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a labour of love? 
editorial of The Commune 

As the general election nears, millions are 
worried by the sweeping public sector cuts 
planned by all three main parties.  

Labour and the Tories’ plans are not the 
same. Gordon Brown’s government plan a 
more gradual process of cuts in public ser-
vice provision and jobs. 

However, the intention of this policy is to 
avoid stalling UK plc’s economic recovery 
by cutting the budget deficit too fast. It is 
not borne out of a desire to defend or pro-
mote free and high quality public services, 
still less the jobs of those working for them. 
Labour’s cuts will not seem too benign or 
‘gradual’ to the 20,000 council staff due to 
be made redundant this spring.  

Yet rather than organising resistance to this 
massive assault on working class living 
standards, which is already taking place, 
much of the official labour movement 
seems more concerned with re-electing the 
current, openly pro-business government.  

This is lucky for Brown, whose election 
fund is mostly union money. Thanks to their 
affiliation to Labour, in 2009 the Unite union 
ploughed £3.6 million into party coffers. 
The CWU, who represent under-attack 
postal workers, pay £1 million a year. 

There have been moves to break the union 
link: in a consultative ballot in September 
96% of London post workers voted to sus-
pend CWU funding of Labour. Yet still, in 
exchange for half-promises to members – 
and favours for would-be-MP union bureau-
crats (see page 5) – union leaders think 

turkeys should not only vote for Christmas, 
but also pay for the privilege. It would be 
more democratic for branches to be able to 
dispose of political funds and back candi-
dates as they choose. 

Unfortunately, many on the radical left who 
previously supported moves to stop union 
funding to Labour have now fallen silent on 
the issue, since they are supporting the 
government in the election.  

For example the Socialist Workers’ Party 
believe that re-electing the government will 
somehow increase workers’ confidence to 
fight back against the government’s plans. 
They have cast aside their analysis that 
Labour is ‘no longer’ a workers’ party. 

But they were right before: affiliation serves 
less as a means for workers to control or 

‘reclaim’  Labour, than it does as a means 
for the union leaders to control their mem-
bers by shackling our organisations to the 
government. This means the stifling of col-
lective action, not its politicisation. Indeed, 
the government will fight the election not 
only on a programme of ‘slower cuts’, but 
also continuing the imperialist war in Af-
ghanistan, and anti-immigrant rhetoric often 
even worse than that of the Tories.  

Labour may well appear as the ‘least worst’ 
choice at the general election. But if work-
ers are to avoid carrying the burden for the 
recession then we must break out of the 
cycle of supporting the lesser evil. Securing 
political and organisational independence 
for our movement is vital not only to resist 
the recession but to start forging the type of 
movement the working class needs.  
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english defence league march on parliament 
by Amanda Latimer 
On March 6th, the fascists marched on 
Parliament.  More disturbing than their ac-
tual presence or message, however, was 
the fact that someone let them in the front 
door. 

The English Defence League’s (EDL) 
march on Parliament was called with three 
days’ notice to welcome the visit of the far-
right Dutch politician Geert Wilders to the 
House of Lords.  Somewhere between the 
“free speech” placards carried by the 200 
or so EDL supporters, the predictable mire 
of nationalist and fascist salutes and 
equally predictable targets of their racism, 
was a feeling that, as one anti-fascist dem-
onstrator put it, “This shouldn’t be happen-
ing.”  The march flew in the face of a long-
standing rule that no one can march on 
Parliament whilst it is in session; a rule that 
was not simply broken by the EDL, but ac-
commodated by the State.  What kind of 
message does it send when a far-right 

group is not only given permission for such 
an extraordinary action, but when their right 
to “deliver their message” is accompanied 
by a police presence in the hundreds, also 
convened over three short days? 

It conveys several, actually.  First, that the 
police are more than willing to crack down 
on anti-fascist mobilisations to preserve the 
“democratic expression” of groups like the 
EDL.  Of the 50 or so arrests that day, most 
were made against anti-fascist demonstra-
tors as they were assembling in a nearby 
park, while dozens of others were loaded 
onto buses, taken to the proverbial “edge of 
town” and told to go home.  It’s hard not to 
conclude that the police were clearing the 
way for the fascists to deliver their hate-
filled message to Parliament in peace. 

Secondly, in the run-up to the elections, the 
Labour Party and its ideologues have de-
clared open season on immigrant workers, 
regardless of their status or degree of 
“belonging” to Britain.  Gordon Brown’s 
2007 opportunistic call for “British jobs for 

British workers” will likely figure prominently 
in Labour’s approach to the crisis at elec-
tion time, insofar as the consensus 
amongst even mainstream economists is 
that the real recession is only beginning.   

Less than a week previous to the EDL 
march, Polly Toynbee published a Labour 
mea culpa in the Guardian (see ‘Our bor-
ders are porous’, 27th February) in which 
she admitted that the Labour Party’s unwill-
ingness to deal seriously with immigration 
has left England “vulnerable” to an on-
slaught of low-skilled foreign workers (of 
various hues) for over a decade.  This is in 
stark contrast to the reality of thousands of 
precarious immigrant and native workers in 
England who are having the brunt of the 
crisis dumped on their shoulders.  While 
banks saw record profits and bonuses last 
year, thousands were losing work and thou-
sands more losing ground in the fight for 
fair compensation and, as  explained on 
page 6, the very right to unionise. 

continues on page 3 >> 

our movement mustn’t pay for gordon brown’s crisis: cut the labour link 

strong 
pickets in 
two-day 
pcs strike 
by Steve Ryan 
Wrexham PCS 

Despite the usual bosses’ claims to the 
contrary the PCS two-day strike on 8th-9th 
March looks to have been solid and suc-
cessful. Some 250,000 workers took part in 
the action. 

Offices were closed and services disrupted 
all over the UK. Significant also was the 
size of the picket lines, full of ordinary work-
ers not just the usual activists. This clearly 
unsettled the bosses as many lines were 
challenged – with no success! The mood 
was very determined and angry. 

Its now game on  as PCS national execu-
tive await a response from government, 
who are now having to think about the ef-
fect of the strike, not just in its effect on 
services, but the fact that many members of 
the unions who caved in over the compen-
sation scheme are clamouring to join PCS, 
seen as a union that will defend members’ 
interests. This can spread. Public support 
was good, as was media attention. Support 
from other unions was excellent , and from 
organisations such as the National Shop 
Stewards Network. 

If Labour decides to stick it out then a politi-
cal game will be played with the election 
coming. However this will need to be built 
on industrially. There is now an national 
overtime ban, which will help expose cuts in 
service. Rather than more strikes straight 
away there should be a series of rolling 
actions hitting vunerable targets in a range 
of departments and agencies. Anathema 
though it is to the NEC, a levy may be 
needed to back up what could be a long 
period of action. 

Strike committees need to be formed. 

In the meantime communists should be 
building on the emerging rank and file links 
that are being forged to push for wider and 
deeper action and to be ready when (it 
won’t be ‘if’) other workers come into the 
struggle against the cuts. 

Links should be made with those already 
fighting back elsewhere, such as in Greece 

Most importantly now is a good time to en-
gage the political arguments about why 
these cuts happen, and what the real solu-
tion is: workers’ self management and com-
munism from below. 

martial law: the labour party shamelessly champion british imperialism 
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turbulent times 

for public sector 
by David Huckerby 

According to research by the Independent newspaper, 
20,000 council workers throughout England, Scotland and 
Wales face redundancy as forward planning for drastic gov-
ernment cuts take effect. Whatever the outcome of the gen-
eral election the public sector will face austerity job cuts, 
cuts in services and attacks on terms and conditions.  

Sheffield Council is one of local authorities identified where 
jobs are threatened. The director of Sheffield Homes, the 
council’s housing service has raised the spectre of at least 
forty job cuts in the financial year 2010/11 with more to fol-
low. Over two hundred jobs have been lost in housing in the 
last few years. A recruitment freeze has been in place for 
some time. The council is the largest employer in the city so 
local unemployment is rising. 

But if the planning for job cuts is coming from the New La-
bour government, so are the tactics for dealing with the 
unions. The regional and local officials of the GMB and and 
UNISON were told by the director of Sheffield Homes that 
the modern way to consult was a management online sur-
vey of staff. This completely bypassed the machinery of 
consultation and negotiation procedure with the trade un-
ions, which is a legal requirement. It was not surprising then 
that the UNISON area officer backed up a housing stew-
ard’s call for a mass meeting, which had faced some hesita-
tion and doubts. 

The mass meeting was called as a joint meeting with all the 
unions UNITE, UNISON and GMB. This had its strong side 
in terms of a chance for a collective expression of opposi-
tion to cuts right across the union divide, but because it was 
outside the constitutional structure of each individual union 
no motion could be taken on action. About half of Sheffield 
Homes’ staff  – of a little over 1,000 – turned out for the 
lunchtime meeting in the Grand City Hall meeting room, and 
more came to the early evening meeting. 

A local GMB official saw the meeting as a meeting where 
members would listen to the regional officers and then go 
back to work. He told the meeting how privileged they were 
to have the presence of the regional officers. Once the un-
ion leaders had spoken, he tried to gag the meeting by in-
sisting there could be no speeches,only brief questions. He 
also kept stating that if anyone wanted to go back to work 
they could. No one accepted his invitation. The housing 
steward whose motion had initiated the motion then defied 
the restriction on speeches by making a speech emphasis-
ing collective strengh in numbers as opposed to the lack of 
influence and clout of individuals in the online survey: basic 
trade union points. 

Once the meeting warmed up the mood became surpris-
ingly militant. It took a while for the mood to develop since 
most people were not used to union meetings since very 
few are called. But this mood will be sqaundered if the indi-
vidual unions do not follow up with further meeting focused 
on action.  

Any feeling for action will come up against ballots and the 
long drawn out frustration of that process that usually takes 
the bureaucracy many weeks to organise even if they do 
not deliberately block attempts at strike action. Moreover, 
any attempts at strike action are undermined by the privati-
sation of key services such as Housing Benefits (run by 
Capita). 

The latest position is that senior management – the twelve 
people who earn more than £50,000 a year – are now 
“redesigning” the service. This is not good news for council 
tenants or the thousands of people registered with the 
council looking for affordable rented housing. 

by Tali Janner-Klausner 

This academic year, an ever-increasing number of stu-
dents are seeing budget cuts at their university translate 
into sacked staff and lecturers, cutbacks of university sup-
port services such as counseling, whole departments 
threatened with closure and the like.  

However with this has come a burgeoning anti-cuts move-
ment across the country, with many new campaigns set 
up on individual campuses.  

Some campaigns have taken the stance that their depart-
ment should be saved at the expense of another, but 
many others have been imaginative, militant and oriented 
towards working with staff.  

Many students are taking political action for the first time 
and have a lot to gain, both practically and in terms of 
their own perspectives on the situation, from coordinating 
with others. Meanwhile the threat of higher tuition fees 
looms just past the general election.   

In response to this, the National Convention Against Fees 
and Cuts was held in early February at University College 
London. 150-odd students from universities, colleges and 
schools throughout the country came and attended work-
shops on practical issues like working with trade unions 
on and off campus, as well as theoretical discussions 
such as what sort of education do we want.  

Regional networks were set up and in the final session, 
the conference voted to form the National Campaign 
Against Fees and Cuts (NCAFC) and call for a wave of 
action on campuses, starting from 1st March. 

This has got off to a great start, especially considering the 
stagnation of the British student movement in the past two 
decades and the burden of a right wing NUS that no 
longer even calls for free education. Just two days after 
the Convention, over 100 students at Sussex University, 
which is facing a catastrophic £8 million in budget cuts 
over the next two academic years, occupied the confer-
ence room at their campus and held it for two days.  

Soon after, a mass meeting of students, lecturers and 
staff at Westminster University voted no confidence in 
their Vice-Chancellor, with the prospect of 190 academic 
and 90 administrative job losses while management sala-
ries have gone up at an average of 25%.  

A week and a half later, a protest against cuts stormed 
the governors meeting and proceeded to take over the 
Vice Chancellor's office, and then occupied main manage-
ment and administration rooms of the university for three 
days, supported by Westminster UCU. Leeds University's 
anti-cuts campaign joined UCU members at a demonstra-
tion against cuts. Powerful, quick bursts of action such as 
these that challenge the very idea of who controls the 
university have started to frighten university manage-
ments.  

At the University of East Anglia a well-attended protest on 
March 3rd  was accompanied by a heavy police presence, 
disgracefully called in by the university management.  

On the same day, a large protest and sit-in was held at 
UCL and the Sussex UCU branch voted overwhelmingly 
to take strike action later in the month. There was also a 
brief occupation the university, which was met with dis-
graceful police violence – riot police with dogs and pepper 
spray attacked the protesters and picked off individuals. 
Following this, six students were suspended for thirty 
days and threatened with expulsion, and a High Court 
Injunction was granted to the Vice Chancellor prohibiting 
protest on campus!  

These are the actions of a management that is running 
scared, trying to make an example of a few students so 
as to intimidate many. In fact, this unjust reaction has 
galvanized students at Sussex, who have begun a cam-
paign of photographing hundreds of students holding 
signs declaring “I occupied Sussex House”.  

There was also a well attended teach-in held at Kings 
College London, organized by the No Cuts at Kings cam-
paign and the UCU left and SWP lead London Education 
Activists Network. It was noted at the conference that 
restricting all managerial salaries at Kings to £100,000, 
about four times the national average wage, would save 
£9 million, while the proposed cuts  would  see the back 
of 10% of staff and the closure of at least one department. 
This is a familiar story for many universities.   

Citing the Treasury's apparent need to claw back money 
from public services due to the recession, Peter Mandel-
son has announced a reduction of £449million in overall 
higher education spending this year alone, with worse 
likely to come whoever wins the election this spring.  

The fact that higher education now comes under Lord 
Mandelson's remit as Secretary of State for Business, 
Innovation and Skills is one of many indicators that these 
cuts are part of a wider trend of sweeping neoliberal 
“reforms”, to subordinate education to the needs of busi-
ness and capital. Schemes such as the National Student 
Survey champion the notion that students are consumers. 

By this logic, tuition fees are a necessary part of the trans-
action, as is the increasing proliferation of managerial 
hierarchies modeled on the business world, at the ex-
pense of academic freedom and teaching quality. The 
priorities of the government are clear – the number of 
managers at universities has risen over three times as 
fast as academics since 20032. Universities UK, the in-
sidious organisation of British Vice-Chancellors, defended 
this by saying that universities have a broader role these 
days, which included “forging much closer links with busi-
ness”.   

But the NCAFC and many others are fighting for universi-
ties that are about students themselves, and the value of 
education for its own sake. Meanwhile more actions are 
planned in the near future, nationally and on individual 
campuses, and the UCU is gearing up for a coordinated 
strike day on 29th April. We have a long way to go, but 
the fightback against cuts in Britain can start to consider 
itself a force to be reckoned with.    

student anti-cuts movement 

has managers running scared 

sheffield homes workers are on the sharp end of 
sweeping cuts in local authority budgets 

on march 11th 300 students at sussex occupied 
in defiance of a court injunction  

some upcoming events 
� Education Activists' Network meeting – Tuesday 

16th March, 6.30pm at Strand campus of KCL. Room 

TBC. 

� Planned strike action at Sussex and Leeds universi-
ties and support – Thursday 18th March 

� UCU “defend jobs, defend education!” demonstra-

tion – 20th March, meet 12pm at KCL Strand Campus 

for march to Downing Street 

� London and Southern regions Campaign Against 

Fees and Cuts meeting – Wednesday 24th March, 

6pm at SOAS. Room TBC 

� Planned UCU coordinated strike action day – 29th 

April 

� For more info on the national campaign visit  

http://conventionagainstfeesandcuts.wordpress.com  
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>> continued from page 1 

Meanwhile, Gordon Brown’s government did nothing to 
address the core causes of the crisis.  The banks were re-
warded instead and now, in light of the May election, are on 
the offensive to ensure that no incumbent government re-
visits the option of introducing real changes to the way the 
county regulates financial and investment flows in this coun-
try. 

Nonetheless, the Toynbee piece, placing the blame for the 
crisis on the backs of immigrants, garnered over 500 re-
sponses on the Guardian website overnight (the tally is now 
in the mid-700s), shockingly, most in enthusiastic agree-
ment. 

On the one hand, it was significant that the Westminster 
“invite” to the fascists was handed down from the elite 
House of Lords rather than the Commons where, for the 
time being, they have no representation.  On the other, it 
was disgraceful that only one member from the lower house 
(Jeremy Corbyn) joined protesters on the street or, indeed, 

fought to maintain the ban on Wilders’ visit to Parliament on 
the house floor.  That silence can only be interpreted as the 
major parties’ use of the mantle of liberal democracy to for-
ward an ultimately racist and anti-working class agenda.   

In doing so (third message), Labour and its sister parties to 
the right have issued a strong declaration, not simply that 
there is no answer to the current economic crisis, but that 
there will be no answer to the crisis beyond the status quo.  
But they will have us at each others’ throats. It’s time to pull 
the mask off the EDL and the BNP and reveal who is really 
benefiting from their message. 

And what was our message?  Protesters assembled under 
the United Against Fascism banner declared just that – 
unity across communities and across the working class.  
And kudos to the organizers on their ability to get 300 pro-
testers on the street on short order.  But 300 protesters (or 
the 150 that were left after the police broke up the contin-
gent) are far too few to say “Never again!”  

As Polly has rightly noticed, England is not the same place 

it was the last time the right played the race card to scuttle 
working class unity.  It is now home to second, third and 
onward communities of visible minorities, many of whom 
have come from countries robbed of a future by the activi-
ties of European multinationals and reckless, anti-social 
capital flows, and the wars fought to protect them.  It is also 
home to communities of workers new and old which are 
now under systemic and systematic attack, often with these 
very same multinationals, capital flows and state flag-
bearers for capital leading the charge.  This should be a 
point of unity.   

We need to take stock of what happened in the 1980s, to 
deal with its legacy and admit honestly where mistakes 
were made, and move forward.  We need to find a way to 
fight racism and fascism hand in hand.  Amongst other 
things, we need to build and support a front of young immi-
grant and British-born to tell the EDL, Polly Toynbee and 
those of their ilk that they do not ask for permission to call 
themselves British, and that they are willing to engage in 
the battle to define this country. 

by Sharon Borthwick 

“So lets put a stop to defeatism, and put a stop too to all 
those sermons about Victorian values. The Labour Move-
ment – the Labour Party and the Trade Unions acting to-
gether, came into being, as one of our poets, Idris Davies, 
said, to end ‘the long Victorian night.’ It was a fight to intro-
duce civilised standards into the world of ruthless, devil-
take-the-hindmost individualism.”  

So went a part of Michael Foot’s 1983 Labour manifesto, 
the so called, “longest suicide note in history”. And with 
Michael Foot’s death dies too the idea of socialism brought 
about via parliamentary means. The current ‘Labour’ gov-
ernment would hardly even dream of using terms such as a 
labour movement, ever favouring the concerns of big busi-
ness. New Labour is just that – New Business.  

I wonder, are New Business quoting poets in their manifes-
tos of late? It’s a ripe and hideous testament that during the 
perfidious press campaign against MF, ‘old bibliophile’ was 
deemed a term of abuse. Michael Foot had seeped himself 
in literature throughout his long life: Byron, Shelley, Hazlitt, 
Swift and Burke among his particular favourites. It was this 
book learning that made him into such an admired orator. 
“The only man I ever knew who could make a curse sound 
like a caress”, Aneurin Bevan said of him.  

Indeed, he would have been a formidable foe if the 1983 
battle had been fought on sound grounds. Margaret 
Thatcher had refused to debate openly with him, knowing 
full well her intellectual inferiority. But the Murdoch consor-
tium feigned concern with his lack of interest in fashion. Of 
course, he was sunk even before that campaign began both 
by the SDP-Liberal alliance, and by the very substantial rise 
in Margaret Thatcher’s popularity as a result of the Falk-

lands conflict – a situation he himself had further enabled by 
his voluble support of the war, ultimately exposing himself 
as being on the side of British Imperialism.  He resigned as 
leader soon after the notorious defeat.  

Michael Foot was from a privileged background, going from 
prep school to the Quaker public school, Leighton Park 
(known as the Quaker Eton) and thence unto Oxford where 
he read philosophy, politics and economics. He became a 
Labour man as soon as he saw the true conditions of the 
working class in the thirties whilst working in Liverpool. In 
1940 he co-wrote Guilty Men under the pseudonym, Cato. 
The book exposed the then Conservative government for 
their willingness to appease Nazism.  

Foot, in spite of his CND credentials, being one of its found-
ing members, was not a pacifist. He denounced fascism 
wherever he saw it, whether in Franco’s Spain or Stalin’s 
Russia, (making a nonsense of the Sunday Times allega-
tions in 1995 that he was Russia’s Agent Boot). But when in 
1933, the multilateral disarmament talks broke down he 
begun a lifelong fight for Britain’s unilateral disarmament.  

However, this history is much compromised by his support 
of the right wing, NATO-trumpeting Dennis Healey as dep-
uty leader over Tony Benn. This bowing down to the right 
may well have written the blueprint for New Labour and 
created a pathway  for Neil Kinnock from where the rot be-
gan. In fact, the multi-millionaire Kinnock recalled on Radio 
4 Michael Foot citing the biblical story where King Solomon 
resolved a dispute over which one of two women is the 
mother of a baby by offering to split the child in half: “we 
would rather the right had the baby than lose the baby.”  

As employment secretary he succeeded in gaining some 
concessions for the unions but under the condition of wage 

restraints. Most of these concessions were then thrown out 
by Thatcher, only ACAS and health and safety laws remain-
ing. He was principled throughout – twice turning down gov-
ernment positions over matters of increased defence budg-
ets, opposing his government’s (under Wilson) moves to 
restrict immigration and against the invasions of Egypt 
(Suez Crisis), Vietnam and Iraq. He did however, support 
NATO in the Balkan’s war. In 1995 Foot and his wife, Jill 
Craigie, used their own money to make a film about atroci-
ties committed under Slobodan Milosevic.  

In conclusion, Michael Foot was no revolutionary and was 
not capable of conceiving means in which to operate out-
side the constraints of the state. Perhaps, after all, the 
speeches were mere learned bluster, bought of a privileged 
education. But in their time they were inspiration. It is im-
possible to imagine any Labour minister today saying as 
Foot did in the 1983 campaign: "We are not here in this 
world to find elegant solutions, pregnant with initiative, or to 
serve the ways and modes of profitable progress. No, we 
are here to provide for all those who are weaker and hun-
grier, more battered and crippled than ourselves.” 

"That is our only certain good and great purpose on Earth, 
and if you ask me about those insoluble economic problems 
that may arise if the top is deprived of their initiative, I would 
answer 'To hell with them.' The top is greedy and mean and 
will always find a way to take care of themselves. They al-
ways do."  

The pity was that he  conceived “the top” still there on high 
stealing obscenely large cuts at the expense of the more 
battered and crippled (the workers) under capitalism. His 
socialism in this respect was merely a search for protection 
under capitalism. 

by Adam Ford 

In 1993, two year old James Bulger from Kirkby near 
Liverpool was abducted, tortured and murdered by two ten 
year olds, Robert Thompson and Jon Venables. The horrific 
case provoked understandable revulsion from the public. 

Politicians gleefully seized on it to further their own 
agendas. Then Shadow Home Secretary Tony Blair 
promised that a Labour government would be "tough on 
crime, tough on the causes of crime", marking the beginning 
of New Labour's attempts to outflank the Conservatives to 
the right on 'law and order', which had long been 
considered the Tory Party's own territory. John Major 
responded by declaring that Britain should "condemn a little 
more, and understand a little less".  

Perhaps for Merseysiders in particular, our horror was not 
at the killing itself, but that we now lived in a society that 
could produce such 'monsters' (as they were routinely 
labelled by the media). I was only ten – the same as 
Thompson and Venables – but I remember that my mum 
still warned me to be "extra careful" on the streets. Fear 
stalked the land. 

Eighteen years later, and Venables is in the news again, 
because he is back in prison accused of an undisclosed 
crime, and the government is refusing to reveal his new 
identity. The tabloid press is engaged in a kind of race to 
the bottom of the profitable hypocrisy pit, whipping up 

hatred of the twenty-seven year old for what he did as a 
child, whilst cheering on "our boys" as they slaughter their 
way through Afghanistan. At the time of writing, emails and 
texts are flying around, claiming to 'out' Venables, while the 
'I HOPE JON VENABLES GETS TORTURED IN PRISON 
THIS TIME ROUND!' Facebook group had more than ten 
thousand members. 

In the face of such a right-wing tidal wave, it can be very 
difficult for communists to make an intervention, even in 
conversation with friends and co-workers who are of the 
'hanging is too good for him' mentality. Many people are 
very passionate about this issue, and to disagree with them 
on a reasonable basis can be confused for siding with child 
abuse. 

But is not 'making excuses' to point out that they grew up in 
a city that was bearing the brunt of Thatcher's offensive 
against the working class. This put enormous strain on 
many poor families. Jon Venables' parents were separated. 
His brother and sister attended special needs schools, and 
his mother suffered psychiatric problems. After his parents' 
separation, Jon reportedly became isolated and attention-
seeking. At school he would regularly bang his head on 
walls or slash himself with scissors. Apparently none of this 
was treated, and the state's first major intervention into 
Venables' life was to lock him away. 

Here, the objection will be raised that similar things could be 
said about many young children, and yet they don't commit 

murder. Again, this is an attempt to derail the argument by 
setting up a 'straw man' – a misrepresentation of an 
opponent's position. Of course, by themselves, such 
circumstances don't automatically produce such 
dramatically anti-social behaviour, but they greatly increase 
the risk of it, as well as all sorts of negative life outcomes.  

Despite the sadism and confusion vented in online forums 
(a classic on the Daily Mail website reads "We should have 
hung them when they were ten. Killing children is wrong 
and should be punished by death."), it could certainly be 
argued that this depth of feeling comes from 'a good place'. 
People generally don't want horrible things to happen to 
children, and they want 'something' to be done to stop it. 
With their 'war on terror' and their full-to-bursting prisons, 
the rich and powerful have created a climate where sadistic 
brutality is promoted as a cure for sadistic brutality. This is 
of a piece with their neoliberal reforms of the last thirty-five 
years, and the postmodern death of 'why?' as a legitimate 
socio-political question. 

The reversal of this has to be a priority for a new workers' 
movement. We need to put the case for understanding 
society much more, and condemning individuals a lot less. 
We need to make clear that this is certainly not the same as 
believing that atrocities are okay, because that is the 
counter-argument that representatives of the ruling class 
will throw at us, even as they wade through blood. 

the commune 
the lynch mob and our ‘broken society’ 

michael foot : ‘not here to find elegant solutions’ 

the fascist threat and establishment racism 
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�On 4th March thousands of workers and students across 

California took action in protest against budget cuts, lay-

offs and fee hikes caused by the state’s financial crisis. This 

article from Indybay was written after 157 people were ar-

rested for occupying the I-880 motorway. 

“Why the hell did you get on that highway?” asked the cops, 
our cell mates, our coworkers, our classmates. There are 
many responses that could be given that have been out-
lined by banners, occupation demands, student leaders, or 
budget statistics, but none of them really connect to why 
one would take over a highway. Obviously there are no 
libraries on a highway. The funding for schools isn't going to 
be found on any one of those lanes of oncoming traffic. 
And, in fact, a lot of people who were arrested on the high-
way were not students or teachers. This is because the 
highway takeover is an action against a power structure 
that is much larger than this year's budget crisis.  

That morning we awakened to newspaper headlines stating 
the governor's support for sanctioned student protests. We 
weren't the least bit impressed by this patronising rhetoric. 
Our motivations for walking up that on ramp to 880 were far 
deeper and broader than some piddly demand for a return 
of the same: an education system that has for a long time 
been the bedrock to our highly divided class system in the 
United States.  

The myth that change will come to this society by poor peo-
ple reaching middle class status through the university 
makes no sense; a school degree does not impact the con-
dition of the neighborhoods and families we come from. It 
should also now be clear to everyone that ritualized demon-
strations that fail to break out of the normal functioning of 
society represent nothing more than the further consolida-
tion of state power.  

What fails to concretely disrupt the system ultimately 
strengthens it. We know that if we “win” funding from Gov-
ernor Schwarzenegger this is no victory, but a diversion of 
funds from one group of already-struggling people to pacify 
another, without changing shit. For example, plans are in 
the works that will take money from the health care of pris-
oners in order to fatten university administrators' pockets. 
We refuse to accept a shallow bribe that places “our” inter-
ests in competition with those of our potential comrades.  

It was our experience on the highway that made the ques-
tion of who our allies and adversaries are infinitely clear. As 
we ran up the on-ramp behind hand-held flares declaring 
our occupation of the freeway, inmates in the adjacent jail 
pounded on their cell windows in excitement. Later, after 
the police beatings, as we sat in cuffs on the other side of 
the freeway, yuppies held a sign in the windows of their 
condominiums reading “Fuck U Protesters,” as commuters 
who were stuck in traffic honked and cheered for us.  

For a few hours we substantially disrupted commerce; ship-
ments of products were delayed and crowds at local shop-
ping malls dwindled. On the day-to-day we don't, in any 
tangible way, have any sway over the systems that rule our 
lives. We had many slogans and ideas in each of our indi-
vidual brains from all the speeches and banners having to 
do with fee hikes, demands to Sacramento, blah blah. But 
underneath all of our different reasons we could formulate 
for media quotes and skeptical friends was a desire to exer-
cise some sort of power over a system that we really have 
no control over.  

For those of us who are not students, those who labour in 
the service industry, who live precariously on welfare bene-
fits, who share overcrowded rooms, who can't pay the rent 
and are months behind on the utilities, for those of us who 
are told everyday that we are nothing, taking over the high-
way was an assertion of our collective power.  

It is unlikely that anything we have ever done has had as 
great an effect on our surroundings. The sight of miles of 
traffic brought to a standstill was an indication of a true, if 
fleeting, glimpse of the havoc we are capable of.  

As has been echoed many times since the fall of 2008, we 
are not making this shit up: We Are The Crisis.  

Each action brings another inspiration and another lesson. 
The highway takeover was not perfect by any stretch of the 
imagination. We sat in our jail cells shaking our heads ask-
ing ourselves and others why we decided to march on the 
880. Some of us felt pressure to connect the action to the 
education budget crisis. Some of us felt like it was a huge 
tactical error to enter onto a freeway overpass without es-
cape routes. But somehow, despite these apprehensions 
and valid concerns, we decided to go anyway.  

This is a message to affirm and congratulate that instinct 
that forced our feet forward to shut down a major artery of 
the bay area.  

Next time we will strike when it is even more unexpected; 
when the state is not prepared. We will choose terrain that 
is to our tactical advantage and not allow ourselves to be so 
caught up in symbolic locations. We will continue to wait 
long hours outside of jail houses and in courtrooms for each 
other. In each action we take we gain confidence in the 
power we have together. Soon we will be unfuckwithable.  

During a police charge on the 880, 15 year-old Francois 
Zimany fell from the 25 foot high overpass, sustaining frac-
tures to his skull, pelvis, and wrist. Initial reports suggested 
that he was pushed by police officers, newer information 
indicates that he most likely fell trying to escape arrest. In 
either situation, we hold the Oakland Police Department 
responsible for his injuries. Francois, we don't know you, 
but we love you. We are comrades for life.   

dawn of the crisis generation 

by David Broder 

On 24th February a general strike brought Greece’s planes, 
trains and buses to a standstill; left schools quiet and gov-
ernment offices empty; and brought thousands of raucous 
demonstrators into the streets of Athens.  

Not only was this the second nationwide strike against the 
budget cuts plan in two weeks, but also marked continued 
defiance against the new social-democratic PASOK govern-
ment, just over a year after the December 2008 struggle 
against the right-wing New Democracy administration. 

That movement saw a wave of occupations of public build-
ings, including universities, town halls and libraries, but also 
the Athens offices of the GSEE trade union federation, 
which kept a clear distance from the protests. They were 
unwilling to ‘touch’ such a radical struggle, and indeed can-
celled demonstrations against the New Year state budget in 
case they were diverted. 

This February, however, the Greek government proposed 
swingeing cuts to reduce their deficit by 4% per year and 

the unions have had no choice but to mobilise. The GSEE 
and ADEDY federations both called for a one-day strike, 
including two million workers of both public and private sec-
tors. Nonetheless, some of the media over here charmingly 
focussed on the effects on British holiday-makers, custom-
ers dissatisfied with that giant tourist destination, Greece. 

This was not just a stay-at-home strike. 40,000 demon-
strated in Athens and thousands more in towns and cities 
across Greece. Young people are particularly at risk in a 
country where unemployment stands at 10%, and there 
were also clashes between young protestors and riot police. 
Restaurants, shops and banks were smashed up – or, in 
the photo below, walled in: 

The ‘deep cuts’ agenda is not a specifically Greek phe-
nomenon, with the governments of the so-called 
‘PIIGS’ (Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece and Spain), mid-
ranking EU states running up huge deficits, all under pres-
sure from the EU to cut their budgets – and thus targeting 
working class living standards. Of course Britain too faces 
either ‘Tory cuts’, good-old-fashioned ‘Labour cuts’, or 
rather less likely Lib Dem ’savage cuts’. 

As we went to press on March 11th a further general strike 
was underway. but a series of national one-day strikes does 
not look like a strategy to stop the government. After all, 
while tolerating occasional demonstrations the state will not 
shrink from invoking anti-union laws and using riot cops to 
suppress the most ‘threatening’ wing of the move-
ment. Before the general strike, an indefinite stoppage by 
3,200 customs workers saw Greece’s petrol pumps run dry 
for five days, such that the courts intervened to rule the 
action ‘excessive’. The union put an end to the strike, even 
though they could have been given even greater strength 
by the national strike action. 

The BBC commented: “The march was three times bigger 
than one held two weeks ago during the last 24-hour stop-
page, our correspondent adds, but given that two million 
people were supposedly on strike, it was hardly the start of 
a revolution.” Indeed a one-day general strike will not bring 
down capitalism. But in Greece protestors in the streets; 
youth fighting the police a year ago and today; and those 
working-class people keeping the cars off the roads and the 
planes on the ground; have shown a fine example of how to 
resist the recession. 

recession bites 
in united states 
 

by Dennis Marcucci 
from Philadelphia 

Worse than expected economic reports and job cut an-
nouncements show that the prospects for working people in 
the USA and around the world are going to worsen. After 
all, most of the world is capitalist, and most of the world is 
poor. So what does that tell you about this canker sore of 
an economic system?  

Wall Street economists had said that unemployment claims 
would fall below 450,000. They were wrong. There was 
only a slight decrease to 470,000. Any reports have to be 
viewed with suspicion: what is not being reported is (i) 
workers who exhausted their benefits and are now off the 
rolls and are viewed as employed; (ii) workers who were 
collecting benefits and found part time minimum wage em-
ployment; and (iii) workers working temp jobs or contract 
work. 

Once the work under contract has been fulfilled, they are 
either unemployed of they go on to the next contracted job. 
The temp jobs mentioned have no benefits, no social secu-
rity, no health insurance, no unemployment benefits and no 
rights to compensation. So if you are hurt on the job, or you 
can’t find another temp position, you’re on your own. 

The poor weekly jobless claims come on the heels of a 
series of mass layoff announcements. Telecommunications 
giant, Verizon said that it would cut about 13,000 jobs over 
the course of 2010 because it is scaling back its landline 
phone service. Wal-Mart said it would cut 11,000 jobs at its 
Sams Club subsidiary. Pharmaceutical giant Johnson & 
Johnson announced it would cut 8,000 jobs over the year. 
UK based Pharmaceutical firm AstraZenica said it would 
cut 8,000 jobs from its global workforce. 

Macy’s department store will cut 1,500 jobs by March 4th 
and will close 5 stores, laying off 307. Home improvement 
giant Home Depot will soon layoff 1,000 at their Atlanta-
based headquarters. Computer magnate Larry Ellison said 
after his firm Oracle takes over Sun Microsystems, some 
employees will become redundant, which will result in 2,000 
sackings. Smithfield foods will close its Sioux City plant 
resulting in 1,500 layoffs. Tyson Foods will remove 500 jobs 
when it closes its Council Bluffs plant. And Time Warner will 
cut 350 jobs from its national division management arm in 
Denver. 

What capitalists don’t understand, since it is an unplanned 
economy, is that each business depends on every other 
business’s employees as potential customers. When one 
company decides to get “lean and mean” and layoff work-
ers to boost profits, those layoffs affect every business in 
the surrounding area. This happened when GM laid off 
30,000 workers and closed 11 plants. 

This caused the domino effect. Furniture stores, clothing 
stores, grocery stores and even a hospital all closed down, 
which caused all of the employees working for the latter to 
lose their jobs. 

Until workers see this system and life within it as not being 
a natural, healthy way to live, and unless workers adopt a 
new way of thinking and create its self-expression within 
the old system, things will get much worse. 

the fightback in greece: lightning strikes twice 
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by Gregor Gall 

The longstanding cross party consensus on cooperatives 
has taken a nasty turn. Traditionally, all the main parties 
have all supported – albeit a token way – the ideas of coop-
eratives. 

For ‘old’, social democratic Labour, this has been about 
supporting workers and extending industrial democracy. 
Here the notion was that workers should be supported 
when they try to buck the outcomes of the market, even if 
cooperatives were a far from perfect means to do so. 

For the Tories, workers’ cooperatives have always been 
more about workers being entrepreneurs and capitalists. 
They hoped that capitalism could be given a smattering of a 
people’s property-owning  democracy – as in the way that 
they trumpeted share ownership as creating a form of peo-
ple’s capitalism back in the 1980s because of privatisation. 

But now both Labour and Tories have happened upon this 
forgotten idea and turned it into something quite different. 
No longer are they talking about coops in the private sector 
but coops in the public sector. 

Faced with a desperately fought forthcoming election, the 
discrediting of the neo-liberalism consensus and the desire 
to further reduce the size of the public sector, both main 
parties have decided that workers’ cooperatives can be 
used as a clever way to further dismantle the public ser-
vices. 

This is a game of smoke and mirrors.  Give workers what 
seems like control over their jobs and the services they pro-
vide but only allow them to do so where they have to oper-
ate under market conditions. 

Guess which bit will have more influence on the other bit? 
Yes, the market will influence the coops far more than the 
coops will ever influence the market. 

So these coops will be in competition with each other for 
resources and customers – yes, users of services will still 
be called ‘customers’.  

And with competition, the benefits of cooperation and coor-
dination will be lost. 

But there is much more that is worse about this vision of a 
brave new world for our public services. 

One the one hand, the workers of these coops will get the 
blame for making the difficult decisions that will affect our 
services in times of reduced funding. This will shift the 
blame away from the party in government and the economic 
system that we live under. 

On the other hand, the element of popular control over our 
services that we currently have will be drastically reduced. 
These coops will be able to empire build and protect their 
vested interests. 

Here, the real and present danger will be that they put their 
interests before those of the public they are supposed to 
serve. 

So upon the launch of the Tories’ new fangled coops policy, 
Unison was correct to say ‘don’t be fooled by the Tories 
conversion to co-operatives ... This is just another Tory 
Party plan to break up public services, plunge them into 
confusion and then let the private sector pick over their 
bones’.   

And so UNITE was just as right to point out that ‘David 
Cameron is using the language of socialism to mask the 
break-up of public services. He is mangling the English lan-
guage to advance his anti-state ideology’.  

The GMB pitched in with this is ‘the wrong idea at the wrong 
time’, questioning the supposed democracy and account-
ability created, and suggesting the idea was ‘just a political 
gimmick’. 

But in the heat of an election period, let’s not be so naive 
here that we think if we just reject the Tories’ policy that 
everything will be alright. 

Labour’s plans are no better. Labour may favour a model 
based on an imitation of the John Lewis partnership.  But 
this will produce the same results as the Tories’ plan, give 
or take a minor detail or two. 

by Chris Ford 

There is a long history of British trade union leaders becom-
ing Members of Parliament. This has often represented the 
next step by individuals whose primary concern is the ad-
vancement of a cause very dear to their hearts – their own 
self-interest.  

In some cases however there are those who have genu-
inely sought to take the workers' struggle in the industrial 
front into the political arena: individuals with principle who 
have sought to maintain a loyalty and commitment to the 
labour movement, such as John McDonnell and Jeremy 
Corbyn. The coming general election should see a new 
recruit from union ranks – Jack Dromey, the Deputy Gen-
eral Secretary of UNITE. 

Jack Dromey is a leading figure in the UNITE organising 
department, spearheading a strategy for growth and revitali-
sation. The organising department has some connection to 
recruitment and organising of migrant workers. Dromey 
himself holds the cause of migrant labour dear to his heart. 
But we should not get our hopes up. Dromey provides a 
case study of just what is wrong with the established labour 
movement. It is the story of how a 'red' became a rat! 

Dromey came to prominence in the Grunwick dispute in 
Brent, North London in 1976-1977. It involved migrant work-
ers who protested their dire wages and working conditions. 
They organized into the union APEX and were sacked by 
the anti-union bigot George Ward. Dromey was a leader of 
the Brent Trades Union Council. At Grunwick these heroic, 
mainly Asian women took on the force of the employers, the 
state and the union bureaucrats. They received solidarity 
from across our movement, with the miners providing the 
muscle of mass pickets and Cricklewood Postal workers 
taking wildcat action. 

Dromey was in the thick of it – he recalled with pride how 
these other unions “to their credit, were prepared to put 
themselves on the line unashamedly in solidarity with fellow 
workers”. The right wing union bureaucrats, the Labour 
Party and the TUC betrayed the Grunwick struggle: the 
postal workers were disciplined by their own union as were 
the strikers themselves for going on hunger strike outside 

TUC Congress House. Their main concern was maintaining 
the Labour government in office, not these migrant workers.  
The defeat at Grunwick was a turning point, setting the 
scene for the capitalist counter-offensive under Thatcher’s 
leadership. 

Dromey co-authored, Grunwick: the Workers ‘Story pub-
lished by the Communist Party in 1978. But whilst everyone 
else suffered from blacklisting, victimisation and struggled 
to get their life back together, Dromey, as a Labour MP 
once told me, was the ‘only one who made a career out of 
Grunwick’. It is a career in the trade union movement in 
which Dromey has continued to be associated with migrant 
workers. But according to Dromey ‘unreconstructed trade 
unionism’ played into the hands of the Tories – so he recon-
structed himself into the New Labour project of neo-
liberalised social-democracy and social-partnership trade 
unionism. 

Dromey complained that "rich men are too influential at 
Downing Street", but was not himself so observant as La-

bour Party Treasurer when he failed to notice in 2006 that 
£3.5 million in loans were made by donors who were then 
given life peerages. One can’t help but feel, despite his de-
nials, that his conclusion was – if you can’t beat them, join 
them! 

In his quest to become an MP Dromey failed to be even 
short listed in Pontefract Labour Party in 1997, so in 2007 
he tried again. Not being a rich man himself, Dromey used 
someone else’s money – that of UNITE members. Accord-
ing to Labour’s own General Secretary, £1 million was do-
nated on the assumption Dromey would be given the safe 
seat in Wolverhampton North East in the event of an elec-
tion. Three years later, another seat has been found for 
Jack, this time in Birmingham Erdington where he has been 
a parachuted in. Just to make things easier for the 
‘preferred candidate’, the all-women short listing was aban-
doned for an ‘open contest’. 

What about the cause of the migrant workers, who after all 
helped propel Dromey to prominence? In 2009 cleaners, all 
migrant workers working for the company Mitie at the Willis 
insurance, were victimised by the company. They fought 
back and called on their union to support them just as the 
Grunwick workers had before them. Dromey responded 
with a letter declaring the withdrawal of official union sup-
port, stating he felt that the company and UNITE had done 
all it could for them. 

Even when immigration police brutally arrested UNITE 
members and deported them, Dromey was silent. After dis-
putes at Willis, Schroders, and UBS it is clear migrant work-
ers have provided nothing but an advertising opportunity for 
bureaucrats like Dromey in UNITE.  Dromey boasts of the 
Grunwick strikers that whilst they were loyal to their union 
they were not necessarily respectful of the union bureauc-
racy. When it has happened in UNITE we see the Latin 
American Workers' Association having their office closed at 
UNITE HQ and elected reps disciplined. 

Next month Jack Dromey will cease to be Assistant General 
Secretary of UNITE, and will then become a Member of 
Parliament. He will then complete his journey from a red to 
rat. 

no surprises as rat boards sinking ship 

tory co-operatives mean privatisation 

there can be little surprise at labour stooge jack 
dromey’s easy route to becoming candidate in a 
safe  seat 

co-ops like john lewis are run on the same prin-
ciples as any other capitalist business 

nationalisation or 
workers’ management? 
A pamphlet by The Commune challenging both statist 

and market variants of socialism and advocating 

democratic control of workplaces.  

Articles by Solidarity, the Institute for Workers’ 

Control, the Left Economics Advisory Panel and others.  

£1 + 50p postage per copy: use payment details from 

back page or email uncaptiveminds@gmail.com. 
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by Alberto Durango  
sacked UBS cleaners’ shop steward 

Today [March 12th] cleaners had a meeting with manage-
ment at UBS. The management told workers if they did not 
accept the changed conditions they would lose their jobs. 
Some of the workers called José Vallejo, the UNITE re-
gional organiser asking him what to do. Two days previ-
ously he had told the workers they shouldn't sign anything 
and that the company was breaking the law. Yet now he 
told them to accept the cuts in hours. 

The workers felt very upset, betrayed by the union. The 
Unite cleaners' organiser Wayne Martin gave them the 
same answer however. So when some of the workers 
called me and told me what had happened, I phoned 
Wayne Martin to ask what was going on. He said he was 
just following instructions from José Vallejo, but then tried 
to blame me for what is going on inside UBS. 

He claimed that the workers' problems were the result of 
me and José fighting over personal issues and that is why 
management attacked the workers. The union's strategy 
for UBS is to say it is my fault, not the bosses' fault. 

�A number of migrant cleaners employed by cowboy 

cleaning contractor ISS in the City of London have 

approached The Commune, concerned about the fact that 

their own union UNITE has its offices cleaned by... ISS.  

Well known for terrible conditions and sacking workers who 

tried to organise on the London Underground and 

elsewhere, ISS was also complicit in the immigration raid 

and deportation of SOAS campus cleaners last June. 

One such cleaner in the City wrote to UNITE asking why 

they employ ISS, and received this remarkable response: 

Hi Ricardo, 

Responding to your above mentioned question I will like to 
make these few comments. Starting with are you are aware 
that one can only know the stuff one’s enemy is made of 
only through engagement? 

Yes, Unite employs ISS at its headquarters but yet makes 
sure that ISS does not pay below the LLW [London Living 
Wage] to its employees at Unites office. So now if Unite has 
insisted that ISS does not pay below LLW in its building 
and ISS has accepted then unite can build on that and 
lobby so that ISS does not pay less LLW in other buildings. 

To the campaign J4CC [Justice for Cleaners] itself! Justice 
for Cleaners does not only target the cleaning companies 
but also their clients – the buildings/banks. You can there-
fore imagine how huge the fight or task is. Wages of clean-
ers are not paid by the cleaning companies but indirectly 
the clients (the buildings/banks).  

It sometimes come to a scenario that the client pay enough 
to the cleaning company to accommodate for the LLW but 
the cleaning company sits on it. In the other way round 
some clients are so stingy that they do not pay the contrac-
tors enough to enable them pay up to LLW. This is why in 
pushing for the LLW in a particular building both the client 
and the cleaning company are attacked. 

In the city and at Canary Wharf some banks are so gener-
ous that in their buildings cleaners received more than the 
LLW. It’s all because the cleaning companies of these par-
ticular buildings pass on the generosity of their clients to its 
employees, the cleaners.  

But don’t forget that banks are independent and some 
banks are richer than others and will be able to offer more 
whilst others are rich yet they are not willing to pay even the 

LLW. This is why it’s difficult to achieve a London wide LLW 
at ago. 

Ricardo, my advice is if there is a building some where 
that ISS cleans but our colleagues (cleaners) earn less than 
the LLW then it is the duty of you and me to educate them 
to get organised and finally put up a fight. But all these 
could be achieved only through a well educated and prop-
erly organised under a Union – Unite. 

As an insider, a lay officer and a Branch Secretary of 
Branch 2007(J4CC) I can boldly say that the Justice for 
Cleaners Campaign has been a success and it has at least 
changed the living condition of some cleaners in the city 
and Canary Wharf. The campaign is not hailed only in the 
London but in the whole of UK and some parts of the world. 
But by hailing the success of the campaign does not mean 
that there have not been hitches, setbacks and failures.  In 
all the success attained outnumbers the failure or setbacks 
encountered. I hope you will agree with me. 

Kwasi Agyemang-Prempeh   
Branch Secretary 
BLE-2007-Unite the Union   

why does unite employ ISS at its HQ? 

�At the start of February the Swiss bank UBS transferred 

full control of its cleaning operations to contractor Lancas-

ter. While the workers should have had the right to the same  

conditions, Lancaster has imposed reductions in hours.  

The workers have to do the same workload in less time, for 

the same hourly rate: effectively a 10.75% pay cut. The 

cleaners, all of whom are migrant workers, have defied re-

fused to sign the new contracts and have been going into 

work  at their previous timetabled hours. However the shop 

steward Alberto Durango has been victimised.  

A cleaners’ defence committee has been formed to support 

the struggle (see details in box below) and two demonstra-

tions have taken place, demanding Alberto’s reinstatement 

and the maintenance of cleaners’ conditions. Here we pre-

sent some of the speeches at these protests. 

Andy Higginbottom 
Colombia Solidarity Campaign 

The official title is Union Bank of Switzerland. Well, I've got 
nothing against unions, I've got nothing against the Swiss, 
but I have got something against bankers. That's why we've 
called for the renaming of UBS – one of the candidates 
must be 'Universal Blood Suckers'. 

UBS get their wealth from all over the world, and we say 
shame on UBS, for paying its cleaners, also from all over 
the world, poverty wages. And now even those poverty 
wages are being cut by almost 11%. 

Did the workers in this building [UBS Capital HQ] – or 
rather, taking their extended lunch breaks near this building 
– create the wealth that this building represents? No. These 
are the blood-suckers, the vampires of British imperialism. 
Where did they get their riches from? From Latin America, 
from Africa, from all over the world, as well as workers in 
this country. 

It's not only an irony, it's the beginning of justice, that the 
chickens are coming home to roost. Those oppressed by 
imperialism are today working in the City of London. Every 
single one of those seven storeys is cleaned and main-
tained by immigrant workers. They are super-exploited, 
oppressed and downtrodden by the same blood-suckers 
who robbed their countries in the first place. Who made 
them leave Colombia, who made them have to leave their 
countries all over the world, and leave their families in order 
to come here for the 'right' to be exploited. 

There is a new movement in the City of London: the likes of 
Alberto and the cleaners here who are standing up and 
fighting for their rights, fighting for their dignity as human 
beings and as workers. There is a new type of solidarity on 
the streets of London. It started with the pickets outside the 
Willis insurance building going on all last year. There are 
some in the movement who want to destroy this flame of 
courage and hope. But they are the forces  of the past: you 
here are the forces of the future. The beginning of the end 
is this fightback. 

Jerry Hicks 
Candidate for UNITE general secretary 

To be employed one day, to be sold like a commodity the 
next, to be suspended the following day and sacked two 

days later - less than 100 hours, sold and sacked - is a dis-
grace. 

The employers know only too well the strength of organised 
workers. When a global company like UBS employs some-
one like Lancaster to carry their dirty deeds, using their 
weapons of fear, threats, union-busting, bullying, strike-
breaking and harassment, they unleash their weapons 
against us. 

Then there are our tools: the labour movement, trade union 
organisations, networks, support groups: that's called soli-
darity. I'm standing in UNITE, and I'll say this because it's 
true: in one union alone there are 1.7 million members. 
There are millions of us, and with solidarity we could and 
should change things. Because the employers know only 
too well that our activity strengthens our hand and solidarity 
weakens them. 

When these people twist and turn and break the law, we 
shouldn't dance within those laws, but confront them, and 
defy them. That's called solidarity action. My view is UNITE 
should be here, rather than me as an individual in a per-
sonal basis, they should be here officially. The General 
Secretary should be here, the officers of the union should 
be here, ringfencing this building! 

Until then it's us. We are strong enough. I believe that and I 
know that. Solidarity to you all. 

Dave Esterton  
Lambeth College UCU 

Alberto has been put in a terrible situation but should be 
considered a hero. What he does with his life is spend his 
time trying to improve other people's lives. 

I'm an English teacher, teaching English for Speakers of 
Other Languages. Alberto came to my college and spoke to 
my tutor group. Many of our students are cleaners, at and 
around the minimum wage, nowhere near the London Liv-
ing Wage. Immediately we got stories from them – people 
working for cleaning agencies, working for two weeks or a 
month and not getting paid. Not even not getting the terrible 
minimum wage: just not getting any of the money. 

They had no rights and didn't know what to do about it. I 
went to a meeting for migrant worker organising and a 

speaker said that 'one of the biggest barriers we have is 
that we can't speak English. We don't know our rights'. So 
it's very important to my union, especially those who teach 
English, that we campaign for the right to learn English. I 
told my class, who remember Alberto, what had happened 
to him, and they immediately decided to send a message of 
support to this picket, agreeing entirely that he should be 
reinstated and all the other workers' demands met by UBS. 

People have raised the question of the banks. I'll just give 
you a little fact. It's now estimated that £850 billion was 
given to the banks in bailouts. Last year the money the gov-
ernment spent on education was something like £85 billion. 
In the election there will be the argument that 'we need cuts 
and the one of the problems is we can't keep affording pub-
lic services is that there are too many immigrants in this 
country'. 

We are going to have to counter that argument. We must 
say it is not the immigrants who decided to bail out the 
banks. It is not immigrants who decided to cut spending on 
health and education. In fact it is immigrants who are going 
to bear the worst brunt of any cuts. 

 

defend migrant cleaners at UBS! 

union blames workers 

international day of action 
19th March will see protests in Zurich, Bue-

nos Aires, New York and Stockholm as well 

as London and elsewhere in the UK.  

The London protest starts at 5pm outside 

UBS at 100 Liverpool Street. 

See www.facebook.com/group.php?

gid=321918197556  for full details 

over 70 people turned out for a picket of UBS on 
12th february 
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by Sheila Cohen 

The red mole may weave unexpected patterns and assume 
strange disguises; it is digging, digging fast, and moving in 
roughly the right directionW'  

Daniel Singer, The Road to Gdansk.    

The term 'Workers' Councils' can perhaps stand as a catch-
all title for an unpremeditated, quasi-spontaneous, 'ground-
up' organisational form reproduced over many periods and 
across many countries by groups of workers previously 
unaware of such a structure or of its historical precedents. 
Its highest form the Soviet, its 'lowest' the simple workplace 
representatives' committee, this formation recurs time and 
again in situations of major class struggle and even every-
day industrial conflict.  

Why do workers always, independently and apparently 
'spontaneously', adopt the same mass meetings-based, 
delegate-generating, committee-constructed form for their 
most powerful expressions of resistance? The answer is 
simple, because the form is simple; the form is constructed 
from the requirements of the situation, not plucked from thin 
air. Workers in a situation of upsurge are unlikely to look 
around at a range of possible alternatives: the workers' 
council structure, at whatever level, immediately serves the 
necessities of the situation. As one account of the Hungar-
ian revolution puts it: 'the Hungarian workers had instinc-
tively graspedWthat they must break completely with tradi-
tional organisational formsW' (Anderson 1964, p107). 

Fully-fledged workers' councils exist, almost by definition, at 
times of heightened class struggle, times which generate 
not only these formations but all the vehicles of class strug-
gle: mass strikes, occupations, sometimes riots. The analy-
sis of this organisational form is therefore almost insepara-
ble from other aspects of such periods and their key associ-
ated characteristics: dual power, direct democracy, self-
activity from below, unofficial and extra-union forms of 
worker organisation, solidarity and class unity, and above 
all heightened class consciousness. In what follows, the 
historical account will be structured in terms of these key 
common aspects of the workers' council formation.  

Perhaps most suggestively of all, classical comments on 
revolutionary change such as those of Marx and Lenin on 
the Paris Commune and Petrograd Soviet point to a crucial 
dynamic in which this worker-generated organisational form 

simultanously challenges the character of the bourgeois 
state and constitutes itself as a vehicle for its transforma-
tion. In this sense a fusion between organisational form and 
political transition can also be glimpsed within the workers' 
council formation; an aspect of revolutionary praxis which 
perhaps overtakes what critics of Marx have denounced as 
a mechanistic distinction between base and superstructure.  

This contribution will provide historical examples throughout 
capitalism to illustrate the constant regeneration of the 
highly specific workers' council-based organisational form, 
from 1840s Chartism to 21st century Argentina. At the same 
time it is recognised that the relevance of the workers' coun-
cil 'model' to contemporary political and economic circum-
stances is beyond doubt. This can be summarised in two 
ways. Firstly, the twin factors of resurgence and unpredict-
ability evident in the history of workers'councils are an indi-
cation that such formations can recur even in the apparently 
incongruous context of 21st-century neo-liberalism; and 
secondly, the power, poetry and inspiration emerging from 
these fundamentally working-class organisations stand as a 
reminder to the left of the continued relevance of class.  

'Each delegate to be at all times revocable…' 

Perhaps the most crucial feature of the workers' council 
formation is its inherent espousal of direct democracy ex-
hibited in mass meetings,  delegate structures, and ac-
countable and revocable 'local leaders' (Fosh and Cohen 
1990). Such characteristics are found in some of the earli-
est working-class upsurges under capitalism, such as Char-
tism, workers' fight for the vote in 1830s and 1840s Britain. 
Here a 'sizeable network of local leaders developed with 
astonishing rapidityW' (Charlton 1997, p23). This rank and 
file leadership came into its own during the historic General 
Strike of 1842 in a series of delegate conferences which 
reflected a still earlier tradition of 'cross-trade conferences' 
held as long ago as 1810.  

The same direct, participative forms of democracy recur 
throughout the series of struggles in the 19th, 20th and 
even 21st century in which workers' council formations are 
generated in the course of often extremely rapid upsurges 
of rank-and-file resistance. In the US Great Upheaval of the 
late 1870s, railroad workers embarking on mass strikes 
against wage cuts 'choseWdelegates to a joint grievance 
committee, ignoring the leadership of their national un-
ions" (Brecher 1997, p17). Within days, this form of organi-
sation had spread to embrace a 'committee of safety' in 
Toledo, Ohio, 'composed of one member from every trade 
represented in the movement'; as the strike sped on to St 
Louis, railroad workers at a strike meeting 'set up a commit-
tee of one man from each railroad, and occupied the Relay 
Depot as their headquarters' (p32).  

Such forms were reproduced almost identically almost 20 
years later in a series of massive battles with railroad com-
panies during the 1890s; workers on strike against Pullman 
in 1894 'held open meetings dailyWa central strike commit-
tee with representatives of each local union directed the 
strike' (p99). While the newly-launched American Railway 
Union, led by Eugene Debs, lent strong support, '[o]
perational controlW rested in the strike committees that 
sprang up within each body of strikers'. In Debs' words, 'The 
committees came from all yards and from all roads to confer 
with usWand we would authorize that committee to act for 
that yard or that roadW' (pp101-2). As shown below, such 
endorsement by established unions is rare; even Debs, not 
yet an explicit socialist, ultimately checked the 'mass direct 
action' in the Pullman strike for fear of 
'insurrection' (Brecher 1997, p114). 

While the 19th-century strike waves documented by Bre-
cher are thrilling in their quasi-insurrectionary character, 
workers' struggles during the First World War period posed 
a far more alarming level of revolutionary potential to an 
nervous ruling class. Apart from the Russian soviets, docu-
mented further below, the heart of direct democracy and the 
'workers' council movement' was to be found in Germany, 
where the potential for a revolution to build on and support 
the Soviet example was as strong as its failure was tragic. 
One account written by a participant in the events  (Appel 
2008) documents how, in November 1918, mutinying sailors 
'elected delegates who, ship by ship, formed a Council' 
while 'during the war similar organisations had made their 
appearance in the factories. They were formed in the 
course of strikes, by elected representatives.' Appel com-
ments that 'The independent activity of the workers and 
soldiers adopted the organisational form of councils as a 
matter of expediency; these were the new forms of class 
organisation.' While factory councils, according to this ac-

count, were seen by the KPD (the early German Commu-
nist Party) as 'a mere form of organisation, nothing more, 
subject to directives from outside', the workers saw it as 'a 
vastly different matter – a means of control from the bottom 
up' (p4). 

The Italian factory councils movement, particularly in its 
historic flowering in the Turin of 1920, again unmistakeably 
raised the possibility, though not actuality, of workers' 
power. Such movements, based in the worklace 'internal 
commissions' originally nurtured by the official union federa-
tion FIOM but taken over by insurgent workers, again em-
bodied patterns of direct democracy. In the words of one 
participant in the first-ever factory council, set up in August 
1919: 'The key characteristic of the councils was the ability 
of the rank and file to recall any delegate immediately.' By 
October 1919 the factory councils movement was able to 
call a conference of delegates from thirty factories repre-
senting 50,000 workers (Mason 2007, pp246-7). As Gram-
sci noted just before the Turin events, 'Trapped in the pin-
cers of capitalist conflictsWthe masses break away from the 
forms of bourgeois democracyW' (Williams 1975, p163). 

Even in relatively 'moderate' Britain, soldiers' mutinies in 
1919 over delayed demobilisation displayed identical fea-
tures of direct democracy. One of the most highly organised 
mutinies took place in Calais, where 'strike committees 
[were] functioning in all the campsWA soldiers' council was 
elected, called the "Calais Area Soldiers' and Sailors' Asso-
ciation", with four or more delegates from the larger camps 
and two each from the smaller.' Government officials 
warned the Prime Minister that he 'should not confer with 
soldiers' delegatesWThe soldiers' delegation bore a dan-
gerous resemblance to a Soviet' (quoted in Rosenberg 
1987, p12, emphasis in original). In fact, according to 
"alarmist" reports by Bonar Law, 'a certain section of the 
workers [was] only too ready and eagerWto inveigle the 
soldiers into an alliance with themselves, on the lines of the 
Soviet Committees' (p16).  

Parallel structures of direct democracy can also be detected 
in the various worker upsurges of Eastern Europe during 
the post- Second World War period. Here, a number of 
moving accounts of the 1956 confrontation in Hungary, as 
well as those in Czecholsalvakia, Poland etc, provide rich 
examples of such grass-roots democracy as part of the 
workers' council formation.  

Writing of the outbreak of workers' council organisation dur-
ing the Hungarian revolution, Nagy (2006) documents how 
the council delegates 'were merely those with the responsi-
bility of carrying out the will of the working class'. For this 
writer, workers' councils 'arose quite naturally out of direct 

workers’ councils: the 
red mole of revolution 

the soviets of 1917 represented the height of participatory workers’ democracy, in stark contrast to the 
bureaucratic state which would later assume their name 



8 

 

workers' democracy. The essential component of account-

ability is confirmed in another historian's comment that 'As 
far as we have been able to dioscover, no one ever ques-
tioned the principle that delegates to the Central Councils 
should be revocable, at all times. The principle became an 
immediate realityW' (Anderson 1964, p108).  

Daniel Singer's compelling account of workers' council or-
ganisation in Poland in the early 1970s and '80s tells of 
how, in the Szczecin shipyards, 'Each section had five dele-
gates but also elected directly one member of the strike 
committee. The latter was no longer dominated by party 
cardholders but led by the workersW Surrounded by troops, 
threatened, the Warski Shipyards paralyzed by the strike 
was a school for democracy' (Singer 1982, p173).  

Nor are such manifestations of direct democracy confined 
to early 20th century revolutionary upsurges or to rebellions 
against the repressive regimes of the 'Soviet' era. The 
1968-74 upsurge in the US, UK and parts of western 
Europe generated forms of workplace organisation which, if 
not classical expressions of the workers' councils formation, 
nevertheless demonstrated parallel forms of democracy and 
accountability: 'At the strongest point of union organisation 
during the upsurge period, multi-union joint shop steward 
committees in the plants, cross-company combine commit-
tees and industry committees exhibited a form of direct de-
mocracy rooted in members’ concrete interestsWTheir dele-
gate-based committee structureWensured a closeness and 
accountability to the membership lacking in "representative" 
democracy (Cohen 2006, p166).  

Similarly, in the post-World War II United States a range of 
oppositional rank-and-file trade union caucuses, based in 
concrete issues of pay and workplace conditions while si-
multaneously challenging an often stifling bureaucracy, of-
fered a challenge to the status quo. By the 1960s, a wide-
spread 'revolt from below' saw a range of rank-and-file 
groups 'rebell[ing]Wagainst both company and union.' Such 
workplace-based groups were ‘the power base for the insur-
gencies from below that in the last three years have ended 
or threatened official careers of long standing W Almost 
without exception the revolts were conducted primarily to 
improve the conditions of life-on-the-job" (Weir 1967). 

In the more dramatic context of the French 'May Events', 
Singer (2002, p314f) notes the forms of direct democracy 
which characterised the comites d'action; in Italy's 'Hot Au-
tumn' strike wave of 1969, which created both factory coun-
cils and cross-union 'Comitati Unitari di Base', a 'key slogan' 
was 'We are all delegates' (Wright 2002). The empresas 
(factory councils) which sprang up within days of the 1974 
coup against Salazar in Portugal are described as 'highly 
democratic', not to mention participative: 'The commission 
at Plessey included 118 workers – all of whom insisted on 
going to the first meeting with the management' (Robinson 
1987 p91). Most recently of all, the 21st-century upsurge in 
Argentina generated 'new movementsWoutside the old tra-
ditonal trade union organisations, with direct democracy 
from below and new leaders' (Harman 2002, p31).  

'The Same Curious Irritation…' 

As this comment suggests, a related and equally defining 
characteristic of such delegate-based, accountable workers' 
organisations was their freedom from official and institu-
tional structures, in particular, of course, the established 
trade unions. Such independence and autonomy continually 
recurs as a feature of the workers' council formation.  

Writing of strike committees among Welsh miners during 
the 1910-14 'Great Unrest' in Britain, Dangerfield (1961) 
comments that the different South Wales pits 'had no spe-
cific grievance in common – they simply shared a distrust 
for the Miners' Federation of Great Britain and a scorn for 
their own Executive' (p242).  

Other areas affected by the Great Unrest saw similar dis-
dain for officialdom; in response to an employer lockout of 
striking workers in Dublin in 1913, workers across England 
staged solidarity action 'clearly unofficial in character, con-
ducted by local strike committees acting entirely independ-
ently  of union officials' (Holton 1976, p191). As Dangerfield 
puts it, the strikes of the Great Unrest 'all showed the same 
curious irritation, the same disposition to disregard Union 
authority' (p237).  

In First World War Germany also, workers' councils were 
seen as 'the front line in a workers' offensive which the tra-
ditional forces of labour were unwilling to lead' (Gluckstein 
1985 pp106-7). In fact such independence was a central 
aspect of the success, at least initially, of such mobilisa-
tions: ''Free from experience of the "usual and right way" of 
conducting class struggle under normal circumstances, it 
was the sailors who were to act boldly and nudge the van-
guard workers into action' (p112). The workers' councils 
movement had been preceded in 1917 by 'a flood of unoffi-
cial strikes [which] suddenly swept over the country. No 
official organisation led it' (Appel 2008). 

Hinton's study of British workers' committees during the first 
world war shop stewards' movement notes that 'because of 

their delegatory character these committees were capable 
of initiating and carrying through strike action independent 
of the trade union officials. It is this independence that pri-
marily defines the rank-and-file movement' (p296). Perhaps 
one of the most historically significant statements of work-
ing-class democracy in terms of its essential independence 
from institutional trade unionism is that contained in an ob-
scure Clyde Workers' Committee leaflet of an unspecified 
date in 1915:  

'We will support the officials just so long as they rightly rep-
resent the workers, but we will act independently immedi-
ately they misrepresent them. Being composed of Dele-
gates from every shop and untrammelled by onbsolete rule 
or law, we claim to represent the true feeling of the work-
ers' (quoted in Hinton 1972, p119, n4). 

This independence from official trade unionism was highly 
disturbing for the ruling class. In the British strike wave of 
1919, Churchill remarked that 'The curse of trade unionism 
was that there was not enough of itW' while the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, Bonar Law, went further: 'Wthe Trade 
Union organisation was the only thing between us and anar-
chy' (Rosenberg 1987, p68).  

Such distrust was echoed by apparently unimpeachably 
'revolutionary' organisations; in the feverish atmosphere of 
Italy's Biennio Rosso the Turin workers' council movement 
was looked on with suspicion by the Italian trade union fed-
eration and main left parties, including the Communists, as 
'anarchist'. This 'fundamental denial of the anarchoid$

defined socialism in Italy' (Williams 1975, p28: emphasis in 
original).  

However, the roots of this dynamic of direct democracy in 
workers' historic class experience is affirmed in the solemn 
pledge of Balazs Nagy, writing of the Hungarian workers' 
councils: "We shall not forget that it was the workers them-
selves, without any organisation, party, group, trade union 
or whatever, who as it were re-learned the experiences of 
the whole history of the workers' movement, enriching it as 
they did so' (Nagy 2006).   

'Spontaneity' and Self-Activity 

The same issue of working-class autonomy and self-activity 
is evident in the almost entirely spontaneous character of 
workers' council generation. The concept of 'spontaneity' 
has long been subjected to critical scrutiny; most recently, 
Leopold's (2007) powerful biography of US oil worker activ-
ist Tony Mazzochi points to the indispensable role of leader-
ship in working-class organisation and struggle, while con-
tributions such as those of Kelly (1998), Darlington (2009), 
Gall (2009a, 2009b), and Atzieni (2009) take up these is-
sues in the context of recent renewed interest in 
'mobilisation theory'.  

Nevertheless, it is unquestionable that in looking across the 
wide historical and geographical range of workers' council 
formation, the notion of spontaneity remains irresistable as 
a characterisation of the roots and motion of such forma-
tions. Workers' councils and parallel formations appear 
within numerous accounts to be generated spontaneously 
out of the concrete needs of workers, whether in the work-
place or as part of broader workplace-based movements.  

During the Chartist movement, upsurges in which 'workers 
temporarily ruled the town' were produced by 'spontaneous 
crowd alliances in which trade boundaries and unskilled/
skilled boundaries melted into the air' (Charlton 1997, p6). 
Writing on the Paris Commune, also an overtly political 
struggle, Lenin remarked, 'The Commune sprang up spon-
taneously. No one consciously prepared it in an organised 
way' (Marx and Lenin 1968, p100). Lynd (2003) argues that 
'It now appears that the Russian revolution of 1905', in 
which, of course, soviets per se made their first appearance 
–  'was far more spontaneous than Lenin had thought possi-
bleW' (p51).     

As Brecher's vivid history of the 1870s Great Upheaval re-
counts, '[t]his "insurrection" was spontaneous and un-
planned' (Brecher 1997, p16). Spontaneity is related to the 
equally central feature of worker self-activity: '[T]he St Mar-
tinsburg strike broke out because the B&O workers had 
discovered that they had no alternative but to act on their 
own initiativeW' (p19).  

These are, of course, examples of strikes rather than of 
workers' councils, but the uneven, unpredictable, explosive 

character of the Great Upheaval revolt is characteristic of all 
worker upsurges which to a greater or lesser extent embody 
the workers' council formation. Here strikes, occupations 
and other forms of direct action merge and demerge into 
organisational structures of which the archetypal form is the 
soviet (see below).  

Consideration of the workers' councils created during the 
revolutionary period in Germany demonstrates how they 
appeared and reappeared spontaneously even after opposi-
tion and crushing by forces on both right and left. Appel 
(2008) comments that 'Perhaps some talk had been heard 
of Russian soviets (1917-18) but in view of the censorship, 
very little. At all events, no party or organisation had pro-
posed this form of struggle. It was an entirely spontaneous 
movement" (p5). The workers' councils movement in Italy is 
traced back to 'spontaneous' workers' movements in the 
summer of 1917, 'when 'the factories exploded into an anti-
war demonstration' after mass street protests over the 
shortage of bread: 'The immediate uprising seems to have 
been entirely spontaneous' (Williams 1975, p63).  

In numerous other struggles which have thrown up workers' 
council formations in the 20th and even 21st centuries, the 
element of spontaneity is continually present, showing that 
workers repeatedly learn, in practice, the same class-based 
lessons. In his history of the May 1968 events in France, 
Singer (2002) writes: 'Spontaneous is the recurring adjec-
tive in all the descriptions of the movementWThe May 
Movement was visibly spontaneous in the sense that the 
official parties and unions never took the initiativeW ' In the 
same passage, Singer emphasises the crucial (and hope-
inducing) characteristic of resurgence: 'After years of talk 
about the backwardness and apathy of the masses, the 
French crisisWwas a natural vindication of spontaneity' in 
the sense of 'lay[ing] bare the apathy and backwardness of 
bureaucratic leaderships' (p315). The political crisis in Chile 
in the early '70s saw 'spontanous and unorganised acts of 
resistance by the working class' (Gonzalez 1987, p64), 
while in turn-of-the-millenium Argentina 'the rising was 
spontaneous. It would be absurd to claim other-
wise' (Harman 2002, p30).  

In a sense this dynamic of spontaneity stands as a neces-
sary condition for the political potential of such working-
class uprisings and formations. 'Artificial' attempts to set up 
workers' council formations or soviets, as in the Leeds con-
ference of June 1917, are seen to fail palpably; as Lloyd 
George commented with his usual perspicacity, those who 
partook in the largely rhetorical decision to set up Workers' 
and Soldiers' Councils across Britain 'were mostly men of 
the type which think something is actually done when you 
assert vociferously that it must be done' (quoted in Hinton 
1972, p239). In fact the Soviets which these delegates 
sought to emulate had, during the period between the Feb-
ruary and October revolutions, by now themselves become 
largely institutionalised, as shown below.  

'Fused by their common adversity': Class unity 

in the Workers' Council Formation 

The key characteristics of the workers' council formation so 
far defined – its delegate-based strucures of direct democ-
racy, its self-activity, class independence and spontaneity – 
do not (as suggested above) arise out of 'thin air'. Workers' 
constant reiteration of the specific workers' council forma-
tion reflects forms of shared experience rooted in the very 
nature of the capitalist labour process which, even during 
passive periods, generates a unity of response based in the 
intrinsically collective character of proletarian labour under 
capitalism. 

As Williams puts it in his account of the Italian factory coun-
cils movement, by contrast with the 'sketchy unity' attained 
in organisations like trade unions and the camarere (a form 
of labour exchange), within the workplace 'unity is inherent 
in the very process of production, the creative activity which 
creates a common and fraternal will' (p115). Similarly, Hin-
ton's analysis of independent rank and file organisation re-
fers to 'the spontaneous unity of the workers in modern so-
cially organised production' (Hinton 1972, p290).  

The same point is echoed in Gluckstein's characterisation of 
the Berlin workers' council of November 1918: 'The central 
workers' and soldiers' council was not seen as an institution 
high above the masses, but simply the summit of a pyramid 
whose base was found in the combined strength of workers 
in production. Whether in the factory, community or city, the 
different types of council were called "Arbeiterrate"' (p124).  

Such production-based class unity marks the collective and 
'interchangeable' nature of workers' participation in workers' 
council actvity. At strike committee meetings during the 
Great Upheaval, different workers 'assumed the lead briefly 
at one point or another, but only because they happened to 
be foremost in nerve or vehemence'; a local Ohio newspa-
per reported that at strike committee meetings, workers 
'proceeded with notable coherence, as though fused by 
their common adversity' (Brecher 1997 p33).  

Along the same lines, Hungarian workers' council delegate 
Ferenc Toke noted how during the key central meeting of 

“Workers' constant reiteration of the 

specific workers' council formation re-

flects forms of shared experience 

rooted in the very nature of the capi-

talist labour process which, even dur-

ing passive periods, generates a unity 

of response based in the intrinsically 

collective character of proletarian la-

bour under capitalism.” 
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the councils on November 14th 1956, 'everybody, although 
they came from different factories, wanted exactly the same 
thing, just as if they had agreed their views in advance.'  
Nagy comments that 'in this way the councils really put the 
unity of the working class into practice' (p31).  

Such class-based solidarity is not confined to the more dra-
matic episodes of working-class history. Commenting on 
the bourgeoning workgroup organisation of the post-WW2 
period, Brecher notes that 'it is largely in these groups that 
the invisible, underlying process of the mass strike devel-
ops. They are communities within which workers come into 
opposition to the bossWand discover the collective power 
they develop in doing soW' (p277). For Brecher, this proc-
ess highlights 'the two elements of labor struggles that carry 
the seeds of social transformation: self-directed action and 
solidarity' (p298).  

The Issue is Not the Issue… 

It is evident from these examples that the seeds and ele-
mental structures of more potentially revolutionary moments 
are inherent in much lower and more 'everyday' levels of 
rank-and-file worker response and resistance. These paral-
lels indicate that the type of consciousness evident in epi-
sodes of workers' council formation is inherently tied, even 
at insurrectionary levels, to workers' previous experience of 
and response to the 'ordinary' experience of the labour 
process within capitalist relations of production, with all its 
daily vicissitudes.  

As Brecher again points out, disputes spurred by specific 
material issues and demands in 'normal times' represent 
the tip of an 'iceberg' of underlying class conflict which 
emerges as generalised class struggle gains momentum; in 
such circumstances, it can be said that often 'the issue is 
not the issue' (pp 278, 282). In other words, workers' under-
lying experience of exploitation and oppression engenders 
an ongoing resentment and class anger which rises to the 
surface and becomes generalised in situations of overt con-
flict. This 'dual' or hidden consciousness is evoked by 
Gramsci when he argues that worker resistance ‘signifies 
that the social group in question may indeed have its own 
conception of the world, even if only embryonic; a concep-
tion which manifests itself in action, but occasionally and in 
flashes – when, that is, the group is acting as an organic 
totality’ (Gramsci p327).  

Dangerfield's nuanced account of the 1910-14 Great Unrest 
echoes this point; writing of the dockers' struggle, he notes 
'Wit would be very difficult to state exactly what they 
wantedWBut at the very heart of their grievances there 
stirred a rising anger at being indifferently paidWA strike 
about money is not at all the same as a strike about wages; 
[it] comes from a sense of injusticeWIt is a voice in the wil-
derness, crying for recognition, for solidarity, for 
power' (Dangerfield 1961, p249). This, in turn, can lead to a 
situation in which such demands become transitional: 'In 
periods of mass strike, workers think, speak, and actWas 
oppressed and exploited human beings in revolt. Their 
agenda is based on what they need, not on "what the mar-
ket will bear"W' (Brecher p286). 

The history of workers' council formation reveals that, per-
haps by contrast to socialist orthodoxy, such transformation 
of consciousness is almost universally rooted in material 
issues which tend to spark often insurrectionary levels of 
revolt from an apparently trivial or 'economistic' base. Per-
haps the most historic example of this is the Petrograd ty-
pographers' strike in 1905 which, in Trotsky's words, 
'started over punctuation marks and ended by felling abso-
lutism' – as well as, of course, generating the first Petrograd 
Soviet (Trotsky 1971 p85). The resurgence of soviet power 
in the February 1917 revolution was in its turn sparked by 
women textile workers' strikes and protests over bread 
shortages (Trotsky 1967 p110) as well as a strike against 
victimisation at the giant Putilov engineering works. In Italy, 
working-class women forced to queue for hours for meagre 
rations as well as working up to 12 hours a day in the facto-
ries launched a hunger riot which 'soon reached insurrec-
tionary proportions when the women made [a] crucial link 
with workers' industrial powerW' (Gluckstein pp169-70). 

History provides many other examples of movements 
which, while ultimately challenging the system, are rooted in 
relatively mundane grievances. In the Chilean, Portuguese 
and Iranian upsurges of the mid to late 1970s emphasis 
was placed by workers, as always, on basic material needs; 
as one Chilean agricultural worker put it, 'We've people to 
feed and families to keep. And we've had it up to 
here' (Gonzalez 1987, p51). Yet out of these materially-
based struggles 'there emerged a new form of organisation 
Wcalling itself the 'industrial belt' – the cordon' (p51, em-
phasis in original).  

In Portugal, even after quasi-revolutionary committees, 
CRTSMs, were established in the factories, 'Those who set 
[them] up saw the workers' commissions as being merely 
economic'. In Iran, the movement which led up to the 1979 
'revolution' was preceded by 'Wstrikes, sit-ins and other 
industrial protests [most of which] were confined to eco-
nomic demands' (Poya 1987).  

Such 'economistic' considerations, often dismissed by the 
intellectual left, are shown over and over not to preclude an 
explosion of consciousness which rapidly races towards 
overarching class and political considerations in a dynamic 
which, crucially, is not dependent in pre-existing 'socialist' 
awareness. As one organizer In 1930s America noted, 'the 
so much bewailed absence of a socialist ideology on the 
part of the workers, really does not prevent [them] from act-
ing quite anti-capitalistically' (Brecher p165). Draper (1978) 
succinctly sums up this point: 'To engage in class struggle it 
is not necessary to "believe in" class struggle any more than 
it is necessary to believe in Newton in order to fall from an 
airplane' (p42).  

Yet the 'leap' to class independence and consciousness is 
often experienced as transformational; participants in the 
21st century uprising in Argentina claimed, 'We have done 
things which we never even thought of and we still don't 
know what else we'll have to do' (Harman 2002, p23). Dur-
ing the same period as the 'economistic' workers' councils 
were developing in Portugal, 'Workers and soldiers were 
hungry for ideasWLenin's State and Revolution was a best-
seller in the shops' (Robinson 1987, p97). Repeating this 
theme of an awakening to ideas not previously considered 
by apparently 'apathetic' workers, Singer (2002) notes how 
during mass waves of strikes and occupations, '[w]ith the 
dominant ideology shakenWthe workers gathered in their 
strangely idle factories can learn in weeks more than they 
had grasped in years gone by. The general strike can be a 
school of class consciousnessWattended by eager millions 
who in normal times are not within reachW (pp161-2). 

'The stilled soul of a whole industry…' 

Simultaneously with the explosion of political consciousness 
which chacterises such dynamics, the issue of class power 
is irresistably posed whatever the consciousness of the 
participants. Appel's analysis of the revolutionary movement 
in Germany remarks that the workers' councils formation 
'showed itself to be the only form of organisation that al-
lowed the outline of workers' power, and thereforeWit 
alarmed the bourgeoisie and the Social Democrats' (p5).  

While the key issues of the 'dual power' and indeed state 
power posed by the workers' council formation are dis-
cussed further below, the above examples identicate the 
enormous economic power signified by the withdrawal of 
labour. As Dangerfield puts it with his usual felicity: 'Wa 
spontaneous and impulsive strike, begun by a handful of 
Welshmen against the advice of leadersWultimately 
sounded its alarm in the stilled soul of a whole indus-
try' (p247).  

During the Hungarian revolution, 'Intellectuals, peasants 
and other non-industrial workers who had not hitherto fully 
appreciated [the workers' councils' importanceWrecognised 
that here was the heart of real power in the country. Kadar 
knew it too...' (Anderson 1964, p87). Singer (1982) sums up 
the point in his account of the founding of Solidarnosc: 
'Whatever some experts might have thought or hoped, the 
power of Solidarity ultimately rested onWthe capacity of the 
working class to bring industry to a standstill and to para-
lyze the country' (p255).  

Even in today's relatively modest worker mobilisations, the 
forces of the state and indeed official trade unionism are 
promptly organised in determined opposition to any poten-
tial stranglehold on ownership and profitability; recent sty-
mied worker occupations at Vestas and Visteon in Britain 
provide poignant evidence of this (Smith 2009, Wilson 
2009).  

'Are you ready?' Dual Power and the Soviet 

However, it is in the historic occasions in which workers' 
councils emerged in their full revolutionary or quasi-
revolutionary form that the nature and meaning of dual 
power and the fully-fledged soviet form are most clear. 

What is meant by dual power? The above section has at-
tempted to place the nature and importance of workers' 
power, potential or actual, firmly at the centre of the argu-
ment. As suggested, this power is intrinsically tied up with 
the role of workers in production and the impact, always 
threatening to capital, of the withdrawal of labour. While 
linked to this central production-related dynamic, the con-
cept of dual power indicates a further and distinct dimen-
sion; the association of withdrawal of labour with forms of 
worker-led domination over the organisation of capital and 
the economic system. The workers' council, general strike 
committee, etc, in a sense shares power with a reluctant 
and alarmed bourgois state. The 'balance of power' is fun-
damentally contested, with associated political and often 
revolutionary implications. 

History provides numerous examples of dual power situa-
tions with an unquestionably revolutionary trajectory, if not 
always result. During strikes which raged across Liverpool 
in the Great Unrest, a transport permit system run by the 
cross-city strike committee 'clearly challenged, and was 
perceived to challenge, the legitimacy of civil 
powerW'  (Holton 1976, p102). In a more classically revolu-
tionary trajectory, the workers' council movement in 1918 
Germany briefly saw a direct clash of potential power be-
tween the 'masses of armed workers and soldiers' and So-
cial Democratic politicians like the teacherous Ebert: 
'Bourgeois republic or proletarian socialist state – these 
were the choices of a classic dual power situa-
tion' (Gluckstein 1985, p115).   

In the revolutionary year of 1919, a mass strike in the US, 
centred in Seattle, based its organisation in a General 
Strike Committee which 'form[ed] virtually a counter-
government for the city' (Brecher).  

In the same year, the ever-devious Lloyd George chal-
lenged British trade union leaders with the political implica-
tions of threatened cross-union action: 'The strikeWwill pre-
cipitate a constitutional crisis of the first importance. For, if a 
force arises in the State which is stronger than the State 
itself, then it must be ready to take on the functions of the 
StateWGentlemen, have you considered, andWare you 
ready?' Needless to say, union leaders jibbed at the chal-
lenge (Rosenberg 1987, p74). The last major British up-
surge of the period, the 1926 General Strike, saw both 
'Councils of Action' and some experience of dual power for 
the strikers; as one put it, 'Employers of labour were com-
ing, cap in hand, begging for permissionWto allow their 
workers to perform certain operations' (Postgate et al, p35).  

However, by that time the revolutionary wave had crested. 
Mass confrontations with capital were not seen again until 
the 1930s, but the balancing-act with the capitalist state 
signalled by the concept of 'dual power' had not disap-
peared. In the post-war turmoil of 1945, when 'all that really 
stood between the French workers and effective power 
were a few shaky bayonets', French Communist Party 
leader Thorez declared, with predictable results, that 'Local 
Committees of Liberation should not substitute themselves 
for the local governments' (Anderson 1964, p9).  

Indeed, the CP-backed soviet state was also to be chal-
lenged in the wave of worker protests in eastern Europe. In 
Hungary, the workers' council of Miskolc had 'formed work-
ers' militiasWand organised itself as a local government 
independent of the central powerWIt was only ready to sup-
port Nagy if he applied a revolutionary programme'. By No-
vember, almost all radio stations were controlled by the 
Revolutionary Councils; 'workersWremained armed and 
solidly behind their own organisations. A classical situation 
of "dual power" existed' (Anderson 1964 pp69, 78-9).   

In the insurgent Poland of the early 1970s, as a general 
strike spread out from the shipyards, 'striking bakers or 
printersWwork[ed] only with the strike committee's permis-
sion'; the rulers of Warsaw 'began to perceive the nightmar-
ish vision of Lenin's "dual power".' When workers' council-
based struggles once again erupted in 1980, 'The interfac-
tory committees acted and appeared as an organ of parallel 
powerWCalm, confident, determined, the workers stayed in 
their plants as if these were impregnable fortresses' (Singer 
2002, p221).  

As noted more than once, such quasi-revolutionary patterns 
of struggle often surface in less than revolutionary situa-
tions. During the much-maligned 'Winter of Discontent' in 
Britain, often described as irretrievably 'economist' and 
'sectional' (Kelly 1988), 'elements of dual power began to 
characterise the dispute: ‘Within a short time strike commit-
tees were deciding what moved in and out of many of the 
ports and factories. Passes were issued for essential mate-
rials W In some cases strike committees controlled the pub-
lic services of whole cities.’ One minister referred to the 
local strike committees of lorry drivers, train drivers and 

the 1968-1974 upsurge in struggle saw the 
‘sorbonne soviet’ at the university of paris, and 
workers’ council-type forms in portugal 
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other groups organising the trasnport of essential supplies 
as 'little Soviets', while, echoing the ‘dual power’ theme, 
Thatcher recorded in her memoirs that ‘the Labour govern-
ment had handed over the running of the country to local 
committees of trade unionists’ (Cohen 2006, p50). 

Again in Britain, a 21st-century episode of conflict took 
place which earned the unexpected soubriquet 'Seven Days 
That Shook New Labour' from the press. During one surreal 
week in September 2000, a ‘leaderless revolt’ against exor-
bitant fuel taxes catapulted road haulage workers into the 
headlines when they blockaded oil depots and refineries in 
a desperate protest against rising fuel taxes. Within a few 
days supermarkets were running out of food, ambulance 
services had imposed speed limits, and funeral directors 
were reporting that they had enough petrol to pick up bod-
ies, but not to bury them.  

Whatever the consciousness of its participants, the dispute 
had a clear ‘dual power’ character; ‘pickets are voting on a 
case-by-case basis whether to let the tankers out of the 
refinery W the driver presents his case to the picket-line 
and awaits their decision’. The parallels with the ‘Winter of 
Discontent’ were clear, and were duly made by Labour poli-
ticians with 'deep fearsWabout the political implications of 
this crisis’ (Cohen 2006 pp133-4).  

As a number of writers note, during periods and incidents 
featuring forms of dual power, workers' councils generated 
out of mass strikes, occupations and similar waves of strug-
gle display an identical structure and trajectory to those 
archetypal organisations of revolutionary power, the Rus-
sian soviets. As shown above, 'dual power situations' have 
occurred in many less than revolutionary situations, as in-
voked in the politician's ironic reference to 'little Soviets' 
during the British Winter of Discontent. In fact 'the soviet 
can arise only during a situation of dual power', according to 
Gluckstein (1985, p218). As history shows, many such 
situations and formations can evoke the soviet form even 
without, ultimately, a revolutionary outcome. Nevertheless, 
historically the soviet form invokes more than any other the 
trajectory of a fundamental challenge to capitalist economic 
and political order, a point more fully explored in our penulti-
mate section.  

'A Peculiar Sort of State…'  

What were the soviets? 

Trotsky's description of the 1905 revolution, in which soviets 
played an initiating and pivotal role, makes it overwhelm-
ingly clear that these were 'workers' organisations, rather 
than the creation of the 'social-democratic organisa-
tion' (revolutionary party). As he wrote of the Petersburg 
Soviet: 'This purely class-founded, proletarian organization 
was the organization of the revolution as suchW' Describing 
its structure, Trotsky evokes the production-based logic of 
the workers' council formation: 'Since the production proc-
ess was the sole link between the proletarian massesW
representation had to be adapted to the factories and 
plantsWOne delegate was elected for every 500 workersW
[although] in some cases delegates represented only a hun-
dredWworkers, or even fewer' (Trotsky 1971, p 104)  In 
other words, a classic workers' council. 

It was not, then, the organisational form of the soviet which 
marked it out from its historical predecessors – quite the 
reverse; not was its nature as a distinctively proletarian or-
ganization (Trotsky op cit). What is distinctive about the 
Russian soviets is their role – however brief – as organisa-
tions of actual, rather than potential, working-class power. It 
is in this sense that the Soviets, in their revolutionary mo-
ment, express the unity signalled by both Marx and Lenin 
between this form of organisation and the form of what is, 
potentially, both workers' government and workers' state.  

It was the crucial connection between the soviet form and 
and the structures of a workers' state in which all top-down 
institutions would necessarily 'wither away' which so excited 
Lenin when making connections with Marx's analysis of the 
Paris Commune. As he wrote in The State and Revolution, 
'Wthe Commune would appear to have replaced the shat-
tered state machinery "only" by fuller democracy: [for exam-
ple] all officials to be fully elective and subject to recall. 
ButWthe "only" signifies a gigantic replacement of one type 
of institution by others of a fundamentally different order.  

Here we observe a case of "transformation of quantity into 
quality": democracyWis transformed from capitalist democ-
racy into proletarian democracy: from the state (i.e., a spe-
cial force for the oppression of a particular class) into some-
thing which is no longer really the state in the accepted form 
of the word' (Marx and Lenin, pp110-11).  

In the same way, the Soviets endorsed by Lenin served as 
a transitional form both embodying features of a potential 
workers' state and leading to the conquest of power towards 
that form of state – or rather , its 'withering away'. Hammer-
ing home the point, Lenin lamented in his April Theses, 
written in 1917, that the Soviets were 'not understoodWin 
the sense that they constitute a new form or, rather, a new 
type of state'. This was the type of state which the Russian 
revolution began to create in 1905 and 1917. In this sense 
the 'withering away of the state' under socialism and com-
munism along with workers' production-based forms of self-
management, are fused in the form – the soviet – which 
workers spontaneously adopt as vehicle to fight for their 
own class demands. 

That this is a fundamentally contested process is made 
evident in John Reed's historic Ten Days$, which vividly 
portrays the fanatical resistance of the ruling class and in-
deed 'soft left' to any real rather than symbolic seizure of 
power by those 'shabby soldiers [and] grimy workmenW
poor men, bent and scarred in the brute struggle for exis-
tence'  who had seized and made their own the now-
institutionalised Soviets (Reed 1977, p123). It was the un-
ceasing endorsement of the Soviet form of organisation and 
potentially revolutionary power which the Bolsheviks, alone 
amongst the socialist groups of the period, consistently 
adopted which gained them, at least for this brief and magi-
cal period, the passionate loyalty of the Russian working 
class.   

It was not, of course to last; as suggested above, there is 
nothing sustainable about the soviet form per se outside the 
context, as yet unattained, of international working-class 
rule and thus state dissolution. The etymology and history 
of the word 'soviet' illustrates this point; its literal meaning is 
'council'. As Reed (1997) notes, 'Under the Tsar the Impe-
rial Council of State was called Gosudarstvenniyi So-

viet' (p23). A term which for a brief time signified revolution-
ary glory was thus, before 1905, used in the mundane 
sense of 'town council', while under Stalinism 'Soviet rule' 
became merely a term for iron-clad repression. 

Even the soviets of 1905, revived and re-established in the 
run-up to the February 1917 revolution, were not beyond 
corruption. As Lenin noted bitterly in The State and Revolu-

tion, 'Such heroes of rotten philistinism as the Skobelovs 
and the TseretelisWhave managed to pollute even the Sovi-
ets, after the model of the most despicable petty-bourgeois 
parliamentarianism, by turning them into hollow talking 
shops' (Marx and Lenin 1967, pp114-5). Singer drives the 
point home: 'It wasWdifficult to conceive that in [the] distant 
future the soviets would be a fiction, theWdictatorship a 
parody of socialist democracy, and the so-called workers' 
state a mighty organ of coercion' (Singer 2002, p339). It is 
perhaps logical that, during the Solidarnosc uprising, lead-
ing CP bureaucrat Ruwelski 'vituperated against the work-
ers' councils, the soviets – a diabolical invention of the Bol-
sheviks' (Singer 1982 p270).  

This potential bureaucratisation of once dynamically revolu-
tionary workers' organisations points to an essential lesson 
to be learnt from studying the workers' council formation. 
The inherent characteristics of direct democracy, independ-
ence from officialdom, spontaneity and self-activity listed 
above are in fact essential to this formation's potential suc-
cess in achieving and sustaining social transformation. 
Rather than 'anarchistic', as the suspicious Communist and 
Socialist parties of Italy labelled the factory councils, their 
characteristics of sponteneity, self-activity and class antago-
nism were what could, with different political leadership, 
have carried them to the political barricades and thus to the 
aid of the increasingly fragile soviet regime in Russia.    

I was, I am, I will always be…' 

The above analysis has not sought to address the question 
of the historic failure of the workers' council formation to 
achieve a lasting regime of workers' power and ownership, 
participative democracy and freedom from the oppressions 
under which the world currently labours. While this question 
is clearly crucial, the argument here has sought to empha-
sise the always renewed and extradordinary potential of 
these (to paraphrase Luxemburg)  'fresh, young, powerful, 
buoyant' organisations. As suggested throughout, the same 
workplace-based, directly democratic, 'spontaneous' forma-
tions constantly surface and resurface in often entirely un-
predictable surges of working-class struggle. It is this that 
provides us with the only hope available in a 'new world 
order' dominated by the greed, immorality and violence of 
neo-liberalism.   

Much current  (and indeed past) socialist analysis would 
question whether working-class activity is the 'only hope 
available'. Many left perspectives place considerable weight 
on 'new social movements' involving youth, radicalised 
women, oppressed ethnic minorities and other identity-
based groups for reviving an 'anti-capitalist movement'. 
Again, movements rooted in causes some way from the 
point of production, most notably the environmental crisis, 
gain considerable credence for a left urgently seeking pana-
ceas which appear in some way to accord with 21st-century 
culture and mores. 

The current argument in no way denies these urgent priori-
ties. What is attempted here is a reassertion of the historic, 
if often discounted, role of working class struggle, in all its 
diverse 21st-century manifestations. As impled, this is not a 
fashionable or popular perspective. However, the history 
summarised above demonstrates beyond doubt the insur-
rectionary potential of grass-roots workplace-based resis-
tance which, in instances from the earliest stages of indus-
trial organisation to today's globalised waves of unionisation 
and strike action (Moody 1997, Mason 2007), has 'stormed 
heaven' to challenge the existing order in ways which its 
rulers, at least, take with the utmost seriousness. This con-
tribution is a plea to today's left to note the transformational 
potential of the grass-roots, directly democratic, resurgent 
organisational formations chronicled above, and to take 
equally seriously that continuing potential.  

It seems appropriate to conclude, then, on the note of revo-
lutionary optimism sounded by Rosa Luxemberg in her last 
defiant shout to the bourgeoisie: 'Your order is built on 
sand. Tomorrow the revolution will raise its head again and 
proclaim to your horror, amid a brass of trumpets: I was, I 
am, I will always be.'  
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by Victoria Thompson 

Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre was opened in 
2001 and is the main detention centre for families and chil-
dren. Run by a private firm, Serco Group plc who also 
manufacture nuclear weaponry, it has 405 bed spaces, and 
at any time scores of young children are detained within the 
grey prison walls. Yarl’s Wood has courted controversy 
since its opening, with hunger strikes, riots and even suicide 
attempts commonplace amongst the prisoners.  

Several investigations into the detention centre have con-
cluded that the prison is “not safe” on a basic health and 
safety level, as well as the site of sexual and racist intimida-
tion and violence.  

Families with young children and heavily pregnant women 
often have to wait for hours in vans before they are taken 
into the prison and many other women are separated from 
their new born babies to placed in detention.  

The first hunger strikes began just a month after Yarl's 
Wood opened, with five Roma women refusing to eat in 
protest at the conditions they were being held in. By Janu-
ary, an ethnic Albanian fleeing Kosovo had been on hunger 
strike for thirty days, prompting local Bedfordshire residents 
to hold a series of candlelit vigils in support of his plight.  

Just a year later in 2002, damage costing over £30 million 
was caused after a serious fire destroyed much of the build-
ing. The fire was started by angry inmates after a 55 year 
old woman who had been seeking medical treatment for 
three days was forced into handcuffs for the journey to the 
hospital.  

The prison’s managers had previously ignored warnings 
from the Fire Brigade that a sprinkler system would be nec-
essary, instead choosing to jeopardise the lives of the hun-
dreds of men, women and children held prisoner there. A 
sprinkler system was not installed as part of the refurbish-
ment, even though five immigrants had been injured in the 
fire.  

The repugnant treatment of asylum seekers in Britain is 
best highlighted by the case of Manuel Bravo, an Angolan 
asylum seeker who hanged himself in front of his thirteen 
year old son in Yarl’s Wood in 2005. Bravo, who took his life 
on his 35th birthday, was first contacted by Immigration 
Service officials on a Tuesday. On Wednesday, he was 
seized by police and taken to Yarl’s Wood. He was to be 
deported on the Thursday, even though his parents had 
been murdered by the Angolan regime, and both he and his 
wife had previously been imprisoned. Bravo’s solicitors took 
his money, but refused to represent him. Desperate for his 
son to stay in Britain and continue his high school educa-
tion, Bravo’s suicide was a last desperate act of parental 
love, the only way to ensure that his child at least could live 

their common dream of a life free from persecution in Brit-
ain.  

A 2006 investigation into Yarl’s Wood by Legal Action for 
Women (LAW) found that 70% of the women detainees 
were rape victims, 57% had no legal representation and 
over half had been detained over 3 months. LAW produced 
a self-help guide for the women, but it was confiscated by 
the prison’s guards.  

Three years later, an investigation into the conditions ex-
perienced by the child detainees showed that the incarcer-
ated children are handled violently and frequently left at risk 
of serious harm. In one instance, a young autistic boy did 
not have sufficient food for a period lasting several days. 
Some families report being given formula milk for their chil-
dren that is past its sell by date. 

Looking at this catalogue of injustice, it is not wonder that 
hunger strikes – sometimes with over 100 women refusing 
food at any time – are still continuing.  

Last month, a number of women on hunger strike were at-
tacked by guards with riot shields. One woman who was 
bleeding severely called an ambulance, but the paramedics 
were not allowed to enter the prison. Around 70 women 
(including one who had been imprisoned for fifteen months) 
took part in this hunger strike, angry at the length and con-
ditions of their detainment, the lack of legal aid offered to 

them and their separation from their children. The hunger 
strikers were locked away from the other prisoners in an 
airless corridor. Sadly, the plight of these women barely 
made the news, forcing activists outside of the prisons to 
undertake solidarity fasts in an attempt to garner more pub-
licity. In Manchester, I was one of scores of activists who 
fasted with this aim in mind. 

Yarl’s Wood and the other “detention centres” scatted 
across the UK are merely prisons where the incarcerated 
have committed no crime.  

We should not consent to call them by their euphemisms, 
but instead make clear at every turn that they are indeed 
prisons – prisons in which over 2,000 children are detained 
every year. For those whose asylum claims are subse-
quently refused, Yarl’s Wood is the last stop before they are 
deported to countries where they face rape, torture, impris-
onment and murder. For those who find their claims ac-
cepted, there is no recompense for the time they and their 
children spent behind bars.  

Communists must be unequivocal in raising the demand for 
an immediate end to this indefinite detention of men, 
women and children fleeing persecution. We must oppose 
the forced deportations of those seeking asylum and the 
inhumane, degrading treatment of some of country’s most 
vulnerable people.  

more hunger strikes at yarl’s wood 

yarl’s wood is a prison for immigrant women and children in bedfordshire. on 21st february activists 
got past the security barriers to show solidarity and establish contact with hunger strikers 

� On 1st March tens of thousands of migrant workers 

across Italy went on strike on the ‘Day Without Us’. The day 

of action highlighted the conditions of the 4.5 million-

strong immigrant population as well as the recent upsurge 

in state-backed racism. This was the latest sign of defiance 

by Italian migrants, after the recent 2,000-strong riot in 

Rosarno. A member of Rifondazione Comunista comments 

on its significance. 

by Andrea Strippoli 

From the 2006 undocumented workers' strike in the USA to 
the European mobilizations of recent years, immigrants 
have challenged forms of work and production and social 
and economic policies that do not take proper account of 
the transformations of modern society.  

We believe that the tip of the iceberg of these changes – in 
economic, political, cultural and social life – is represented 
by the experience of foreign nationals here in Italy.  

Their lives starkly highlight the contradictions in the formal 
and informal economy, the production of goods and distri-
bution of information, repressive "security" policies and hu-
manitarian intervention.  

For immigrants, ordinary legislation gradually gives way to 
'special measures', a constant series of attacks. 

The important role immigrants play in Europe is an 
inescapable fact of life, as is their presence here. But still 
many people do not want to accept the pluralism of Italian 

society. In spite of so much that has happened, some still 
fail to see that the cities of Italy are now a melting pot of 
languages, colours, cultures and lifestyles. But we will not 
go back: not to see this is ridiculous! 

Precisely for this reason, experiments attacking immigrants 
are the litmus test of socially repressive and exclusionary 
policies that affect us all. They started with foreigners be-
cause they were considered weak.  

But how can we understand this anti-immigration ruling 
party as anything other than an 'emergency powers' govern-
ment, when it has gone so far as to make the use of the 
Italian army against its own civilian population something 
prosaic and everyday (for example the soldiers patrolling 
the streets of the capital, along with their management of 
the Aquila earthquake and the rubbish crisis in Naples)?  

It seems increasingly difficult to think that absence from 
work, the strike, could serve to transform the society in 
which we live. In times of economic crisis and unemploy-
ment it may seem difficult to speak of migrants' social and 
economic rights without exposing an alleged war between 
the poor.  

But the riots in Rosarno (like those of Castel Volturno, or 
the large demonstration on 17th October in Rome, or the 
forms of social self-organization that led to the occupation 
of disused stables in Bari to compensate and counteract the 
shortage of social policies) show the leading role immi-
grants themselves play in the struggle to claim new dignity 
and new rights for all. 

migrant workers across italy strike as one 
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by Mark Harrison 

The general election is only weeks away and the Trotskyist 
newspapers are once again calling for us to "vote Labour 
without illusions", unless we can vote for a Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition candidate. TUSC was effectively 
borne out of the No2EU left-nationalist alliance between the 
Socialist Party (England and Wales) and the Communist 
Party of Britain, although this time round without participa-
tion from the soft-Stalinists.  

Despite the fact that comrades on the ground may believe 
that this is a step towards ‘left unity’ and perhaps even the 
shell from which a new political party akin to the 
French New Anticapitalist Party could arise, nothing of the 
sort will happen. Both the CPGB and Workers’ Power, who 
wanted to join, have been excluded and little in the way of 
‘unity’ shall last after the elections.  

But lacking from the debate thus far is whether it is tactically 
correct for communists to stand in elections to bourgeois 
parliament. When confronted with this question, there is 
little doubt that Trotskyists will point us no farther than the 
texts of Lenin, who allegedly put 'infantile' types such as 
Sylvia Pankhurst in their place with his infamous critique of 
the left wing members of the world communist movement. 

The Bolsheviks advocated a policy of ‘revolutionary parlia-
mentarianism’, whereby communists would stand with a full 
communist manifesto and use the election period to agitate 
for communist ideas. However, the policies of TUSC are 
left-Labourism. This should come as no surprise, as those 
who are sponsoring the coalition (trade union bureaucrats, 
ex-Labour entrists and the Walsall Democratic Labour 
Party) want to create a new, ‘old Labour' party. This is 
plainly also seen in SPEW’s Campaign for a New Workers' 
Party. 

It demonstrates the staleness of ideas within the British left 
that the principle of standing for parliament is never ques-
tioned. To do so, let us first examine the value of elections 
from a propaganda point of view: there is no good reason 
as to why the working class should be more susceptible to 
communist propaganda during a general election period 
than at any other time, an orator on Speaker’s Corner or a 
revolutionary pamphlet contains the same ideas no matter 
what the bourgeoisie are doing in Parliament.  

Moreover, once in parliament if a communist MP is to make 
a speech how would it be communicated to the working 

class? Most workers do not read the stuffy Parliamentary 
record Hansard, and the bourgeois media would surely ei-
ther ignore or misrepresent their remarks. The way for com-
munists to win support is to demonstrate our courage and 
sincerity during workers' struggles, in the work-
place: outside of parliament. 

Unlike Tsarist Russia, most people in Britain believe that 
parliament is class neutral and is a democratic institution. 
By calling on workers to the ballot box one can only rein-
force this prejudice: we should not attempt to prove a 
method is obsolete by taking part in it.  

Moreover, voting for another to represent you can only rein-
force the idea that the way to improve your position is to 
leave the job to another who will fight for socialism on your 
behalf. An artificial division is created between ‘leaders’ in 
Westminster and their followers, when what we need to 
realise that it is only workers ourselves who can create so-
cialism by our own self-organisation.  

And once communists formed a parliamentary group, would 
they not be tempted to join with the social-democrats in 
supporting ‘progressive’ policies? Parliament is the execu-
tive of capitalism or, “The debating chamber of the master 
class” which is why the few MPs who represented the Com-
munist Party did not use parliament to agitate for commu-
nism but rather became reformists themselves. For exam-
ple, Willie Gallacher, once an anti-parliamentarian himself, 
who during an exchange with Lenin remarked that he would 
be incorruptible by parliament. 

Workers worldwide need to understand that we ourselves 
hold the power to change the world: communism will come 
about not through Parliament, but our own organisation, 
workers’ councils. These would operate on a system of de-
mocratically elected and instantly recallable delegates. We 
need not corrupt our best comrades or misguide anyone as 
to the source of communism. 

william morris recommended that this building 
be used to store dung 

should communists stand for parliament? 

by Dave Spencer 

The 2010 general election will be a watershed for the poli-
tics of the British left.  Business as usual will not be an op-
tion because of the scale of the attacks on the working 
class that are coming. No matter which party wins the elec-
tion or even if there is a hung parliament, it is clear that the 
ruling class has decided to make the working class pay for 
the economic crisis and the bailing out of the banks.  The 
left groups have failed over 14 years to form a united alter-
native to New Labour. If they use the same methods and 
politics as in the past, they cannot possibly be up to the 
tasks ahead. 

Already there is talk among normally rational people in the 
broadsheets of “a bloodbath in the public finances” with 
350,000 public sector jobs to go in the next 5 years.  This is 
John Philpott of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development in The Times:  “Job security and relatively 
generous pay and pensions are things of the past,” he con-
cludes. An NHS Confederation Report mentioned in The 

Guardian declares that there will be at least  £10 billion cuts 
in the NHS over three years after 2011.  According to a 
BBC Today programme, local authorities are estimating 
cuts in budgets of at least 20%.  These are figures it is diffi-
cult to get your head round.  They are on a scale qualita-
tively different from anything seen over the last 60 years.  
And this is gentle speculation before the general election. 

All departmental discussions in the public sector at all levels 
about plans for the future of public services have this cloud 
hanging over them.  

In early March I was at a conference discussing the allevia-
tion of poverty in the West Midlands. The government 
spokesperson gave an upbeat list of achievements so far 
and of course more needs to be done. I pointed out the 
apparent contradiction between this past success story and 
the government’s plans to drastically cut future public ser-
vices. The Chair commented, “I suppose somebody had to 
mention the elephant in the room!”  The point is that facts 
have to be faced and some new thinking is required -- and it 
will be done whether the left is present or not.   

The example of Canada is being used in meetings by Sir 
Gus McDonnell the senior civil servant, because Canada 
cut its public expenditure by 20% over 4 years in the 1990s 
to overcome a recession.  This is classic, neo-liberal think-
ing in the “Washington Consensus” mould.  The WC was a 
series of 10 policy points recommended by John Williamson 

in 1989 as guidelines for the International Monetary Fund, 
The World Bank and the US Treasury.  

They have been used consistently as a basis for lending 
money to countries in economic trouble. Fundamentally 
they insist on a) financial austerity, loosening the power of 
the state and cutting public expenditure and taxes b) privati-
sation of all existing public enterprises and contracting out 
as many public services as possible, and c) liberalising mar-
ket forces by removing trade barriers, all laws and regula-
tions which get in the way of employers and introducing 
flexible labour laws to drive down wages and conditions.   

The “Washington Consensus” was the basis of increased 
globalisation since the 1990s. Hereby hangs the snag. It 
may have worked in one state Canada in the 1990s but 
what we have now is a global recession and it is the global 
ruling class that is determined to make the international 
working class pay.  Already the results of that are being 
shown in Greece.   

What about the working class and Marxism?  There is no 
united left as an  alternative to New Labour at this general 
election.  In effect the working class have no voice. The left 
groups have had 14 years to get it together in times of two 
unpopular wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and an economic 

recession.  It is not a question of them making an honest 
attempt which has failed and from which lessons have been 
learned. Rather it is a history of bureaucratic mismanage-
ment and sectarian manoeuvring with every sign that these 
methods will continue.   

There is of course a political  basis to their failure.  Simply 
put, it is top-downism, vanguardism, substitutionism where 
an elite “leadership” makes the decisions and the rest of us 
are supposed to follow.  Think of the No2EU fiasco and its 
recent manifestation TUSC.  These electoral conveniences 
were cobbled together in a back room by a bunch of bu-
reaucrats from the National Committees of various organi-
sations at the last minute before an election.   

There was no attempt to create a mass organisation over a 
period of time that could democratically decide on policy 
and candidates and activate large sections of the popula-
tion. It is a call from above to the faithful below.  This is old 
left thinking of the worst kind, reminiscent of the methods of 
Stalinism and trade union bureaucracy. 

Linked to these politics of elitism is state-ism where social-
ism means taking over the state and nationalising every-
thing from the top down. There is no concept of workers’ 
control or democratic functioning in the workplace or har-
nessing the creative ideas of workers themselves. The left 
groups are also characterised by an undemocratic internal 
life of their own that makes the Labour Party look enlight-
ened. Their politics and organisational methods have made 
it impossible for them to build a united front to face New 
Labour over 14 years.  They feel the need to either control 
or destroy any campaign or organisation they are involved 
in.  How will it be possible for them to join any fight-back 
against the coming attacks without screwing it up again? 

In any campaigns against job losses and cuts, and there will 
be many of these, democratic functioning and accountability 
have to be the rule. The voice of the working class must be 
heard.  We should resist attempts by the left groups to 
dominate or control.   Their record speaks for itself.  

The fight-back will be a long process and within that proc-
ess we should call for the self-activity and self-education of 
the working class to demand workers’ control within their 
workplaces and for communities to take their own areas 
under control.  Communism must be built from below de-
mocratically.  We need experts in the practice and theory of 
the various public services as well as in industry to come 
together to decide on policies and actions which will lead to 
the building of communism from below. 

the cuts consensus and the general election 

‘labour, tory, same old story’... so why is there 
no left to speak of? 
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by Allan Armstrong 

It is twenty years since Thatcher’s Tory government tried to 
impose the Poll Tax upon the people of England and Wales. 
The Poll Tax had been introduced a year earlier in Scotland 
as a test run for the abolition of Domestic Rates throughout 
Britain. (Even the Tories had more sense than to try to intro-
duce the Poll Tax in Northern Ireland in the context of the 
ongoing Republican resistance there!) 

Officially termed the Community Charge, the Poll Tax 
amounted to a flat rate tax that individuals had to pay re-
gardless of their income. Previously, local authorities raised 
revenues through the Rates, which related to the value of 
people’s property. This meant it was a redistributive tax. 
However, under the Poll Tax, a cleaner living in a one bed-
room flat was to pay the same as the lord living in a stately 
home. The queen didn’t have to pay a penny. 

What gave the Tories the confidence to test out the Poll Tax 
in Scotland, where they enjoyed so little support, and to 
extend it to England and Wales? Over the previous few 
years, the ‘Iron Lady’ had been able to ride rough shod over 
once powerful left-wing institutions – Labour controlled local 
authorities including those of Edinburgh District Council, 
Lothian Region and Greater London Council. Industrial ac-
tion, undertaken by trade unions to defend their members’ 
pay, conditions and jobs, culminated in the Great Miners’ 
Strike in 1984. Although this heroic struggle involved thou-
sands of miners and tens of thousands of supporters, Arthur 
Scargill always looked to the Labour Party and the TUC to 
deliver the knock-out blow. The miners waited in vain and 
the NUM went down to defeat in 1985. 

The Tories now felt invincible. Seeing no further than the 
official bodies of the Labour Movement, they felt they could 
take on the whole of the working class without any fear of 
concerted opposition. Just to rub it in, they first chose Scot-
land, which Labour had long considered its own private fief-
dom. The Tories, though, had the measure of the official 
opposition. 

To begin with, the Labour Party and the Scottish TUC pro-
moted the ‘Axe the Tax’ campaign and organised the first 
marches. However, a Scottish Labour Party Special Confer-
ence, held in March 1988 in Glasgow, refused to back non-
payment. This marked the end of official Labour opposition. 
However, what the Tories hadn’t calculated for was the pos-
sibility of our class organising independently of the official 
movement. And this is exactly what happened. 

Workers, householders, pensioners, students and others, 
along with political activists, got together in their communi-
ties to create Anti-Poll Tax groups. These joined together in 
various regional groups, and the Scottish and the All-Britain 
Anti-Poll Tax Federations. They were committed to a non-
payment campaign, and involved themselves in direct action 
against sheriff officers, bailiffs and others trying to enforce 
the Poll Tax. In many areas this also brought them into con-
flict with Labour councils, which became the Tories’ princi-
pal agent on the ground enforcing the hated tax. 

What soon became clear was that the local Anti-Poll Tax 
groups, with their regularly weekly or fortnightly meetings, 
and their usually monthly regional meetings, formed a far 
more extensive and better-supported network than the La-
bour Party with its ward, district and regional meetings. The 
political basis of a new independent political movement was 
there for any serious socialist who was prepared to see 
what was before their eyes. 

Furthermore, whilst the SNP leadership opportunistically 
took advantage of the mass movement to win a stunning by-
election victory in Glasgow Govan on 10th November 1988 
(with a 38% swing), their vision was confined to making 
further electoral gains in Scotland. The regional and Scot-
tish Anti-Poll Tax Federations though saw the necessity of 
spreading the action to England and Wales, on the basis of 
internationalism from below. Speakers were sent south. 

The levels of non-registration and non-payment in Scotland, 
coupled to the ever-widening ‘no-go’ areas for sheriff offi-
cers (and Labour Party canvassers!) brought about levels of 
civil resistance not seen since the mass Civil Rights Move-
ment in Northern Ireland. However, it was the knock out 
blow, delivered in the very heartland of the UK state by the 
riot in Trafalgar Square on March 31st, 1990, which 
prompted the ruling class to ditch both Thatcher and the Poll 
Tax. This was truly a stunning victory for independent class 
action. So what did the left learn from this? 

In the 1980s, the SWP was locked into its own leftist version 
of Labour’s ‘New Realism’, called the ‘Downturn Theory’. 
Therefore, once the Labour Party and the TUC backed 
down over the Poll Tax, the SWP thought the game was up. 
It rejected non-payment as a strategy, and even had some 
members paying up. One year later, its leader Tony Cliff 
heard a near-riot down the road from his home in Hackney. 

The resistance had never gone away – indeed it had grown 
from strength to strength. But by now it was too late for the 
SWP. They have remained committed to making sterile de-
mands on Labour and trade union officialdom, coupled with 
their attempts to promote bureaucratic party-front organisa-
tions, as sources for recruits. 

The other major British left organisation, Militant, after the 
bruising experience of trying to takeover the Labour Party in 
Liverpool, began to question its previous strategy. It wasn’t 
easy for them. A Militant member-sponsored motion to the 
East of Scotland Anti-Poll Tax Federation called for it to be 
a condition of membership that you supported the Labour 
Party! Even the Militant leadership opposed this. Neverthe-
less, when local groups agreed to put forward Keith Simp-
son, the recent 

Musselburgh Labour councillor and Militant member, as an 
independent Anti-Poll Tax candidate in 1990, both Militant 
and the SWP opposed them. The local groups went ahead 
nevertheless, and Keith won over 20% of the vote. Scottish 
Militant eventually learned some lessons, and put forward 
candidates in Glasgow and Strathclyde in 1992, winning 
four District and one Regional seat. 

Following this, in the process of attempting to make their 
break with the Labour Party, Militant has become divided 
between those in the Socialist Party who want to create a 
new Labour Party with the support of Broad Left trade union 
officials, and those in the former International Socialist 
Movement in Scotland, who wanted to develop a wider, 
more open and democratic socialist alliance. The highpoint 
of this strategy was the Scottish Socialist Party’s winning six 
MSPs in the devolved Holyrood parliament in 2003. Virtually 
the whole of the left in Scotland (including even Militant and 
the SWP) were united in the one party, and the opposition 
to the Iraq war was at its peak. 

Since then, the left, including the SSP, throughout the UK 
has been in retreat (aided by the antics of the SP/IS and the 
SWP, which have also pursued their ingrained sectarianism 
in the Socialist Alliance and Respect). ISM has dissolved 
itself and there is no longer any shared strategy amongst 
ex-members about how to rebuild principled socialist unity. 

However, the success of the Anti-Poll Tax campaign high-
lights the necessity to build independent organisations for 
our class. Sometimes this will mean continued work in sec-
tions of the official movement – there were Labour Party 
and trade union branches, which supported the Anti-Poll 
Tax Federations. However, in such cases, the main job is 
still to try and win their memberships over to independent 
class politics. 

Furthermore, there is another vital lesson for us today. 
Class struggle in the late 1980s was at a low ebb after the 
defeat of left Labour-led councils and, in particular, of the 
miners. Nobody anticipated the success of the Anti-Poll Tax 
struggle. Today, in the face of massive attacks in the after-
math of the so-called ‘Credit Crunch’, many workers still feel 
cowed. However, they also feel very angry. 

The massive rejection of the Social Democratic/Left Green 
Alliance government’s banker bailout in the referendum in 
Iceland, and the major strikes and confrontations between 
workers and the Greek Socialist government and state 
forces, show how quickly the mood can change. Trade un-
ion leaders, however, only want to renegotiate the draco-
nian cuts, not to oppose them on principle. Success means 
reviving independent class organisation and building inter-
nationalism from below on an even wider basis. 

�A member of the RCN, Allan is former Chair of Lothians 

Anti-Poll Tax Federation and co-Chair of first Scottish Anti-

Poll Tax Federation Conference  

twenty years after the poll tax the commune’s 
meetings around 
britain 
�London: The Commune are at most 

major demonstrations in the capital. 

We have our own organising meetings 

in London as well as ‘uncaptive minds’ 

forums on the themes of the general 

election.  

The next meeting is a discussion on im-

migration, with particular reference to 

deportations, attacks on cleaners in the 

City and the recent national strike in 

Italy. From 7pm on Monday 22nd 

March at the Artillery Arms, 102 Bun-

hill Row, near Old Street. 

Join our email announcements list at 

https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/

thecommune-london, or phone David 

on 07595 245494 for more info 

�Bristol: we are running a reading 

group series on “Alternatives to capital-

ism”. The next such meeting, on “State-

socialism and its critics” will be held 

from 6pm on Sunday 28th March at 

Cafe Kino, Ninetree Hill, Bristol. See 

the advert on our website for suggested 

reading. 

�South Yorkshire-based activists inter-

ested in The Commune should get in 

touch with Barry on 07543 652629 

The second communist discussion 

group in Sheffield is on the subject 

“Gender inequality in society and in our 

movement”. From 7pm on Wednesday 

17th March at The Rutland Arms, 86 

Brown Street, Sheffield S1 2BS. See the 

advert on our website for suggested 

reading. 

�North-West: the next Manchester 

Class Struggle Forum is a discussion on 

trade unionism: 7pm on Thursday 1st 

April at Friends Meeting House, 6 

Mount Street, Manchester M2 5NS. For 

details contact Mark on 07976 386737. 

�West Midlands: If you are interested 

in a meeting on local organising or our 

group call Dave on 02476 450027 

�Wrexham: we are planning a series of 

meetings around the title “Storming the 

heavens – alternatives to capitalism”. 

Paper sales will also be launched in and 

around the town centre 

�The Commune’s Facebook page is at 

http://www.facebook.com/group.php?

gid=100975860952 

�La Comuna: noticias para inmi-

grantes y trabajadores hispanohablan-

tes  en  e l  Re ino  Unido.  Ver 

www.lacomuna.co.uk 

thecommune.co.uk 
uncaptiveminds@gmail.com 

non-payment outflanked labour and the tuc 
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by Nathan Coombs 

The word militancy’s usage generally refers to non-state 
military groups pursuing an ideological programme. In the 
way in which the term is deployed in the media, it is thus 
used as an ambiguous half way house between more legiti-
mate terms such as, say, activist group, and the more 
loaded term extremists, or terrorists. 

But that said, what I want to do is to examine the aspects of 
militancy which are not necessarily based on violence, even 
if they do not preclude it. Let us use an accessible example, 
during the RMT-led tube strikes in 2009 it was a consist 
motif in the press to label the union, and particularly its 
leader, Bob Crow, as militant. Obviously this did not imply 
that they were using coercive violence to achieve their 
means – not even at the picket lines where historically there 
is usually tension between strikers and strike breakers. At 
the same time, the militant aspect cannot be reduced solely 
to action, because that also seems to miss what is unique 
about it. Here I think we need to consider the modality and 
the ends of the action to understand whether or not it can 
be considered militant. 

First of all, we have to primarily see militant action as an act 
of self-interested self-assertion. It transcends mere bargain-
ing over pay and conditions, which is the mainstay of the 
union bureaucracy and management, and involves a fight 
for something more – and I would say that something more 
is the balance of power itself. Whilst the balance of power is 
always a factor in union negotiations, or even actions when 
they break down, the action becomes militant precisely 
when power itself comes into dispute.  

This appears to be what is being missed in discussion re-
garding the BA dispute also: the fact that what is at stake 
cannot be reduced down to a mere tussle over pay and 
jobs, but the question of who and how those decisions are 
made: the fact that union members see themselves as hav-
ing a stake in the company and not just as disposable units 
of labour. So my first thesis is that militancy fundamentally 
privileges power. Militant action fights for power, not simply 
through it. Which is also why it is frequently locked in an-
tagonism with authority – to stay with the union theme, think 
the miners strike and the way tens of thousands of police 
were directed against them, the way Thatcher defined them 
as ‘the enemy within’, and so forth. 

A militant action does not seek to accommodate itself within 
the prevailing consensus, but rupture the consensus itself. If 
successful it changes the objective situation through its 
action, and defines the very terms of discourse which follow 
from it. Alain Badiou’s idea of a militant truth procedure 
seems right on this point. And remembering some com-
ments by Slavoj Žižek, thinkers such as Freud and Marx 
can also be considered militant, in that they subtracted their 
thought from all consensus, and their followers (Freudians 
and Marxists) concretised these through discourses which 
were held to no other authority except the words of Marx or 
Freud themselves. 

So my second thesis is that a militant action has to not only 
fight for power, but to equally at least aim to change the 
objective situation and terms of discourse. In a minimal in-
terpretation of this second thesis, it seems that al-Qaeda 
have been remarkably successful in changing the entire 
global situation: from the way we travel, to the erosion of 
privacy, drawing the United States into ongoing conflict in 
the Middle East, and so on. Whether or not their fight for 
power is successful – it generally seems to be fought indi-
rectly through proxy in any case – they obviously demon-
strate at least some of the traits of militancy.  

2  Is transnational militancy possible? 

To begin to answer this question I think we should taking 
Frederic Jameson’s demand to ‘always historicize’ as our 
first point of departure. Even twenty years ago we might 
have been talking about internationalist militancy, but with 
the defeat of the global revolutionary movement – roughly 
coinciding with the end of the Cold War, although perhaps 
as far back as the late 1970s – militant Islam has come to 
define the terms we use. And with these national, interna-
tionalist movements defeated the theoretical spectrum has 
tried to recreate the space for thinking a global movement in 
the transnational terms rather than international terms – 
take Hardt and Negri’s work for one example. 

Yet given the way I present what militancy is, there seems 
to be a paradox at the heart of the idea of transnational 
militancy. Because if militancy is the fight for power, what 
then is the objective of transnational militancy? That is, 
where is the transnational power it could wrestle with? The 
global justice movement, and experiments such as the 

World Social Forum, obviously fail to count as a militant 
movement not simply because they involve no taking up of 
arms, but moreover because it is not altogether obvious 
who they are fighting against and on what level. What 
power can they fight for? Providing an alternative space to 
institutions such as the WTO, IMF etc. is not the same as 
taking power from those institutions, which would have to 
involve withdrawl of national governments from these insti-
tutions. Since at the national level this is where the decision 
of withdrawl would foment the most antagonisms (between 
say political-financial elites and the poor majority), it is here 
that the action would take on its militant modality. If the 
movement coordinated itself with movements in other coun-
tries, this would be an internationalist movement, not a 
transnational one.  

This analysis I think points to the fact that transnational mili-

tancy, as things stand today, is a contradiction in terms. 
Certain transnational movements can seek to shift the con-
sensus, but this is a long way from the self-interested, self-
assertion for power which I associate with militancy.  

3  Militant organizational forms? 

Today horizontal organizational forms are thought of as the 
future – this is aligned to a number of factors which I want 
to list here. First, is the anti-statist, anti-authoritarian imagi-
nary which now seems to dominates radical politics, which 
frames its thought generally within the remit of negative 
freedoms. This is combined, second, with the sense that 
technology – the internet, blogs, peer to peer networks, etc. 
– are democratising both the flows of information and how 
movements and projects are constructed. And finally, both 
these two factors assist and are reciprocal with the idea of 
the transnational movement, which cuts across borders and 
identities. And as supposed transnational militants, al-
Qaeda epitomize this: with their emphasis on self-sufficient 
and self-organizing cells linked through generally amor-
phous jihadist websites and media sharing respources. 

However, the preceding discussion on how al-Qaeda do not 
seek to affect change by claiming power points to the prob-
lem of the network as a militant model. Let us take the Ira-
nian ‘green movement’ –itself with some level transnational-
ity behind it. It has been praised for making use of all these 
democratic, horizontal internet technologies to organise its 
protests without a clear central node determining all its ac-
tions.  

But this is not strictly true; there is a leadership behind the 
greens – presidential candidates Mousavi and Karroubi; 
with the dealmaker Rafsanjani making moves in the back-
ground. These are all, of course, hardcore proponents of 
the Islamic Republic, who have had in one way or the other 
their part to play in the suppression of the very horizontal 
pluralities in the country about which the movement is now 
praised. So it seems that these networks ultimately default 
to falling in behind establishment figures in a tacit interplay 
between activist and regime insider. 

There is thus a large gap opening up between the imagi-
nary of the type of politics many people want to engage with 
in this new century – horizontal, networked, multitudinous – 
and their ability to effectively engage with effective power. 
Part and parcel of this process seems to be an ever-
growing scepticism and disengagement from the democ-
ratic processes of national politics, whilst the totally un-
democratic and unaccountable bodies such as the United 
Nations and World Health Organization become held up as 
the authoritative bodies to which national governments are 
held. 

4. Militant demands? 

To begin, I want to draw your attention to one of the more 
interesting analyses of the Greek December uprising 

2008/09: the fact that the despite the protesting, riots, and 
running street battles with the police there was little effort to 
attempt to articulate anything like a set of demands. At the 
same time, neither was there any attempt to take the state 
and seize power in the revolutionary sense. It was almost 
like a replay of May 1968, except this time failure was pre-
ordained from the start.  

There was nothing inevitable about this – immigrants were 
protesting, the unions were threatening to hold a general 
strike, and too late, after typical institutional communist 
party procrastination, the Greek Communist Party (KKE) 
came out in support of the movement. At the very least 
there was a large potential leverage on the state, but in-
stead nothing more than a diffuse dissatisfaction was exhib-
ited.  

Students and young people occupied public buildings and 
universities, but held them for only a short time. In any nor-
mal political analysis it would be hard to read the uprising 
as anything other than simply a momentary emancipatory 
opening (following Fanon, I don’t think we should deny the 
proximity of a certain destructive violence to emancipatory 
movements) leading into something akin to political disaster 
– a sharp cultural swing to the right wing, the siege of the 
semi-autonomous Exarchia district of Athens, and the elec-
tion of a principleless centre-left political dynasty. In terms 
of concrete results – whether redressing police brutality, or 
measures to change the situation of the 700 Euro genera-
tion – the uprising has basically nothing to show for its ef-
forts. 

Of course, it would be easy to inscribe this into an analysis 
of the lack of realism inherent to anarchism (the ‘vanguard’ 
of the movement were generally the more militant types 
from Greece’s multifarious anarchist collectives) but per-
haps there is a more general problematic here? In any 
case, it was not long before governments in Western 
Europe were fretting about a repeat of the uprising. In 
France this translated into the witchhunt against the tiny 
anarchist collective based in rural town of Tarnac, whose 
textThe Coming Insurrection, was supposed to herald and 
provoke a return to autonomist Baader-Meinhof style vio-
lence on the continent. In the UK ahead of the G20 the po-
lice seemed to be actively seeking to provoke some sort of 
street clashes, with talk of the ‘summer of rage’ and telling 
protesters to ‘bring it on!’  

Needless to say, the December uprising remained essen-
tially a Greek phenomenon grounded in the particularities of 
their political situation: decades of network building 
amongst anarchist networks, a large section of the popula-
tion subscribed to what would in the UK be considered ‘old 
fashioned’ ideological paradigms, and so on. Yet consider-
ing the uprising somewhat inevitably failed to spread, it is 
surprising that various autonomist communist and anarchist 
movements have found inspiration in the events. For in-
stance, the text of the burgeoning Occupy California move-
ment in California, The Communiqué from an Absent Fu-

ture, endorses this strategy of rejecting demands as the 
only way to instigate a full scale, longer lasting insurrection-
ary movement against the state and capitalism.  

In the large student occupation movement in Austria there 
is not quite the same absolutism in regard to making de-
mands, and interestingly in an interview I recently con-
ducted with one of the activists they admitted that they are 
beginning to see the limitations of making utopian demands. 
Obviously this could go either way – in the direction of mak-
ing the kind of horse trading compromise with the establish-
ment indicative of most single issue campaigns, or the far 
more risky, and potentially pointless, absolute rejection of 
all demands by the Occupy California movement. 

From this analysis I think we return to the contours of the 
very public spat between Slavoj Žižek and Simon Critchley. 
Slavoj gave a very critical review of Critchley’s bookInfinitely 

Demanding; foremost for its advocacy of making infinite 
demands upon the state – demands which the state cannot 
fulfil. In this Slavoj sees an endemic cynicism he associates 
with contemporary ‘radical’ movements, where the militant 
is locked in a tacit relationship with the establishment. 
Against this he advocates making “concrete demands” that 
the establishment is given no choice but to fulfil; and I think 
his recent wading into the healthcare debate in the United 
States shows the extent to which this streak of realism (in 
the absence of a revolutionary Leninist party) determines 
his rejection of idealistic autonomist movements.  

But the elephant in the room in this debate is surely this 
growing posture of making no demands – a purely nihilistic 
resistance and ground holding, which seems to characterise 
many radical movements today. 

the meaning of ‘militancy’ today  

the december 2008 uprising in greece was tacti-
cally radical but also lacked specific objectives  
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a letter from Chris Miller 

We need to do fresh thinking on the left on how to relate to 
the ‘burning’ issue of the day namely the possible ignition of 
the planet by runaway global warming. This will burn up all 
the pamphlets, theses, polemics on class struggle amongst 
the French proletariat in the 1930s, the class basis for the 
struggle against so-and so, and so on, and so on.    

I would like to put these ideas forward for discussion:  

1. Drastic steps must be taken in the next 10-20 years to 
mitigate climate change by beginning the large-scale decar-
bonising of the world economy. It will not have been com-
pleted by then but must be well on the way.   

2. There is infinitesimal chance that there will be a world 
socialist revolution in the same period that is the next 10-20 
years. There may be steps in that direction but it will not 
have arrived by then, certainly within the advanced capital-
ist economies.  

3. It is very unlikely that the socialist left will have been able 
to produce its own climate change-mitigating technology in 
the above period. It has neither the resources nor the know-
how.  

4. This means that those climate-activists, left, right and 
centre, will have to rely largely on mitigating technologies 
e.g. solar panels, wind turbines, concentrated solar sys-
tems, Carbon sequestration and capture, geothermal, tidal 
barrages, wave energy, etc., developed in the private sec-
tor, that is, major and minor corporations and smaller com-
panies such as Nanosolar Inc.  

5. The present capitalist state system will have to play a 
central role in organising and helping to finance the large-
scale projects necessary for the urgent action required. 

Some element of coercion may be necessary through the 
tax system. Strict state control of prices to prevent profiteer-
ing may also be necessary as in the UK during the Second 
World War.  

6. The present capitalist state politicians and the corpora-
tions they represent are split on what to do about climate 
change. Very few (e.g. the free market head-bangers and 
Christian fundamentalists who believe Climate Change is a 
sign of the Lord’s return) say there is no problem but they 
largely differ on the degree of urgency and the details of the 
action required. Even the large oil companies now admit 

there is a problem but disagree on any actions that might 
limit their profits. They are heavily into Greenwash e.g. BP 
(British Petroleum) put it around recently that BP stood for 
Beyond Petroleum.   

7. If the hierarchical and profit-oriented corporations cannot 
or will not act speedily enough then a campaign for taking 
them into public ownership under democratic control will be 
necessary. But that has to be shown in practice not simply 
asserting it as an ideological preference.  

8. There is the need of a well-funded campaign to convince 
those who have bought the climate-change deniers mes-
sage (60%+ in the US, 30-40% in the UK) that there is a 
real problem.  

9. The left should put forward proposals that are serious 
attempts to tackle climate change and propose democratic 
control and ownership of the new energy systems where 
appropriate, e.g. distributed local power generation, public 
transport.  

10. The left should also propose a massive science educa-
tion campaign to support democratic controls – you cannot 
control something you do not understand.  

11. Especially important is to pioneer a new relationship 
between communities in the developing and developed 
world. The only good aspect of Copenhagen is that it con-
cluded that a new relationship between these two worlds is 
necessary, that the developed world had an historic debt 
(because of its cumulative carbon emissions at least, not to 
mention imperialist pillage)  to help the developed world 
mitigate and adapt to climate change. This is a great oppor-
tunity for the left. c.f. my proposal for the North West of 
England of a Centre for Technology for Sustainable Devel-
opment, publicly funded and owned. 

urgent proposals for dealing with global warming 

by Sam Parsa 

Recently director James Cameron returned after 12 years of 
absence since his Titanic (1997) to make Avatar. Costing 
somewhere between $200 to 300 million to make and re-
turning a profit of over $1 billion, Avatar is a sci-fi film about 
a hired crew of humans who take over a planet called Pan-
dora in 2154 in order to exploit its resources – mainly a sub-
stance called unobtanium. 

Predictably, the large company of soldiers (and ex-Marines) 
are equipped with huge battleships and robot-soldiers. 
These end up being very hostile to the Na'vi, the native hu-
manoid species, who are very traditional with their own 
strong cultural and religious traditions. As expected and as 
commentated by many, the storyline resembles the invasion 
of Iraq. However apart from the predictable romance be-
tween the native girl and the heroic white man, the story has 
a little twist: some of the scientists decide to defect to the 
Na'vi side, organise them, fight back with the humans and 
even win the battle. 

Žižek, the popular Marxist philosopher, has already written a 
necessary critique of Cameron's superficial “Hollywood 
Marxism” and the predictable idealist, and patronisingly rac-
ist elements of this film, published in the New Statesman of 
4th March.  

However another interesting dimension of this film arises 
during the latter parts, during the fight against the human 
crew. Curiously, during this part the audience find them-
selves on the side with the Na'vis, almost intuitively, after 
being moved by the courage of the defectors instead of the 
humans who are all either killed or captured.  

Some baffling questions that arise are (a) Why is it that we 
find ourselves on the side with the Na'vis? And (b) doesn't 
this just mean that it is human to be just? 

It is not a surprise that our individual social identity and be-
haviour are somewhat flexible and dependent on a particular 
group or social situation.  

However, as we find for example in the case of animal rights 
activism, we may also rank the idea of justice and ethics, 
themselves both concepts we have made up, above our 
identity as humans. So does this challenge the idea that 
being just and fair is very human? This is not so clear, as it 
also leaves the question: why is it also true that it is always 
humans who exploit others, independent of whether the 
others are human or not? 

In appreciating these points, we can refer to the two major 
leading ideas in the modern approach to human nature: 

philosophical and scientific (respectively, psychological and 
mathematical). 

In this regard Marx wrote about human nature as a species-
essence dominated by social relations and incarnated in-
stinctively in each individual. In Marx's view, while humans 
are essentially like any other animal, they have potentials 
which the individual can be alienated from, under capitalism: 

“Man [sic] is directly a natural being. As a natural being and 
as a living natural being he is on the one hand endowed with 
natural powers, vital powers – he is an active natural being. 
These forces exist in him as tendencies and abilities – as 
instincts. On the other hand, as a natural, corporeal, sensu-
ous objective being he is a suffering, conditioned and limited 
creature, like animals and plants. That is to say, the objects 
of his instincts exist outside him, as objects independent of 
him; yet these objects are objects that he needs – essential 
objects, indispensable to the manifestation and confirmation 
of his essential powers” (1844, Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts). 

In more contemporary philosophy, Jean-Paul Sartre based 
his existential approach on a simple but important concept: 
existence precedes essence. This shifts the emphasis from 
the natural essence of a person, to their conscious, deci-
sion-making being. Thus, whatever essence we may have 
individually as persons or collectively as a species, it must 
follow our conscious, decision making existence. It is this 
‘condemnation’ to the ‘freedom to choose’ which the existen-
tialist tradition is based on. 

We may then ask: how unique are we in our decision mak-
ing? Leading evolutionary psychologists such as Steve 
Pinker have recently argued strongly for the idea of human 
nature. This conclusion relies on the idea that in psychologi-
cal research in the last century we can find trends in human 
behaviour, and this implies some universal boundaries in the 
complex and contradictory human mind and behaviour. Al-
though at first this may seem to oppose the Sartrian hy-
pothesis, one may argue that they can also complement 
each other.  

With advancement of all science towards a mathematical 
approach we are likely to find the most scientific understand-
ing of human nature in applied mathematics, chaos theory 
and the new field of complex systems.  

In the prominent complex theory of sync, which can find in 
the writings of such scholars as Steven Strogatz, the only 
way we can begin to understand the essentially contradic-
tory nature of human behaviour, is through appreciating the 
complexity of the systems which can give birth to it.  

It is certainly true that our human brain, as a product of evo-
lution and natural selection, has become better at identifying 
the repeating patterns emerging through the chaos of the 
millions of variables affecting each situation that requires 
conscious or unconscious decision making.  

So to return to our question, one thing to note from watching 
Avatar is that no particular notion, whether it is justice or 
even a sense of human identity, necessarily has a ‘natural’ 
dominance over our decision making.  

So while superficial “Hollywood Marxism” may create a fan-
tasy world where rebellion is justified and the audience are 
moved by a seemingly justifiable violent struggle, even 
against humans, this simply raises question marks over how 
real struggles today are portrayed in liberal-democratic soci-
ety. 

Our feelings and decisions at any particular time rely on 
many factors and we cannot rely on people to make deci-
sions in any particular way out of ideology. Rather, we must 
seek to challenge the currently-existing cultural hegemony 
as to create the environment for less alienated social rela-
tions.  

why don’t we side with the humans in avatar? 

slavoj žižek has pointed to the  backhanded ra-
cism of the analogy between naturalistic non-
humans and the real victims of imperialism 

time to clean up the economy 
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1. Our Politics 

We are communists: we fight for a new self-managed soci-
ety based on collective ownership of the means of produc-
tion and distribution and an economy organised not for 
value production but for the well-being of humanity and in 
harmony with our natural environment. Communism will 
abolish the system of wage-labour so that our ability to 
work will cease to be a commodity to be sold to an em-
ployer; it will be a truly classless society; there will be no 
state, no managers or organisations superior to those of 
workers’ self-management. 

We are internationalists: we seek the greatest possible 
collaboration with communists in other countries; we build 
solidarity with workers’ movements around the world; we 
are opposed to all borders and immigration controls; and 
we are opposed to all forms of oppression of nationalities. 

We know that communism can only come from below, 
through the organisations of the workers themselves. This 
conception of communism has nothing in common with the 
fake “socialisms” of the Stalinist state planning of the for-
mer USSR, of the sweatshops of China, and social-
democratic “humane” capitalism. No nation in the world 
today is communist, nowhere is the economy managed by 
the workers. These models of “socialism” have all proven 
to be complete failures, maintaining and in many cases 
aggravating the working class’s lack of self- determination. 
There is no particular connection between socialism and 
nationalisation by the state, which merely replaces one set 
of managers with another; alongside fighting day-to-day 
battles we advocate a struggle for vestiges of workers’ 
control in the here and now as preparatory steps towards 
real workers’ self-management and collective ownership. 

We are the most consistent advocates of social liberation 
in all its forms. We fight sexual repression, sexism and 
homophobia and advocate sexual liberation; we champion 
anti-racist and anti-fascist struggles; we oppose all limits to 
freedom of speech and free cultural expression. These 
struggles are not just some adjunct to working-class strug-
gle but are the cornerstone of democracy and human free-
dom. We know that it is impossible for the working class to 
fight for and create a communist society if it is unable to 
control its own organisations: we support rank and file 
movements against the bureaucrats who lord it over the 
unions and parties of the left; we are for openness and 
democracy in the workers’ movement. 

We have no gods, not even revolutionary ones. We reject 
the practice of using the works of this or that socialist of 
decades past as sacred texts from which “revealed truths” 
can be read off as gospel. The “traditions” to which the 
traditional left groups appeal are universally ahistorical and 
anachronistic, used for the sake of feigning historical legiti-
macy rather than to critically examine and draw lessons 
from the past. We believe that the defeats of the workers’ 
movement in the last three decades; the decay of the left 
and the absolute poverty of its ideas and slogans; its aban-

donment of class politics; and the sectarianism of the 
groups vying for supremacy with their own front campaigns 
and so-called unity projects; are all evidence of the need 
for ground-up rethinking of the left’s project and the re-
composition of the workers’ movement. 

2. Our Organisation 

We are a network of communists committed to the self-
emancipation of the working class, internationalism and 
opposition to imperialism and all forms of oppression. We 
reject statist and authoritarian visions of socialism and look 
instead to the tradition of ‘socialism from below’, which 
believes that emancipation can be achieved only through 
the activity, self-organisation and mobilisation of the work-
ing class and oppressed people themselves. Our goal is a 
communist society, which will abolish the system of wage-
labour: a classless society with no state, managers or or-
ganisations superior to those of workers’ self-management. 

Communist revolutions cannot succeed without mass self-
organisations of workers, and the leadership of organisa-
tions of revolutionary workers and the oppressed. We are a 
network whose aim is to contribute to the development of 
such a movement in this country and internationally. We 
agree to establish ourselves as an organising committee of 
individual supporters. 

We shall function on the basis of consensus or if necessary 
majority vote: a motion is carried by a vote of more than 
half (50% plus one) of the people with voting rights in at-
tendance. 

3. Membership 

We welcome the affiliation of any individual who accepts 
our platform as our basis of unity, supports our activities 
practically and financially, and accepts these principles of 
organisation. All members may speak, move motions and 
vote at meetings. Those who join us in these committees 
do so freely by an acceptance of these general principles. 
Others, who are not members, are free to contribute mate-
rial for the paper and to participate in the discussions of the 
network. 

4. A pluralist communist network 

The Commune is a paper, a flow of pamphlets, and an 
organisation of activists with new ideas. Our purpose is to 
develop and extend these ideas, to promote their discus-
sion and, wherever possible, to act upon them. Our aim is 
to create a pluralist organisation, a network of committees 
whose members come together to promote their ideas in 
an organised manner and to renew them in the practice of 
the class struggle. Any member or group of members has 
the right to form an open tendency (platform) to present 
their views at any time. We reject sectarian vanguardism 
and adhere to the principle that communists have no inter-
ests separate and apart from those of the working class as 
a whole. 
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the collapse of the eastern bloc and after 
Interviews with communists from the former USSR, 

Yugoslavia and Hungary twenty years after the fall of 

the Berlin Wall 

 

what is the postal strike really about? 
Sheila Cohen’s extensive interviews with post workers 

on the reasons behind the 2009 post strikes 

 

storming heaven: the paris commune of 1871 
A section of Karl Marx’s Civil War in France, produced 

alongside Solidarity’s polemic against Trotsky’s critique 

of the Paris Commune.  

 

the revolution delayed: a decade of hugo 
chávez 
Charles Reeve interviews the El Libertario anarchist 

group on the current situation in Venezuela and the 

character of the Chávez government 

 

the meaning of communism today 
Carré Rouge explore what kind of communist society we 

want to create 

 

the movement for workers’ councils in ger-
many 
1938 GIK pamphlet on the post-WW1 revolution in Ger-

many: includes biography of Jan Appel 

 

the economic crisis: an interview with andrew 
kliman 
The author of Reclaiming Marx’s Capital explains the 

roots of, and solutions to, the 2008 collapse 

 

strategy for industrial struggle 
A 1971 Solidarity pamphlet on different means of collec-

tive action in the workplace: introduction about the 

lessons for today by Chris Kane 

 

nationalisation or workers’ management? 
Articles by Solidarity, the Institute for Workers’ Control, 

the Left Economics Advisory Panel and others 

challenging both statist and market variants of socialism 

and advocating democratic control of workplaces.  
 

bolivia: class struggle and social crisis 
Documents from the Bolivian workers’ movement on 

the September 2008 clashes between the Evo Morales 

government, the far-right backed by the oligarchy, and 

the country’s radical social movements. 
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The Commune, 2nd Floor, 145-157 St. John Street, Lon-

don EC1V 4PY 

Alternatively, use the PayPal payment feature on our 

website at www.thecommune.wordpress.com/

magazine, specifying which pamphlets you want and 

how many copies of each.  


