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UK: SEP wins support for Julian Assange at
Durham Miners’ Gala
Our reporters
15 July 2019

   The Socialist Equality Party (SEP) took the campaign to free
imprisoned WikiLeaks journalist Julian Assange to the 135th
Durham Miners’ Gala on Saturday, winning support from former
miners, their families and the many workers present.
   The Durham Miners’ Gala is an annual labour movement event.
Held for the first time in 1871, it attracts an estimated 200,000
attendees in celebration of the town’s coal mining heritage. It
features a banner parade with brass bands, a cathedral service and
political speeches. Delegations travel there from across England
and abroad, from former mining communities, trade unions and
political parties.
   SEP campaigners distributed copies of the June 20 call by the
World Socialist Web Site, “For a worldwide campaign to prevent
Julian Assange’s rendition to the US!” Over 600 copies of the
statement were distributed as a four-page colour brochure. More
than 20 people signed up to support or join the campaign.
   Jim Clark, a former Durham miner, said, “I’ve been acquainted
with the Assange case for many years. He came to prominence
with his disclosure of the lies we’re being told. The way
information is being supressed for many decades this comes as no
surprise to me. As soon as the ruling class are threatened in any
way, they will use whatever power they’ve got—the control over
the media, over state institutions—to destroy people. This is what
working people have got to realise.”
   Asked about the role played by Labour and the trade union
bureaucracy, he said, “I’m familiar with the origin and
development of the Labour Party in particular. Of course, it was
never a socialist party to start with. There were socialists involved
in its origination, but the Labour Party is a reformist party. It
believes in making little bits of reforms and accepting the few
crumbs that are falling from the table. It has never been prepared,
even today, to challenge the international power which rests with
the financial classes.
   “The 1984-85 miners’ strike was a threat to the ruling class; the
whole power of the state was employed to destroy the miners and
the communities and their organisations. It’s the same with
journalism. The majority of journalists in the UK are working for
press barons such as Murdoch and the Barclay brothers, tax
evaders.
   “I’m an old-fashioned class warrior and make no apology for it.
When Marx was writing about the state in the latter part of the
19th century, the same problems exist today as they did then.” He
concluded saying, “You’re doing a great job!”

  Derek Richardson , who comes from a mining family, said,
“It’s a disgrace that press freedom has been destroyed. There is no
press freedom for Julian Assange, and Chelsea Manning is back in
prison. There were illusions in the Global Conference for Media
Freedom, but this was a party-political broadcast for full control of
the media by the state.”
   Susan Simpson is from a mining family in Wakefield. She said,
“It is appalling what is happening to Assange. If this happened in a
Third World country for exposing the truth, they [Assange and
Chelsea Manning] would be celebrated. Did they really need all
those police officers to drag him out, when he was clearly ill? It’s
one of the biggest travesties ever. There should be more people up
in arms.”
   Ex-miner John and his wife Lindasupported the campaign to
free Assange. Linda said, “He’s done nothing wrong but tell the
truth! He should be free, it’s Tony Blair that should be behind bars
for war crimes.”
   David Lindsay, a freelance journalist, said, “Julian Assange
must not be extradited anywhere, and Jeremy Corbyn must say
so.”
   Barry White, a journalist who represented the National Union
of Journalists (NUJ) on the European Federation of Journalists
board until 2016, said, “I support the call for Julian Assange to be
freed, without a shadow of doubt. What he did was reveal the great
injustices, great violence against ordinary people and conspiracies
by states against ordinary people. He revealed it and newspapers
published it, they were quite happy to take that information.
   “You mentioned the Espionage Act charges the Americans want
to bring against him. They’ve been planning this for years. There
will be no action taken against the newspapers that published the
revelations that he made with others. It will be him alone because
they want to make an example of people who blow whistles
against the rich and powerful and reveal what they are up to.
   “WikiLeaks revealed a range of abuses that go on behind closed
doors, and of course within the institutions of the state, whether
they are the judiciary, parliamentary or whatever. There are people
who don’t want to be found out, either directly or indirectly by
those revelations. It’s those people who should be in the courts,
not Julian Assange.
   “The media freedom conference was hypocrisy by the British
state, a government which seeks to wash its hands of any
responsibility for Julian Assange and make sure he’s shipped off
to the United States. To then talk about protecting the media is just
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eye watering hypocrisy. These people want to protect powerful
media owners and not people who reveal some very unsavoury,
unpleasant aspects of the society we live in.”
   Labour MP Chris Williamson was asked about his attitude to
Assange’s imprisonment. He said, “I’m a big supporter of Julian
Assange and Chelsea Manning. He is the most important journalist
in the world right now. We must demand his freedom.
   “I was down at the prison to show my solidarity with him,
shortly after he had been incarcerated. It brings shame on Great
Britain that we’ve treated this really important figure in the way in
which we have, when he was thrown out of the Ecuadorian
embassy. Frankly, he’s an ill man. I said at the time, he should
have been put in the back of an ambulance and given medical
treatment rather than being taken to a high-security prison.
   “Given the nature of the work he’s been involved with, he has
exposed the grotesque abuse of state power by Britain and the US,
we must get behind him and show our support for him. That is
why we need a socialist government under Jeremy Corbyn,
because there would be a very, very different approach to what we
are seeing under the present Tory administration.”
   Contrary to such assertions, the official speakers’ platform at the
Gala—headlined by Labour leader Corbyn—made no mention of
Assange. Union officials and MPs from Labour’s frontbench
instead used the occasion to promote calls for a Corbyn-led
government that would supposedly tame capitalism and usher in
socialism.
   Durham Miners Association President Alan Mardghum opened
the rally with calls for the “unity of the Labour Party,” a theme
taken up by most of the following speakers. This is under
conditions of escalating attacks by Labour’s right-wing against
Corbyn and his key backers—including a BBC “Panorama” hatchet
job alleging that the party is a hotbed of anti-Semitism. It is a
measure of the severity of the witch-hunt that Williamson, who
spoke from the platform at last year’s gala, was this year relegated
to the audience having been suspended from the party for a second
time over bogus anti-Semitism accusations. Neither Corbyn nor
any of the gala’s speakers came to Williamson’s defence.
   Keenly aware of growing social tensions, speakers attacked
“neoliberal” spending cuts by Tory governments since 2010,
ignoring Labour’s own role in office. Shadow Business Minister
Laura Pidcock declared, “The capitalist system is at the root of this
destruction” but was silent on the swingeing cuts being enforced
by Labour-run local authorities across the country.
   Attacking unnamed “forces within the Labour Party” for briefing
“external media outlets,” General Federation of Trade Unions
General Secretary Doug Nicholls made clear that “unity means the
unity of our country.” Labour’s foreign policy was “against being
ruled by the Pentagon, or economic policy by Brussels.” “National
self-determination is at the core of socialism,” he falsely claimed,
underscoring the nationalist and pro-capitalist politics of the
Labour Party and unions.
   Dave Ward of the Communication Workers Union called for a
“New Deal for Britain” as part of the pro-Brexit agenda of Trade
Unionists Against the EU. He paid lip-service to the class struggle,
which would supposedly materialise in an unspecified “form of
collective action” being prepared for May Day 2020.

   UNISON union head Dave Prentice tacked “left,” demanding
Trident nuclear submarines are scrapped and the money poured
into public services. He failed to mention that Corbyn had
committed to maintaining Britain’s “nuclear deterrent” in the
Labour Party’s 2018 election manifesto—one of his many
capitulations to the Blairites.
   Some of the day’s loudest applause followed National Union of
Teachers General Secretary Kevin Courtney’s denunciation of war
preparations against Iran. He presented Corbyn as anti-war. But
Corbyn resigned as Stop the War Coalition chair after he became
party leader, appointed a shadow cabinet of warmongers and
delivered a “free vote” to Labour MPs on Syria in 2016 that
resulted in RAF bombing raids.
   Unite union General Secretary Len McCluskey appealed to
growing disgust among workers towards the Brexit crisis, saying
there was “no solution via Remain or Leave.” He rejected “the
culture war” between both camps, calling for a “return to the class
struggle.” The political reality behind this correct demand is
McCluskey’s own role in systematically suppressing working
class opposition to austerity and war. In 2016, he called on trade
union members to back Remain in line with demands from
dominant sections of British industry and finance.
   McCluskey’s attack on Labour deputy leader Tom Watson was
cited prominently in media coverage of the Gala, “I have a simple
message for Tom Watson and his pals in the media: You should
f***ing well be ashamed of yourselves.” Yet it was McCluskey
and Corbyn who blocked calls for mandatory reselection of Labour
MPs at last year’s Labour Party conference, protecting hated
Blairites such as Watson.
   In his own address to the Gala, Corbyn said a Labour
government would investigate police violence during the 1984-85
miners’ strike and cited the persecution of the Shrewsbury pickets,
jailed in 1972 for industrial action the previous year. But the state
persecution of the world’s most famous journalist taking place in
the centre of London was not mentioned.
   He spoke of a “current debate” across Europe over austerity and
free-market policies, but was silent on the role of his political
collaborators in Syriza who have just been booted out of office for
imposing the EU’s austerity diktats against the working class in
Greece.
   Corbyn warned that the rise of the far-right as a “very, very
serious threat indeed” and won a standing ovation from his
colleagues on the platform for attacking anti-Semitism. His answer
was to call for cross-class “unity across the world” in a struggle he
claimed boiled down to “love versus racism.”
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