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Bye, Bye, Bedi!

Helen Goodway writes a marvellous account of Bedi as a libertarian Marxian who had the qualities of innocence, honesty and lack of vindictive judgement. If as Marx suggests, ‘Man makes his own history; but only in the circumstances that surround him’, what is most remarkable is that he managed to maintain these values when most of us on the left succumbed to some kind of sectarianism or backsliding that went against the values we set out to promote.

It was the best of times, 1967-79
We started well enough. Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote; ‘Bliss was it to be alive and to be young was very heaven’ to describe how he felt at the start of the French Revolution (1789). My generation were hippies in the middle of worldwide revolution. In 1968 students brought down De Gaulle in France, Jan Palak set fire to himself in defiance of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, Indian Railway Workers lead the largest strike in history, the Vietnam War rumbled on but the U.S.A. was not the unbeatable ‘Great Satan’. Apart from the Vietnamese people, the U.S. government faced a real anti-war movement including draft dodgers and the Weathermen at home and demonstrations like Grosvenor Square (March 17, 1969) abroad. Woodstock and campus sit-ins convinced us peaceful revolution was inevitable. Our revolution wouldn’t just be about wealth and power but also about attitudes. No more war!  Ban the Bomb! Down with Racism! Sexism! Homophobia!  We want the World, and we want it now! were our slogans All we had to do was legalise cannabis and form communes to organise a better society in the future. This was not just the dream of a few but common to a whole swathe of young people when I became a student at Bradford Tech in 1967, where I met Mo and Faiz. I can’t remember specifically meeting people, but over the years there was just a crowd of us who knew each other. Our friendships were social but became more political over the years. Even in 1968 racists were organising the Bradford Campaign to Stop Immigration and from 1974 until about 1982 the National Front was busy in Bradford. With this fascist organisation came more attacks, particularly on blacks, but also on gays, Trades Unionists and anybody else the fascists didn’t like, including me. In fighting back for what we considered justice we faced what we regarded as political arrests by the police. We organised campaigns to raise money and awareness for the defendants and we organised different ways to fight back.

We put our ideas of self-organisation into practice. Faizal Mehmood, Jani Rashid and Anne Thomson formed the print co-operative, Ujale, which in turn published a magazine of the same name and in which Bedi and Farooqi were heavily involved. Their premises were at the bottom of Hallfield Road. Next-door was the headquarters of the print union SOGAT (later the GPMU). At the top of Hallfield Road, virtually on Lumb Lane, were the premises of the Asian Youth Movement, (formed in 1976). Round the corner, on Westgate, was Textile Hall, home to Bradford Trades’ Union Council and Checkpoint, a base for the African Caribbean Community. Tenants’ workers and unemployed groups sprang up, including Bradford Black, the 1 in 12, Gay, Women’s and Lesbian groups. There was also strong independent organisation amongst the working-class, especially in the engineering industry. Bradford was strong in solidarity action with the miners, the Grunswick Workers and in defence of its own jobs at local factories, such as International Harvesters, Bairds, Metal Box, and Aire Valley Yarns. These informal networks over-lapped and lent support and solidarity to each other. In the late 1970s and early 80s, visiting Westgate and Hallfield Road might mean a meeting to organise the latest defence campaign, checking whether the leaflets were ready or going to Friday disco to Free Nelson Mandela. Often, at either Ujale or the AYM the TV would be on and a group of anywhere from 3 to 20 people would be having a chat. It is from these informal chats there, or sometimes in the local pubs, I best remember Bedi. Of course not every conversation was world shattering and sometimes there were fierce personal agendas. The subject was as likely to be the test match or local politics as the nature of human existence, and yet, throughout these discussions, particularly when Bedi was there, there was an attempt to rationalise and humanise the world and our place with-in it. We needed these discussions because circumstances were changing and thereby changing us.

‘And the worst of times’  (Dickens: Tale of Two Cities), 1979-1997 

The sociologist Babeuf poses the idea that groups react to changes in society in either a progressive or regressive manner. In the late 1960s and early 70s we had reacted to society in a progressive manner by becoming more open, supporting each other and coming up with new forms of organisation. The election of Thatcher in 1979 signalled a period in which we came under increased attack and responded by becoming more internalised. Privatisation wasn’t just an economic force that ripped industries and services out of social control and pitched them onto the capitalist market, it was also an ideology that forced people to put their own interests first. There were increasing numbers of deportations. Attacks on the Trades’ Unions and workers’ rights movements lead to massive job losses and cuts in public services. Nearly all the major engineering works in Bradford were closed, throwing thousands on to the dole. There are people who suggest that the more oppressed people are the more revolutionary they become. In my experience the truth is the opposite. It is not so easy to be a revolutionary if you’ve got kids to feed and have to earn your money working long hours in a sweatshop.

Whilst we had had a degree of success in the 1970s, nearly all our campaigns from 1979 were backward looking in the sense that we were trying to stop the movement and ourselves being pushed further back. In these circumstances, suggestions of conspiracy and the failure of other people on the left to understand what was going on became commonplace. Nearly every major alternative organisation on the left in Bradford either split or went under completely in the 1980s. The history of the Asian Youth Movement is documented elsewhere, but there was a major split between the founder members which became acrimonious. There were also acrimonious splits in the gay movement and between Bradford Black and Race Today. The independent rank and file trades’ union movements were simply swept away as the factories were closed or the services privatised. The ‘white left’ was not immune, with the purge of Militant and the disintegration of the Workers’ Revolutionary Party occurring. Nor were I and my comrades in the Bradford Branch of the Socialist Workers’ Party immune, being expelled en masse in 1982, the day after the Bradford 12 were found not guilty.

It is in these latte, desperate circumstances that Bedi continued to shine like a lamp in the dark. It does get hard being a revolutionary when everybody around you is falling out and disagreeing about the way forward. Believing in the fundamental capacity of ordinary people to transform society, when everybody is being trampled on and oppressed, is the mark of the true humanitarian. As we held our discussions in the 80s and 90s, many became cynical and drifted off to look after their own interests and careers. I did not, then, and do not now, condemn people for that. If you keep banging your head against a wall, sometimes it’s nice to have a break. But it does give you a measure of the man that Bedi was. He did not choose that path, and throughout all the discussions I never remember him saying a harsh word about anyone that did. It is a long time since we used to meet to chat and much has changed. However there is a mood and some organisation to try to get organised again. It is a pity that Bedi is not here to see it. 
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