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EDITORIAL

him as a major influence on his
intellectual and religious develop-
ment. Intrigued, David Purdy set
out to find out more about this
little-known philosopher who died
nearly thirty years ago and has,
more recently, been the subject of
at least two biographies.
Returning to the European

stage, Richard Dunphy contributes
a fascinating case-study of a com-
munist party that has swum against
the tide of decline of the European
communist Left, growing in mem-
bership and influence through the
1990s. Of particular relevance is
the question of what general
lessons may be learned from
AKEL’s success, and, on the con-
trary, how much this is down to
the specific situation in Cyprus.
The retreat (and potential devel-

opment) of the Left in Britain is
the question up for grabs in Pat
Devine’s review of Noel
Thompson’s Left in the Wilderness,
which looks at the Left’s attitude
towards the economy since the
1970s. This is crucial territory that
needs analysis to shed light on the
past mistakes of the radical Left
and how it might recover.
Last, but of course not least,

Jane Corrie took the opportunity
of a few days’ stay at Ullapool’s
Ceilidh Place to talk to founder
Jean Urquhart about this unique
place, about her work as a council-
lor, and about the problems of life
in the Highlands and Islands more
generally.
In conclusion, I would like to

thank all contributors, both in this
issue and previous ones, who will-
ingly give of their time and exper-
tise; it is much appreciated. And,
also, a reminder that contribu-
tions, in the form of letters or arti-
cles, and suggestions are always
welcome. Last of all, if you don’t
subscribe to Perspectives, please see
the back page for a very special
offer! Hope you enjoy this issue.
Sean Feeny
Editor
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This issue of Perspectives fea-
tures a change of scenery on
page 2. Democratic Left

Scotland’s convener, Stuart Fair -
weather, normally pens his regular
column here but, this time, fea-
tures in an extended article on
page 5. So this bit of space now
falls to me, the editor.
Regular readers will know that

the magazine aims at quarterly
production, but there has been a
long gap since our spring edition –
for which apologies. By way of
compensation, this issue is our
largest ever at 24 pages, and fea-
tures a collection of varied and
substantial  articles.
This summer’s European elec-

tions are now some months behind
us but the results offer an indicator
for the outcome of next year’s gen-
eral election and also focus the
question of the potential of the EU
in the fight against neo-liberalism.
Stuart Fairweather’s article is based
on two discussions at Democratic
Left Scotland’s national council
following the Euro elections but
before Alex Salmond’s resumption
of the SNP leadership, following
John Swinney’s departure.
Gregor Gall’s article “Trade

unions and women workers in
Scotland” is a follow-on from his
piece “Trade unions: retrospect
and prospect”, published in the
last issue of Perspectives. Gregor
turns the spotlight from the long-
term decline in membership of
trade unions to the specific case of
women joining and participating
in unions in Scotland. He exam-
ines various recent disputes and
the reactions to them from sec-
tions of the Left, and observes “the
small and sporadic struggle of
women workers in Scotland in
recent years has not generated
immediate answers to larger and
more long-standing issues.”
John Macmurray, born in

Maxweltown, near Dumfries, is
not a well-known name in
Scotland. Yet Tony Blair named

The results
offer an
indicator for
the outcome
of next year’s
general
election and
also focus
the question
of the
potential of
the EU in the
fight against
neo-
liberalism.



The World Trade Organisation talks in Geneva at
the beginning of August appeared and disap-
peared from our news bulletins with scarcely a

comment. In many ways it was a significant event in
that it restarted, however tentatively, the process of
negotiations which were successfully scuppered by the
Southern governments, and global social movements
at Cancun last year.
What comment there was, focussed on the agree-

ment of the EU and US to reduce agricultural subsidies
at some unspecified future date, a concession which
was hard won by some Southern governments, in par-
ticular Brazil and India.
But this concession, such as it was, exacted a high

price. The Southern countries agreed to abolish
import tariffs on manufactured goods, a move which
could hit industrial development in the South and
force economies to be more reliant on natural
resource exploitation. And equally worrying, the
General Agreement on Trade in Services, a significant
scalp in Cancun, is back on the negotiating table.
GATS, you will remember, is about preventing any
constraints on corporations to run “public” services
(such as health, education, water, environmental pro-
tection), which would no longer be accountable to
elected bodies.
Although GATS is back in, the other areas kicked

out at Cancun remain off boundary. There will be no
negotiations on investment, government procurement
or competition during this round, which is expected
to continue until 2007.
Campaigning groups which worked to derail the

round in September last year have condemned the
partial restart. Peter Hardstaff of World Development
Movement commented “There is no doubt we need to

stop farmers in poor countries being undermined by
the outrageous subsidies given to European and US
agri-business. But this should not be at the expense of
policies that can be crucial for development.”
Friends of the Earth’s Alexandra Wandel said “With

this deal, even more environmentally and socially sen-
sitive sectors will be liberalised. Corporate lobby
groups will be the big winners, the environment and
the poor the big losers.”
And that’s the problem. There’s no doubt that

global regulation is needed to produce a fairer trade
system. But that’s not what the WTO is about – its
agenda is promoting free trade. This means abolishing
constraints on trade which governments might impose
(following a mandate from the electorate for example)
for the protection of health, labour standards, local
economic development or environmental protection.
The WTO and its neo-liberal agenda must be stopped.
Coalitions of Non Govern mental Organisations,

popular movements and sympathetic parties and gov-
ernments succeeded in Cancun and can succeed again.
There is a momentum of grassroots mobilising against
neo-liberalism throughout the world, as seen at the
recent European Social Forum in London and the
forthcoming World Social Forum in Brazil in January.
And (put it in your diaries now), in the first week of
July 2005, the G8 comes to Scotland. Let’s be sure we
give them a big welcome!

� Eurig Scandrett is an environmental activist and
a member of Democratic Left Scotland’s national
 council.

World Social Forum 2005
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/home.asp
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People and politics
In Scotland, as in the rest of Britain, there is widespread disillusionment with politics. The mainstream parties have
lost touch with ordinary people and issues are trivialised and distorted by the media.

We are continually told that “there is no alternative” to global capitalism. Yet this is doing untold damage to our
environment, our communities and the quality of our lives, while millions of people remain poor and powerless
because the market dominates our society and we do too little to
protect and empower them.

Democratic Left Scotland is a non-party political organisation that
works for progressive social change through activity in civil society – in
community groups, social movements and single-issue campaigns –
seeking at all times to promote discussion and alliances across the lines of
party, position and identity.

Political parties remain important, but they need to reconnect with the
citizens they claim to represent, reject the copycat politics that stifles
genuine debate and recognise that no single group or standpoint holds
all the answers to the problems facing our society.

We are trying to develop a new kind of politics, one that starts from
popular activity – in workplaces, localities and voluntary associations – and
builds bridges to the world of parties and government, on the one hand,
and the world of ideas and culture, on the other.

What does Democratic Left add?
Our approach to politics is radical, feminist and green.

Radical because we are concerned with the underlying, structural
causes of problems such as poverty, inequality, violence and pollution
and aspire towards an inclusive, more equal society in which everyone is
supported and encouraged to play a full part, within a more just and
sustainable world.

Feminist because we seek to abolish the unequal division of wealth, work and power between men and women
and to promote a better understanding of the intimate connections between personal life and politics.

Green because we believe that our present system of economic organisation is socially and environmentally
destructive, and that a more balanced relationship between human activity and nature will be better for us, for our
descendants and for the other animal species with whom we share the planet.

Who can join Democratic Left
Scotland?
Membership is open to anyone who shares our
general outlook and commitments. Whilst many of
our members are involved in a range of
political parties, others are not.

There’smore
to
than
politics

parties

      Please tick as appropriate

� I would like to join Democratic Left Scotland

� Please send me more information about Democratic Left Scotland

� Please send me ______ copies of Democratic Left Scotland’s pamphlet,
There’s more to politics than parties (£1 per copy, post free) 

Name: ___________________________________________________________

Address: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________  Postcode: _______________________

Tel: ______________________________________________________________

Email: ___________________________________________________________

I enclose £___________ (remittance for publications)

Return this form (or photocopy) to:
Democratic Left Scotland,
Number Ten, 10 Constitution Road, Dundee DD1 1LL                       P/AU/04

Democratic Left Scotland
na Deamocrataich Chli an Alba

�

For copies of the DLS pamphlet,
“There’s more to politics than
parties” or to get membership
information, please complete
the form.
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We live in times when
events are often por-
trayed as just that –

events. They are stripped of politi-
cal and historical context and
actively disconnected from our
everyday lives. We are encouraged
to be disengaged voyeurs rather
than active citizens. Much of our
media see elections (within politi-
cal parties and more generally) as
popularity contests. Democratic
Left Scotland rejects this depoliti-
cising of our democracy. Here we
look at contemporary events in
Scotland and the UK; we consider
them in their European and global
contexts and try to make some
meaningful connections.
The results of this summer’s

European elections make sombre
reading. In the UK as a whole,
UKIP won 16% of the vote (7% in
Scotland). This damaged the
Tories and may have helped to
stem any further advance by the
BNP. Most Tory defectors are
likely to return to the fold in the
next Westminster election, but
UKIP is now strong enough to
challenge the Conservatives from
the right, forcing them to fight on
two fronts. More generally, UKIP’s
“Hegelian” view of the British
state as the last word in political
perfection provides the left with
useful ideological openings.
“Absolute sovereignty” and “splen-
did isolation” may have made
some kind of geo-political sense in
the mid-nineteenth century but are
fantasy in a world of transnational
corporations and interdependent
states. The same goes for the
slogan “free trade, not political
union”, as if economies had no
need for rules and hence no need

for governments to make and
enforce them.
Even with a split on the right

“things ain’t getting better”.
Across the UK as a whole, Labour
received 22% of the vote.
However, unless things change
dramatically (the Liberals taking
Labour rather than Tory seats or
Respect being more than a
protest), Labour is set to win a
third term with a majority of over
100, but with only one third of the
votes cast. If only half the elec-
torate turn out to vote, Labour will
secure a hefty parliamentary
majority despite being supported
by only one voter in six. In spite of
residual opposition to the war
such an outcome is all too likely
under first-past-the-post. This will
intensify popular disaffection with
our dysfunctional political system.
At a UK level a key task of the
democratic left is to continue to
press for electoral reform as part
of a wider process of political
reconstruction. People need to be
clever about how they use their
vote. Added to this rebuilding the
institutions of citizenship and
reasserting social control over
market forces is also needed.
People’s real lives need to be part
of politics in its widest sense.
Action in the trade union move-
ment is beginning to signal this.

BALLOON FINALLY BURST
Here in Scotland efforts must be
made to initiate cross-party and
civil society dialogue about the
state we are in, why we are in it
and what is to be done. Taking the
Constitutional Convention as a
model would be a good starting
place. This is not to diminish the

role of the SNP but to put it in
context. At the European election
the SNP’s share was only 19.7% (
a fall of 7.5 points). Given the
SNP’s attempt to appeal to anti-EU
sentiment by demanding the
“repatriation” of control over fish-
ing policy, from a background of
advocating “independence in
Europe” means that that balloon
has finally burst . It also highlights
the problems the SNP faces in
engaging with post-devolution
politics. For some sections of the
party, the rhetorical commitment
to “independence” (with or with-
out the Greens and SSP) remains
what insurrectionary “revolution”
used to be – and still is – for many
socialists: a self-indulgent and use-
less political posture which evades
the real problems of the present by
projecting an enticing but discon-
nected image of the future. At the
same time, while paying lip-service
to the ideal of “independence”, the
more pragmatic and pro-business
sections of the party seek to com-
pete with the ruling Labour/Lib-
Dem coalition on the narrow
centre ground of politics, where
the paramount issue is how to pro-
mote the growth of capitalist com-
modity production. All this has
been evident in the election for
leader and deputy.
A more fruitful approach is to

press for greater fiscal autonomy,
not because this would somehow
transform the performance of the
Scottish economy – in the short
run, it would make little difference
– but because no nation can be
truly self-governing unless it takes
responsibility for raising taxes as
well as deciding how tax revenues
should be spent. In the course of

f The centre-
right European
People’s Party
remains the
largest
grouping in the
European
Parliament,
with 276 MEPs
(38% )
compared with
200 (27%) for
the Socialists,
42 (5.7 %) for
the Greens/
Nationalist and
39 (5.3%) for
the United Left/
Communists. 

Unless things
change
dramatically
...  Labour is
set to win a
third term
with a
majority of
over 100, but
with only
one third of
the votes
cast.

MULTI-LAYERED
LAYERED
LAYERED
LAYERED
LAYERED DEMOCRACY

Stuart Fairweather reflects on this
summer’s European election results
and what they might mean for next
year’s general election.
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time, fiscal autonomy would help
to foster negotiation between the
Scottish Executive and the various
organised interest groups in civil
society – employers’ associations,
trade unions, women’s organisa-
tions, minority ethnic communi-
ties, regional lobbies and so on. It
is their commitment to this demo-
cratic, problem-solving approach
to economic and social policy –
repudiated as “corporatist” by the
Conservatives in the 1980s and by
New Labour today, but widely
practised in the rest of the EU –
that underlies the successful eco-
nomic performance of the smaller
European countries such as
Denmark, Ireland and the
Netherlands, not their ability to
attract footloose foreign capital by
cutting business taxes. In current
conditions, if one state lowers the
rate of corporation tax, it risks
prompting others to follow suit,
setting off a race to the bottom
which would end with business
firms paying no tax at all, and forc-
ing governments to choose
between cutting public expendi-
ture and increasing taxes on work-
ers and consumers. To pre-empt
this prospect, the European left
should be campaigning for an EU-
wide agreement to establish a min-
imum rate of corporation tax that
would set a floor under tax compe-
tition without insisting on a uni-
form tax rate. Action on trade
union rights and environmental
regulation should also be taking
place on this basis. Is it growth or
redistribution we need?

NEW LABOUR’S NE0-LIBERALISM
These last points illustrate the way
supranational rules can enhance
the effectiveness of national poli-
cies. It also highlights New
Labour’s position as a pivotal ally
of the US on the global stage, an
evangelist for Anglo-American
capitalism in Europe (watch
Mandelson in his new job), losing
no opportunity to urge France,
Germany and Italy to emulate
Britain’s “success” by reforming
their welfare and labour-market
regimes. These lessons in compar-
ative political economy are selec-

tive and misleading: they ignore
the success achieved by the smaller
EU countries; they focus on the
recent past rather than any longer
time period; and they judge per-
formance by reference to the
growth of GDP and the level of
unemployment rather than to indi-
cators which are less flattering to
the UK, such as the incidence of
poverty, the degree of inequality,
the state of the economic infras-
tructure and the quality of public
services. Worse still, New Labour’s
neo-liberalism frustrates efforts to
celebrate, refurbish and project the
European model of social capital-
ism – a family of models rather
than a set of clones – as a global
alternative to American free
market individualism. This is the
form of globalisation that has pre-
vailed so far, but it could be chal-
lenged given the political
understanding and will, opening
connections to those building the
European and Global Social
Forums.

UNDERUSED RESOURCE
There is no denying that the EU in
its present form is deeply flawed.
The Common Agricultural Policy,
for example, benefits agri-busi-
ness, encourages overproduction,
damages the environment and dis-
criminates against farmers in the
Third World. Similarly, the fiscal
rules enshrined in the Stability and
Growth Pact – drawn up in the
mid-1990s at a time when infla-
tion was still the central priority of
economic policy-makers – need to
be revised in order to extricate the
eurozone from its current stagna-
tion, yet cannot be changed unless
all member states agree. This is a
timely reminder of the problems
that will plague the newly enlarged
Union, unless more of the issues
are decided by qualified majority
voting. Nevertheless, for all its
defects, the EU offers opponents
of neo-liberalism a valuable but as
yet underused resource in the
struggle for global hegemony. It
adds a vital transnational layer to
the systems of social protection
and partnership that were built up
in Western Europe after the

Second World War on the terrain
of the nation-state; it has had fifty
years of experience in handling
inter-state rivalry and conflict; it
constitutes a major economic –
though not military – bloc, with
shares of world output and trade
comparable to those of the US;
and its member states maintain
diplomatic, commercial, cultural
and inter-personal connections
that reach around the world.
Free market utopianism, the

attempt to extend the sway of
market forces to every corner of
the world and every facet of social
life, is not new; it first appeared in
the early nineteenth century under
the banner of free trade, progress
and the gold standard. The resul-
tant mass suffering and dislocation
eventually gave rise to European
social capitalism, a unique historic
compromise between capitalism
and socialism. Waging a global
struggle to preserve and extend
this form of social organisation,
now threatened with extinction by
the advance of neo-liberalism, is
not an alternative to national and
local efforts to regulate and chal-
lenge capital and markets in the
interests of workers and citizens;
on the contrary, it is a precondition
for their success. Given that New
Labour has largely abandoned the
social democratic at the very time
when it is rhetorically central to
the SNP leadership contest, it falls
to the democratic left, inside and
outside political parties, to do
what it can to propagate these
ideas both in next year’s general
election and in the subsequent ref-
erendum on the European consti-
tution. This is not to retreat into a
refound nostalgia for the post-war
consensus. Rather it is to recognise
that the infrastructure a mod-
ernised social democracy can
engender (if it is tested intellectual-
ly, culturally and politically) the
basis for the radical democratic
transformation of our society.

� Stuart Fairweather is convener of
Democratic Left Scotland. This
article is based on two recent dis-
cussions at Democratic Left
Scotland’s national council.

MULTI-LAYERED DEMOCRACY

The EU offers
opponents of
neo-
liberalism a
valuable but
as yet
underused
resource in
the struggle
for global
hegemony.
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TRADE UNIONSAND
WOMEN WORKERS
IN SCOTLAND

Recalling the advances made
by many oppressed groups
during and in the wake of the

social turmoil of 1968–1974, it
appears most power-poor and
resource-weak groups need to con-
sciously construct alliances with
other groups in order to bring to
bear sufficient pressure to gain
their objectives through collective
mobilisation. Often, the prospects
of success in doing so are increased
when a number of groups do so at
the same time but without neces-
sarily being in concert. Two further
conclusions that can also be drawn
from these years of social turmoil
are that there is the potential for
alliances to be widened and deep-
ened, and ultimately fused where
open, extensive and friendly dis-
cussion takes place in social
forums. The particular questions
and issues to be resolved are
inevitably coloured by the context
and period of the struggles.
One of the key struggles of this

period was that of women’s libera-
tion. From it, the worthy and laud-
able slogan “A woman’s place is in
her union” came. It identified the
reality that most women are work-
ers, with women today making up
a majority of the workforce, and
located their struggle for better
terms and conditions, in common

with men, through collective,
workplace-based organisation. A
number of prominent struggles by
mainly or exclusively women
workers can be recalled: the Ford
Dagenham women machinists
strike in 1968, the Grunwick strike
in 1976, and the Pall Mall
Hillingdon strike of 1995.
But today, does the slogan repre-

sent more of an aspiration than a
reality? Some on the (far) left, gen-
eralising from one or two stirring
examples and seeking to inspire,
tend to argue that “women’s
places are [already] in their
unions”. This takes no cognisance
of the considerable obstacles
facing women in joining, and
becoming active, in trade unions,
much less in building strong and
effective trade unionism which
secures advances for women.
Others, also on the left, argue that
unions remain insensitive and

unresponsive to the concerns of
women and women as workers,
with some going as far as alleging
chauvinistic and misogynistic ten-
dencies within trade unionism. In
doing so, they tend to end up
throwing the “baby out with the
bath water” by rejecting or depri-
oritising the potential that unions
have for ameliorating the inequali-
ties and injustices women suffer.
With this in mind, this article

examines the recent struggles of
women workers as trade unionists
in Scotland as a prism to look
though to pose and answer several
important questions. First, what is
the extent of women’s participa-
tion in trade unions? Second, and
following from the 2004 nursery
nurses’ strike, what collective
actions have women trade union-
ists engaged in and what have been
the results of these? Third, what
are the major issues facing women

As part of the ongoing discussion about the health of our trade union movement,
Gregor Gall outlines the barriers to, and benefits of, women’s engagement with trades
unions. Looking at recent disputes,
and some of the limitations to
involvement, a series of questions
is raised.

Nursery nurses
in Scotland

recently ended
a protracted
dispute with

local authority
employers

� Letters and
contributions
(which we may
edit) are
welcome and
should be sent
to the editor –
contact details
on page 2.
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trade unionists, and how do these
relate to those faced by male trade
unionists?

WOMEN IN UNIONS
Women’s formal participation in
trade unions can be measured by
the extent of their membership of
trade unions. The starting point is
the basic density by gender. At the
British level, this is now (in 2003)
the same for women as for men (at
29%), which represents a consid-
erable change. Between 1989–
2001, male union density fell from
44% to 30% while female union
density fell 33% to 29%. And in
2001 women comprised 47% of
all union members. Women’s
membership as a percentage of all
TUC-affiliated union members has
increased steadily from 35% in
1995 to 42% in 2001, before
falling back to 39% in 2003. At the
Scottish level, and using STUC
membership as the proxy, in 2001
women comprised 44% of union
members and in 47% in 2004.
When broken down, density for

women (23%) in part-time
employment is now nearly twice
the level of that for men (12%).
But because density in the public
sector (62%) is over three times
higher than that of the private
sector (19%) and because of the
dominance of the public sector in
accounting for employment, the
overwhelming majority of women
trade unionists are found in the
public sector.
In Scotland (as elsewhere in

Britain) and in order to reduce
their dependency on the heavily
unionised but declining sectors
such as manufacturing, unions
have been targeting the growing
areas of non-union employment
for recruitment and organising.
These include the voluntary sector,
leisure and retail, electronics and
call centres. Partly because women
are predominant in the labour
force and partly because women
disproportionately work in the
lower paid sectors of the economy
(as well as the lower paid jobs
within these sectors), trade unions
have thus engaged in organising
many thousands of women work-

ers when they have attempted
organise the workers in these sec-
tors. In these sectors, unions have
achieved a small but encouraging
degree of success in securing union
recognition has been achieved.
Whether by intention or default,
unions then are relevant to women
workers.
However, this tells us relatively

little about women’s actual partici-
pation in unions. Full-time officer
(FTO) positions, whether national
or local, reflect the dominance of
the male gender in society despite
the composition of individual
memberships. This is the case even
where women constitute a majority
of members like NASUWT and
NUT (both teachers), Unifi
(finance workers), Unison (public
sector), USDAW (retail workers). It
is also in spite of the rise of the
number of women general secre-
taries of TUC-affiliated unions
from 6 in 1998 to 12 in 2004,
mainly in the small finance, educa-
tion and health sector unions. In
internal power terms, this male
dominance is critically more
important than the close approxi-
mation of national executive
member positions and TUC delega-
tions to the balance of gender in
most unions because FTOs’ source
of power is their continuous
involvement compared to that of
lay executive members. The picture
is probably grimmer still at the
level of local union lay office-hold-
ers. Only Unison would appear to
have anything approaching an
equality of representation vis-à-vis
women members. This is likely to
be for the following reasons.
Rozanne Foyer, former STUC
Assistant General Secretary, has
identified a “macho environment”
in unions while Carolyn Leckie,
then North Glasgow hospital
Unison branch secretary, argued:
“One thing that does piss me off

is that when women become active
in their union, their husbands
don’t like it. [Another is that
women union activists] are expect-
ed to do everything ... and do it
perfectly.” (Scottish Socialist Voice,
25 May 2001)

And Linda Somerville,
Edinburgh-based Unifi national
executive member, commented:
“[B]eing a women does make it

harder to be active in a union. Men
tend to have more free time, and
you need to have a lot of free time
to be involved in a union. Women
tend to take on a level of [domes-
tic] responsibility ... that men
don’t tend to have.” (Scottish
Socialist Voice, 22 March 2002)

RECENT STRUGGLES BY WOMEN
TRADE UNIONISTS
Over the last few years, the most
notable union struggle conducted
by women workers has been the
mini-wave of revolt amongst low-
paid public sector workers (most
of whom are women). Firstly, 300
medical secretaries in north
Glasgow took 20 days of strike
action over several months in
2001 and won their regrading
claim to increase their salaries
from £10,000–£12,000. This
sparked similar actions and dis-
putes in Edinburgh, Sunderland,
Newcastle and Northumbria over
the next year. Secondly, several
thousand hospital workers (cater-
ing, cleaning, portering, security)
took strike action in separate dis-
putes in Glasgow (north, Stobhill),
Greenock, Paisley and East
Kilbride in 2001 and 2002. These
actions won improvements that
increased pay and conditions,
often bringing those of the private
contractors up to those of the
NHS. Such action helped sparked
similar and successful strikes in
London and Scunthorpe. Thirdly,
north Glasgow clerical and admin-
istrative workers in 2002 took
three weeks’ unofficial strike
action for a regrading claim, lead-
ing to a review of their case.
Fourthly, women postal workers in
Glasgow in 2001 brought out
5,000 workers for three days
against sexual harassment by a
male manager.
Finally, nursery nurses through-

out Scotland (and in some parts of
England) have undertaken large-
scale and protracted mobilisation
for regrading claims. In Scotland, a
national settlement across the 32
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local authorities and at the level of
the claim (£14,000–£18,000) was
not achieved after three months
striking by the majority of nursery
nurses. Nonetheless, in economic
terms, increases in the top rate
were achieved (to around £16,000
from £14,000). But whether this
can be balanced out in the short-
term by the loss of wages (notwith-
standing some lump sum
settlement payments) is a mute
point.
It would be of historic propor-

tions if it could be claimed that
truly significant advances had been
made by women in these strikes.
The reality is much more mun-
dane. The outcomes of these strug-
gles have varied as outlined. The
success or failure of a strike can be
explained by virtue of workers’
strengths and weaknesses vis-à-vis
labour scarcity, disruptive capacity,
product/service scarcity and politi-
cal influence. The prospect of
strikers being replaced by substi-
tute workers was slight, all groups
had little influence with local and
national governing political parties
and the scarcity and non-substi-
tutability of each service was rea-
sonably high. The differentiating
factor was disruptive capacity.
Most nursery nurses were on

strike but this did not create suffi-
cient pressure for some nurseries
stayed open and parents made
alternative arrangements. While
picketing was relatively sparse and
the strike relatively passive, the
prospect of closing down the
working nurseries was limited. In
making coping arrangements, par-
ents were not exerting pressure on
COSLA/the Scottish Executive
because they found means of sub-
stitution. Consequently, the impact
of the strike was less than might
have been expected. By contrast,
medical secretaries and most of the
hospital ancillary workers were
able to create more disruption as a
result of their strategic position,
more active picketing and having
to target fewer but larger work-
places.
Without entering into special

pleading, what the strikes did (or
did not) win cannot merely be

assessed in immediate economic
terms even though that must
remain central because these were
strikes for higher pay and better
conditions. Thus, with a wider lens
and over a longer time frame, a
number of issues of outcome and
process are pertinent. The impact
of striking can also be measured
vis-à-vis the impact on the bargain-
ing relationship. For example,
does management try to claw back
the gains conceded, does it become
more obdurate and does try to
increase productivity to make the
pay rise self-financing? Alternat -
ively, does the union obtain a good
pay rise next year merely by
threatening a strike because man-
agement wishes to avoid another
protracted conflict and has the
union become emboldened to gain
other bargaining demands? Do
similar employers elsewhere tread
warily for fear that striking
amongst these groups is becoming
common currency? These issues
concern the demonstration and
knock-on effects of striking.
There is also one further issue to

be assessed, namely, what is the
experience of concerted collective
struggle on the workers’ conscious-
ness and self-organisation? Have
qualitative advances in conscious-
ness been made such that the
activist base has grown, union
attachment and members’ partici-
pation increased, and lessons learnt
over the utility of picketing and
secondary action? Has the strikers’
wider political consciousness expe-
rienced a leftward movement?
These issues concern the develop-
ment of women as trade unionists.
Unfortunately, a combination of

newspapers seldom reporting on
collective bargaining and industri-
al relations unless strikes are
involved and it being too early in
many cases to make assessments
means that answers to many of
these questions cannot be provid-
ed at the moment. However, in
one area, some assessment can be
made because of discussions with,
and observations of, striking nurs-
ery nurses. This concerns the ram-
ification for the strikers’ political
consciousness. In the cases of the

medical secretaries’ and hospital
workers’ strikes, a combination of
several factors has meant that little
effect, positive or otherwise, was
forthcoming. The strikes were rel-
atively short, localised and
involved small numbers. The
employers were the nominally
apolitical NHS trusts and the
issues in the strike did not give rise
to serious or widespread calls for
government intervention. In this
situation and the context of the
state of political disillusionment
with Labour in 2001/2002, search-
ing political questions were unlike-
ly to have been raised in strikers’
minds. On top of this, the strikes
were relatively successful so that
the basis for forming (political)
conclusions wider than “striking
works” was extremely limited.
By contrast, the nursery nurses’

strike was marked by different
characteristics. It involved larger
numbers across all of Scotland and
was a protracted mobilisation that
compelled the Labour-dominated
Scottish Executive to take a posi-
tion (of non-intervention but
urging resolution) and where the
employer-side (councils and
COSLA) was Labour dominated.
In the context of a process of the
beginnings of widespread disillu-
sionment with Labour already
underway, an unquantifiable
number of nursery nurses have
drawn certain political conclu-
sions. These comprise not voting
Labour again or for the foreseeable
future in a series of elections
(local, Holyrood, Westminster,
Euro pean) as well as also consider-
ing voting for other parties in these
elections, primarily the SSP (as a
result of its work in the dispute).
This is because they have become
so antagonised by Labour in this
dispute that this colours their
whole outlook and/or they have
deduced that Labour is not a pro-
workers party. This may or may
not have been the missing part of
the jigsaw in concluding that
Labour is a pro-capitalist party
over PFI, privatisation, public
spending, foreign policy and so on.
However sizeable this milieu is,

it is much larger than those that
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will have concluded that they
should become politically active
against Labour by, for example,
joining the SSP. Moreover, the het-
erogeneous and uneven nature of
this process means there are a
number of permutations. For
example, some will not vote
Labour and vote for the SSP but
only in local elections. This com-
plexity reflects the sobering reality
that only mass strikes in periods of
social turmoil of the type Rosa
Luxemburg studied have any sig-
nificant capacity to change work-
ers’ (whole) worldview in a short
period of time and towards social-
ist ideas. This discussion shows the
contingent and indeterminate
nature of the processes by which
workers’ consciousness develops.
There has been the odd battle by

women workers in the private
sector (e.g. Barrie Knitwear in
Hawick in 2002, California Cake
Company in 2004) but such battles
are most noticeable by their
absence went stood next to those
in the public sector. This absence is
not particularly unexpected, given
the lower level of union density
but is there a potential for a trans-
ferral of exemplars? Whilst indi-
vidual women workers in the
private sector may take some
encouragement to unionise or
strengthen union organisation
from the example of other women
strikers or from contact with them
through social networks, the
public sector strikes discussed
above have not had a significant
collective impact on wider layers
on women workers. There are a
number of reasons for this. Among
them are that the outcomes were
not resounding victories which
were well publicised and capi-
talised on by the unions con-
cerned, and that contextual
differences (i.e. differing nature of
occupations, services and work-
forces) in the present circum-
stances militate against
cross-fertilisation. Although some
concerned private contractors,
these operated in the public sector.
So the far left refrain that if “this
group of workers can do it, so can
others” begins to look a bit tired.

TRADE UNIONS AND “WOMEN’S
ISSUES”
“Mostly [men] see women’s issues
as a sideshow they can tack on
after they dealt with their ‘legiti-
mate priorities’. You get men who
sit around discussing women’s
oppression but then forget about it
once their in their own home.”
(Carolyn Leckie, Scottish Socialist
Voice, 25 May 2001)
A number of unresolved ten-

sions have run through the trade
union movement with regard to
women workers’ concerns. These
have revolved around: what issues
men and women trade unionists
have in common; what issues they
may have different interests over;
whether there is always a
“women’s dimension” to every
issue, and; whether women work-
ers suffer doubly as workers and
women, necessitating specific
remedial attention. These issues
span those of the workplace and
employment as well as those of
the home, family and society. To
illustrate these issues, a number of
suppositions and questions can be
set out. First, when unions have
fought successfully to raise wages,
wages generally grow so all work-
ers benefit but the pay gender gap
is broadly maintained (notwith-
standing the impact of equal pay
legislation). Second, are there
such issues as “women’s (only)
issues” like workplace crèches,
maternity leave and occupational
health (e.g. breast cancer, preg-
nancy awareness measures)?
Third, under what circumstances
could it be envisaged that male
workers would fight for “women’s
issues”? Fourth, do male workers
benefit from the low pay of
women at work and from their
unpaid labour as domestic work-
ers and carers?
For the moment, thinking about

trying to resolve these issues in just
conceptual terms requires starting
with a recognition of the existence
of workers’ consciousness, on the
one hand, and their material inter-
ests, on the other. From here, there
must be explicit consideration
given to variation within each and
the dialectical relationship

between the two as a result of the
character of, and changes in, the
economic base and political super-
structure of society. The response
of the far left has been to champi-
on economic struggles (i.e. strikes
for higher wages) while at the
same time, and in abstract terms,
propose men have an interest in
ending women’s oppression and
that male workers’ attitudes can be
changed in struggle without effec-
tively thinking through how such
economic struggles may or can
engender such a change in con-
sciousness. On the other hand,
some strands of feminism dismiss
any significant role for men in the
ending of women workers’
unequal treatment. Other strands
locate an inferior or subservient
supporting role for male workers;
male workers’ support is only wel-
come when it is uncritical and
unconditional.

CONCLUSION
Given the relatively few recent
advances of the left in resolving
the “women’s question”, it is
more appropriate to have often
raised a number of pertinent
questions in relation to recent
struggles by women trade union-
ists in Scotland. From here, a pro-
cess needs to be set in train to
debate and discuss the salient
issues in order to try to resolve
the perennial questions. This is all
the more necessary because the
small and sporadic struggle of
women workers in Scotland in
recent years has not generated
immediate answers to larger and
more long-standing issues. A
steady course needs to be struck
between modes of activity resul-
tant from thinking which are
essentially ultra-left (sloganising
of abstractions or formulas) or
workerist (not raising appropriate
higher/wider demands) and those
modes of thinking which in prac-
tice eschew activity because of an
inability to relate radical ideas to
that struggle which does exist.

� Gregor Gall is Professor of
Industrial Relations at the Uni -
versity of Stirling.
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JOHN MACMURRAY: SCOTLAND’S
FORGOTTEN PHILOSOPHER

The name of John Macmurray is little-known
today, even in his native land. If people have
heard of him at all, it is because of two recent

news stories. In 1994 journalists learned from the
newly elected leader of the Labour Party that the
Scottish philosopher had been a major influence on
his intellectual and religious development. And last
year it was revealed that in 1949 another Blair, better
known as George Orwell, was induced by his friend,
Celia Kirwan, acting on behalf of the Foreign Office,
to compile an annotated blacklist of crypto-commu-
nists and fellow-travellers, ostensibly for the benefit of
the British Council; Macmurray was one of those
listed. Neither story, however, gives a true impression
of a man who was, indeed, a Christian, a socialist and
a philosopher, but who, from an early age, followed
his own path and was often at loggerheads with the
Churches, the Left and his professional peers.
John Macmurray (1891–1976) was born in

Maxweltown near Dumfries, the eldest of five chil-
dren. His father, James, was an internal excise officer;
his mother, Mary Anna Grierson, came from an old
Kirkcudbrightshire family and was a niece of Thomas
Carlyle. Both were fervent Presbyterians and their
intellectually gifted son grew up emotionally
repressed, but steeped in scripture and theology. In
1899 the family moved to Aberdeen where John later
won a scholarship to Robert Gordon’s College. In
1909 he was awarded a student bursary and enrolled
at Glasgow University where he was persuaded to
study Classics, though he would have preferred to
take science. As a compromise, he minored in
Geology and, despite being the only arts student in the
class, carried off the prize. The episode was symp-
tomatic; throughout his life, Macmurray maintained a
wide range of intellectual interests and resisted
narrow specialisation. Moreover, having by this time
realised that religion is a branch of human culture
which must adapt as times change, yet remaining
steadfast in his Christian faith, he was determined to
find a way of reconciling the claims of religion, art
and science within a unified philosophical framework.
Graduating with First Class Honours in 1913,

Macmurray went on to Balliol College, Oxford, to
read “Greats”. When war broke out the following
year, he initially joined the Royal Army Medical
Corps, but later transferred to the Queen’s Own
Cameron Highlanders and fought on the Somme. In

March 1918 he was wounded in the German offen-
sive known to history as the Battle of Arras and left
the army with the Military Cross pinned to his chest
and a piece of shrapnel lodged between his eyes. Like
other veterans of the First World War, Macmurray
was marked for life by the experience of mechanised
slaughter, the comradeship of the trenches and the
chauvinism of civilians. Convinced that the catastro-
phe stemmed from deep flaws in Western civilisation,
he took two crucial decisions: to discover what these
flaws were, and to distance himself from organised
religion, without ceasing to be a Christian – a position
he maintained until 1958 when, on retiring from aca-
demic employment, he joined the Society of Friends.
After completing his interrupted studies,

Macmurray worked temporarily in the Philosophy
Departments at the Universities of Manchester (1919–
20) and Witwatersrand (1920–22) before taking up
permanent posts at Balliol College, Oxford (1922–28),
at University College, London (1928–44), and at the
University of Edinburgh (1944–58). His basic ideas
took shape in lectures and papers written in the 1920s,
but did not reach a wider audience until the early
1930s, when he began to publish a stream of books,
pamphlets and articles. He was also one of the first
philosophers to broadcast on the radio, provoking
controversy with his critique of authoritarianism in
church and state and his advocacy of a morality based
on freedom and joy rather than duty and  service.

MARXISM AND RELIGION
Against the background of the Great Depression, the
rise of Communism and the threat of fascism,
Macmurray began to study the early Marx and to
explore the relationship between Marxism and reli-
gion. He accepted Marx’s charge that religion was
idealist – offering, in the immortal words of Joe Hill,
“pie in the sky when you die” instead of striving to
remove suffering and promote justice in this world –
but drew the conclusion that religious thought and
practice should be reformed, not rejected. The other-
worldliness of Christianity, he argued, stemmed from
the Church’s accommodation with the Roman Empire
and the resulting dichotomy between the spiritual and
material realms of human life. At the same time, he
criticised classical Marxism for conflating the study of
human society and history with the natural sciences
and for one-sidedly emphasising “hunger” and ignor-

Tony Blair named the little-known John Macmurray as a
major influence on his intellectual and religious development.
David Purdy offers a brief guide to a philosopher who fell
foul of another Blair: Eric.
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ing the importance of “love” in the formation of
human personality and the development of social
 relations.
After the Second World War, Macmurray’s public

and political activities receded. He remained, howev-
er, a philosophical maverick, at odds with the schools
of thought that dominated the post-war scene: posi-
tivist empiricism and linguistic analysis in the Anglo-
Saxon countries, phenomenology and existentialism
in continental Europe. The former, he complained,
sacrificed substance for rigour; the latter reversed the
exchange, continuing to engage with the traditional
problems of philosophy, but giving up on human
reason. Both schools, he contended, were symptoms
of a wider dehumanising instrumentalism in culture
and education – the one helping to promote it, the
other reacting against it. Nevertheless, though the
endeavour looked and felt increasingly Quixotic, he
persisted in challenging prevailing orthodoxy. The
fullest statement of his views and the culmination of
his life’s work were set out in the Gifford Lectures,
given at Glasgow University in 1953 and 1954, and
subsequently published in two volumes: The Self as
Agent (1957) and Persons in Relation (1961).
Only the barest outline of Macmurray’s mature phi-

losophy can be presented here.* Believing that
modern categories of thought were responsible for the
deepest problems of Western society, he divided the
modern period into two main phases. From roughly
1600 to 1750, the dominant mode of thought was
atomistic and mechanical, with physics and mathe-
matics providing the paradigm of knowledge.
Descartes, Hobbes and Spinoza typify this approach.
From 1750 to the early twentieth century, philoso-
phers sought to understand the world in holistic
terms, using concepts derived from biology such as
diversity, differentiation, interconnectedness, growth
and development. This organic mode of thought, pio-
neered by Rousseau and the German Romantics,
found its most systematic exponent in Hegel.
Macmurray noted that as these paradigms emerged

they came to be applied to social as well as natural
phenomena. This, he maintained, was a cardinal error.
Accordingly, he set about devising a third, supra-
organic scheme of thought which he called “the per-
sonal”. Philosophy is by its nature theoretical, but
Macmurray held that theorising should be conducted
from the standpoint of an embodied agent interacting
with other similar agents rather from that of an isolat-
ed individual engaged in pure thought. Influenced by
Kant’s idea of “practical reason”, he saw knowledge –
scientific, moral, aesthetic or religious – as something
gained through experience in action.
Action, as distinct from mere movement, response

or activity, necessarily involves the element of
thought, a degree of conscious intention. It is, there-
fore, a more inclusive category than thought. One can
and should periodically refrain from action in order to
reflect, but such reflection becomes mere idealism if it
is not tested in practice. Furthermore, we live in a

world of other agents. To pretend to doubt that they
exist, as Descartes did, is idle; from womb to tomb,
we owe our very identity and being to the existence of
others. Analysis of our experience must, therefore, be
relational, as well as action-centred: “You and I”, not
the solitary self, is the appropriate frame of reference.

RIGHT MEANS FOR ACHIEVING OUR ENDS
Science, art and religion are reflective practices which
deal with different aspects of human experience.
Science seeks knowledge of regularities in nature and
human behaviour, enabling us to employ the right
means for achieving our ends. Art is concerned with
questions of value – with what ends are worth pursuing
– and seeks to educate the senses and the emotions.
Religion is not a competing source of value and belief;
rather, it grounds the work of science and art by affirm-
ing and celebrating human community, typically
through some form of collective symbolic action: a
feast, a ritual, the singing of a hymn or the performance
of a play. In its primitive forms, the religious communi-
ty is a real, rather than imagined one; its boundaries are
those of the tribe or nation. But with the advent of the
universal religions, the community extends to the
whole of humankind – past, present and future – and
indeed, in some sense, to the whole of creation.
Even this limited account is sufficient to indicate the

relevance of Macmurray’s thought to our own age,
when the trends that filled him with dismay – the decay
of religion, the erosion of social solidarity, the worship
of Mammon and the harnessing of science to com-
merce and warfare – are so much more advanced. His
ideas were anathema to most of his peers, but they
were more warmly received by psychologists, educa-
tionalists and theologians and are perfectly compatible
with the essential point of linguistic philosophy: that
we should think of language as a tool for conducting
our various forms of social life. Shortly before he died,
an attempt was made to get Macmurray included in
the Honours List. Writing in support of this initiative,
Thomas Torrance, Professor of Divinity at Edinburgh
University, described him as “the quiet giant of modern
philosophy”, adding that “if ... he has not been appre-
ciated as he ought to have been, it is because he was
something like fifty years ahead of the rest of us.”

� David Purdy is a member of Democratic Left
Scotland’s national council and author of Eurovision
or American Dream? Britain, the Euro and the Future
of Europe (Luath Press in association with Democratic
Left Scotland, £3.99).

NOTE
* For those interested in learning more about John
Macmurray’s life and work, I recommend John
Macmurray: a Biography, by John E. Costello (2002)
and The Personal World: John Macmurray on Self and
Society, by Philip Conford (ed.) (1996). Both books are
published by Floris Books, Edinburgh, and both con-
tain comprehensive bibliographies.

JOHN MACMURRAY: SCOTLAND’S FORGOTTEN PHILOSOPHER

“You and I”,
not the
solitary self,
is the
appropriate
frame of
reference.



PERSPECTIVES AUTUMN 2004 13

The Cypriot communist party
(properly known as AKEL –
Anorthotiko Komma

tou Ergazomenou Laou –
Progressive Party of
Working People) is one of
the most interesting and
unusual political parties in
Europe today. In many
respects, in fact, it might even be
described as an anomaly. It is the
only communist party in Europe
that has seen its electoral support
grow throughout the 1990s and
into the present century, reaching
almost 35% of the popular vote in
the parliamentary elections of
2001. It is the only communist
party that continues to dominate
the political left in a European
Union member state, massively
out-polling its social democratic
rivals, and that sits in a broad-
based centre-left government not
as a minor, but as the major coali-
tion partner. And it is one of the
few parties, of either left or right,
that has managed to defy the pan-
European trend towards declining
party membership, remaining a
truly mass party with a relatively
steady membership.
In early May 2004 I visited

Nicosia and conducted lengthy
interviews with five of the fifteen

members of
AKEL’s Politburo. I
was interested in

exploring with them some of the
reasons behind AKEL’s continuing
political success – and its future
prospects as it faces new chal-
lenges. The interviews took place
against the background of the ref-
erenda on the UN (Annan) Plan on
Cypriot reunification on 24 April
2004, in which AKEL had played a
central and somewhat tortured
role. The Politburo members inter-
viewed were Andros Kyprianou,
Stavros Evagorou, Nicos
Katsourides, Venizelos Zanetos,
and Yiannakis Colocassides.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
AKEL was founded in 1941 as the
successor party to the small and
short-lived Communist Party of
Cyprus (Kommounistiko Komma

Kyprou –
KKK), which had

been suppressed by the
British colonial
authorities. At
first, the inten-
tion was that
AKEL would be

a broad-based democratic socialist
party, though one under commu-
nist “influence”. By the early
1950s, under the dynamics of the
Cold War, AKEL had clearly
reverted to being the Cypriot com-
munist party in all but name.
Indeed, the party’s official emblem
proudly displays the date “1926”
(date of foundation of the KKK,
not of AKEL).
The KKK had been heavily

involved in organising workers
and peasants in struggles against
economic exploitation. It had
helped launch a Pan-Cypriot
Trades Union Committee (PSE) in
1940, which was banned by the
British colonial authorities in
1945. AKEL militants reorganised
this as the Pan-Cypriot Labour
Organisation (PEO) in 1948. To
this day, it remains the island’s
largest, and AKEL-led, trades
union.
The period 1943–6 laid the

foundations for a mass party. Trade

Richard Dunphy examines the case of the
European communist party that has
bucked the trend, growing in the 1990s,
against the background of decline of the
communist Left and of party
membership more generally. 
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union membership expanded; a
peasants’ organisation, EAK, was
launched and AKEL sought to
appeal to small shopkeepers and
the lower middle classes. The
Progressive Youth Organisation
(AON – later renamed EDON)
was formed in 1944 and the co-
operative movement launched
under AKEL guidance in 1946.
Repressive policies against AKEL
and its trades unions were imple-
mented by the British immediate-
ly after the war, despite the
fact that hundreds of AKEL
members and a majority of
its central committee had
joined the British army to fight
against fascism. From 1945–55
AKEL was engaged in a vigorous
and tense struggle against the colo-
nial authorities which increased its
standing amongst the poor in
Cyprus.

ARMED STRUGGLE
In 1955 the extreme right-wing
forces amongst Greek Cypriots
launched an armed struggle
against British rule and for union
with Greece. The so-called EOKA
guerrillas were led by George
Grivas, a fanatical anti-
Communist. AKEL condemned
the use of armed struggle and
called instead for “mass political
struggle” and for the avoidance of
actions that could destroy relations
between the two main communi-
ties on the island. Grivas and his
supporters attacked its members
and several were murdered. At the
same time, the British authorities
took advantage of the instability
caused by EOKA’s uprising and
clashes between right and left and
moved to ban AKEL, in December
1955.
From 1955 to 1959 the party

was reorganised underground.
Mass pressure, in the form of ral-
lies demanding legalisation of
AKEL, and, crucially, the support
of Archbishop Makarios, who had
emerged in the late 1950s as the
religious and political leader of
the Greek Cypriot mainstream,
eventually secured the lifting of
the ban on AKEL in December
1959. As Cyprus tottered on the

brink of civil war, Makarios had
also publicly condemned the
assassination of AKEL members
and trade union leaders by
Grivas’s supporters.

These formative decades
bequeathed to AKEL a very
particular political and ideo-

logical patrimony
that has shaped the

party’s thinking right
up to the present day.
First, the party had been
forged in militant industrial
struggles. It had helped build

the political consciousness of the
new working class, which emerged
from the 1920s and 1930s
onwards. It also had strong ties to
the peasantry. It was proud of its
strong trade unions links (which
AKEL retains to this day) and saw
itself as a party of class struggle.
Second, the party was militantly

anti-imperialist and the experience
of repression at the hands of the
colonial authorities over several
decades left its mark. This legacy
was magnified by Anglo-American
policy towards Cyprus in the con-
text of the Cold War. AKEL would
blame the CIA and President
Nixon’s secretary of state, Henry
Kissinger, for orchestrating the dis-
astrous events of 1974 and the
subsequent partition of the island.
For AKEL, anti-imperialism
became the core of the party’s
identity; and anti-imperialism and
pro-Sovietism became almost syn-
onymous. AKEL would never
waver in public from its loyalty to
the USSR.

SEARCH FOR ALLIES
Third, the threat of repression and
the belief that imperialism could
only be defeated by building broad
popular alliances encouraged a
constant search for allies amongst
the “progressive bourgeois”
forces, starting with Archbishop
Makarios. The party of class strug-
gle would also learn to be a party
of class co-operation. It would
proclaim itself patriotic without
being nationalistic. Naturally, this
strategy was not without its con-
tradictions. But AKEL would con-

sistently pursue a path that might
be described, by way of analogy
with the Italian Communist Party
(PCI) as one marked by “historic
compromises” without
Eurocommunism. Although pro-
Soviet on the international stage,
history conditioned the party to
forgo the domestic sectarianism of
a Portuguese or even a French
communist party.
Fourth, AKEL had eschewed the

path of armed struggle or terror-
ism and had survived the
onslaught on its cadres in the
1950s through organisation and
“mass struggle” – strikes, demon-
strations, rallies. It would follow
this path consistently during the
1960s and 1970s. The mainte-
nance of a mass party, rooted in
the villages and communities of
Cyprus, and of a strong trade
union movement would be a last-
ing priority.

RE-EMERGENCE FROM
ILLEGALITY
AKEL’s re-emergence from illegal-
ity in December 1959 took place
against the background of the
Zurich agreements between
Makarios and the British govern-
ment that paved the way for
Cypriot independence. Although
sharply critical of aspects of these
agreements, such as the fact that
Cyprus had to cede military bases
to the British, AKEL welcomed
independence in 1960 and sought
to work with Makarios to preserve
the new Republic of Cyprus,
against what it saw as NATO
attempts to dissolve the Republic.
The history of the period 1963–

74 is too well known to require
discussion here. Suffice to say that
it witnessed repeated plots to
assassinate Makarios, eliminate
AKEL and dissolve the Republic of
Cyprus increased. Grivas returned
to the island and set up “EOKA B”,
an extreme right-wing armed force
dedicated to attacks on Turkish
Cypriots and on AKEL members
and other left-wingers. In the
northern part of the island,
Turkish Cypriot extremists, some-
times aided by right-wingers from
Turkey itself, also attacked and
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assassinated pro-AKEL trade
unionists and newspaper editors.
In the early 1970s, AKEL pressed
Makarios unsuccessfully to purge
the National Guard and the police
of EOKA B sympathisers and
warned of a pending coup against
him.
When the coup came in July

1974 thousands of AKEL members
were arrested and imprisoned and
dozens were killed. Ironically, the
Turkish army’s subsequent inva-
sion of northern Cyprus and the
rout inflicted on the Greek army
and Grivas may have saved AKEL
from liquidation. The party fought
against the Turkish invasion, and
suffered further casualties at the
hands of the Turkish army. But it
had to adjust to the aftermath of a
real national tragedy. The island
was forcibly partitioned, losing
37% of its territory to the Turkish
occupation zone (later self-pro-
claimed as the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus). Fully 30% of
the island’s population were
turned into refugees as a
brutal process of ethnic
cleansing drove the two main
ethnic communities apart. For a
party that had prioritised class
unity over communal division
since its foundation, 1974 was an
absolute disaster. AKEL and PEO
both maintained contacts in north-
ern Cyprus after 1974 but, in
effect, both were suppressed there.
Henceforth, they would operate
openly south of the UN-monitored
“green line”.

CRITICAL SUPPORT
From 1974 to 1993, AKEL offered
its critical support to a succession
of “progressive bourgeois” presi-
dents – first Makarios (who died in
1977), then Spyros Kyprianou
(1978–88) of the Democratic Party
(DIKO), and then George
Vassiliou, who was elected presi-
dent with AKEL support in 1988.
AKEL did not seek to participate
directly in government.
At the 17th party congress in

1990, AKEL indicated that it
regarded the Democratic Party and
the small social democratic EDEK
as its “strategic allies”. The goal

was to mobilise the broadest possi-
ble coalition to keep the right-
wing Democratic Rally (DISY)
isolated. This party had been
founded in 1976 by Glavcos
Clerides. His aim was to oust
AKEL from all positions of influ-
ence, strongly anchor Cyprus in
the Western and NATO camp, and
seek a US-backed accommodation
with the Turkish Cypriot leader-
ship to secure the return of
refugees to their homes.

In the short term,AKEL’s strategy
failed. In 1993

and again in 1998,
the conservative

Clerides narrowly tri-
umphed in the presidential
elections. The years 1993–
2003 mark the low point of

AKEL’s influence on decision-
making in Cyprus. Although the
party’s support base in society
grew, the government of the coun-
try took a sharp turn to the right.
AKEL condemned what it saw as
attempts by the Clerides govern-
ments to rehabilitate the EOKA B
and Grivas and to justify the 1974
coup against Makarios. It was hor-
rified as figures associated with the
anti-communist violence of the
period entered the administration.
The turn to the right also saw an
increase in nationalist rhetoric and
a worsening of relations with the
Turkish Cypriot political entity,
although UN-sponsored negotia-
tions recommenced in 1998. Not
surprisingly, AKEL made the
defeat of Clerides in the 2003
presidential elections its top prior-
ity. It threw its weight behind
Tassos Papadopoulos of the
Democratic Party, who defeated
Clerides. Papadopoulos was a
former EOKA fighter with an
unsavoury reputation as a hardlin-
er but by 2003 he was preaching
the need for change and modera-

tion. For AKEL, he became the
latest in a long line of “progressive
bourgeois” politicians with whom
the party could work. This time,
however, there was a crucial differ-
ence – AKEL entered government
for the first time in 2003, with
four of the 11 cabinet portfolios.
AKEL has been remarkably con-

sistent since 1974 in arguing for
reconciliation between Turkish
Cypriots and Greek Cypriots.
Indeed it has come to be seen as a
force for moderation and reason
on this vital issue, and an essential
component of any settlement.
Since 1974, it has supported the
idea of a bi-communal, bi-zonal
federation in Cyprus. It has also
maintained close relations with
left-wing forces within the Turkish
Cypriot community, above all with
the Republican Turkish Party
(CTP) led by Mehmet Ali Talat,
which many former AKEL mem-
bers in the north joined after 1974
and which AKEL regards as its
sister-party. AKEL welcomed
negotiations between the two
communities under UN sponsor-
ship, which recommenced in the
late 1990s.

SETTLEMENT
In April 2003, the Turkish Cypriot
leaders in the north lifted travel
restrictions, and the Greek Cypriot
leadership followed suit.
Thousands of peaceful meetings
between Greek Cypriots and
Turkish Cypriots were facilitated.
Following the ousting of the
Clerides administration and the
entry of AKEL and its allies into
government in the south, elections
in the north in December 2003
saw a swing towards parties in
favour of a settlement. AKEL’s
sister party, the CTP, polled 35.2
per cent. Its leader became “prime
minister” of the Turkish Cypriot
political entity. In February 2004,
leaders of the two communities

Table 1:
AKEL’s performance in parliamentary elections, 1981–2004

  1981          1985          1991          1996          2001      2004 (Euro)

 32.8%        27.5%        30.6%        33.0%        34.7%         27.9%

Since 1974,
it has
supported
the idea of a
bi-communal,
bi-zonal
federation in
Cyprus.
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and the UN reached agreement on
the framework of what became
known as the Annan Plan (after the
UN general secretary) for Cypriot
reunification. With referenda
scheduled in both parts of Cyprus
for 24 April 2004, the prospects
for an agreement at first looked
bright. And yet AKEL, which had
indicated a positive evaluation of
the Annan Plan at first, seemed at
the eleventh hour to suffer from
an attack of tactical indeci-
siveness.
The party had genuine

difficulties with the plan. It
guaranteed only a limited right of
return to refugees who had been
driven from their homes in 1974.
It left an estimated 40,000 settlers
from mainland Turkey in posses-
sion of property they had been
given after 1974. Most seriously, it
left tens of thousands of Turkish
soldiers on Cypriot soil fuelling
Greek Cypriot fears that they
might sweep southwards in the
event of any clashes between the
two communities. Nevertheless,
AKEL accepted the plan as a basis
for settlement and was dismayed
by President Papadopoulos’s out-
right rejection of it. Indeed, one
AKEL cabinet minister resigned
from the government in protest at
the President’s action. The party
played for time, urging the UN to
postpone the referenda for several
months so that compromises
might be reached and the worries
of Greek Cypriots addressed.
When the UN refused to do so,
AKEL held an emergency confer-
ence and the leadership reluctantly
recommended tactical rejection of
the plan. The conference endorsed
this position by 65% to 35%.
There is no doubt that it was a
hard tactical choice.

INTERNAL DIVISION
In the 24 April referenda, Turkish
Cypriots endorsed the Annan Plan
by a margin of almost 2 to 1.
Greek Cypriots rejected it by a
margin of more than 3 to 1.
AKEL’s tactical decision had
played a key part in securing the
“No” vote, but at the expense of
considerable embarrassment and

internal division. In the wake of
the vote, AKEL struggled to reas-
sure the international community
and Turkish Cypriots that it still
supported the Annan Plan in broad
outline and would campaign for a
revised plan to be put to a new
vote, and supported by all

Cypriots. Yet the
message was

inevitably too subtle for
many to grasp and the party

was open to the charge of tacti-
cal confusion. In the
European Parliament elec-

tions of June 2004, AKEL’s vote
fell to 27.89 per cent – its first real
reversal in almost twenty years. It
is difficult not to conclude that it
had paid the price of division over
the key issue. There is no doubt
that AKEL will continue to play a
key role in helping to secure a set-
tlement in Cyprus. Its consistent
support for reconciliation has
allowed the party to project itself
as a force for moderation and sta-
bility, which has been crucial in
extending its support base and
overcoming lingering anti-
Communist prejudice.

THE POLITICAL EVOLUTION OF
AKEL SINCE 1989
The late 1980s and early 1990s
were difficult for AKEL. The
Soviet crisis, culminating in the
collapse of the “socialist coun-
tries”, was a severe blow. In 1985
AKEL had its first electoral setback
– a feat that may have reflected
both the ageing of the party’s lead-
ership and the apparent stagnation
of its political line. Ezekias
Papaioannou, who had led the
party since 1948 and was now
close to 80 years old, faced inter-
nal criticism and calls for change
and modernisation. Following his
death in 1988, 42 year old
Demetris Christofias was elected
leader. The next three years saw a
real internal crisis, from which
AKEL emerged having successfully
renewed itself and increased its
electoral support. Moreover, the
recovery was achieved without any
traumatic break with Marxism-
Leninism or renunciation of its
communist heritage. On the con-

trary, historical continuity was
made a clear priority. The party
managed to avoid the damaging
splits or haemorrhaging of mem-
bers that characterised the French
Communist Party, for example. It
is worth examining both the
nature and the limitations of the
renewal that did take place, and
the reasons why AKEL seems to
have successfully defied the tidal
wave that swept away so many of
those communist parties that con-
tinued to proclaim their allegiance
to Marxism-Leninism.

From 1988 to 1990 AKEL was
riven by disagreements
between the party majority,

loyal to Christofias, and a
reformist minority that called for a
break with the communist past and
a complete renewal of the party. In
1990, five of the 15 AKEL parlia-
mentary deputies, including two
top trade union officials – Pavlos
Dingles (PEO general secretary)
and Andreas Ziartides (PEO
President) – defected and
announced the creation of a new
Democratic Socialist Renewal
Party (ADISOK), with Dingles as
leader. This party announced total
support for Gorbachev and the
process of perestroika and present-
ed itself as the future of a mod-
ernised Cypriot left. The AKEL
leadership denounced them and
both Dingles and Ziartides were
sacked from their PEO positions.
Yet, according to Politburo
member Venizelos Zanetos, AKEL
did not expel party members who
supported the reformist critique,
and permitted those who left to
rejoin later. In the event, ADISOK
was to prove wholly unsuccessful.
In the 1991 parliamentary elec-
tions it polled just 2.4% and all
five AKEL defectors lost their
seats. AKEL actually increased its
vote to 30.6%.
That AKEL emerged from years

of internal wrangling, the highly
public defection of five of its
(then) 15 MPs, and the collapse of
the Soviet bloc countries to which
it had pledged public loyalty for so
long, not only undamaged but
actually strengthened electorally
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requires some examination.
Christofias proved a remarkably
skillful and flexible leader. Having
routed his reformist opponents
within the party, he stole their
mantle of renewal, carrying out a
major reform of the party’s image
and style of politics, as well as key
policies. However, he did so in the
context of a strong dose of ideo-
logical and rhetorical continuity –
and this helped to build a broad
coalition inside the party in favour
of the changes.

BREATH OF FRESH AIR
The first aspect of the renewal was
a massive rejuvenation of the party
leadership. 13 of the 15 politburo
members elected in 1990 were
new. No politburo member, after
the 1990 congress, had served
before 1982. Many of those who
would become star performers in
the 1990s were promoted at this
stage. The average age of politburo
members fell from 65 (in 1988) to
under 45 (in 1990). In addi-
tion, the parliamentary
group that was elected in
1991 was highly renovated.
These changes were accepted by
the old guard because of the
refusal of the new leadership to
promote a rupture with the party’s
past. Generational change project-
ed a more dynamic and attractive
image of the party to Cypriot soci-
ety at large. Cyprus is still domi-
nated by the political generation of
40 years ago. Clerides, Rauf
Denktash (on the Turkish Cypriot
side), and Papadopoulos are all
elderly men who have been promi-
nent in politics since independence
in 1960. AKEL’s rejuvenation
allowed it to present itself as a
breath of fresh air – as a mod-
ernising force. This was crucial in
fending off attempts by its rivals to
portray it as the prisoner of “yes-
terday’s ideology”.
Second, important policy

changes were introduced during
the 1990s. Two of the most impor-
tant of these were changes in eco-
nomic policy, and changes in the
party’s position on EU member-
ship. The 1990 party congress saw,
for the first time, the explicit

endorsement of a mixed economy.
Abandoning statist notions of
socialism, AKEL effectively accept-
ed the capitalist nature of the
Cypriot economy – and the fact
that Cyprus is a small, open econo-
my, destined to follow a course of
ever closer integration with the
global capitalist economy. Behind
the slogan of a mixed economy,
the party adopted a new economy
strategy that was redolent of clas-
sic social democracy. Aspects of
this strategy include: support for a
“fairer” taxation system and mea-
sures to tackle tax evasion by the
very rich; defence of the state and
co-operative sectors and opposi-
tion to privatisation (for example,
of telecommunications), support
for trade union rights and for
social gains that workers had made
in the field of wage agreements

and pension rights;
and calls for the

state to play a stronger
role in regulating the

market economy and defend-
ing the weak. None of this is
very surprising for a socialist

party. The key point is that AKEL’s
opposition to the neo-liberal poli-
cies of the Clerides administration
was couched in terms that were
strongly reformist.

EU MEMBERSHIP
AKEL’s change of heart on the
question of EU membership was
perhaps the most striking policy
change of the 1990s. The party
had always opposed the EU, argu-
ing that membership was inconsis-
tent with Cyprus’s non-aligned
status, would damage Cypriot
industry and agriculture and lead
to higher unemployment, and was
incompatible with AKEL’s “long-
term ideological orientation”. In
the wake of the collapse of the
USSR and the weakening of the
non-aligned movement, AKEL
concluded that there was no alter-
native to EU membership and a
realignment of the country’s for-
eign policy. Demetris Christofias
told the 18th party congress in
1995 that, “as a party guided by
Marxist dialectics”, AKEL had to
readjust to the new international

and economic realities. It would
support EU membership whilst
trying to contest the neo-liberal
nature of so much of EU policy
from within. It would work with
other left forces to transform the
nature of the EU. However, the
days of dreaming of a “people’s
Europe” in opposition to the EU
were over. The potential for the
EU to facilitate Cypriot reunifica-
tion and the enthusiasm of Turkish
Cypriots for membership were
seen as positive developments.

This remarkable change in
party policy was effected in
an innovative way. A central

committee resolution supporting
the change, and a resolution reaf-
firming opposition to the EU, were
both put before the entire party
membership in a ballot. The vote
was 65.24 per cent in favour of the
leadership position, 28.47 per cent
against, with 6.29 per cent abstain-
ing. The 18th Congress was then
asked to endorse the result, and
the principle of democratic cen-
tralism invoked to silence any fur-
ther opposition. Similar methods
of “direct” and “indirect” democ-
racy within AKEL were deployed
to decide questions such as sup-
port for Papadopoulos in the 2003
presidential elections and partici-
pation in government thereafter.
This enabled the leadership to
broaden consultation of and
involvement of the membership in
effecting quite important changes
in policy and political tactics with-
out abandoning the Leninist ban
on internal party factions.

CONSENSUS POLITICS
Alongside these changes in person-
nel and policy, AKEL, under
Christofias, was practising a form
of consensus politics wherever
possible. According to Politburo
member and parliamentary leader
Nicos Katsourides, 90 per cent of
legislation is passed by the parlia-
ment on the basis of consensus.
Anti-communism in Cyprus had
lost much of its potency as an ide-
ology. AKEL’s democratic credibil-
ity was universally accepted. An
obvious question is whether AKEL
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can still be regarded as a commu-
nist party, or whether the party is
now in fact a social democratic
party.

What is interesting is that
AKEL insists on main-
taining its communist

identity and sees this as a source of
strength, and not in any sense as an
electoral liability. It may well be
right in this, at least for the fore-
seeable future. The recent history
and political culture of
Cyprus suggest that the
greatest danger to AKEL lies
not in the fact that it contin-
ues to profess its Marxism-
Leninism, but in any sudden
rupture with its historical legacy.
For example, AKEL is a gen-

uinely mass party, deeply rooted
in Cypriot society. Its tally of
between 14,500 and 15,000 card-
carrying members is the equiva-
lent of around 1,300,000
members in a country the size of
the UK. In addition, it maintains a
strong presence in the PEO trade
union, flanking organisations of
women, youth, peasants, and
intellectuals, a close relationship
with the co-operative movement,
and a network of sporting and cul-
tural organisations. It helped give
birth to the two leading football
clubs in Cyprus and is “culturally
embedded” in the various restau-
rants and social clubs associated
with sports groups. Party branches
are present in almost every village
and community in Cyprus (out-
side the Turkish occupation zone).
This strong social presence is what
has enabled it to survive past
threats to its very existence and is
the firmest guarantee of continu-
ing success. The communist sub-
culture is the glue that holds this
mass party and strong social pres-
ence together.

DOMESTIC LEGITIMACY
In the Cypriot context, the key
aspects of that sub-culture are
twofold. First, there is a strong
identification with the working
class. Second, the communist tra-
dition in Cyprus is deeply
enmeshed with the struggle for

national independence and with
the fight against fascism. Thus,
AKEL’s communism enjoys a high
degree of domestic legitimacy.
Moreover, it is the bedrock upon
which the party bases its claim to
speak for an alternative pan-
Cypriot national identity – one
that is patriotic but opposed to

national chauvin-
ism, that (potential-

ly) unites Greek
Cypriots and Turkish

Cypriots. The reaffirmation of
faith in Marxism-Leninism as
a long-term aspiration, the

celebration of May Day and the
October Revolution anniversary,
and so on, are not merely aspects
of nostalgia for a romantic past or
attempts to “rally the troops”. The
continuity with the communist
past performs a more basic, exis-
tential function – it provides an
alternative political identity, an
alternative version of Cypriot his-
tory, to that offered by sectarian
and ethnic nationalism.

PRESSURE TO CHANGE
It is likely that as Cyprus becomes
more affluent and “bourgeoisi-
fied”, and perhaps even as “the
Cypriot problem” is resolved
under the umbrella of EU mem-
bership, AKEL will find itself
under further pressure to change
in a “post-communist” direction.
But for now, it is difficult to see
how a rupture with its revolution-
ary past could benefit AKEL. The
Italian example is instructive. For
all their differences, AKEL shared
with the old PCI the fact that both
were genuine mass parties, rooted
in popular traditions of anti-fas-
cism. Yet the dissolution of the
PCI and the repudiation of its
communist traditions by the party
majority did not herald the birth
of a new, mass social democratic
party in Italy. Rather, the 1990s
saw the loss of hundreds of thou-
sands of members, the dramatic
contraction of the organised left’s
social presence, the outbreak of
internecine squabbling and divi-
sions on the left, and the rise of
new radical rightist forces that
sought to rewrite Italian history,

“rehabilitating” the Mussolini
regime and delegitimising the
anti-fascist Resistance. AKEL is
concerned that a sudden break
with its own past would throw the
party and its sub-culture into sim-
ilar ideological and organisational
free-fall.
Aspects of Cypriot political cul-

ture serve to cushion long-estab-
lished political parties from severe
fluctuations in their fortunes.
Ideological polarisation runs
deep, and most people have a
strong sense of belonging to the
right or the left. Voting patterns
are very stable. Cyprus is a very
small country – the total popula-
tion is around 900,000, of whom
about 80 per cent live south of the
“green line” – and politics has an
immediacy and intimacy that is
missing in larger countries.
Clientelist relations abound.
Cypriot parties tend to function in
part as large, extended families or
clans that look after the interests
of their members and supporters
and provide a strong sense of
belonging. Politics is very much a
family business; all of the AKEL
leaders I interviewed were the
children (and grandchildren) of
previous generations of AKEL
activists. This seems typical of
political life in Cyprus. The sense
of loyalty to the party is intense
amongst AKEL members.
Deserting the party or attacking
its leaders or traditions in public is
almost akin to impugning the
honour of the family. Thus, the
danger of splits and desertions is
reduced and the room for
manoeuvre of leadership elites is
increased. And yet such a conser-
vative and patriarchal political
culture can also encourage slow,
gradual atrophy. Courageous and
skillful leadership is needed to
ensure the right balance between
change and continuity. AKEL has
been fortunate in this respect
during the 1990s, but of course
this hold no guarantees for the
future.

� Richard Dunphy is Senior
Lecturer in Politics at the
University of Dundee.
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LEFT IN THE
WILDERNESS

The present volume is a contin-
uation and development of
Part 4 of the author’s Political

Economy and the Labour Party:
The economics of democratic
socialism, 1884–1995 (UCL Press,
1996). Thompson provides a rich
and fascinating descriptive account
of the history of the British Left’s
thinking on the economy since the
1970s. He starts with the
Alternative Economic Strategy
developed in the 1970s and the
first half of the 1980s (chapter 1)
and in the rest of the book seeks to
document the various responses
on the Left to what he sees as the
failure of the AES. The responses
discussed are fourfold.
First, there are the attempts to

pursue local alternatives within the
context of an economy dominated
by ever less regulated capital and a
hostile Thatcherite government –
municipal socialism (chapter 2)
and producer co-operatives (parts
of chapters 4 and 5). Then, there is
a discussion of the largely neo-clas-
sical economic literature on the
theory of the labour-managed firm
(other parts of chapters 4 and 5)
and of market socialism (chapter
6). Next, there is an account
(chapters 7–9) of the transforma-
tion of the social democratic
Labour Party into New Labour,
with its enthusiastic espousal of
Anglo-American capitalism, which

the author characterises as “the
death of British democratic social-
ism” (p.255). Finally, almost as a
coda, the argument that the
European Union might provide a
fruitful context for social democ-
racy is examined (chapter 10) and
dismissed.
Thompson’s method is to piece

together a patchwork of quota-

tions from different authors and
policy documents to provide an
impressionistic picture of the posi-
tions discussed. As one who lived
through the period as an active, if
marginal, participant, I found the
book a compelling read. It brought
back arguments and debates often
half forgotten, drawing attention
to detail I had not known, casting
new light on some issues, and
occasionally prompting a rethink
of my own understanding of the
last quarter of the twentieth centu-
ry. In the end, however, I found the
book unsatisfactory, for three rea-
sons, two minor, the other major.

DIFFERENT LEVELS OF REALITY
The first problem is that
Thompson does not discriminate
sufficiently between different
levels of reality. The alternative
economic strategy, municipal
socialism and producer co-opera-
tives were phenomena with a real
presence in the practice of the Left
and, to an extent, in British society
more generally. The neo-classical
theory of the labour-managed firm
and market socialism, together
with basic income, which is not
discussed in the book, were reali-
ties of the academic discourse of
the Left only. The author himself
seems to recognise this, at least in
relation to market socialism:
“What we have, in the 1980s and

Left in the
Wilderness:
The political
economy of
democratic
socialism since
1979
by Noel
Thompson
(Acumen, 2002)

Pat Devine dissects Noel Thompson’s account of the history
of the British Left’s attitudes towards the economy since the
1970s ... and offers some ideas on how the Left might develop
an effective strategy in the new century.
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1990s, is the mathematically
sophisticated Left talking to them-
selves or, more accurately perhaps,
exchanging simultaneous equa-
tions” (p.189). One is left wonder-
ing why, then, this literature is
included on a par with the rest.
More generally, this led me to
wonder what a reader unfamiliar
with the period would make of it
all.

Afurther source of potential
confusion is the failure to
distinguish between political

economy in the sense of the chang-
ing characteristics of the capitalist
economy and its analysis, and
political economy as the associated
changing policy responses. Thus,
the discussion of “post-Fordist
socialism” (chapter 3) focuses on
the hopes of some on the Left that
the changes in capitalist reality
supposedly underway afforded
possibilities for re-skilling, greater
job satisfaction and even economic
democracy. However, the only
sense in which the author suggests
that this analysis might have
informed social democratic policy
prescription is that it perhaps pro-
vided some material underpinning
for municipal socialism, producer
co-operatives and the newly redis-
covered phenomenon of the indus-
trial district. It is, though, worth
noting, as the author does, that
post-Fordist analysis later fed into
New Labour’s transformation of
supply side socialist aspirations
into supply side adaptation to the
competitiveness requirements of
the global capitalist market.
The major problem I have with

Thompson’s exposition, however,
is that it contains virtually no dis-
cussion of political economy in the
sense of the prevailing balance of
social forces and alternative possi-
bilities for how they might be
articulated and changed. There is
no consideration of the relation-
ship between the direction of
change in the balance of social
forces and the alternative policy
proposals and ideologies seeking
to influence that direction. The
result is that we are given a narra-
tive rather than an explanation.

We are presented with an account
of the issues around which the
crisis of Keynesian social democra-
cy coalesced in the 1970s – the
reaction against statist paternalism
and the erosion of the unemploy-
ment/inflation trade off. We are
given a description of the changes
underway in the nature of
advanced capitalism and the place
of British capitalism in an increas-
ingly globalised capitalist econo-
my. We are taken through the
Alternative Economic Strategy, the
various responses to its failure, and
the way in which they in turn
failed to realise their social demo-
cratic aspirations and either disap-
peared or were co-opted to New
Labour’s post-social democratic
project.

“HOBBIT” SOCIALISM
However, these failures, which the
author concludes mean that “the
Left, in Britain, has entered an ide-
ological wilderness from which
there seems little prospect of
return” (p287), are presented as
having been more or less
inevitable. In the case of the AES
this was because it was “charac-
terised by fundamental weakness-
es, tensions and deficiencies”
(p.61) and, in all but its most ano-
dyne versions, subject to “the vis-
ceral hostility of most of the
leadership and Right of the Labour
Party” (p.63). In the case of the
various responses that followed
the AES, the failure was due to the
attempt to create isolated pockets
of “hobbit” socialism in one form
or another, with the inevitable
consequence that they ended up
accommodating to the logic of late
twentieth century capitalism.
Thompson argues that what drove
Labour to become New Labour
was the succession of electoral
defeats in the 1980s and the view
that only by adopting the
Thatcherite agenda could it win an
election and gain “power” – and
he seems to agree with this view,
although nowhere is this made
explicit. There is a lot going for
this analysis. There certainly were
major weaknesses in the AES – its
residual statism and labourism, its

productivism and its more or less
exclusive focus on the national
economy. However, its great
strength was in recognising the
imperative of a thoroughgoing
democratisation of the economy
and engaging with the crisis of
Keynesian social democracy as
part of a more general strategy for
social(ist) transformation. It is also
true that hobbit socialism had no
chance of transforming the econo-
my on its own, although its prefig-
urative value as potentially part of
a transformatory strategy is, I
think, underestimated by
Thompson. Nevertheless, my basic
problem with the book is the
absence of any analysis of the his-
toric role played by social democ-
racy in Britain, as elsewhere,
between 1945 and the mid-1970s.
There is no mention of Gramsci,
hegemony or historic blocs and
without this it is difficult to make
anything more than superficial
descriptive sense of the subsequent
developments which are the sub-
ject matter of the book.

CHANGED BALANCE OF FORCES
The post-war consensus around
the social democratic Keynesian
welfare state emerged from the
reaction to the inter-war crisis and
the implicit social contract on
which the war effort depended
(see Paul Addison, The Road to
1945, Cape, 1975). It was the
form taken by the need for capital-
ism to adapt to the changed
domestic and global balance of
forces that prevailed. Its material
basis was the ability of British cap-
italism in that period to satisfy the
key components of the post-war
historic bloc – capital, labour and
the political classes. The entire edi-
fice depended on full employment,
with the welfare state premised on
this. However, despite Crosland
and the rest of Right social democ-
racy, capitalism had not disap-
peared and its contradictions had
not gone away. As Kalecki and
others had foreseen, full employ-
ment, in a context of capitalist
social relations and a balance of
social forces historically
favourable to labour, led to infla-

LEFT IN THE WILDERNESS
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tion. Rising working class material
aspirations, together with rising oil
prices made possible by colonial
liberation, led to distributional
conflict, a profits squeeze and
accelerating inflation.
The obvious answer was

incomes policy. However, the
incomes policies attempted were
top-down corporatist policies
which, together with a reaction
against statist paternalism and
rising popular aspirations for more
control over one’s life, led to the
1970s crisis of social democracy.
The failure of this type of incomes
policy left only two alternatives: a
move towards economic democra-
cy, involving inroads into the
power of capital (transformation
towards socialism); or a move
towards neo-liberalism, with the
control of inflation (the reintro-
duction of mass unemployment,
together with an assault on the
trade unions) replacing the main-
tenance of full employment as the
overriding policy objective. The
crucial question is why the balance
of forces was such that the
Thatcherite neo-liberal, now New
Labour, trajectory prevailed, a
question relevant not only to how
we understand the past three
decades but also to how we might
think about the renewal of the
socialist project in the future.
Thompson quite rightly dismiss-

es the labourism of the old Left
(pp.10–13). In Eurocommunist
Marxism Today circles in the late
1970s and the 1980s, a distinction
was drawn between conservative
and radical as well as between
Right and Left. The conservative
Right and Left between them rep-
resented the social forces on which
Keynesian social democracy rested
and, despite marginal differences,
were broadly agreed on policy.
The radical Right and Left recog-
nised that social democracy in
crisis had reached its limits and
sought radical change, but in very
different directions. It is this
shared radicalism that has led
some to see Marxism Today’s cri-
tique of old Labour’s labourism
and its search for “New Times” as
having paved the way for the radi-

cal Right. However, this does not
answer the question of why it was
Thatcherism that succeeded in
hegemonising the widespread
reaction against paternalism and
the growing recognition of the
need for radical change, rather
than the radical, democratising
Left.

SIGNIFICANT REDISTRIBUTION
While recognising the existence of
other, probably more important,
forces at work, including the
approaching end of the Soviet
experiment and the check it
imposed on unregulated capital-
ism, in terms of the subject matter
of Thompson’s book I think we
need to look to the characteristics
of the British Labour Movement
and the old Left for at least a par-
tial answer. If social democracy
was no longer able to deliver a
socio-political context in which
capitalism could deliver the goods
on which social democracy
depended, then a transformatory
hegemonic strategy was needed.
The old Left and the unions adopt-
ed an economistic, subaltern atti-
tude towards incomes policies,
rejecting them on the grounds that
they sought to co-opt the working
class into the management of capi-
talism. The hegemonic alternative
would have been to recognise the
threat posed by the inflationary
wage-price spiral and the distribu-
tional conflict that underlay it and
argue for an incomes policy
premised on democratising deci-
sions over investment and a signif-
icant redistribution of income and
wealth.
This was in essence what the

transformatory version the AES
was all about. However, it not only
had to contend with the “visceral
hostility” of the old Labour Right,
it was also too late. The struggle
for hegemony had already been
lost by the end of the 1970s, if
indeed it was ever seriously
engaged in by the wider Labour
Movement. The old Left fought a
defensive struggle to preserve the
past. The Thatcherite radical Right
went on the offensive, tapped into
the discontents arising from the

crisis of social democracy, and suc-
ceeded in creating a new “common
sense”, which is still with us.
The most interesting part of

Thompson’s book for me is
Chapter 9, “Embracing the Anglo-
American Model” in which he
charts New Labour’s transforma-
tion of Will Hutton’s and John
Kay’s concept of radical collective
stakeholding, with a developmen-
tal state, into individual stakehold-
ing in a competitive state,
emphasising social inclusion, skills
and labour flexibility. He quotes
Norman Fairclough’s New Labour,
New Language? (Routledge, 2000,
p.91), in which it is argued that the
revised concept of stakeholding is
what links the “two great themes
of New Labour, its Thatcherite
legacy and its communitarianism”
(p.251). Rather than seeking to
work with that legacy, the Left
today needs to focus on the devel-
opment of a transformatory hege-
monic strategy for the twenty-first
century. A possible conceptual
framework for such a strategy is
David Harvey’s distinction, in The
New Imperialism (OUP, 2003),
between what he calls “accumula-
tion by expanded reproduction”
(capitalist organisation of produc-
tion based on the capital-wage
labour relation) and “accumula-
tion by dispossession” (a modern
form of primitive capital accumu-
lation, whether through environ-
mental despoilation or financial
rip-offs). The task is to find ways
of uniting the traditional concerns
of the labour and socialist move-
ment with those of the environ-
mentalism of the poor and the
victims of financial instability, or
to put it another way, bringing
together the diverse struggles for
social justice and ecological sus-
tainability in a transformatory his-
toric bloc committed to
participatory democracy and self-
government.

� Pat Devine teaches in the
Department of Economics at the
University of Manchester and is the
author of books and articles on
democracy, planning and the eco-
nomics of socialism.

The task is to
find ways of
... bringing
together the
diverse
struggles for
social justice
and
ecological
sustainability
in a
transform -
atory historic
bloc
committed to
participatory
democracy
and self-
government.



22 AUTUMN 2004 PERSPECTIVES

The Ceilidh Place in Ullapool is a famous part of
Scotland’s cultural landscape. Since it was found-
ed by Jean Urquhart and her husband Robert

more than 34 years ago it has taken a very special
place in the hearts and minds of people who have
been lucky enough to stay there and enjoy its unique
blend of comfort, music and community involvement.
Over the years it has grown from the original house
into a complex of old and new buildings enjoying a
wonderful view over the village and the loch to the
mountains of Wester Ross. There are painting exhibi-
tions in the restaurant, a fabulously eclectic bookshop
open till late and a poetry library in the entrance hall.
And just across the road is the bunkhouse and theatre
space that has hosted more concerts and ceilidhs than
you could count – and many events with a political as
well as a cultural dimension. The West Coast launch
of the Democratic Left Scotland sponsored book
Scotlands of the Future was one, the “Changing
Scotland” series of cultural/political get-togethers
being organised by Gerry Hassan are others. (The fifth
of these is coming up November 19–21.) And then
there was Fish Week in May when the village was
buzzing with an astonishing array of events organised
by community groups including the SWRI, local
artists, fishermen, fishsellers, fishcurers, all the town
chefs, schoolchildren, museum staff, pier and harbour
trustees, sailing club members, brownies, cubs,
rangers and folkies – to name but a few.
I was there on holiday myself recently and heard

from Jean about the origins of the Ceilidh Place and
the roots of her own current political concerns and
activities. She is a busy woman; as if supervising the
myriad activities of the Ceilidh Place were not
enough, Jean is also one of the SNP councillors on the
Highlands and Islands Council.

EMOTIONAL TURNING POINT
Jean originally came from Bathgate but she told me
that her political awareness was sharpened by being
involved in the activities of CND in the Ullapool area
at the beginning of the 80s, though earlier than this,
when living in a run-down part of inner city Glasgow,
she had been impressed by the organising capabilities
of a local Communist group in support of tenant
grievances. This developed into active support for the
New Glasgow Society. Her awareness of the inter-
twining of culture and politics (and the beginning of
support for the SNP) came from a visit to the Soviet
Union with the Scotland-USSR Association. Hearing
children in a school in Vilnius singing Burns’s “My
love’s like a red red rose” was an emotional turning
point. It made her think about the impoverishment of
children growing up in Scotland itself, unaware of the
richness of their own culture.
Out of this awareness, and over a number of years,

has grown the extraordinary “Feis” movement. It all
started with the determination (of a Catholic priest on
Barra) to re-introduce children to indigenous songs,
tunes, stories and language. This is focused now on

AWAY
FROM
IT ALL?
Ullapool’s Ceilidh Place is well-
known for its unique blend of
comfort, music and community
involvement. Jane Corrie stayed
there recently and took the
opportunity to talk to founder Jean
Urquhart (pictured) about her work
as a councillor and the problems
faced by remote rural communities.
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traditional musicians visiting schools across Scotland,
tuition week-ends and weeks during holidays, weekly
classes and “ceilidh trails” when young people get a
real opportunity to perform their own music. Part of
the resources of the Feis is a bank of instruments that
are hired at affordable prices to children and young
people.

RICH BEAUTY AND VARIETY
But Jean does not see this “cultural disassociation” as
merely a thing of the past, overcome by the Scottish
cultural renaissance of recent years. She sees it as very
much still a factor in Scottish life. She mourns the fact
that so many Scots are unaware of the rich beauty and
variety of the natural as well as the cultural environ-
ment on their own doorstep. Other nations visit regu-
larly and in large numbers but Scots themselves stay
away and go abroad. “What is really exciting though,
is when folk who live in Scotland discover new bits of
it and are overwhelmed by it; that makes living in the
highlands really great.”

As a result of this habit of staying away – and also
as a result of the regional nature of Scotland’s
press – Jean feels that a large part of the Scottish

population is unaware of the problems faced by
remote and rural communities. High on the agenda in
Ullapool at the moment is the issue of wind farms. As
well as objections to plans for local sitings there is also
strong opposition to a chain of giant pylons that will
be erected to carry electricity from a new large wind
farm on the Western Isles via Ullapool and Beauly to
Denny in Stirlingshire. Jean commented that the lack
of communication with local people by the large com-
panies concerned, the lack of a coherent national
energy policy and the lack of adequate planning con-
trols was having the effect of turning people away
from the idea of sustainable energy. Over 250 people
attended a recent public meeting in Ullapool about the
issue. She is also concerned that wind farm building in
the UK is now seen as an attractive market opportuni-
ty by the handful of large international companies
involved. It is not just a bad attack of “nimbyism” to
object to local and national interests not being part of
the picture.

RESERVED TO WESTMINSTER
For Jean this issue is symptomatic of the limitations of
the Scottish Parliament. So many issues that impact on
communities such as her own are reserved to
Westminster: defence, employment, tax, the manage-
ment of the offshore sea bed as well as national energy

policy. She would like to see the Parliament “grow up”
and aspire to expanded powers and sees a greater
degree of fiscal autonomy as being essential to this
process.
And wind farms are only the most visible (or poten-

tially visible) issue facing west coast communities at
the moment. Issues such as the lack of affordable
housing, lack of year-round jobs and the high suicide
rate among young men are not as apparent to visitors
as new wind turbines and pylons will be but are
nonetheless devastating in their impact. Fish farms
seemed to offer a sustainable year-round supplement
to the tourism economy but none is now locally-
owned and run and the full environmental cost has yet
to be calculated. With the restrictions on fishing wild
stock and the price competition for salmon from
countries such as Chile, cod farming is the “latest
thing”. But will it last? And what will be the true cost?

LARGER THAN BELGIUM
Although a supporter of a change in the voting system
for local government, Jean pointed out that the three
member wards proposed for Highlands and Islands
will be enormous. To attend a meeting in Kyle on the
southern boundary of her ward will involve a round
trip of 200 miles. The problem is that the Council
itself is too big. For Wick and Lochaber to be in the
same box, and that box to be larger than Belgium, is
enough to strain the logistics of any organisation and
any individual councillor, let alone one with the
Ceilidh Place to run.
On my last evening in Ullapool there was a spectacu-

lar sunset over the sea to the north west. All around the
town people stopped whatever they were doing to go
out and look at it – in that rapt foolish way familiar
from films involving the landing of very large alien
space-ships. To add to the unreality of the moment the
Summer Isles floated up from the light filled horizon in
a mirage effect. But into this beautiful scene came a
sleek grey shape – a mine sweeper making practice
sweeping manoeuvres backwards and forwards across
the entrance to the loch. Returning from massive
NATO exercises at Cape Wrath (barely mentioned in
the national press) it was a reminder that the remote
and rural parts of Scotland have never really been a
place to get away from it all. The Ceilidh Place offers a
beautiful, comfortable and culturally stimulating place
to be. But it will also make you think. Particularly if you
are fortunate enough to share a dram with the boss.

� Jane Corrie is a member of Democratic Left
Scotland’s national council.
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