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Last year, 2022, saw huge parts of 
the British labour force standing up 
against more than a decade of pay 
cuts, declining conditions and the 
destruction of the public sector. The 
government, having lost its prop-
aganda battle against the strikes, 
has now declared an all-out war on 
workers.  

The massive media campaign to 
demonise strikers has failed. Public 
support remains strong. Rail work-
ers are still backed by almost half 
the country, and nurses and ambu-
lance workers have two thirds of the 
public on their side. In desperation, 
the government has turned to the 
full might of the state. 

Over the past year, inflation has 

soared to 14% and real wages are 
now worth less than in 2008. Pub-
lic-sector workers, along with the 
public services they support, are 
at breaking point. But rather than 
enter into constructive negotiations, 
the government has decided to rush 
through with anti-strike legislation. 

The legislation, if passed, will 
enforce ‘minimum-service levels’ 
in six of the key public services, 
including the NHS, schools, the 
fire service and transport network. 
Those who withdraw labour as 
part an industrial dispute and are 
instructed to work under the mini-
mum-service requirement could be 
sacked, although how they would be 
replaced during a recruitment crisis 
remains unanswered. Unions could 
be issued with crippling fines, and 

tougher thresholds for strike ballots 
could be introduced. Striking will 
effectively become illegal for mil-
lions of workers.

The current strikes are not just 
about pay. Years of underfund-
ing have resulted in impoverished 
working conditions, and lack of 
investment has produced public ser-
vices unfit for purpose. The UK is a 
country of stagnant wages and fall-
ing productivity, of rising chronic 
illness, where seeing a doctor is 
a major feat. It is a country where 
workers rely on state subsidies to 
make ends meet, and when they 
are not met, are forced to resort to 
charity and food banks. There are 
now more than 500 people a week 
dying needlessly because of delays

Continued on page 3
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The crisis across our public services from 
the NHS and education, to the railways 
and postal services, are a direct result of 
government policy. The destructive dogma 
of fiscal conservatism that considers public 
service investment as an essentially finan-
cial issue has led to an historic level of 
chaos.

The public support for public sec-
tor strikes has demonstrated a rejec-
tion of fiscal conservatism. Workers 
understand that wage injustice is 
part and parcel of Tory neoliberal 
predation that has cut, privatised 

and disrupted our public ser-
vices. Striking ambulance and 
health workers have been clear 

that the service is broken and in 
need of a wholesale transforma-
tion that starts from public need, 

rather than some Treasury spreadsheet.
Sunak is now proposing to further 

shackle the public sector unions that are 
taking strike action to defend and restore 
our services when parliament reopens. The 
Tories are trying to divide us by defend-
ing the ‘rights’ of the public, by making 
strike action impossible. A spokesperson 
for Sunak told the Guardian:

“Anything we bring forward will right-
fully balance the rights of workers to strike 
with the rights of the public to get on with 
their daily lives and keep people safe,” the 
spokesperson said. “This work is continu-
ing at pace, and further details will be set 
out in due course.”

The attack on the public sector unions 
is an attack on our right to functioning pub-
lic services that meet human need.

Sunak wants enforce ‘minimum ser-
vice levels’ on transport unions meaning 
20 per cent of regular rail services would 

need to continue during strike action. This 
will also be extended across the public sec-
tor to include NHS workers and ambulance 
staff, teachers and fire services.

New thresholds for strike ballots are 
being raised to make it as difficult as pos-
sible for unions to take strike action. How 
dare Sunak, a Prime Minister that we never 
voted for, lecture the unions on democracy? 

National unions are considering chal-
lenging Sunak’s proposals in the courts. 
But the best way to deal with unjust laws 
is to break them. Instead of a few union 
leaders appealing to a High Court judge we 
need millions on the streets to demand real 
change and a national campaign involving 
joined-up strikes.

Sunak might have given the public sec-
tor unions the one thing that they could 
all unite around – the repeal of the anti-
trade union laws. Let’s not squander the 
opportunity.

New Israeli government: more apartheid, more violence

SUNAK’S UNJUST LAWS
        HAVE TO BE BROKEN

LUCY NICHOLS

Benjamin Netanyahu has returned as Prime 
Minister of Israel and brought with him the 
country’s most right-wing government yet. 
After forming his government, he tweeted:

“The Jewish people have an exclusive 
and unquestionable right to all areas of the 
Land of Israel. The government will pro-
mote and develop settlement in all parts 
of the Land of Israel - in the Galilee, the 
Negev, the Golan, Judea and Samaria.”

In essence, the 2 million Palestinians 
with Israeli citizenships and the 3 million 
Palestinians living under occupation in 
the West Bank (what he refers to as Judea 

and Samaria), have no right to exist. The 
West Bank and East Jerusalem as well as 
the illegally occupied Golan Heights and 
the Negev, where Palestinian Bedouins are 
being forcibly expelled, are open for settle-
ment expansion.

Netanyahu is determined to resurrect 
the Trumpian plan of accelerating ille-
gal settlement-building, annexing whole 
swathes of the West Bank and tightening 
the barbaric siege on Gaza.

2022 was the deadliest year in over a 
decade for Palestinians in the West Bank 
with over 200 being killed by Israeli 
forces. Israel’s far-right national-security 
minister, Itamar Ben-Gvir, kicked off 2023 

by entering the Al-Aqsa compound in 
Jerusalem, in a move designed to inflame 
tensions. 

The daily oppression and persecution of 
the Palestinian people is being ferociously 
ramped up. Within the first 5 days of the 
year, four Palestinians had been killed, 
including a 16-year-old boy in Nablus.

But Palestinians are resisting. Since 
the attack on Gaza in 2021, there has been 
renewed Palestinian organisation and defi-
ance across all sections of the Palestinian 
population. This is what Israel is trying to 
crush with daily, deadly military raids as 
part of “Operation Break the Wave”.

Israel’s illusion of being a democracy 

defending itself from terrorists is shatter-
ing with every passing day. For all their 
effort to normalise relations with Arab 
countries loyal to Western imperialism, 
the Qatar World Cup showed that support 
for Palestinian liberation remains strong 
among Arab people.

The year ahead is looking increasingly 
precarious for Palestinians and that means 
there’s a huge amount of work to be done 
by solidarity movements in Britain and 
around the world. We have to expose Isra-
el’s crimes, break our governments’ sup-
port for the Israel and the growing crack-
down on Palestine solidarity, and to support 
the struggle for Palestinian freedom.
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Continued from page 1 
in emergency care, and almost 70% 
of families are living in poverty.  

If this proposed trade-union legislation 
becomes law, key workers, the very same 
we clapped on Thursday evenings during 
the pandemic, will effectively become 
conscripted workers. They will have no 
choice but to accept anti-social hours and 
starvation wages. The public services we 
all depend on will crumble even further. 

This is at a time when corporate profit 
is at an all-time high, when there is a com-
plete absence of pay restraint at the top, 
when the discrepancy between the haves 
and have-nots is growing massively, and 
when the elites have more than at any time 
in history. 

These same elites accuse workers of 
demanding ‘unreasonable’ wages, and 
claim pay increases in the public sector 
would be ‘inflationary’. This ignores the 
fact that top City banks, accountancy and 
law firms have all seen huge pay rises and 
their staff awarded large bonuses, and that 

the median annual pay of FTSE 100 CEOs 
has hit £3.41 million this year: 103 times 
higher than the median full-time worker’s 
pay, and up 39% on January 2022. But this 
is not deemed inflationary, and few call for 
regulating executive pay.

But as pointed out by the IFS, the 
Financial Times and others, it is nonsense 
to say that increasing public-sector pay 
would lead to an inflationary spiral. The 
current forty-year high inflation has not 
been driven by wages, which have been 
stagnant for over a decade, but by com-
pany profiteering, supply issues and war. 
Analysis by Unite the Union shows the 
largest companies in the UK increased 
their profit margins by 73% between 2019 
and 2021.

Attacks on workers are not based on 
sound economic policy, but are aimed at 
weakening working people, ensuring they 
know their place, so business can max-
imise profit and the size of the state be 
reduced. The government has ignited a 
class war.

What is astonishing is how little the 
Labour Party has to offer in defence of 
labour. It has refused to support the strikes, 
undermined key workers, as witnessed by 
recent gibes at GPs, and encouraged priva-
tisation. In a bid to emphasise where the 
party stands, Starmer, and shadow chan-
cellor Rachel Reeves, are jetting off to the 
Swiss ski resort of Davos to schmooze 
with the global elite and pitch themselves 
as the party of business.

Open warfare has been declared 
against working people, but no wealth can 
be created and no economy revived with-
out these very workers. The rank and file 
of the trade unions, the social campaigns 
and the radical left must unite and build 
a strong opposition so we can defeat the 
Tories.

The People’s Assembly conference on 
14 January and Stop the War’s trade-union 
conference on 21 January provide us with 
the perfect opportunity to build solidarity 
across the movement and prepare us for 
the battles ahead. Together we can win.

Cut through the mainstream media bias with Lindsey
German’s analysis on the latest political developments

straight in your inbox every Monday morning
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Editorial

The government has 
ignited a class war
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JANUARY NATIONAL 
STRIKE DATES

1st: HMCTS - PCS
2nd: HMCTS - PCS
3rd: National rail - RMT, HMCTS, 
DVSA, RPA and National Highways 
- PCS
4th: National rail - RMT, DVSA, 
RPA and National Highways - PCS
5th: National rail - ASLEF, DVSA 
and RPA - PCS
6th: National rail - RMT, DVSA, 
RPA and National Highways - PCS
7th: National rail - RMT, DVSA and 
National Highways - PCS
8th: DVSA - PCS
9th: DVSA and RPA - PCS
10th: DVSA and RPA - PCS, 
Scotland teachers - EIS
11th: Ambulances - UNISON and 
GMB, RPA - PCS, Scotland teachers 
- EIS and SSTA
12th: DVSA and RPA - PCS
13th: DVSA and RPA - PCS
14th: HMCTS - PCS
16th: DVSA - PCS
18th: Nurses - RCN
19th: Nurses - RCN
23rd: Ambulances - UNISON

Sign up to Counterfire’s weekly 
News from the Frontline bulletin 
for the latest updates:
tinyurl.com/frontline-signup
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Wages, wealth and redistribution
Why we don’t have to be poor

The failure of neoliberalism 
is at the heart of the current 
crisis, only a defiant 
working-class movement can 
fight for a fairer alternative, 
writes Dominic Alexander

Britain’s forty-year experiment with neo-
liberal economics has brought the coun-
try to the point where public services are 
in desperate crisis, while the government 
hides in denial. The privatised model 
of the railway system has utterly failed, 
while the long, clandestine campaign to 
break up the NHS through slow privati-
sation lies behind its current descent into 
collapse.

The aim of neoliberalism has always 
been to raise profit rates through mini-
mising the cost of the social infrastructure 
that capitalism needs in order to function, 
as well as providing more sectors within 
which capital can invest to extract prof-
its. This is the reason for the ideological 
fixation on privatisation. Yet, requiring 

the extraction of profit from the railways, 
for example, inevitably makes the service 
more expensive. This was always one of 
the contradictions at the heart of the neo-
liberal programme.

The accumulation of wealth

Britain has gone further down this self-de-
structive road than many comparable 
economies, and it is not surprising to find 
that, by income, it is the most unequal 

economy in western Europe, with the 
exception of Italy. According to the Office 
for National Statistics, the richest 10% of 
households hold 43% of all the wealth in 
the United Kingdom, but more precisely, 
it is the top 1% who dominate that share.

The richest 1% of households in the 
UK, by a different calculation, owns per-
haps 24% of the nation’s total wealth. 
These figures, it has been pointed out, 
certainly underestimate the underreported 
assets of this elite. The ONS statistics also 

do not include business wealth, 
further minimising the scale of 
inequality.

Even given those reservations, 
the victory of the rich 
revealed by the num-
bers is remarkable. 
Under the neoliberal 
regime, since 1980 
the share of the top 
1% of the popula-
tion in total income 
rose to a peak of 
13% in 2016, dou-
ble the figure for 
countries like Bel-
gium and Sweden, 
for example. Even 
more strikingly, the 
share of total wealth 
of the 0.1% doubled between 1984 
and 2013 to reach 9%. Where in the 
1950s and 60s, wealth was about 
three times GDP, this has now bal-
looned to seven times annual GDP. 
The country could afford for this to be 
greatly reduced at the top end.

4

Reclaiming class-
based anti-racism

ELAINE GRAHAM-LEIGH

When it comes to racism, we have, Malik 
argues, arrived at a paradoxical position. 
On the one hand, in most societies there is 
‘a moral abhorrence of racism’, or at least 
public lip-service to it. On the other hand, 
we are still ‘saturated with racial ideology 
… The more we despise racial thinking, 
the more we cling to it’ (p.10).

This is the result of the way in which 
thinking about and campaigning against 
racism has been captured by identity 
politics. That this capture represents a 
defeat for working-class people is clear.

As Malik points out, much of the 
activism not only lacks the confidence 
to create a movement transcending the 
divisions of race and identity, it does not 
even have the awareness ‘that one should 
pursue such a project’ (p.288).

This is in essence a debate about the 

nature of racism. The tendency from 
those on the identity-politics side is 
to conceptualise racism as something 
unavoidable and eternal.

In the face of a racism inherent to the 
human condition, anti-racist action then 
becomes either nothing more than an 
attempt to make the inevitable unfairness a 
little fairer, or an exercise in making white 
people feel guilty for the racism from 
which they inevitably benefit.

Indeed, the effect of the prominence 
of privilege theory in anti-racist discourse 
can be to turn racism into simply the 
possession of white privilege. Racism, 
in this view, is no longer the result of 
oppressive structures, nor even individual 
actions, as much as it is simply the 
existence of white people.

As Malik points out, the ‘common 
sense’ view of race is that different races 
have an objective existence, onto which 
racism then imposes a hierarchy and 
oppression of non-white races by whites.

In previous generations of racist 
science, this objective existence of race 
was held to be biological, but it doesn’t 
have to be. All that is needed for this view 
of race is the belief that ‘white’ and ‘black’ 
are meaningful categories.

That, as Malik puts it, ‘white’ is a 
useful category in which to put everyone 
from Elon Musk to a cleaner in a Tesla 
factory, and that they all derive privileges 
from membership within it.

In the same way, ‘black’ as a category 
assumes that there is ‘a single identity or 
set of interests that bind together all black 
people and only black people’ (p.232). 
The extent to which identity can be seen as 
overriding any other interests is shown by 
the way in which someone’s politics can 
be taken as showing that they are not really 
black.

This view of identity is, of course, not 
a twenty-first century creation. Malik is 
clear about its antecedents in, for example, 
black-nationalist thought in the US in the 
1960s, which held effectively that the 
answer to working-class black people 
being exploited by white capitalists was 
to replace the white capitalists with black 
ones.

As Malik puts it, the aim was not to 
‘tear down the ghettoes, or provide decent 
housing and conditions, but ensure that 
those who controlled and profited from 
them were black capitalists’ (p.224). 
This was opposed by figures like Martin 
Luther King Jr and Amit Baraka, the latter 

Kenan Malik, Not So Black and 
White: A History of Race from 
White Supremacy to Identity 
Politics, (Hurst and Company 
2023), ix, 349pp.

Neoliberalism has seen a massive redistri-
bution of wealth towards the ruling class. 

Where the long-term trend of the twen-
tieth century was for levels of inequality 
to fall, that has gone into reverse over the 
last forty years. The lion’s share in gains 
from economic growth has been captured 
by the top.

Defenders of the neoliberal assault 
on the working class would argue that it 
was needed to restore the post-war cap-
italist golden era of high profit rates and 
rising prosperity. It failed. In the UK, the 
recovery from the 2007-8 recession has 
been the weakest of any previous slump 
for over a century. We are now in another 
one of uncertain depth and duration, while 
being the only one out of the G7 group of 
advanced economies to be smaller than 
before the pandemic.

Inflationary neoliberalism

These factors are the basis for the Tories’ 
intransigent rejection of pay rises in the 
face of the cost-of-living crisis, alongside 
the repeatedly debunked theory that wage 
increases lead to spiralling inflation. Marx 
showed originally that wage rises lead 
not to inflation, but rather to a squeeze on 
profits. This has been proved by history; 
during the 1970s, wages were consistently 
catching up with inflation, rather than 
driving it.

Profits have, however, been ris-
ing for many of the great corpora-
tions since the pandemic. A report 
from Unite found that an ‘analysis 
of the FTSE 350 reveals profit mar-
gins for the UK’s biggest listed com-
panies were 73% higher in 2021 
than pre-pandemic levels in 2019.’ 

Even without the energy companies, 
‘average profit margins still jumped 
an astonishing 52%’, and account for 

58.7% of inflation in the second half 
of 2022, taking over from the sup-
ply bottlenecks which began the 
process. The pay of leading business 
executives ‘leapt a colossal 29% from 
£2.01 million in 2020 to £2.59 million 
in 2021’. We are not facing a wage-in-

flation spiral, we face a profit and wealth 
glut.

It is not merely greed which motivates 
the Tories and the ruling class, however. 
It is their focus on the financial interests 
of the City of London, and its attractive-
ness to international capital. In this capi-
talist strategy, it is essential that the costs 
of government spending and social infra-
structure be minimised to guarantee a low-
tax regime. The prosperity of the finan-
cial sector, which is the primary driver of 
Britain’s appalling regional inequalities, 
does very little for the great majority of 
the population, even in London. We need 
desperately to move away from this neo-
liberal model, and put the living standards 
of the working-class majority back centre 
stage. This means wage rises, investment 

in public services and sustainable infra-
structure, and a reversal of privatisation.

Workers’ alternatives

The crisis in the NHS could be solved in 
large part by removing its internal market, 
as well as restoring it to a fully public-sec-
tor service. Even in 2010, a parliamentary 
committee found that the internal market 
cost 14% of the NHS annual budget, com-
pared to 5% administrative costs in the 
1980s. All privatisations cost the country 
billions of pounds; a 2021 RMT report 
notes that £8.3 billion just in dividends 
had been paid out by private companies 
involved in the railways since 1996. Rena-
tionalisation across the board would save 
us money rather than the reverse.

It would not take much to bring in fur-
ther billions from wealth taxes. The main-
stream Tax Justice UK estimates that £37 
billion could be raised from a few meas-
ures, such as equalising capital-gains tax 
with income-tax rates, taking national-in-
surance payments on investment income, 
and raising a wealth tax of 1% on assets 
over £10 million. This is small beer; a 
great deal more than that could be raised 
from taxing the rich. Additionally, in 1980 
corporation tax was 40.11%, and while 
Britain’s is set to rise to 25% in April, it 
should rise further.

Claims about the need to close gap-
ing holes in public finances, and hence 
the unaffordability of pay rises, are just 
obfuscation. The supposed £50 billion fis-
cal black hole the Tories used to justify 
swingeing cuts in the autumn turned out 
to be an accounting trick, due to chang-
ing the rules on how to count the Bank of 
England’s debt.

Inflation-matching pay rises and 
investment in public services are afforda-
ble, but it will take a united fight by the 
working class to get them. Pay rises were 
won relatively easily in the 1950s and 60s, 
when technology-driven productivity was 
rising, profit rates were high, and trade 
unions were at their peak in strength. This 
will be harder, because our demands are 
being made in the teeth of capitalist crisis.

The answer is not to settle for less, and 
accept ruling-class priorities, but to make 
the fight a political one over the nature 
of our economy and society. For most 
people, Britain is now a broken country, 
where basic services no longer work as 
they should, and impossible choices are 
faced by too many people. Bold demands 
that rise to the level of a united campaign 
for a fundamental change of direction can 
rally maximum support, and secure more 
than just a temporary respite from the roll-
ing crises of capitalism.

of whom was clear about the danger of 
becoming ‘“the enemy in blackface”’ 
(p.223).

The importance of class demonstrates 
a significant issue with privilege theory, in 
that while wealthy white people do indeed 
have a considerable level of privilege 
in our society, as to a lesser extent so do 
wealthy black people, working-class white 
people do not. While it has sometimes been 
argued that working-class white people 
benefit from a ‘public and psychological 
wage’ as a result of racial hierarchies, it 
is nevertheless apparent that all working-
class people lose rather than gain from 
racism.

This book is a powerful and important 
argument for solidarity. Malik recounts 
the importance of struggles in British 
Asian communities in the 1970s, such as 
the strikes at Red Scar Mill and Grunwick, 
to the development of his politics, and 
of organisations like the Indian Workers’ 
Association and the Asian Youth 
Movements.

Importantly, this history provided a 
basis for cross-racial solidarity, rather than 
‘the shackles of identity’. A view of race 
and racism which inhibits solidarity and 
systemic action is no substitute.

SOURCE: EQUALITY TRUSTSOURCE: EQUALITY TRUST
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CICI WASHBURN SPEAKS 
TO A STRIKING NURSE 
ABOUT THE CRISIS IN THE 
NHS AND THE IMPACT OF 
THE RCN STRIKES

How has the experience of 
striking affected you and your 
colleagues?

It has been empowering to find 
out we can affect things even to a 
certain extent. It’s been a wake-up 
call. This government cannot 
ignore us. 

We have exposed how the 
government has no commitment 
to giving us a pay increase or to 
helping to save the NHS. They’ve 
had to call an emergency Downing 
Street summit - it’s window dressing, of 
course, but I don’t think it would have 
happened without us kickstarting with 
strikes last year.

The experience of being on the 
picket lines is transforming people.  
I’ve seen so many colleagues who 
previously didn’t feel they had a voice at 
all now completely changed and have a 
sense of the power we hold. The lowest 
paid, the NHS cleaners, the BAME 
colleagues I’ve spoken to, usually those 
lacking in confidence, all feel galvanised. 
They have a sense of their power 
now. People feel strengthened through 
collective action and feel they have a voice 
and are being heard.

The workers motivated by the strikes 
need to keep going. These are the people 
we are fighting for. I met a cleaner, we 
were talking about nurses having come 
from the Caribbean to work in the NHS, 
its making these alliances with ordinary 

people from across the board which will 
be change-making.

It’s an old socialist adage that you 
learn more in a day’s striking than in years 
of college education. It’s really true.

The Tories are failing to dodge the 
NHS crisis. Our side needs to keep 
generalising. How can strikers help 
with this, particularly with anti-
privatisation arguments?

It is crystal clear that the Tories’ words are 
empty. They are fully intent on betraying 
the NHS, they promise nothing specific, 
nothing to address the huge issues affecting 
the NHS and causing the crisis we are 
in, and nothing to address defunding or 
privatisation. The public are victims of 

this: we have seen this in December and 
early January with horrific stories of how 
people are not getting the care they need. 
Protests and rallies will be a crucial first 
step in bringing together striking staff and 
all of us as people to fight for the NHS. We 
need to do this, there is no other way.

Some public-sector workers are 
struggling with the 50% threshold. What 
would you say to them?

It’s a battle, there’s no disguising that. 
A lot of union leaders have considered it 
insurmountable for years. What I would 
say is that once you’ve crossed it, your 
members will be fighting fit. The best thing 
we can do with that Tory hurdle is to turn 
it on its head and use it as a benchmark for 
militancy. Don’t forget that many of the 
unions that routinely cross it now, didn’t in 

the first instance. 
The upcoming anti-strike legislation 

is a battle that we need to be fighting, 
alongside all the other issues. We need to 
make sure we are fighting the government 
on this and we need to fight it all 
concurrently. It is critical that we don’t 

ignore this. The Tories are mobilising 
to restrict our right to strike, we need 
to mobilise across the board and fight 
them.

We deserve pay justice as 
citizens and pay is a huge factor. 
But so much needs to be done to 
fight for the NHS and its staff, 
there is a huge job ahead to sort 
this out.

The movement is crying out 
for a series of national protests 
and rallies, and I know there 
are some in the pipeline.

 
Do you have a New Year 
message for Counterfire 

readers?

Struggle is never incremental. It’s always 
two steps forward, one step back. We can’t 
let setbacks defeat us. Every worker today 
knows what a union is, even if they’re not 
a member yet. That wasn’t the case a few 
years ago. The most militant and energised 
sections of the movement need to unite 
with students and everyone who uses the 
services we provide. 

We cannot let the people think the 
Labour Party is our class’s only voice. 
Keep fighting, stick together and make 
sure 2023 is a year for the history books.

Join the NHS strike solidarity march in 
London on Wednesday 18th January 
when RCN nurses will be striking - 
assembling at UCLH, Euston Road at 
2:30pm and marching to Downing Street.

“The government 
cannot ignore us”

Interview

STRIKING RCN NURSES. PHOTO: SHABBIR LAKHASTRIKING RCN NURSES. PHOTO: SHABBIR LAKHA
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Pinocchio 
(del Toro)

A big hit with the 
kids over Christ-

mas, but this may 
have been overlooked 

by lefties. It’s an animated musi-
cal that updates the classic Ital-

ian children’s story to the Mussolini era. 
Keen observers will note parallels with del 
Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth (2006). Del Toro 
eschews full-blown CGI in favour of 
classic stop-motion most recently associ-
ated with Tim Burton. The political over-
tones are deftly presented, and its implicit 
anti-authoritarianism subtly fused with the 
tale’s core theme of transformation. This 
isn’t just a thematic return for del 
Toro, it’s a return to the innovation 
and bravura execution last seen 
pre-Hollywood. One of 2022’s best 
films. (Available on Netflix and 
selected cinemas.) 

All Quiet on the Western Front 
(Berger) 
Edward Berger’s production of All Quiet 
on the Western Front is a work of cine-
matic genius. It is an inspiring, hard-hit-
ting anti-war film that delivers its punch 
through the characters of a group of school 
friends who enlist in the German army in 
a spirit of youthful excitement. The film is 
beautiful and harrowing at the same time. 
At one moment, the blue-grey dawn sky 
is torn by the light of an orange flare, and 
in the next scene, the terror of an enemy 
attack on frightened kids is portrayed in 
gruesome detail. All Quiet on the Western 
Front is a gripping condemnation of the 

futility of war. (Available on Netflix and 
selected cinemas.)

Till (Chukwu) 
Till shines long-overdue light on the 1955 
lynching of fourteen-year old Emmett Till. 
The film doesn’t dwell on the extreme bru-
tality of white supremacy underpinning 
the social and economic order of southern 

America, though threat and 
danger are felt constantly. 
Rather its focus is Maime, 
Emmet’s mother. Danielle 
Deadwyler brilliantly por-
trays a parent struck with 
grief, who rises up to pursue 
justice, remaining strong 

and defiant throughout. 
Till provides very 
personal insights 
into Emmet’s family, 

the NAACP, and how 
the lynching of Emmet Till galvanised the 
Civil Rights movement. And of course, the 
film forces us to think about the ongoing 
institutionalised murder of young black 
men in the States today. Do yourselves a 
favour and go and watch this exceptional 
Hollywood feature. (On general release.)

Farha (Sallam) 
Darin Sallam’s Farha is a brilliant and 
disturbing Jordanian film set in Palestine 
during the Nakba (catastrophe) of 1948 
when hundreds of thousands of Palestini-
ans were forced from their homes and their 
land to make way for the Israeli state. The 
film retells a story, that became famous in 
the region, concerning the traumatic expe-
rience of the daughter of a town mayor. 

The intensely personal story manages to 
communicate the brutality at the basis of 
Israeli society with great power. No won-
der the Israeli state and its supporters took 
to social media to denounce the film and 
demand Netflix take it down. (Available on 
Netflix.) 

Is That Black Enough for You?!? 
(Mitchell) 
Worth watching for the Harry Belafonte 
interview alone, Elvis Mitchell’s lively and 
absorbing survey of US black cinema over 
the last half century unpicks the pleas-
ures and the pitfalls of the Blaxploitation 
tag. Mitchell’s film-historian background 
might suggest a dry approach, but there’s 
nothing of the sort. At its heart, this is a 
tale of mainstream media racism and the 
marginalisation of talent, in many cases 
extraordinary talent. What comes across is 
defiance, not bitterness, and a framework 
that makes the new horizons set by Jordan 
Peele and Donald Glover more remark-
able. How about Netflix giving platform 
space to some of the many hidden gems 
Mitchell details in his film? (Available on 
Netflix.)
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DRAGAN PLAVŠIĆ

As the New Year breaks, two major issues con-
tinue to face us: the cost-of-living crisis and the 
war in Ukraine. They’re inextricably linked.

The war’s impact on energy prices is one of 
the causes of the depth of the economic crisis. 
And then there’s the government’s plan for sig-
nificant increases in military spending in com-
ing years, amid reckless calls to escalate the 
war.

Yet never more so than at times of economic 
crisis, more military spending means less social 
spending. And less social spending means lower 
living standards for workers, while escalating 
the conflict risks nuclear catastrophe.

On top of this, the government is weap-
onising the war in its anti-strike propaganda. It 
aims to pressure workers into abandoning strike 
action for the sake of the ‘national interest’, but 
also to turn public opinion against us by tarring 
strikers with a pro-Putin brush.

As Tory chairman, Nadhim Zahawi, scurri-
lously put it last month: ‘This is a time to come 
together and to send a very clear message to Mr 
Putin that we’re not going to be divided in this 
way … our message to the unions is to say this 

is not a time to strike.’
Trade unions are at the forefront of the 

struggle for our living standards. Strikes are 
crucial to winning it. But if they’re to be waged 
as effectively as possible, we can’t afford to 
ignore the international dimension of the crisis 
that is the war in Ukraine. 

Like it or not, the war is a trade-union 
issue. It shouldn’t be ducked when it needs to 
be faced, which means working to counter the 
war’s weaponisation by Tories determined to 
sap support for the strikes. 

This is why the labour movement should 
link arms with the peace movement, with the 
Stop the War Coalition and CND, to oppose any 
escalation of the war by Nato, to call for peace 
negotiations to begin urgently and for military 
spending to be diverted into the social sector.

Labour movement support would greatly 
boost the possibility of ending a conflict in 
which, as always, workers are bearing the brunt 
of the suffering. But the possibility of ending 
the war also gives the labour movement the 
opportunity to point to an important way of 
alleviating the cost-of-living crisis by removing 
one of its causes.

There’s every reason to think arguments 

like these can be successfully deployed against 
a government glued to fuelling conflict abroad 
and crisis at home.

The many millions it’s spent on the war and 
the many millions more it will spend this year 
will prolong the conflict and prolong the cost-
of-living crisis. Plans to spend billions more on 
the military by the end of the decade will mean 
cuts to social spending when we desperately 
need the opposite: a massive and sustained pro-
gramme of social investment.

Unions like the firefighters have taken clear 
anti-war stances. But others have struggled 
with their internal divisions, or tried to ignore 
the elephant in the room, or worse. 

The motion carried at the TUC confer-
ence in October calling for increased military 
expenditure was profoundly mistaken. The vote 
was very close, however. Many trade union-
ists know only too well that increased military 
spending will be at the expense of workers.

The labour movement needs to debate these 
issues openly. The Stop the War Coalition is 
holding a trade-union conference The World 
at War: A Trade Union Issue on Saturday, 21 
January. All trade unionists are invited to come 
along and join the discussion.
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