2.7 million tons of bombs
on Cambodia in four years starting in 1969; by the
CIA's own intelligence estimates, the US bombing
campaign was a key factor in the increase in popu
lar support for the Khmer Rouge and the sub
sequent rise to power of the disastrous Pol Pot
regime. It must be obvious that the use of air
power in Syria and Iraq has similarly been a con
tributory factor in the growth of Islamic State,
while the airstrikes against them seem to have
done little to reduce their control of territory. Dav
id Cameron seems to recognise this when he tells
Vladimir Putin that " Russian air strikes in Syria
are not helping" and that they will only prolong
the conflict. Why should Russian airstrikes have a
negative effect while American ones are positive?
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continued on page 7

Aerial Bombardment  continued from page 6
Meanwhile, the French government's decision to es
calate their aerial bombardment of Syria and Iraq
seems mainly aimed at with countering President
François Hollande's unpopularity at home. These at
tacks have a history of coming back to haunt the per
petrator. In 1958, during their colonial war in Algeria,
the French air force bombed the small Tunisian vil
lage of Sakiet Sidi Youssef. When the dust settled,
there were 72 dead and 148 wounded, of which a
dozen were children in their primary school. The
backlash brought down the French government.
Those on the right of the Labour Party who are fol
lowing the Conservatives into the war lobby should
ask themselves to what extent was their defeat in
2010 due to public revulsion with Blair's bombing
campaign in Iraq.
Defenders of today's bombing campaign say that
modern drones and computer guided missiles are
much more accurate and can avoid civilian casualties.
Tell that to the relatives of the victims of the
Mukaradeeb, Wech Baghtu and Deh Bala wedding
party massacres in Afganistan. When the US airforce
bombed the alShifa Pharmaceutical Factory in Kar
toum in 1998, they argued that this would prevent
Osama bin Laden obtaining nerve gas. However, the
German ambassador tells us that the factory only pro
duced medicines and that many thousands of Su
danese civilians died because of the resulting lack of
basic medication. The US government has failed to
produce any evidence of chemical weapon produc
tion and has used its UN Security Council veto to
block any further investigation.
The US government may claim success in their in
tervention in Afghanistan, but what is the outcome? A
failed state, run by corrupt, drugtrafficking crimin
als, which produces three quarters of the world's
heroin, while the Taliban are back in control of a con
siderable part of the country. As General Mahmud,
head of Pakistani Intelligence told the US Ambassad
or in 2001 when advising against military interven
tion in Afghanistan: " a strike will produce thousands
of frustrated young Muslim men. It will be an incub
ator of anger that will explode two or three years
from now. "

When a man puts a bomb in a crowded restaurant he
is a "terrorist", when a soldier massacres civilians he
is a "war criminal", when the air force do these things
from 30 000 feet it is merely "collateral damage".
Eric Benfield, the sculptor of Sylvia Pankhurst's
Monument against War in the Air, said of his work:
" Those who preserved bombing were politically and
morally dead, and this is their gravestone".
Steve Cushion
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UNDER CHARRED SKIES

Greta Sykes, SHS vice chair, has produced a his
torical novel set during the Weimar Republic and
amid the turmoil of mid20th Century Germany.
Titled Under Charred Skies, the novel considers
how the Nazis were able to take power and drag
an entire nation into chaos and selfdestruction.
The story follows the life of an idealistic and
passionate young woman, Lene, who is active in
the cultural awakening in the arts and civil rights
following the First World War before the Nazi
tyranny tears her life apart. This book shows how
betrayal and desolation almost destroyed the love
and solidarity enjoyed by women at the time.
The book is also a subtle love story about people
dealing with the fateful circumstances of their
lives. It details the many acts of courage and
heroism in difficult times under Nazi rule. People
will be able to identify with the richness of emo
tions described and draw inspiration from the
hope that ultimately triumphs over adversity.
Hardcover | 6x9 in | 352 pages | ISBN
9781504990172
Softcover | 6x9 in | 352 pages | ISBN
9781504990189
EBook | 352 pages | ISBN 9781504990196
Further details about the book can be found here
http://www.womeninweimar.com/

Book Review by Greta Sykes

‘Unrivalled influence – Women and Empire in Byzantium’
Judith Herrin, ISBN 9780691153216, Princeton University Press

"Space and gender are interrelated: the former re
flects and affects the ways in which gender is con
structed and understood” states the author. Today
women are still largely excluded from the space
called ‘political and economic power’, proving her
point. The recent opening of the film ‘Suffragette’
was accompanied by women demonstrating their
anger about continued discrimination. Judith Her
rin’s book about the power of women during the
Byzantium Empire is a welcome contribution to a
vital inquiry.
What were the mechanisms that facilitated women
to gain and hold onto power? What were the cir
cumstances in which women were successful in
achieving self actualisation and what methods were
used to find answers where many have failed?
These are some of the questions Herrin explores
with great lucidity. With a focus spanning over
forty years on Byzantium and in particular its wo
men, Herrin is the foremost historian in this field.
This collection of essays illustrates her deep pas
sion for exploring how it came about that Byzanti
um was neglected in Western studies of Antiquity.
She also seeks to restore women to their rightful
place as lively and selfactualising members of the
Empire.
Unusual avenues
Herrin tells us how her interest grew out of her af
finity with feminism and the desire for undoing the
injustice of past centuries. She found to her sur
prise that in Byzantium women had power and in
fluence in many different fields: Religious practice,
legal status, Greek education and shared political
influence. Customs that arose out of Christianity
and Roman law facilitated the astonishing power of
some Byzantine women, who became empresses in
an otherwise patriarchic society.
Herrin’s groundbreaking explorations offer insight
into how (male) historians’ preoccupations with
their own prejudiced view of women as weak has
prevented generations of readers from seeing them
as strong and inventive. Female influence is
doubly veiled from us: It is often silent, unvoiced
by the women themselves, and frequently ignored,
either deliberately or as a matter of course in the
sources written by men. Herrin tells us that she
used unusual avenues to gain a perspective on wo
men that is not entirely coloured by traditional his
torian’s formulations, such as chance references to

female activity, incidental remarks and stray obser
vations. Many antique texts about women turn out
to be ways men found to compete with each other.
Here they sometimes let slip instances of those
women who voice their opposition.
Roman law
Another avenue Herrin accessed was case law that
has survived – the Peira (Teaching) of Eustathios
Romaios offers insight into how ingenious women
were at using legal means to exercise limited
rights. Roman law allowed women to inherit land
and property and pass it on as they saw fit. While
accepting that the authority lay with the ‘pater fa
milias’, the law protected the inheritance of wo
men. Female household heads were common
enough and were able to dispose of their wealth as
they saw fit. Litavrin in his analysis of the 1073
‘praktikon’ calculated that about one quarter of the
total number of households was headed by a wo
man. They would engage in social activities of
their choice and participate actively in the life of
their town.
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"Unrivalled influence", continued
Ecclesiastical institutions and Christian beliefs offer Cult of the Virgin Mary
another approach into how women’s rights and During the 5th century women were allowed a
status could be extended. According to Herrin, it whole new range of selfexpression based on the
turns out that women made creative use of existing cult of the Virgin Mary. The accumulation of the
ecclesiastical rules and guidance to find opportunit highest honour ever accorded to a Christian wo
ies to achieve self determination. One of the meth man combining an elevated public image with the
ods was to refuse to remarry and thus remain in more usual private and personal role of mother
charge. These women could live by doing charitable forged a unique model. The ‘discovery’ of relics
work, such as caring for the poor. They might also such as a girdle and a veil added to the mystique
free their slaves, give away their property to the and power.
church, or build hospices and even monasteries.
This means that women played a huge role in build The church began to accept places for women such
as convents, the devotion of girls and widows to
ing up and disposing of property.
celibacy against the social pressure of marriage.
Ancient traditions
Women with inheritance founded their own mon
The survival of ancient traditions of city life per asteries. Joining a religious community guaranteed
petuated public institutions and habits that influ a woman greater selfcontrol than in any other
enced female behaviour in the early Byzantine spiritual practice. St. Antousa, in the 8th century,
period despite the disapproval of the church. Herrin committed herself to a spiritual life while still very
finds that city records more often give an impres young. She had a monastery built on an island
sion of women’s lives including that of poor women dedicated to the Virgin. She also had a monastery
than of those who live in the country. Con for men constructed which she also ruled. In both
stantinople and other smaller towns and ports at places the veneration of icons was maintained.
tracted people from the countryside to work in Thus a focus for female ascetic life was created
markets, fairs and urban occupations. City women which attracted women for a whole variety of
feature at the races and the processions associated motives. It illustrates that the Christian religion
with court ceremonies and church feasts. They at could be seen as permitting spaces for women to
tended executions, shared in charitable distributions reach powerful positions.
of food and participated in rioting and looting.
Empresses
Paradoxically every public institution such as a The most famous of these positions were occupied
public bath, due to segregation, had to have female by Empresses. One example will suffice. Empress
attendants, thus there were positions for women. Irene ruled Byzantium for twentytwo years. In
Such work occurred in public employment, com 769 Irene married Leo when both were only in
mercial activity, working in small businesses or their teens. She bore him a son called Constantine.
running them from their homes, selling prepared Leo died in 780. Irene refused to remarry and as
food on the street and marketing produce grown in sumed the powerful role of Empress Mother. For
and around the city. Entertainment was hardly a the next decade she appointed officials to lead the
public career but could be a very public activity. armies, to govern and tax the empire’s regions. She
Women were also active as midwives and fortune ran the civilian administration, and conducted dip
tellers, participating in preChristian rituals, such as lomatic relations with foreign powers. She patron
lighting bonfires at new moon and dancing in public ised the building of new churches and monasteries.
spaces.
Together with Patriarch Tarasios she summoned
Eunuchs
the Seventh Ecumenical Council. This met in 787
The socalled beardless men were celibates with ca in Nicea and reversed the policy of iconoclasm.
reers in the ecclesiastical administration. Castration Conclusion
shortly after birth prevented sons of ambitious men Herrin’s immense work has unearthed many fea
from trying to reach for the throne. Women could tures of how power and space have been obtained
use dress to avoid the marriage path. Monastic dis by women in Byzantium through sheer ingenuity
guises were adopted by women who were able to and the methods by which (male) historians had
pass as eunuchs permitting them to simulate a holi hidden much of what has come to light. Herrin’s
ness reserved for males. Other forms of selfexpres elegant essays are a pleasure to read and their wis
sion consisted of martyrdom. Such women became dom points far into the future for women.
symbols of adoration for many other women.
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"Fascists!"

In the anarchic television comedy series, The
Young Ones, Rik Mayall's student rebel character
would constantly berate anyone who upset him as
a "fascist". This would always get a huge laugh.
Shadow Foreign Secretary, Hilary Benn, in what
the Tory press and the Blairite faction of the La
bour Party described as a careerdefining states
manlike speech, denounced Islamic State (ISIS) as
"fascists" during the parliamentary debate on
bombing Syria. He received cheers and applause.
But when considered in the cold light of day,
Benn's assertion is just as absurd as Rik Mayall's
was and far more disingenuous.
ISIS, whom Benn insists on renaming as "Daesh",
dutifully following the Cameron script, has been
carrying out mass rapes, public beheadings, burn
ing prisoners alive, and eradicating what it sees as
"pagan" cultures such as the destruction of the an
cient monuments of Palmyra. Such vile atrocities
are rightly denounced as "fascistic", but ISIS does
not constitute an immediate threat to world peace
and civilisation as Hitler's Germany did in the
1930s.
Emotional Blackmail
The comparison just does not stand up to close
scrutiny. In reality, Benn's emotive speech was cal
culated emotional blackmail and a cynical abuse of
historical fact.
As has been widely documented by experienced
correspondents such as Robert Fisk and Patrick
Cockburn, ISIS has been incubated by the West
and its regional Sunni allies in the Middle East as a
means of supporting a sectarian war against the
Shia population. The group has been freely permit
ted to flourish for years with volunteers, funds and
supplies given free access across the Turkish bor
der to the ISIS stronghold in Raqqa.
NATO powers led by the US have sought to use
ISIS as a tool to gain strategic advantage over Rus
sia in Syria, just as they supported the mujahideen

in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union in the
1970s. Furthermore, ISIS is not at all unique as
there are many jihadi terrorist groups such as the Al
Nusra Front which are as equally unpleasant. Benn
chose to ignore the threat posed by these groups,
presumably because they are currently being
rebranded as "moderate rebels" and have the back
ing of the UK's regional allies.
While lauding the courage of the Kurds in resisting
ISIS “on the ground”, Benn studiously avoided
mentioning that those doing most of the serious
fighting are led by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) which was banned as a terrorist organisation
by western governments after intense lobbying by
Turkey.
Inconvenient
Hilary Benn's argument that ISIS poses a threat like
the Nazis simply falls apart once it is admitted that
there are similar threats from a diverse range of ji
hadi terrorist groups that cannot be dealt with by
bombing from the air.
He deliberately ignored all these inconvenient
truths in making his case for bombing Syria. Benn
even invoked the name of those who joined the In
ternational Brigade to fight Franco in Spain de
scribing them as "socialists", as many indeed were.
Many were also Communists, which Benn some
how failed to mention.
The difference between Hilary Benn and the late
Rik Mayall is that the latter was very funny and of
ten made astute political remarks. Hilary Benn
seems to have no sense of humour at all. His under
standing of history however is simply laughable.
To make the case for war on the basis of phoney
historical parallels and halftruths besmirches the
memory of all those who fought fascism. It is a
quite disgusting exercise. A statesman? Don't make
me laugh!
David Morgan

Call for Papers

for the 52nd ITH Conference
(1517 September 2016, Museum Arbeitswelt Steyr/Upper Austria).
We are looking forward to an active involvement in the preparation of the conference on “Commodity
Chains and Labour Relations”, many interesting proposals and the conference itself. Furthermore, we
would ask to spread the Call for Papers as widely as possible.
Susan Zimmermann (President)
Lukas Neissl (General Secretary)
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The Subversive Vision of Patricia Highsmith

The release of the film ‘Carol’, based on Patricia
Highsmith’s novel, ‘The Price of Salt’, gives us an
opportunity to enter into the subversive world of
one of the 20th century’s greatest popular writers,
who is typically noted for her dark psychological
thrillers. The novel, which was later retitled ‘Car
ol’, was published in 1952 under a nom de plume
because its theme of forbidden love was highly
controversial at that time. It is set in a repressive
Cold War era when individuals were compelled to
be discrete about their emotional entanglements
and personal relationships.
Highsmith (19211995) always took an outsider’s
perspective on her society and delighted in sub
verting its norms while mercilessly dissecting hu
man frailties. Her 22 novels and dozens of short
stories convey a consistently subversive vision and
translate perfectly into film noir.
In her first novel, ‘Strangers on a Train’, (1950),
two passengers enter into a discussion which ends
in them pledging to commit a murder for each oth
er. Only one proves to be sufficiently psychotic to
carry out the deed. Alfred Hitchcock’s celebrated
film version ensured Highsmith’s success as a
writer. In ‘The Cry of the Owl’ a voyeur is sur
prised that the woman he has been watching falls in
love with him and proves to be even more obsess
ive than he had been. French New Wave master
Claude Chabrol filmed this novel in 1987, which
was followed by an equally watchable English lan
guage version in 2009.
Carol
‘Carol’ is unusual among Highsmith’s oeuvre in
that is does not focus on the psychology of a crim
inal, murderer, thief or voyeur, who are her staple
antiheroes. Her two heroines, one of whom is a
part selfportrait, are notably described with full
sympathy and understanding. In runofthemill
popular crime fiction the disrupted social order is
always restored at the end. This is certainly not the
case with Highsmith who constantly confounds the
readers’ expectations and achieves this in ‘Carol’
by giving a happy ending to the passionate love
story between two women.
Her most famous novel, ‘The Talented Mr Ripley’,
is a tale of a poor young man who kills and then
impersonates a wealthy playboy to gain access to
the world of the very rich. Ripley, a devious psy
chopath, gets away with his crime. In the 1998 film
of ‘Ripley’, Cate Blanchett took one of the leading
roles. Blanchett became an admirer of Highsmith’s

writing and set out to make a film of ‘Carol’. It was
to take 15 years to attract enough financial backers
to enable the film to be made.
‘Carol’ is actually a very traditional romance on the
theme of love at first sight and shows how the life
of a young shop assistant, Therese, (Rooney Mara),
is transformed by a chance encounter with an eleg
ant divorcee, Carol (Blanchett). Highsmith de
scribed falling in love as “like being shot in the
face” and its power to disrupt is at the heart of this
remarkably moving film. Therese and Carol are
forced to be outsiders because of the prevailing
conservative attitudes, but the film by Todd Haynes
evokes a modern sensibility that sees their identit
ies and relationship as perfectly normal.
In Highsmith’s story there are no attempted sui
cides, nobody is consumed with guilt and noone is
punished for alleged deviancy, but there is a mood
of menace and impending threat, which is her hall
mark. As in the novel, very little prejudice is depic
ted in the plot except in the use of the law in the
custody battle between Carol and her estranged
husband. The case is eventually settled out of court.
Visually the film is absolutely stunning, with care
fully placed colour schemes and spectacular period
detail such as the opening scene in the big depart
ment store where the couple meet for the very first
time.
Therese
A more conventional story would have shown an
impressionable young girl captivated by an older
partner. In ‘Carol’, it is Therese who initiates the
relationship. She first sees Carol across the room
and immediately reveals her strong independence
of mind when she tells Carol that as a child she
preferred a model train set to a doll. Carol takes her
advice and buys a train set for her daughter’s
Christmas present instead of the absurd doll which
“cries and wets itself”.
There is a subversive intent in the use of this doll
and train set metaphor. Feminist psychologists have
long argued that children’s toys are ideological
tools that reinforce gender stereotypes. Here High
smith demonstrates a perceptiveness that is well
ahead of its time. ‘Carol’ is emphatically not a
“women's film” and still less is it intended for a
narrow niche audience. It is a simple statement
about two human beings striving to find happiness
in a hostile world and whose love ultimately gives
them the strength to overcome the obstacles.
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continued on page 12

Round Up of Recent Meetings

In the latter part of 2015 the Society was involved The series managed to attract a large audience in
in organising public meetings on the themes of cluding many young people and provoked lively
debate. One key concern that recurred was the topic
slavery and public housing policy.
reparations for victims of slavery. The practical
The series on the business of slavery which ran of
ities
of how to pay, how much, to whom and who
throughout the autumn and concluded on 8 Decem actually
should pay were brought out in the discus
ber proved to be very successful.
sions.
With an emphasis on the British business interests I especially applaud the way that this series also
in this atrocious trade, the series endeavoured to addressed the continued existence of slavery in
highlight the commercial structures and networks various parts of the modern world. As consumers of
of individuals who made slavery into an extremely cheap products we are all to an extent responsible,
lucrative and enduring enterprise.
whether knowingly or not, for the slave conditions
Deliberately deciding to probe much deeper and that prevail in sweatshops where our designer
challenge the traditional Tory narrative of Britain's clothes are produced. This important point was
laudable role in abolishing the Transatlantic trade in raised in the talk by Aidan McQuade, Director of
slaves, the programme established convincingly AntiSlavery International.
that a large part of this country's economic strength SHS committee member Deborah Lavin curated
had been founded on slave labour.
this series for the Ethical Society with some valu
The series, which was a Conway Hall event sup able input from other members of the SHS.
ported by the SHS, also pointed to the rich body of Finally, another meeting that should not be forgot
research being carried out in this field.
ten was that organised by the SHS at Marx House
The usefulness of business history to the left was an (21 November 2015) with Duncan Bowie speaking
eyeopener. There is a need to know who owned on the history of labour and socialist inspired hous
what and the stimulating talks proved much that ing campaigns.
was new. Speakers included respected veteran ex The subject of housing is an urgent issue in con
perts such as James Walvin and younger research temporary society with no credible solution in
ers like Katie Donington and Perry Gauci.
sight.
Each methodically unravelled the many intricate Bowie, a leading expert within the labour move
links between modern corporations based in the ment on housing policy and planning, shared his
City of London and old companies that derived insights into the contributions of progressive polit
much of their wealth from exploiting slave planta ical activists to the development of social housing
tion labour. Much of these business connections are
David Morgan
only now being brought to light by historians who
are combing the vast archives held by city institu
tions.
Patricia Highsmith continued from page 11
The most fearless aspect of the film is its refusal to sexualise the
treatment of the developing intimacy between Therese and Carol.
Neither is there any preachiness or didactic message. It is taken
for granted that they wish to be together. It is quite exhilarating
to see a work of art whose vision is entirely unencumbered by
stereotypes or cruel prejudices.
It is utterly chilling to realise that in the many countries where
this film still cannot be released women such as Carol and Ther
ese would literally be killed. In this respect, the film is a singu
larly courageous celebration of the right to choose one’s own
identity. The film and Highsmith’s books cannot be recommen
ded too highly.
David Morgan
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1923 Braunston Canalboat Strike memorial unveiled

Peter Frost, Chair of the Braunston Canal Boat Strike Memorial Committee reports on the unveiling of a
permanent memorial to this important dispute.

92 years ago, in the summer of 1923, a strike of boating families at the tiny Northamptonshire village of
Braunston bought the entire traffic on the canal, one of Britain’s most important and vital transport
arteries, to a total halt. The Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), now part of Unite the Union,
had only been formed the previous year and this was one of its earliest and most important strikes in our
union’s history.
This year lifelong Labour supporters, Prunella Scales and Timothy West, along with Unite the Union
National Officer, Julia Long, and local Regional Organiser, Mick Orpin, were at a historic boat gathering
at Braunston, Northamptonshire, at the end of June to unveil a permanent memorial to the strikers on the
canal wharf.

Unite’s Mick Orpin,
Timothy West,
Prunella Scales and
Unite National
Officer, Julia Long,
at the unveiling of
the Strike memorial
on Braunston
Wharf.

Police defend the
strike breakers trying
to unload boats. In
the foreground the
wharf manager has
been thrown in the
canal by an angry
worker. His boss,
along with Sam
Brooks of the TGWU,
is seen chastising him
for his provocative
behaviour.
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The man who wrote The Black Man’s Burden

Late this summer I fulfilled a lifetime ambition, I
visited the County Durham mining village of
Chopwell. Chopwell became a ‘Little Moscow’ in
the 1920s as a result of its strong support for the
Communist Party. Local housing terraces were
named after Marx and Lenin. In the 1926 General
Strike the hammer and sickle flew over the council
offices.
The housing terraces are still there  Lenin, Marx,
Owen and Dalton. One terrace, I noticed bore a
name not familiar to me, E D Morel. But if Morel
was a hero to the Chopwell miners in the 1920s I
decided he was certainly someone I ought to know
about.
Edmund Dene Morel was an antiimperialist at the
height of Britain and other European countries’
most racist and despotic excesses. E D Morel also
played a significant role in the British paci
fist movement during the First World War, parti
cipating in the foundation the Union of Democratic
Control. Morel was a journalist, author and politi
cian who in collaboration with Roger Casement
and Arthur Conan Doyle led a campaign against
slavery in the Congo. When the European nations
shared out Africa like a cake at a royal tea party
King Leopold of Belgium snapped up the Congo, a
country 76 times as big as his native Belgium. The
Congo became his own personal property.
Rubber
The King was to prove one of the cruellest imperi
al rulers and also the richest man in the world. The
Congo had huge rubber forests and industrialisa
tion was demanding huge quantities of rubber.
Leopold was responsible for the death and mutila
tion of ten million Congolese Africans although he
never actually visited the Congo.
Millions of African rubber workers who did not
meet their targets or resisted Belgium rule had
their hands and genitals cut off. Among other hor
rific aspects of Belgian rule were floggings with a
razor sharp hippopotamus hide whips. Applied to
bare buttocks, as little as twenty strokes rendered
victims unconscious and 100 or more strokes were
usually fatal.
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle described these horrors in
his book, “The Crime of the Congo” in 1909. Later
Conan Doyle took Morel as an inspiration for the
character of Ed Malone in his novel The Lost

civil servant; his mother, an English Quaker. His
father died when Edmund was just four. His
mother worked as a teacher so that she could send
him to boarding school in England but when she
fell ill in 1888, the money ran out and Edmund
returned to Paris to work as a bank clerk.
He moved his mother back to Britain in 1891 and
five years later he became a British subject. He
married Mary Richardson that same year and they
had five children. In 1891, Morel obtained a
clerkship with Elder Dempster, a Liverpool ship
ping firm. A year or so later he began writing
political articles.
Congo
In them he attacked the Foreign Office for not
supporting the rights of Africans under colonial
rule. Elder Dempster had a shipping contract with
the Congo Free State for the connection betw
een Antwerp and Boma in the Congo. Morel
spoke French so was often sent to Belgium where
he discovered that the ships leaving Belgium for
the Congo carried only guns, ammunition, slave
shackles and chains and explosives, but no com
mercial goods. The ships came back full of valu
able products such as raw rubber and ivory.
In 1900, Morel wrote a series of articles on the
horrors of the Congo in the weekly
magazine Speaker. By 1902 he had became a
fulltime journalist for the magazine West Africa.
He founded his own magazine, the West African
Mail and then the Congo Reform Association.
Supporters included Joseph Conrad, Anatole
France, Arthur Conan Doyle and Mark Twain. He
wrote many books and pamphlets, among them a
response to Kipling’s famous The White Man’s
Burden called The Black Man’s Burden.
In 1905 the movement won a key victory when a
Commission of Enquiry confirmed the accusa
tions made about the colonial administration in
the Congo. In 1908 the Congo came under official
Belgian rule rather than the personal fiefdom of
the King.
In the runup to World War I, Morel opposed
United Kingdom and France getting involved in
war. With Ramsay MacDonald, he formed
the Union of Democratic Control (UDC) to press
for a more responsive foreign policy and to pre
vent secret diplomacy. The UDC became the most
important of all the antiwar organisations in Bri
tain, with membership reaching 650,000 by 1917.

World.

Morel was born in Paris. His father was a French
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continued on page 15

NOT IN MY NAME

The Eton Rifles are at it again, like a deadly ma
chine gun sputtering out, 'words,words,words', in a
long sustained burst spreading obfuscation, confu
sion and moral blackmail demanding we follow a
completely insane, dangerous and mistaken policy
driven and ably assisted by the mad media mo
mentum, always the willing lackey of those jingo
istic johnnies who want to beat the drums of war.
Cameron is suggesting that a few more (British)
bombs, which apparently are so accurate that they'll
kill a 'bad guy' but leave alone the 'good guy' a few
metres away, will make all the difference when
such bombing has been going on for many months
to no avail; it has, in fact, probably been the best
recruiting sergeant for Isis since they gather to their
bloody murderous band those most disaffected and
disillusioned, who are looking for something,
however misdirected & misguided to give them an
identity, 'a place in history'. No hands on shoulders
here. Nothing more likely to create this than a few
more bombs raining down on their heads and
homes.
Cameron has been told by the very independent
Joint Intelligence Committee, that there are 70,000
moderate members of the free Syrian army just
waiting for the word 'go' or, 'British bombs away' to
get together and start giving Isis a good kicking;
what Cameron and his ranting right raver friends
are not telling us is that these 70,000 or is it 35,000?
or maybe 15,000?, are divided into dozens of dif
ferent factions scattered throughout Syria, each with
their own agenda, sometimes fighting Assad, as
Cameron wanted us to do two years ago, then
they're going after Isis, which Cameron wants us to
do now, and sometimes they're going against each
other, rather like Turkey, supposedly fighting Isis,
but shooting down a Russian jet, also supposedly
fighting Isis. On top of all this Turkey is not only
buying the oil Isis has stolen but also attacking the
Kurds who really are fighting Isis on the ground.
One question which hasn't even been asked is about
the 125,000 Assad troops, what will they be doing?
When all this confusion has been settled along with
the dust and many thousand more innocent dead we
are going to be a part of the political transition to a
bright shiny new democratic government, regime
change in other words. We all know how well that
has gone in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya etc.. What ar
rogance to suggest that we know better than the
Syrians what government they want. Shortterm
decisions with no joined up thinking, a soundbite
here, a soundbite there, do well on the evening

The man who wrote The Black Man’s Burden
continued

His political courage was praised by people such
as Bertrand Russell but his leading role in the pa
cifist movement exposed him to violent attacks
led by the prowar press. The Daily Express pic
tured him as an agent of Germany and encouraged
its readers to break up his meetings.
In 1917 on trumped up charges Morel was sen
tenced to six months' imprisonment which he
served in Pentonville Prison with other pacifists.
Bertrand Russell described his condition at his re
lease: “His hair is completely white. When he
first came out, he collapsed completely, physic
ally and mentally, largely as the result of insuffi
cient food”. In April 1918, Morel joined
the Independent Labour Party. In the 1922 general
election he stood as an ILP candidate in Dundee
where he defeated the National Liberal candidate
Winston Churchill. Morel regarded Churchill as a
warmonger. "I look upon Churchill as such a per
sonal force for evil that I would take up the fight
against him with a whole heart."
He was expected to be appointed as Foreign Sec
retary in the government of Ramsay MacDon
ald in 1924, but MacDonald decided to keep that
job for himself. There was a move to nominate
Morel for the Nobel Prize for Peace. In August
1924 he persuaded MacDonald to recognise the
communist government in the Soviet Union.
Shortly after his reelection in the 1924 general
election, Morel suffered a fatal heart attack and
the world lost a remarkable man. He is a hero
worthy to have a terrace named after him in the
Red mining village of Chopwell.

Peter Frost

news to keep us all in the dark, and away from the
truth which as we all know is the first casualty of
the jingoistic warcries which echo round and
round the oak panelling.
Doing nothing is not actually doing nothing. If we
are serious about doing something we can only
begin doing it at home. We have to do a lot to pre
vent our youth, whoever they are from becoming
disaffected and disillusioned, they need a real
positive future, education, work, homes, a say in
the country in which they live, to feel a part of the
whole. The only provider of all this is, of course,
the State, which Cameron's cronies are dismant
ling piece by piece.

Timothy Block
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What are the real lessons of 1945

In his September talk to the Society our President Stan Newens said (as reported by David Morgan)
that the 1945 Attlee government initiated the greatest social transformation of the 20th century, and
its record needed to be studied and lessons learned from it. Much as I respect Stan's sincere socialist
convictions, I fear that the main thrust of his talk will reinforce a misleading view of 1945 that is
widespread on the left.
Ken Loach's fine film The Spirit of '45 left me with Individual trade unionists, generally rightwing of
the same misgivings. The spirit was there all right, ficials, were given seats on state boards and com
the urge for fundamental change; I remember it mittees, but there was never any role for the unions
well. But it soon turned into disenchantment. Less as representative organisations.
than six years after Labour's great victory there was All this reflected the social democratic illusion that
rearmament and war, a wage freeze and a witch the state is a neutral entity standing above classes,
hunt against the left. These policies helped to put in contrast to the Marxist view that the state is the
Churchill back in power; and the Tories ruled for instrument of the capitalist ruling class. So Attlee's
most of the next halfcentury.
Labour made few changes in the structure or even
Yes, Atlee's government brought in radical social the personnel of the civil service, local govern
and economic reforms, most of which remained in ment, judiciary, police and armed forces. In social
place for three decades. But they were under con democratic theory these organs of class rule would
stant threat. And weaknesses in the way they had carry out government policies intended to under
been designed and implemented made it relatively mine that rule. In practice Labour's rightwing
easy for Thatcher and her successors to demolish leaders had no such intentions.
them bit by bit.
Imperialist Agenda
A common view on the left, echoed in Stan's talk, is And just as they recoiled from confronting the rul
that the Attlee government's domestic reforms were ing capitalist class in Britain, they accepted its im
virtually perfect but that its Cold War foreign policy perialist agenda abroad. Independence for India,
was disastrous. This position conceals what I be yes – when the Indian people were about to take it
lieve to be the true story: those failings at home and by force. But not for Malaya, Kenya, and the other
abroad both stemmed from the failure to confront British colonies. Worst of all for the British
the capitalist ruling class.
people, Labour bowed to the demands of US im
perialism and went along with the Cold War
Nationalisation
the countries trying to build socialism, the
Nationalisation could have been a step towards so against
‘hot’
war
Korea, NATO, and the Marshall Plan,
cialism. But it was confined to energy and trans which led ineventually
to the European Union.
port, sectors where the ruling class needed state
intervention to rebuild the capitalist economy. Pub Fifty years later Victor Kiernan wrote of 1945 that,
lic enterprises were run in general by the same old "It was one of those historical turning points at
managers and burdened with excessive compensa which history failed to turn." Labour's rightwing
tion; pricing policy favoured big business; there leaders and their social democratic ideology bear a
was no accountability to the workforce or the com heavy responsibility for that failure.
munity.
None has tried
The 1945 government abandoned Labour's tradi So how should one answer the Editor's question,
tional policy of nationalising land, the only way of "can a Labour government bring about socialism?"
ensuring success for peoplefriendly town and No Labour government has done so – but then
country planning. In education it missed an oppor none has tried. Is there any reason why a Com
tunity to establish a fully comprehensive secondary mons majority with the likes of Corbyn and Mc
network, to abolish faith schools, and to bring inde Donnell (and Newens) allied with a number of
pendent schools into the state system.
Communist and other socialist MPs, backed by ex
The NHS was a tremendous advance. But it was traparliamentary activity from a bigger and more
given a highly centralised structure lacking local or militant trade union movement, and freed from the
regional accountability. The Socialist Medical As fetters of social democratic thinking, could at least
sociation's proposal for a network of local health guide our country along a road that can lead to so
centres staffed by salaried doctors was ignored. The cialism?
setup facilitated creeping privatisation by sub
David Grove
sequent governments.
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Captain Swing

One hundred and eighty five years ago in 1830 rural workers sought to protect their jobs in what
became known as the the Captain Swing Riots. The rightwing press of the day called them riots and
portrayed the participants as unthinking uncouth rioters. They had done exactly the same with in
dustrial protestors dismayed by the way industrialisation was being used to throw skilled textile
workers on the scrapheap. They called them Luddites and sadly it remains a term of abuse today.
In fact both followers of Swing and Ludd were ser
ious minded working people with a political under
standing that progress and industrial developments
could be used for the good of everybody or simply
to enrich a very few, already rich people. They
chose direct action to encourage the former.
The Swing actions began with the destruction
of threshing machines in East Kent in the summer
of 1830. The protest spread throughout the whole of
southern England and East Anglia. Over a hun
dred threshing machines were destroyed in East
Kent alone.
Both Luddites in factories and the Swing movement
in the countryside aimed to win workers a better
bargaining position with their bosses. Both groups
were simply aiming to attain a minimum living
wage and to end unemployment.
Frame breakers
Both groups, just like today, were demonised by the
media. In October 1830 The Times newspaper re
ported that threatening letters sent to farmers, ma the parish fund would top up wages; echoes of tax
gistrates, parsons, and others were signed by a credits today. Another burden was the church tithe;
Captain Swing. There was no actual Captain Swing the Church of England demanded a tenth of the
harvest to pay the parson a generous wage. The
but the name stuck.
Swing movement demanded a large reduction in
Enclosure Acts
the tithes.
After the Napoleonic Wars, in the half century Horsepowered threshing machines, and later port
leading up to 1830 agricultural workers were get able steam engines, could have offered easier work
ting much poorer. Early nineteenthcentury England and shorter hours; instead they threatened the live
was virtually unique among major nations in having lihoods of hundreds of thousands of farm workers.
no peasant class owning small agricultural plots. Disastrous harvests of 1828 and 1829 were the last
This led to another main reason for the Swing re straw. By the autumn of 1830 farm labourers feared
volt, the Enclosure Acts. Between 1770 and 1830 what next winter might bring.
no less than million acres (24,000 km2) of common
land were enclosed by rich landowners depriving Letters
the common people of ancient rights. For centuries Threatening letters, often signed by Captain Swing,
this common land had been used by the rural poor would be sent to magistrates, parsons, wealthy
to graze animals, forage and grow produce. This farmers or Poor Law guardians. The letters would
land was now divided up among the large local demand a rise in wages, a cut in the tithe payments
landowners, leaving the landless farm workers de and for the destruction of threshing machines.
pendent upon working for their richer neighbours If the warnings were ignored large groups of farm
for a cash wage.
workers would gather; the hated threshing ma
Tithes
chines would be broken; workhouses and tithe
After the Napoleonic wars in 1815 grain prices barns would be attacked; haystacks would be burnt
plummeted. Many farm workers were thrown out of to the ground.
work and their tied cottages. They faced poverty Eventually the farmers, up and down the country,
and the prospect of the workhouse. Farmers would agreed to raise wages, and the parsons and some
pay their workers as little as possible, knowing that
Continued on page 18
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Nicola Seyd

Nicola Seyd, who has died aged 79, was a political
activist and campaigner committed to many causes.
One of her chief roles over recent years, however,
was as an organiser of the London Socialist Film
Cooperative, which holds regular screenings of
features and documentaries on social, political and
peace issues.
Khatchatur I. Pilikian, LSFC Secretary and a com
mittee member of the Socialist History Society
wrote this
TRIBUTE TO NICOLA SEYD
Precious Nicola
A decade ago, my brother and I met you for the first
time at a SOAS public meeting on Palestine. We
soon became not only good friends but members of
LSFC, the Coop you lovingly had managed and
Nicola Seyd
was managing for decades with dignified dedica
tion. Your joy in observing the enthusiasm and Captain Swing  continued from page 17
pleasure of the public at LSFC events always re landlords reduced the tithes and rents. But many
minded me of William Blake’s altruistic quatrain:
farmers reneged on the agreements and the Swing
He who bends to himself a joy
protests increased. Rich landowners, often the
local magistrates, responded harshly. Nearly two
Does the winged life destroy;
thousand protesters were brought to trial in
But he who kisses the joy as it flies
1830–1831; 252 were sentenced to death, al
though only 19 were actually hanged, 644 were
Lives in eternity’s sunrise.
Dear Nicola, you always kissed that altruistic joy. imprisoned, and 481 were transported to Australia.
Your boundless friendship charmed us all. I often
felt you succeeded in kindling Epicurus’s words William Cobbett wrote his article entitled The
Rural War about the Swing protests. It led to
uttered in the 4 th c, BC Athens:
Of all the means which are offered by wisdom to charges of seditious libel. At his trial in July 1831
ensure happiness through the whole of life, by far at the Guildhall, he subpoenaed six members of
the cabinet, including the prime minister. After his
the most important is having friends.
own vigorous defence he was acquitted.
No wonder then that hearing your final departure Earl Grey, in the House of Lords, suggested the
from the world of your friends brought tears in my best way to reduce the violence was to introduce
eyes, gently reminding me, yet again, of your love reform of the House of Commons. The Prime
of poetry. Hence let these words of the 16 th cen Minister, the Duke of Wellington, declared the ex
tury Armenian poet, Nahapet Kuchak, sing the epi isting constitution perfect. The huge demonstra
logue of my loving tribute to remember you tion that was to attack Wellington's home clearly
always:
didn’t agree.
The day your mother gave birth to you
You were crying while all were in joy
Let your exit from the world be so pure
That you smile
While the world mourns condoling.

Another of her passions was to raise money for the
Morning Star with the Camden Morning Star Sup
porter's Group. The family wishes for donations to
go to the Morning Star.

On 15 November 1830 Wellington's government
was defeated and Earl Grey was asked to form
a Whig administration. Swing was a major influ
ence on that Whig Government encouraging a
wider demand for political reform, culminating in
the Representation of the People Act 1832. This
Reform Act increased the electorate from about
500,000 to 813,000 allowing almost one in five
adult males, but still no women, the vote.
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Peter Frost

The BBC – a flawed institution but worth preserving

Sir David Attenborough recently expressed his fears for the future survival of the BBC as its
Charter comes up for renewal in 2016.
An important national institution, the BBC's model of
public service broadcasting funded by the license fee
gives it a notional independence from the state and
allows it to operate at arm's length from government.
While this editorial independence might not stand up to
detailed scrutiny as in many essential matters it adopts
a perspective that's overtly oriented towards supporting
free market liberalism and Cold War foreign policy
(there is clear continuity, for example, in its fierce anti
Soviet and antiRussian positions), the existence of the
BBC is still worth defending.
The concept of a broadcasting system not totally
dominated by market forces is valuable in that it allows
programme makers the freedom to experiment and take
risks that is simply not available to them in the ratings
driven commercial sector. The presence of the BBC, it
can be argued, also acts as a benchmark and standard
for the entire broadcasting industry forcing the
commercial channels to emulate the quality and
diversity of the schedules and programmes that the
BBC makes.

revolution. To cite one example, Let’s Murder Vivaldi,
a satire from 1968, with a young Glenda Jackson and
Denholm Elliott, deals with women’s liberation and
infidelity. Mercer’s script is as good as any by Pinter,
Shaw or Chekhov. An astute theatre director should
revive it.
Leading film directors such as Alan Bridges, Ken
Loach, Stephen Frears and Alan Clarke also developed
their skills with apprentice work on BBC drama
productions. Many of these gritty realistic dramas are
now over 30 or 40 years old but still retain their
freshness and make much modern television appear
extremely tame and formulaic by comparison.
Fortunately, many of these productions can be found on
YouTube or in the BFI online archive, so they are not
entirely lost.

Music

The impact of the BBC in shaping musical tastes and
opening up broadcasting to new music should not be
underestimated. In popular music such as rock and
alternative rock, the late John Peel’s show, which aired
on Radio One for about 30 years, was immensely
influential in assisting the careers of many independent
musicians to break through and reach a wider
appreciative audience. Peel achieved a cult following.
The role of Radio Three in giving airtime to often quite
obscure classical music and to "new music" should also
be recognised. Where else would you be able to listen
to a full uninterrupted opera on the radio?
With regards to documentaries, the BBC has been a
vital innovator, with programmes on the natural world
and science fronted by presenters such as
Attenborough, Jonathan Miller (The Body in
Question), the late James Burke (Connections) and
many others. Historical documentaries from classics
such as Jacob Bronowski's The Ascent of Man to more
recent series by Michael Wood (on ancient history),
Terry Jones (on the medieval period) and Jonathan
Meades (on architecture) have proved highly
educational for a mass audience.
A common feature of all these programmes is that they
have never sought to patronise the viewer and have
succeeded in putting across complex ideas in a highly
popular and compelling format. The reason that these
broadcasters had been able to innovate in the first place
is a direct consequence of the existence of public
service broadcasting. The Tories, who disapprove of the
masses having free access to knowledge, must not be
allowed to destroy the BBC. For all its flaws, it is well
worth preserving.

Bias

While the left rightly deplores the pronounced political
bias of flagship news programmes such as BBC2’s
Newsnight and Radio 4’s Today, which became all too
blatant in the negative reporting of the new Labour
leadership of Corbyn and McDonnell, we should not
forget the progressive and innovative role played by the
BBC in many areas throughout its history. The major
contribution of the BBC to culture over the postwar
period has been particularly impressive.
It is well worth reminding ourselves of some of the best
BBC's innovative programmes in the fields of drama,
music and documentary. Take the modern drama
produced in the '60s and '70s when a platform was
given to new writers and original writing in The
Wednesday Play and Play for Today series.
These series gave unique opportunities to a seemingly
endless list of talented writers such as David Mercer,
Dennis Potter, Harold Pinter, David Hare, Howard
Brenton, Mike Leigh, David Rudkin and Alan Bennett.
The themes that they covered in their plays were often
provocative, contemporary and highly political.

Writers

Some of the authors who began their careers in
television are still working today but more often for the
stage and screen, while others have sadly been largely
forgotten. Most of David Mercer's original scripts were
made for television and, as such, have not been revived,
but his challenging body of work dealt with key themes
such as changing social morality, class, war and

David Morgan
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Socialist History Society Lecture
SYLVIA PANKHURST,
THE EASTER RISING AND THE WOMAN’S DREADNOUGHT
2pm, Saturday 19th March 2016
Marx Memorial Library, 37a Clerkenwell Green

Speaker
Professor John Newsinger

John Newsinger, professor of history at Bath Spa University, is the author
of numerous books including Them and Us: Fighting the Class War 1910
39, British Counterinsurgency; The Blood Never Dried and a forthcoming
SHS OP on Sylvia Pankhurst, The Easter Rising and The Woman’s
Dreadnought.

Free to attend – all welcome

London Socialist
Historians Group
Newly published research in
socialist history
Monday January 25th

The Life of Angela Gradwell
Tuckett
Rosie MacGregor
Monday February 8th

Protest and Politics of Space
and Place
Katrina Navickas
Monday February 22nd

Paris at War
David Drake

Monday March 7th

Clara Zetkin, Letters &
Writings
Ben Lewis

Seminars start at 5:30pm
Room N304
Institute of Historical Research,
Senate House,
Malet Street,
London
WC1E 7HU
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