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30th june: the next step 

‘no to tesco’: the first funky riot in bristol 

� editorial of The Commune 

On 23rd April the National Union of Teachers conference voted 

to ballot members for a day of strike action over pensions. The 

traditionally more conservative ATL teaching union is holding 

a simultaneous ballot; strike action by the UCU lecturers’ 

union and civil servants in PCS is also in the offing. If all these 

actions come together, almost one million public sectors may 

be on strike on 30th June. 

This is a welcome development. If different groups of workers 

face similar attacks, it makes sense for them to co-ordinate a 

collective response, timed for maximum impact on the 

government. While even an optimistic forecast for 30th June 

would have to recognise that it will involve only a minority of 

public sector workers, this is certainly an advance on the very 

limited workplace resistance to the cuts so far. 

The day is particularly important as it will mark something of 

a gauge of the mood and combativity of the anti-cuts 

movement. In advance of the 26th March TUC demo, The 

Commune commented that while the protest could play some 

role in galvanising anti-cuts sentiment, it would not be able to 

deal a substantial blow against the government’s austerity 

agenda. The same could be said for 30th June: the Con-Dem 

coalition is hardly going to back down because of one day of 

strike action, but a large turnout may pave the way for 

further, more significant actions. 

However, some of the limitations of the unions’ strike plans 

may themselves endanger the day’s potential effectiveness.  

Firstly, this is a strike over public sector pensions. But the 

government austerity programme is an attack on all working-

class people, whether public sector, private sector, students or 

unemployed. It means that collectively we will work more, 

earn less, and receive less services. Without a more political 

campaign, many will invariably buy the media line that this is 

a sectional struggle by one group of workers to maintain their 

privileges whilst everyone else is under the cosh. 

Similarly, the plan for a one-day action is part of an 

increasingly familiar story of strikes being organised for show 

rather than to win. After all, on 28th  March 2006 a massive 1.5 

million local government workers struck over pensions, but 

only for 24 hours: and despite the cross-union character of the 

action, it did not lead to any broader fightback. It was a self-

contained day to let off steam, which led nowhere. If one day 

of action is not enough to defeat the government, then it is at 

best a small step towards something bigger. 

The Commune is not among the left groups who demand the 

TUC call a general strike. This is not only because we are 

certain the TUC will not do so. It is also because we are not 

under the illusion that the working class is chomping at the bit 

to stage an all-out mass struggle, only being prevented from 

doing so by the betrayals and caution of union bureaucrats. 

Millions are scared at losing their jobs, or cynical as to the 

possibility of strikes winning anything, and so are unkeen to 

take such action. Such a call would likely flop. 

However, if 30th June is just a one-off, one-day strike, with its 

current focus, then it will do little to undermine the 

government agenda or strengthen the anti-cuts movement. 

This would serve to reinforce cynicism as to the value of strike 

action, and thus lead to passivity. 

But that does not mean we think the day is pointless. Quite the 

contrary, we argue it has to be more than a pensions strike. If 

other groups of workers are in dispute, then their actions 

should be co-ordinated with the teaching unions’ strike. 

Particularly useful for combating the media narrative will be 

the involvement of private sector workers, equally under 

threat of redundancy. 

30th June should also be a day of protests by service users and 

the unemployed. And rather than staying at home because of 

the strike or just standing on our own separate picket lines, 

we should use the day to hold mass meetings to discuss the 

way forward for the anti-cuts movement. It is not up to union 

leaders to turn strikes off and on like a tap, but rather for us to 

collectively debate what we should be doing. Thus we can 

draw inspiration from mass, democratic control of our own 

struggles. 

All these things could serve to alleviate any tendency towards 

sectionalism. 30th June is a step forward, but we also need to 

bring together the different strands of the movement into 

something more assertive and collective.  This can help build 

confidence that further, better, broader action is possible. 

�London meeting to discuss organising for 30th June: 7pm on 

Monday 9th May, Freedom Bookshop, near Aldgate East  

cross-union action is not enough 

� Oleg Resin reports on the 21st April 

‘riot’ in Bristol 

The anger was simmering for quite some time among the 

Stokes Croft community in Bristol. The people had to put up 

with a couple of heavy-handed police evictions recently and 

the hated Tesco store was finally opened in mid-April, despite 

a massive but peaceful campaign. The area is now famous for 

its grafitti and night life, attracting gentrification and yuppies 

moving in. Interestingly, the anti-Tesco sentiment became 

something like a broad resistance platform, uniting the 

remaining working class people, middle class bohemians and 

the student population. 

The riot kicked off when the police  tried to evict a squat 

known as Telepathic Heights at around 9.30pm, just across 

the road from the new Tesco Express. They claimed they were 

searching for petrol bombs. There were around ten police 

vans with the sign HEDDLU (yes, just like in the ‘80s, they 

brought in Welsh cops to smash Bristolian heads). 

At around 10pm the shouting crowds blew up in size 

massively, as hundreds of new people turned up, navigated by 

the police helicopter, hovering unusually low above the Stokes 

Croft. The cops needed to break through from this kind of 

kettle and charged in. They were met by a rain of stones, 

bottles and the first barricade made of bins. They managed to 

push people back in two directions, leading right into the 

middle of the St. Paul’s area.  

The crowd in Picton Street was smaller, mainly café type of 

people, and pacifist. The scuffles were more like a street party, 

just pushing back and forth, no batons, someone playing 

Michael Jackson’s ‘Beat It!’ from their house, people enjoying 

the fun and protest. The cops eventually retreated  and so I 

moved on to Ashley Road. When I got there, the street battle 

moved deeper into St. Paul’s and it was clear that this is gonna 

be a whole night party. Two lines of barricades and bins set on 

fire on Brigstocke Road. Hundreds of people, very determined 

and more experienced, joined in by new contingents of the 

local black youth.   

I spoke to some people who remembered the riots in the ‘80s 

and they were up for it. One older woman sceptically said that 

the area has been gentrified and the new posh population will 

never join this. 

There is a lot of tweeting going on about smashing Tesco as 

the highlight of the night. I don’t think it was. There were not 

many people around when it first got trashed and a police car 

parked by was set on fire (around 2.30am?). The core of the 

riot at that moment was at the junction of Ashley Road and 

Stokes Croft, when people were throwing stuff from the 

Ninetree Hill down on the vans, trying to join the rest of us.  

When, on my way home, I spoke to a bunch of local black kids 

and asked ‘Have you heard that the new Tesco got smashed?’, 

they looked at me with confusion and asked ‘No, and this bad 

isn’t it?’. My impression is that people joined the riot for 

different reasons: the harrassment of squatters, ethical/

political issue with Tesco, the commodification of Stokes Croft, 

the anti-cuts sentiment. And the black kids from St. Pauls 

probably have their own accounts they need to settle with 

police. 

Interestingly, after last orders, the bohemian studenty arty 

elements became much more confident and angry with the 

continuing blockade of their favourite night life ‘avenue’. After 

Tesco got smashed the first time, the cops were hitting us 

much harder, but they had to face a new crowd that 

recomposed during the night: all the distinct elements, all the 

different motivations I mentioned earlier just merged 

together into one whole and this, for me, was the best 

outcome of the first riot night in Bristol.  

just one more push... every little helps 



 

 

2 � education 

�Alice Robson writes on her 

experience teaching, and campaigning 

in defence of, English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL) 

In December last year, I left my job as an ESOL teacher at a 

South London further education college. I had been at risk of 

redundancy for almost half of the year I had worked there. I 

was swapping this uncertainty for a permanent contract in an 

organisation where ESOL was expanding, and where the vast 

majority of courses had free childcare to enable women with 

young children to study- both very welcome differences from 

the situation at most Further Education (FE) colleges. 

A few weeks before I started, the government published Skills 

for Sustainable Growth, which they described as 'a radical 

reform of the skills system to support growth'. Though this 

document left open many questions, for example limiting ESOL 

provision to those from 'settled communities' (a category that 

was not then nor since defined) it was clear that the document 

represented a major attack on ESOL.  

It laid out the end to funding for ESOL in the workplace, and an 

end to the 20% additional funding for ESOL in colleges 

compared to most other subjects (to take into account the 

need for more support and smaller class sizes for these 

learners). Alongside this were sweeping changes to who would 

be able to access free classes. At present, learners in receipt of 

a range of benefits can come to a class for free. From 

September 2011, only those on so-called 'active benefits', that 

is JobSeekers Allowance or the 'work-related activity group' of 

the new Employment Support Allowance, will be able to attend 

class for free. Others will be expected to fund half of the course 

themselves: in most FE colleges these means fees of £400-

£1200, completely unaffordable for the vast majority. 

Day two of my new job saw me going through enrolment 

forms of around two hundred learners to see what effects 

these cuts would have. Figures had started coming in from 

colleges and adult education providers across the country, and 

typically between 50% and 75% of people would not be 

eligible under the new rules. It did, however, come as a huge 

shock when I drew out the data from the enrolment forms and 

realised that 93% of our learners would not be eligible. But I 

shouldn’t have been surprised. A model of provision whereby 

classes are provided in primary schools and Children's Centres 

with crèche facilities makes provision accessible for women 

with young children. Because of their caring responsibilities 

(alongside their level of English), these women are not 

'actively seeking work, and therefore not on an 'active benefit'. 

Early in January, ESOL teachers, refugee and migrants' rights 

groups, and other organisations involved with ESOL met at 

UCU to talk about what to do. The Action for ESOL campaign 

was launched. This initial meeting was not without some 

conflict over aims and demands, with many of us seeing the 

need for us to fight not just to defend the status quo, but for 

more and better provision, and free classes for all. ESOL 

provision still fails to meet demand, is limited to those with 

certain immigration statuses, and stopped being free for 

people not on benefits under Labour in 2007. 

Alongside a parliamentary-focused national campaign, local 

campaigns were launched, at city level, borough level and 

workplace level. In my workplace, we met early in the term to 

talk about action, and decided that the very first thing we 

needed to do was to get the students involved. In the early 

weeks of terms, ESOL classrooms were places where students 

were informed about the changes, discussed why they were 

happening and the effects they would have, and talked through 

possible solutions. Across the UK, many thousands of letters 

were written to ministers and MPs, testimonies collected, and 

petitions signed. There was a sizeable ESOL bloc on the March 

for Education on 29th January. But what we heard most 

strongly from learners, is that they wanted to do something 

locally, and wanted to be able to bring their children. 

So, on 13th March, Hackney Action for ESOL held 'Save ESOL 

Day'. As I joined colleagues and ESOL students in London 

Fields in the drizzle and attempted to assemble a gazebo with 

sellotape, I don't think I was the only one questioning whether 

or not organising this in a park in March was a good idea. But 

as the afternoon arrived, the rain was in abeyance, and people 

started arriving. ESOL students and teachers from ESOL 

providers across Hackney came with their families and friends. 

The turnout was amazing - there must have been 300 people 

there throughout the day, the vast majority female ESOL 

students and their children. There was a feeling of celebration, 

with balloons, face painting, story telling, and of course 

food, but also a clear sense of why we were there as students 

made banners and musical instruments to take on the march, 

practised their chants, had their testimonies recorded on 

camera, signed the Action for ESOL petition and wrote 

messages on their balloons about the importance of ESOL. 

The march to the town hall was incredible - I received an email 

afterwards from a friend who said that she had 'never seen 

before such a diverse colourful joyful but angry march against 

the cuts', commenting on how empowering the space felt for 

the women and their families. When we arrived at the town 

hall, we heard from four students about their views on the 

funding changes: they eloquently and powerfully spoke about 

the impact the cuts would have. 

It was a far from perfect process, with teachers still doing 

much of the decision making, but the turnout and the 

involvement of students showed how motivated they are to 

take action on this issue. Certainly they are very clear about 

the importance ESOL has for them. But I think there is 

something more – for people who are also shunned in the 

press as 'immigrants', 'asylum seekers' and 'benefits 

scroungers', being an ESOL student is a positive identification 

to make, and so a banner they are confident to march behind. 

24th March was the national day of action for ESOL, with local 

rallies and actions across the UK. In London, an ESOL teach-in 

(out) at Old Palace Yard in Westminster involved around 500 

ESOL students, teachers and supporters, and was followed by 

an impromptu march to Downing Street. 

The question for us now is 'what next?' This is not just a 

question of tactics and action, but also about the need to have 

the difficult political arguments about ESOL, both inside and 

outside the campaign. These include debates around 

volunteers teaching instead of paid teachers, around provision 

that is free for all, and about the ever-tightening links between 

language and immigration controls. 

diverse, colourful, joyful, but angry!  

save ESOL day, hackney, 13th march 

�Liam T. of Scottish Socialist Youth 

reports on a stunning success for 

occupiers at Glasgow Uni 

Tuesday 22nd March was a day that will be remembered for 

sensational events at Glasgow University. Dozens of Police 

and security guards swooped on the Free Hetherington, in an 

attempt to clear students out of their 50-day occupation of the 

disused Research Club building. Following eviction, protesters 

went on to occupy the luxurious Senate building. 

Astonishingly, this resulted in a late-night capitulation from 

management, with an invitation for us to return to the 

Hetherington in exchange for vacating the Senate. 

The day began with an unexpected visit from campus security, 

who told occupiers to leave immediately. When this was 

refused, the cops were called in. Simultaneously, solidarity 

appeals went out via text message, Facebook and Twitter, 

with around 700 Hetherington supporters rushing to the 

scene. In an operation widely denounced as “excessive” and 

“heavy-handed”, over 80 police officers, equipped with 18 

cars, a dog-handling unit and a helicopter (…yes, really!) were 

drafted in to back up zealous uni guards in the operation. 

What followed was an illegal forced eviction of a peaceful sit-

in, resulting in a number of instances of injury and arrest of 

non-violent protesters.  

Undeterred by this show of force, hundreds of activists 

responded by marching to the university’s iconic main 

building, before occupying a number of rooms in the Senate. 

This space is absolutely vital to the uni administration, so the 

new occupation represented a significant escalation. As a 

result of our determination and audacity, we had gone from 

being down and defeated to being in a position of huge 

strength, all in the space of a few hectic minutes. The Herald 

sensationalised about “angry students” who “ran rampage…

laying siege to the institution…[in] scenes of anarchy 

unprecedented in its 560-year history”. They were 

exaggerating, but not that much. 

The next few hours saw the students getting back to normal 

occupation routine, in extraordinary circumstances. There 

were political discussions, organising meetings, a folk gig. The 

Senior Management Group visited for a grilling, which was 

novel since they hadn’t spoken to us for 7 weeks. Refusing to 

condemn the day’s violence or to admit any wrongdoing, they 

made us an offer we could refuse – leave the Senate and you 

can get a meeting with uni principal Anton Muscatelli. After a 

vote, their offer was politely declined. 

Back home at the Free HRC 

Thanks is due to American singer David Rovics, who was in 

Glasgow to play a benefit gig for Gaza. He popped in to lift our 

spirits with a range of brilliant songs. Amongst others we 

learned a song which can get you gaoled in America, as it 

describes torching a Walmart. I will never forget chanting 

“burn it down” into the night sky while looking across the city. 

No wonder security wanted us out. 

And so they gave us back the Hetherington! The building at 13 

University Gardens was gifted to the university in the 1950s 

to be used as a student social space, but closed last year, amid 

accusations of mismanagement and allegations that senior 

university officials had allowed it to close as part of their 

£20million cuts package.  

Looking to the future, we have an opportunity to shape a 

radical space of our own. Uni management have invited us to 

carry on as we were, apparently backtracking on plans to 

redevelop the place into offices and labs. There has been an 

assurance that there will never be a repeat of scenes of mass 

numbers of police interfering with our business. And so we 

invite everyone to make use of the Free Hetherington for 

politics, culture and free cups of tea. 

Our support must go to those students who are now facing 

criminal charges. The concussed individual was visited by 

Strathclyde’s finest the following morning, who cuffed her 

after watching her dress, before realising they’d made a 

mistake and were looking for someone else. Two others who 

had been arrested on the day, then de-arrested by a senior 

cop, were re-arrested the following morning. The movement 

must support these individuals and call for the vindictive and 

unjustified charges to be dropped. 

Returning to the Free Hetherington on Tuesday night, 

everyone was elated after a great victory, and ready to get 

back on with the task of resisting the cuts everywhere. We can 

move forward, secure in this great asset. 

occupations can win: long live the free hetherington! 



 

 

anti-cuts � 3 

�Strikes and other actions must be 

controlled by workers themselves, 

argues Tom Denning 

The feedback from the 26th March TUC demonstration seems 

broadly positive.  To seasoned marchers, it might have 

seemed like just another trudge along Embankment – but for 

many it was their first demonstration, and the sheer weight of 

numbers carried some exhilaration with it. 

And yet, we remember: eight years ago, on those same streets, 

there were twice the numbers, or more.  And what difference 

did it make?  Labour ignored us, the war went ahead.  And, if 

they can, the present government will ignore us in their 

turn.  We know, if we are honest, that orderly demonstrations 

in central London will not stop the cuts.  Such demonstrations 

pose no threat to the profit or power of the ruling class: and 

this, we know, is what makes the difference. 

Our task now is to sharpen exhilaration with analysis, and ask: 

what will it really take to stop the cuts? 

The old ways don’t work 

Public sector strike action has already begun, as 3,000 NUT 

teachers and Unison support staff struck in Tower Hamlets on 

Wednesday.  National strike action in health, local 

government, education, and the civil service is likely before 

the autumn.  But in the last three decades, our movement has 

got used to fighting in a certain way.  Strikes typically last one 

day, and are tightly managed from above.  National executives 

call action off when they please, often on the flimsiest of 

pretexts; and there is little membership participation or 

control. 

Two examples are the Unison disputes over pensions in 2007 

and pay in 2008.  We could see something similar in the most 

recent two Royal Mail disputes.  In each case, the union settled 

for relatively minor concessions on the basis of very limited 

action and, more importantly, little genuine participation from 

strikers.   This is not entirely because union leaders hold their 

members back.  To an extent, their cowardice reflects the fact 

that the movement is weak at its base.  But that, in turn, 

reflects the fact that the movement has no prospect of 

rebuilding itself on the basis of the limits set by these, the 

official, methods. 

The whole point of the anti-trade union laws, of course, is that 

whilst they are formally ‘democratic’, they do not correspond 

to the real dynamics of working class direct action and 

solidarity; which is – which always has been when effective – 

an unruly thing, bubbling up from below, crossing the 

boundaries of official ‘trade disputes’. 

The old ways were not sufficient even for the old attacks.  And 

what we’re facing here is something more. 

Defeating cuts in France, 1995 

In 1995, the French working class faced a similar austerity 

package, including welfare and pension cuts.  Whilst there had 

been some important strikes in the preceding decades, the 

movement in general was unconfident.  Unions called a one-

day strike in certain areas. What happened next took 

everyone by surprise. 

Rather than just letting trade union officials run the strike, 

workers – first of all on the railways, then in other sectors – 

began to organise their strikes through mass 

assemblies.  These assemblies, which dissolved the divisions 

between unions at each workplace, reserved the right to 

determine the direction of strikes and the terms on which 

they would be ended.  They decided not to go back to work 

until their demands were met; immediately taking the 

movement into their own hands, making it more than just 

another prop for negotiators. Not only did they strike, they 

occupied; and they made sure it wasn’t only a public sector 

dispute, as strikes spread into the private sector, often 

without union authorisation.  Three and a half weeks later, 

almost all their demands had won. 

This sort of thing isn’t impossible for us here.  The 

2009 Tower Hamlets College strikelasted four weeks, and was 

organised by an open strike committee and regular 

assemblies open to all workers to discuss major decisions.  It 

was preceded by unofficial action: lecturers walking out in 

support of a janitor (in a different union) who was threatened 

with disciplinary action.  Earlier in the same year, thousands 

of energy construction workers defied laws on industrial 

action with impunity. 

Like the 1995 movement in France, neither were perfect: but 

they shows we can go beyond the futile old routines. 

Remaking our world 

Public sector workers are typically not engaged in the direct 

production of profit: we reproduce the society that allows the 

profit making sections to function, educating future workers 

(and looking after the younger ones), curing the ill, and doing 

our best to remedy the social chaos which capitalism 

routinely creates in the lives of the less well off.  We keep the 

tax rolling in, and the benefits rolling out. 

Our own immediate power lies in disrupting this 

reproduction.  And we have to be prepared to use it.  To take 

just one example, consider what happens when teachers and 

school support staff go on strike as they did on Wednesday, in 

Tower Hamlets and Camden.  Schools closed.  Thousands of 

parents were unable to go to work, as they looked after their 

children.  The strike was just one day.  But what if that was 

extended?  What if nursery workers and college lecturers 

joined in, and the strike spread across London?  The economic 

impact would be huge, as parents of young children became 

unable to go to work.  During the 2008 NUT strike, the Local 

Government Association estimated that a million pupils 

stayed at home. 

Many assume that such actions will fail because they ‘lose 

public support’.  But in France, support for severely disruptive 

strike action routinely runs at between 60 per cent and 80 per 

cent.  When other workers are feeling the squeeze as well, as 

they are now, they are more likely to be supportive: 

particularly if strikers appear confident and determined, and 

persuading the government to back down appears to be the 

best strategy to end the strike. 

Aside from seeking to spread strikes to the private sector, 

what else we can do?  One idea, is that of economic blockades, 

used to some effect in France during the pensions struggle last 

year, by the successful student struggle in 2006, and by 

the piqueteros in Argentina in the late 1990s.  When workers 

cannot exert power by striking, they can do so by physically 

blocking the arteries of the economy: motorways, runways, 

docks, shopping centres, and so on. 

The union leaders aren’t going to call a general strike, and 

there’s no sense calling on them to do so in order to 

‘expose’ them.  Any extended strike which crosses union 

boundaries will be organised from below, by workers taking 

control of the movement and turning it to their purposes. It’s 

in our hands. 

how can we beat austerity? 

some 500,000 people protested on 26th march 

�Ellie Schling was concerned by the 

behaviour of the Black Bloc at the 

26th March TUC demo 

I was marching with London Coalition Against Poverty (LCAP) 

on the March for the Alternative on Saturday 26th March when 

the black bloc came down Piccadilly. I, along with the people I 

was marching with supported the actions taken against the 

banks and the Ritz. I wanted to write down my experiences to 

express what it was like to be on the other side of the block. I 

am not writing to condemn violence or property damage, but I 

hope that this could help those involved reflect on how the 

black bloc related to the other marchers that day. 

London Coalition Against Poverty is an umbrella for various 

self help, mutual aid groups who campaign around benefits 

and housing issues and against poverty. We had a contingent 

of around thirty members who marched together. I really 

enjoyed being part of such a large march. I think it helped all 

of us to feel we are not isolated, while we can feel that way 

sometimes in our every day activities. It was good to see such 

a diverse crowd of people, all affected by the cuts in one way 

or another. 

As we walked down Piccadilly hundreds of people wearing 

masks and black clothes entered the march.  Loud bangs from 

fireworks and bangers came from our right, making us jump 

and banks were splattered with paint. I was worried about the 

children in our group. I stuck close to a double buggy with two 

babies in it, wondering what would happen if the police 

charged. Their mother was less concerned than me. There was 

some smoke in the air from the bangers and one of our group, 

an asthmatic, started having difficulties breathing. Luckily we 

were able to go down a side street to get some space because 

the police were not kettling us or trying to surround us. I’ve 

been on many demonstrations where that wouldn’t have been 

possible. After a while the person who had had the asthma 

attack was able to continue on the demonstration. 

By this point the TUC stewards had blocked off the march 

saying ‘there is a bottle neck down there, we need to create 

some space’. We realised that they wanted to separate the 

march from the black bloc, possibly so the police could move 

in, and we refused to allow this. We continued to march and 

called on the rest of the people to join us. The march joined up 

and we marched behind the black bloc into Hyde Park. 

We talked afterwards in the park about what had happened. 

We had different opinions but many of us felt that it was good 

that some people had taken a risk to make sure the 

government wouldn’t easily ignore the demonstration. 

However, the experience left me feeling uncomfortable.  

Some suggestions for the future could be to use medics on a 

black bloc to look out for people who might be panicked or 

unwell, because not everyone is lucky enough to march with a 

supportive group of people. I couldn’t see what the point was 

of the bangers and fireworks; they made the atmosphere 

more tense. Even though I knew what the black bloc tactic 

means; being on the other side of it was very disempowering. 

The way the action was organised made it feel like it was very 

separate from most people on the march, rather than 

encouraging people to think about ways they could 

participate in more disruptive action. Actions against the cuts 

must escalate if they are going to work and of course there 

will be different things happening in different ways. However, 

we will be stronger the more people can get involved and feel 

ownership of what they are doing.  

One example of an alternative tactic could be to encourage the 

crowd take part in an occupation, giving the other marchers 

the option of whether they get involved or not. I think we 

need to spread disruptive action to fight the cuts; whether 

that’s on a mass demonstration or day by day in our local 

areas. To get to the point where that is possible we need to 

build and strengthen our connections with each other. I don’t 

think the black bloc helped us move towards that on 

26th March. While it was inspiring there was little thought for 

the people around the bloc and the actions taken were self 

contained and frightening for many. I hope that we will move 

forward towards ways of struggling that include more people, 

increase the level of confidence we have in ourselves and each 

other and succeed in stopping the cuts. 

�the writer is a member of the Hackney Housing Group. 

Hackney residents self-organise in Hackney Housing Group 

to give and receive support on housing problems and 

campaign for better housing. The group is part of London 

Coalition Against Poverty, a coalition of groups which are 

based on the idea that through solidarity and direct action, 

ordinary people have the power to change our own lives. 

disempowerment in front of the black bloc 



 

 

���� Opposition to the military intervention in Libya has been 

muted in the UK, and positions on the left have been 

exposed by the tension between support for democratic 

struggle in the Middle East and a deep distrust of Western 

motives. This is an edited version of an online discussion 

between Commune members, aimed not at expressing a 

final position but exploring some of the contradictions. 

Dave Spencer: Perhaps because I am from Coventry and was 

born during the Blitz, I am totally opposed to the bombing of 

civilians. Of course the imperialists have their own agenda 

which up till now has included links with Gaddafi. However I 

think the Stop the War position [blanket opposition] is wrong. 

If the intervention of the imperialist allies leads to the victory 

of democratic forces in Libya, then that is a good thing for the 

revolutionary process taking place in the Middle East which 

will be a beacon to the rest of the world. The question for the 

imperialists is whether they can control this situation. They 

haven’t much option but to try… The international working 

class at the moment is asleep. To stand any real chance of 

organising there need to be a few democratic freedoms. 

I think any analysis should stem from basic principles. 

Opposition to the massacre of civilians is a basic principle. 

Revolutionary struggle from below is another. Support for the 

working class within that revolutionary struggle is another. 

Mark E: I’d like to know who the opposition to Gaddafi is and 

what is the basis of their support. Secondly, which sections of 

society are backing Gaddafi? Why was there no mass uprising 

in Tripoli? No doubt if Gaddafi had retaken Benghazi there 

would have been reprisals but I’m not convinced there was a 

big risk of a humanitarian disaster. However, it would have 

been good to see the Gaddafi regime fall and I am 

disappointed that the rebellion is under threat but I can only 

conclude that the support for Gadaffi is a lot broader then we 

have been led to expect by the western media. As such I’m 

sceptical whether western intervention is going to resolve 

anything here although I must admit I have wavered in this I 

don’t want to see the rebellion fail either! Having said that, 

though, undoubtedly there is a mix of motives for this 

intervention including a recognition of the strategic 

importance of Libya’s oil as well as a liberal humanitarianism. 

This doesn’t make it easy to take a position without that 

analysis of the composition of Libyan society. 

David Broder: I am not sure to what extent the fact of the 

rebellion demands any less criticism of what France, UK, US 

etc are doing. Is this really so different from what our attitude 

would be to the US bombing a peaceable but totalitarian 

régime’s military installations? Monstrous though Gaddafi’s 

crimes (particularly in recent weeks) are, they actually pale in 

comparison to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. ‘Inaction’ in 2003 

would also have meant allowing him to continue crushing the 

population, but it was clearly right to oppose the war. 

The so-called no-fly-zone has the clear intention of reviving 

the idea of humanitarian intervention and thus could have far 

wider, more dangerous consequences than is immediately 

obvious. Moreover, since the régime is not cracking apart like 

in Egypt, it could just mean a longer and more deadly war and 

harsher reprisals by the régime = more deaths. Of course, the 

intervention does not in any way justify such actions, but 

presumably it will be useful for Gaddafi’s propaganda 

purposes. Given that the rebellion is/was on the verge of 

defeat, I find it hard to see how these latest actions will help it 

win the popular support which it apparently lacks. 

Taimour Lay: Was the rebellion on the point of defeat 

because of lack of popular support or because of the 

imbalance of arms? Mark rightly wonders why Tripoli did not 

‘rise up’ – it’s impossible for us to say. It may be that the 

security services were that much more concentrated there, or 

this was seen as a revolt by ”them” (the easterners/Warfalla 

”tribe”) or the state was able to placate them quickly through 

patronage and oil money. Or, as was the case in Tajura, a 

district of Tripoli which hit the streets quite early on, the 

crackdown was hard. 

If it’s about an imbalance of arms, presumably this bombing 

will be accompanied by the funnelling of arms to the ”rebels”, 

who will be encouraged to hold their ground and then move 

west. 

So a long, messy, protracted, western-fuelled civil war? Or an 

unopposed crackdown by Gaddafi on Benghazi followed by a 

long period of reprisal? Two bad options. Are we forced into 

supporting or opposing this? Can we not simply provide an 

analysis and see the two bad options as a product of 

something utterly rotten and dysfunctional? Or is that copping 

out? 

Dave: In my opinion it is a matter of basic principle rather 

than analysis. We are communists and should support 

democratic revolution from below. There is a process of 

revolution from below starting in the Middle East which might 

even spread further. The revolt in Libya against Gaddafi is 

part of this process. The situation in Iraq was quite 

different….We cannot support Gaddafi and we cannot say 

“Leave it to the Libyan people themselves,” since Gaddafi has 

massive fire power. We must be for the rebels and against the 

dictators. Calling for “analysis” seems to me like fiddling while 

Rome burns. 

Mark: Dave’s view is that communists should support 

democratic revolutions in principle, and therefore 

unreservedly. On the surface I think this is a reasonable 

position to take and indeed I can’t recall any time where I 

have not supported such a principle, when the issue has 

arisen. However, we have to be careful here in that we 

shouldn’t fetishise bourgeois democracy at the expense of a 

commitment to proletarian democracy and communism. What 

would be of interest to me in the currrent situation in Libya 

would be whether there any working class initiatives which 

go beyond a formal bourgeois democracy; and if not, why not? 

Secondly, taking a stand on the principle in support of 

bourgeois democracy does not entail that we call for its 

enforcement using any means necessary. There is no 

necessary logical step that we must take from supporting the 

Libyan uprising to calling for western military intervention in 

its support. For example, would we have called for NATO 

military intervention in support of Hungarian workers in 

1956 and Czechoslovak workers in 1968? I think we would 

have supported the democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe 

around that time and indeed I’m sure we all did around 1989 

but calling for military intervention is a different matter. 

Why? Because not only does it change the character of the 

revolution from one ‘from below’ to one which depends 

predominantly on being enforced ‘from above’ (literally in the 

Libyan example) but military intervention is likely to favour 

the consolidation of western dominance of the region. 

There may not be a good choice between support for military 

intervention and allowing the civil war to unfold without that. 

It may be that either way will not be beneficial for the Libyan 

people. I’d rather see them try to deepen the revolution into a 

social revolution – in which case they would never get the 

support of the governments of the West… 

Barry Biddulph: Today in Libya, Egypt and so on, why would 

democracy be limited to bourgeois democracy? The Arab 

revolution is not restricted in advance to bourgeois 

democracy. We should support and call for mass democracy 

from below. Simply raising questions is not enough. But we 

cannot support “western” intervention. Britain France and 

USA have their own agenda as we have seen. Their 

humanitarianism is pure hypocrisy. Western imperialism 

plays into Gaddafi’s hands and discredits the opposition in the 

eyes of the Arab masses. 

Talk of a countrywide massacre was propaganda and 

exaggerated. If the western imperialists wanted the rebels in 

Benghazi to defend and organize themselves they would have 

supplied arms to the rebels as requested. The breathing space 

was for the imperialists to impose control over the 

revolutionary process. 

Let’s not fall into the trap of saying Cameron is more civilised 

than Gaddafi so we support the coalition. The death and 

destruction caused by western wars is hardly a lesser evil or 

something to give critical support. 

Joe Thorne: It is a difficult debate. There are basically two 

positions on the revolutionary left (no one says “support 

intervention”, I believe). Almost all groups oppose 

intervention, except Workers’ Liberty, who say: “No trust in or 

support for the US and other imperialist powers! If they impose 

a no fly zone over Libya or bomb Qaddafi’s forces, they will do it 

in their own brutal way and for their own cynical, profit-

ensuring reasons! Solidarity with the Libyan revolution, and 

specifically democratic and working-class forces within it!”  

The pointed thing about it, of course, to be considered 

alongside the broadly positive content of the words 

themselves, is that they avoid opposing the bombing of Libya. 

What I’d say is that you can “neither support nor oppose” in 

principle, but it’s not necessarily a catch-all response to get 

you out of engagement. All these slogans only mean 

something on the basis that they express positions we would 

implement practically if we were able to, or close to being able 

to doing so. 

What if the movement was in a position to stop the bombing? 

For example, if we had influence in the armed forces? What 

then? You’d have to jump one way or another. Just like if you 

were to say “neither for nor against the invasion of Iraq” in 

2003, it would be politically indefensible. So what makes this 

different? Could be a few things. But not necessarily obvious 

qualitative differences. 

We can be against both intervention and Gaddafi (and hence 

take no responsibility for either). The difficulty comes with 

the point that a movement in this country would immediately 

have much more capacity to practically implement one side of 

that equation than the other: it could more easily stop 

intervention than Gaddafi. I can’t see a way out of it based on 

the assumption that we must take responsibility for whatever 

results from our slogans being implemented in practice, but in 

isolation from an international communist workers’ 

movement which would have the capacity to make them more 

than purely negative. 

Mark: I’m not in favour of supporting military intervention. 

However, to actively oppose it is be complicit in the crushing 

of that rebellion – let’s say by disrupting the intervention (if 

we had communists in the armed forces or military suppliers 

– which would be more likely).We would be thanked by 

Gaddafi but not by the rebels, at least by those who have 

spoken in favour of intervention. This is not a good position to 

be in. 

So maybe neutrality towards the intervention is a reasonable 

stance to take in this case? I don’t know. That would mean of 

course a policy of non-disruption of the intervention. In a 

sense it would mean being complicit in the re-assertion of 

western influence in the region if that occurred (which is 

likely), but as Workers’ Liberty say it could be opposed in 

other ways, along with building solidarity links with the left 

elements of the rebellion. 

Barry: But now imperialist intervention gives credibility to 

Gaddafi and will help establish an imperialist friendly regime 

that will not allow revolutionaries to operate, to put it mildy. 

Imperialist intervention could lead not to averting a defeat in 

Benghazi, as asserted by the Workers’ Liberty, but to an 

overall defeat for the revolution. 
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�Mark Ellingsen analyses the 

composition and aims of the Libyan 

rebel movement 

I just want to say something about one of the reasons that has 

been used to advocate for either neutrality or support for 

western intervention and the no-fly zone. This justification is 

that by helping the rebels this will help the working class even 

if they are as yet unorganised, by creating a democratic space 

in Libya which can be used to further working class politics. 

However, after doing a little research, I’m sceptical that the 

rebels in the east of the country will allow much autonomy for 

working class politics. 

First of all, it seems that the initial rebellion has been 

consumed by a tribal civil war. Libya has a weak national 

identity with tribal allegiances in the western and eastern 

parts of the country locked in struggle over control of the 

state. The Libyan elite around Gaddafi is based on allegiance 

to the Qadhadhfa tribe, which is why many of the individuals 

in government or who have political influence are family 

members or childhood friends. This tribe has dominated 

Libyan politics since the revolution of 1969, although it has 

until recently been able to count on alliances with other tribes 

such as the Warfella, which now seems to have gone over to 

the anti-Gaddaffi camp. This revolution was carried out 

against the Sanusi monarchy which was declared in Benghazi 

in 1951 with Idris al-Sanusi as king. The Sanusi order 

emerged in the nineteenth century as a religious movement 

preaching an austere vision of Islam. It had its roots in the 

tribal structures of Cyrenaica, but was seen more broadly as 

part of the identity of the eastern part of the country.  

The 1969 revolution put an end to the political dominance of 

the eastern tribes and the Qadhadhfa have been in a 

protracted political conflict with them ever since, particularly 

with the Sa’adi confederation. Gaddafi’s ideology based on 

“The Green Book” has been seen a challenge to the more 

conservative version of Islam entrenched in the east. So it is 

no surprise then that the flag of the rebellion is the old 

monarchist one. This tribal conflict has meant that Gaddafi’s 

regime has systematically deprived the eastern part of the 

country of economic development. This deprivation was 

intensified after the Islamist rebellions in the 1980s and mid-

1990s, of which the current one seems to be the latest in a 

long line. What would be interesting to research would be 

how tribal identities cut across class lines or whether they are 

less relevant amongst the lower classes, workers, sub-

proletariat, peasantry etc. 

Secondly, the rebellion is likely to have been coloured by a 

conservative Islam which has deep roots in the east. In recent 

decades this has taken on a more political and militant hue. 

Interestingly, this conservative and political Islam has found 

fertile soil in first generation migrants to the urban and semi-

urban areas. Often arriving as students from rural areas many 

joined Islamist movements as a response to the disruption of 

traditional social relationships found in the urban areas and 

then reimported this militant version of Islam back to the 

villages from which they had originated, but as part of a rural 

middle class.  

Alison Pargeter mentions that different neighbourhoods of 

Benghazi have differing versions of Islamism: ” in some, such 

as Ben Younis or Slmai Sharqi, the Muslim Brotherhood 

dominated, while others, such as Majuri or Borghdaima, were 

known for being home to those of a more militant 

bent.” (Pargeter 2009: 1041-2) There are parallels here with 

militant working class migrants to the urban areas of Western 

Europe which sometimes took on a socialist and communist 

politics, but here in Libya it has been heavily influence by 

religion. However, there are parallels in England which saw 

the influence of Methodism amongst workers in the 

nineteenth century. What we have yet to see is independent 

working class organisation and activity or at least there have 

been either little or no reports of it. 

The east has seen protests and rebellions against Gadaffi in 

the past, most recently in 2006 when violent protest broke 

out in Benghazi in response to the Danish cartoons of the 

Prophet Mohammed, but which soon took on an anti-

government character. More seriously, in the mid 1990s the 

regime faced a militant Islamist movement centred around the 

Libyan Islamic Fighting Group. Activists who were to form this 

group had been active in Afghanistan in the war against the 

Soviet Union. However, this movement, including more 

moderate Islamists, were crushed by brutal repression and by 

1998 this opposition had been more or less wiped out. The 

cadres and the bedrock of support for militant Islamist groups 

within Libya has come from the eastern cities of Benghazi, 

Derna and Ajdabia. 

However, the east is also renowned for a militant anti-

imperialist identity which harks to the Ottoman empire but 

more recently to the resistance against Italian colonial rule, a 

resistance symbolised by Omar al-Mukhtar, who was executed 

by the Italians for leading the a guerrilla war against them. 

Such is the admiration for al-Mukhtar that his portrait is to be 

seen everywhere in Derna (Pargeter 2009) and the groups 

which originated in fighting the US in Lebanon in the 1980s 

named themselves the Omar al-Mukhtar Brigades. However, 

this symbol of al-Mukhtar is not confined to radical Islamists 

but has appeared across the Middle East where people have 

been fighting imperialism, most notably as a symbol of 

resistance during the Palestinian intifada (Nassar and 

Boggero 2008). However, in the east of Libya this anti-

imperialism is often expressed as a defence against foreign 

cultural values, particularly in relation to women, and for 

which Gaddafi is seen as too influenced by the West.  

The narrowness of the elite and its distance from the lives of 

the deprived masses in the east reinforces this conservative 

and politicised Islam. Most of those Libyans who fought in 

Iraq have come from the east and Pargeter mentions that 

“following the death in custody in May 2009 of the militant 

Ibn Sheikh Al-Libi, who had been handed over to Tripoli after 

his capture by US forces in Pakistan in 2001, thousands of 

mourners attended the funeral service held for him in his 

eastern home town of Ajdabia.” (Pargeter 2009: 1044). It is 

going to be interesting to see how the West will try and 

control the political orientation of this rebellion. But they have 

been there before in the support of the jihadists in 

Afghanistan against the Soviet Union, and in their the support 

of the conservative Wahhabism of Saudi Arabia. Conservative 

and even politically militant Islam are not necessarily in 

conflict with Western imperialism. 

So I think it is probably accurate to say that this rebellion has 

all the hallmarks of a tribal civil war, whatever its initial 

impetus, and which probably is deeply coloured by a 

conservative Islam. It’s dependence on Western intervention 

is likely to provide some interesting and contradictory 

factionalism within the Islamist camp. Whether the working 

class in the oil fields and the major cities can provide an 

alternative has yet to be seen but the call for western 

intervention on their behalf seems to be based on little 

understanding of the likely character of the rebellion.  

While I can’t claim that this is an accurate portrayal of the 

situation of Libya, given I have no expertise in this area, I hope 

that I have demonstrated that any political position we take 

must be based on at least some analysis of what is going on 

the world. One of the things not covered is the role of migrant 

workers in the Libyan economy which seems substantial. For 

example, in 2002 it was estimated that there were 2.5 million 

migrants, “one immigrant for every two Libyans” (Young et al. 

2007). If we are to understand the possibility of independent 

working class politics in Libya then we need to understand 

this dynamic between migrant and indigenous workers within 

the economy.  

� See article at thecommune.co.uk for full references 

from social rebellion to tribal civil war 
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Adam Ford: To be a communist is to take the side of the 

working class, and the working class only. Not one faction or 

other of the ruling class, in the (mistaken, in my view) belief 

that they would treat working class people better. Therefore 

we must oppose imperialist intervention in all its forms, in-

cluding the policing of a ‘no-fly zone’ against the Gaddafi re-

gime. (Even the no-fly thing is now clearly a figleaf, after the 

bombing of the Gaddafi compound and other targets – they 

want regime change). 

‘The rebels’ are not a homogenous block. As always, there are 

class divisions. Many of the self-appointed ‘Transitional’ lead-

ers are ex-Gaddafi generals, who saw that they were losing a 

few weeks ago, or saw an opportunity to step out from Gad-

dafi’s shadow, and went over to the other side. They are the 

ones providing most of the equipment being used to fight Gad-

dafi’s forces, and they will demand positions of power over 

the working class should they be victorious. The democratic 

(and behind them, material) aspirations of the working class 

will not be met by holdovers from the Gaddafi regime, any 

more than they will be met by holdovers from the Ben Ali and 

Mubarak regimes in Tunisia and Egypt respectively. 

It is western imperialism that creates the power of Middle 

Eastern dictators, and it is only the power of the international 

working class that can overthrow them. Mubarak fell precisely 

at the point when a strike wave went through Egypt, and the 

same appears to be happening in Bahrain. This is where the 

power of working class people lies – not begging arms from 

this or another general for an insurrection, or begging support 

from imperialists. 

Joe: The distinction Workers’ Liberty make is between a gen-

eral opposition to both sides (which they say they have, and 

which most but not all of them probably hold sincerely); and 

an agitational slogan meant to secure a specific outcome, in a 

context in which our slogans would – we could imagine – have 

impact only against one of the sides which we oppose. Now, 

you could argue that this sort of analysis amounts to assuming 

a strong movement here, but not there (since it would need to 

be supported), as the hypothetical context in which the slo-

gan’s value would be tested – and that this is patronising, or 

just ad hoc and baseless. But neither is it inconceivable that a 

strong enough movement here would never be faced with a 

Libya-type situation abroad. 

There’s a culture on the ultra-left and among left communists 

of proclaiming, quite abstractly, opposition to almost every-

thing, and then sitting back and feeling well pleased with the 

avoidance of trad left mistakes. A lot of the time, there’s some-

thing in this. But what it misses, and what some Trots have 

due to a stronger and more engaged activist tradition, is a 

sense of the potential material consequences of raising a slo-

gan: it’s not just raised in order to give a specific expression to 

the general position of independence from all sides, it’s actu-

ally meant as something which they intend [...] to realise. 

With respect to the power of the working class. It isn’t ex-

pressed in a universal way, independent of the real level of 

development and form of the economy. An oil based economy 

without a developed industrial base, or indeed a developed 

ruling class outside of the state clique, such as Libya, is far less 

vulnerable to the sort of strikes (outside oil) that finished off 

Mubarak. This is the pattern in spigot economies throughout 

Africa and the Middle East. Any mass revolutionary movement 

at all was always likely to take on a military character. 

Mark: My question, then: Is anti-imperialism a principle or a 

position which depends on situational context, so that there 

can be exceptions to taking an anti-imperialist stance? Simi-

larly, is humanitarianism a principle or a position which de-

pends on situational context, so that there can be exceptions 

to acting on humanitarian grounds? If both are principles then 

we are then in the realms of philosophical debate at best. 

Joe: Of course, we don’t come to the question fresh, naive, and 

without a pre-existing analysis of imperialism. But that analy-

sis ought to feed in to how we see the particular dynamics, not 

substitute for them. 

Dave: I think we need to understand imperialism at a time of 

a recession in global capitalism…The USA cannot go throwing 

its weight about like it used to, even if it wanted to. We also 

need to analyse this new phenomenon of the democratic revo-

lutions. There are imperialist powers in a mess and the 

masses rising up against this mess to change their regimes. 

They are asking for support in Libya from the imperialist 

powers. The imperialist powers are in a spot. Of course they 

have their own agenda and of course you can’t trust them. But 

if they go beyond what is asked from them by the rebels they 

will be discredited in the eyes of the world. If the intervention 

works then more rebellions can be expected. 

Barry: The western intervention is popular at the moment 

with the population of Benghazi, but in the medium and long 

term the imperialist damage to the interests of the Arab 

Masses could be greater. And looking to western intervention 

will weaken any independent fight from below.  

Has the leopard changed its spots? Imperialism is not progres-

sive as claimed by Workers’ Liberty. Can imperialist interven-

tion in the interests of the capitalist ruling class in France, 

Britain and the USA simultaneously represent the interests of 

the international working class or the Arab masses contrary 

to the communist ABC? 

And if our rulers can act in this manner indirectly in our inter-

ests then surely we can change the domestic coalitions policy 

as well. Forget class lines; we can cross them. Like a broken 

clock the Con Dem coalition at home and abroad can some-

times be correct. There will be a time when our interests coin-

cide. This ignores the history of imperialism in general which 

caused the problems in the region in the first place,shaped the 

regimes, drew lines on maps dividing the Arab people and it 

does not take seriously the nature of capitalism or respect the 

history of independent working class opposition. 

� See fuller version of this debate, as well as further com-

ments, at thecommune.co.uk 
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�East London GP Jonathon 

Tomlinson looks at the government’s 

attacks on the health care and the 

ever-increasing pressures on the NHS  

“It is profoundly paradoxical that, in a period when the 

importance of public policy as a determinant of health is 

routinely acknowledged, there remains a continuing absence 

of mainstream debate about the ways in which the politics, 

power and ideology, which underpin it influence people’s 

health.” Alex Scott-Samuel Towards a Politics of Health 

The NHS reforms are aligned with the rest of Tory policy, 

which is to dismember the public realm and roll back the 

state. The Big Society’s architect Philip Blond said last year, 

“There is a distinction between the state as facilitator and the 

state as provider, and I think the state as provider really is 

now a bankrupt model”. 

The Health and Social Care Bill, currently ‘on pause’ for a 

‘listening exercise’ proposes the following for the NHS:  

 �The secretary of state for health (Andrew Lansley) no 

longer has a duty to provide or secure the provision of health 

services. As one experienced doctor explains: “it will mean 

that there is no elected politician charged with a duty to 

provide a national health service. No one we can hold to 

account when the health service is sold off, chopped up and 

shredded in the Tory money making mills. No one we can hold 

to account when our local hospital is sold off, chopped and 

shredded.” 

�Any willing/qualified provider can provide NHS services 

and NHS hospitals all have to become foundation trusts, 

meaning, effectively, private independent entities. They will 

then be subject to competition law and allowed to go bust so 

that essential services will close, not because they are no 

longer essential, but because they are unprofitable.  

�In order to raise money hospitals will be able to provide as 

much private care as they like in order to raise money. This 

will result in entire wards being handed over to paying 

patients, opening up a 2 tier system within the same hospital. 

�Commissioning consortia (otherwise known as GP 

commissioning consortia) will be given control of the majority 

of the NHS budget. This is the bit where the government say 

they are giving ‘control’ to the GPs. This is overwhelmingly 

unpopular amongst GPs. Most are agreeing to take on this role 

only in order to prevent private companies doing it. As the 

head of the British Medical Association GP committee said, 

‘just because people climbed into lifeboats it doesn’t mean 

they approved of the Titanic sinking’. Some GPs have already 

handed responsibility to UnitedHealth, a subsidiary of one of 

the largest US health insurers whose parent company has a 

significant history of fraud. The consortia will control where 

GPs refer their patients and what services are available to 

patients. There will be considerable scope for conflicts of 

interests as commissioning organisations will frequently also 

be healthcare providers. Given that the NHS will be force to 

make £20bn ‘efficiency savings’ –based on a highly 

questionable assessment by accountants McKinsey their main 

purpose will be to ration care.  

The reforms have been condemned by almost everyone 

qualified to understand them. Having watched very carefully 

the reporting for the last few months, I have seen no serious 

support for them from anyone. The British Medical 

Association were overwhelmingly opposed at their Special 

Representative Meeting in March and almost 99% of the Royal 

College of Nurses supported a motion of no confidence in 

Andrew Lansley at their conference. 

As ill-conceived and dangerous as these reforms are, the NHS 

plays but a part in the health of the nation. 

According to Alex Scott Samuel, Senior Clinical Lecturer in the 

Division of Public Health at the University of Liverpool, and 

co-founder of the Politics of Health Group, the determinants of 

health can be understood in terms of upstream, midstream 

and downstream causes. Interventions are more effective at 

determining health outcomes the further up they are made. 

The NHS fits into the midstream. 

Upstream: fundamental or root causes 

�Inequalities in power, income and wealth, social status, 

knowledge, beneficial social connections. These things give 

people access to the resources they need to have a healthy 

and fulfilling life. Inequalities create a social gradient with 

consequences in health, including disease prevalence and 

mortality.  

Midstream: Social determinants 

�Nutrition, shelter, education, transport. These include state 

funded housing, education and public transport as well more 

or less market dominated sources. For an example of the 

control of food by markets, see the essential Stuffed and 

Starved by Raj Patel. 

� Public services including the welfare state and the NHS.  

Downstream: Proximal causes 

� Lifestyle factors such as diet, exercise, smoking and 

drinking.  

The aim of this government is to shift the burden of 

responsibility as far downstream as possible. But while the 

responsibility for change is being shifted downstream there is 

no transfer of power. Responsibility without power or 

resources with which to act leads to helplessness and is 

disempowering.  

The consequence or making people helpless and 

disempowered is increasing sickness, in particular mental 

illness including anxiety and depression. Many of my patients 

suffer from mental illnesses and they are exceptionally 

stressed in the present economic and social climate. Many of 

them who have never been able to work are having their 

benefits stopped after failing the new cursory Work Capability 

Assessment (WCA). They are coming to see me every week, 

distressed and anxious, sometimes psychotic or suicidal, 

asking for help with their appeals. The WCA has been 

criticised by GP Margaret McCartney in the BMJ and many 

others for failing to take sufficient time to do a full physical 

assessment or assess psychological disability. 

Widening inequalities in wealth, increased costs for university 

education, a capitulation to fast food manufacturers on public 

health and savage cuts to social services and local councils all 

contribute to upstream and midstream causes of ill health. 

As a consequence of increasingly sedentary lifestyles and the 

proliferation of very cheap, highly calorific convenience foods 

we are facing an epidemic of obesity and associated type 2 

diabetes. An upstream response would be to address the 

power of the food industry, but instead the consequences are 

being treated by the NHS. For example, people admitted to 

hospital for conditions related to obesity rose by 30% last 

year. Treating the consequences of obesity with surgery of 

treatments for diabetes rather than dealing with the impact of 

deprivation is just one example. Creating smoke free 

environments is more effective at reducing the numbers of 

people smoking than informing (or nudging) smokers or 

prescribing nicotine substitutes or other pharmaceutical aids. 

In December the government reneged on its responsibility to 

deal with upstream determinants when it told the National 

Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) to stop work on 6 

projects and put on hold a further 13 including its guidance on 

preventing road injuries in children and young people; spatial 

planning for health (changing the physical environment to 

improve health) and policies for smoke free homes and cars. 

(BMJ) 

Research from Aberdeen university showed that the top 30% 

of drinkers consumed 80% of alcohol in the UK. In other 

words, significant profits came from excessive consumption, 

and yet the government have refused to take the advice of 

their own advisory panel to increase the minimum unit price 

of alcohol to 50p, instead opting for 21 pence, against the 

evidence of virtually the whole scientific and public health 

community. 

At a time of unprecedented cuts the NHS will be under 

unprecedented pressure as it becomes the place of last resort 

for people who have nowhere else to turn. Cuts to social care, 

reported in several papers, mean that elderly patients have to 

stay in hospital wards designed for critically ill patients at a 

far greater cost than community care adding to the burden on 

the NHS and preventing the entry of other sick patients. 

Efficiency gains will be nowhere near sufficient to meet the 

additional demand. The increase in workload will be 

combined with additional costs due to the exponential use of 

high tech equipment, new drugs, perverse market incentives, 

and the administration and transaction costs of operating 

markets. Rather than funding being increased in anticipation, 

resources are being cut further than ever before. 

At the heart of the NHS reforms is the intention to convert 

patients into consumers and to shift the responsibility for 

health as far downstream as possible. The neoliberal project is 

to explain illness in terms of moral failure and the 

consequences of this are self loathing and social prejudice, 

directed overwhelmingly at the poor and vulnerable.  

For more on this see ‘Who is the NHS for: not for me’ at 

www.abetternhs.wordpress.com  

To fight the Health and Social Care Bill 

�Join Keep Our NHS Public: www.keepournhspublic.com/

signup.php 

�Sign the 38 degrees petition: www.38degrees.org.uk/page/

s/Protect_our_NHS_Petition 

�Lobby your MP and your GP  

 

the NHS plays but a part in the health of the nation 

not only attacks on the NHS but the cuts more 
broadly will impact on public health 

� Adam Ford writes on the social 

causes of depression 

The award for least surprising story of the month must go to 

the 'revelation' that the UK has seen a huge increase in anti-

depressant use between 2006 and 2010. This was accompa-

nied by 'speculation' that this might have something to do 

with the economic crisis.  

That might seem obvious, but it represents a tacit admission 

that many mental conditions are largely socially constructed, 

something that flies in the face of the traditional ruling class 

approach to psychological distress. 

According to NHS Prescription Services data, the number of 

prescriptions for Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors, the 

most common anti-depressant drugs, rose by 43% over the 

period. GPs admitted they were increasingly being contacted 

by people with money worries - a social problem - and were 

responding with prescriptions for mind-altering drugs. 

 

Emer O'Neill of Depression Alliance UK commented that "The 

financial strain on many people has never been worse. They 

are worried about their spiralling bills and where the next 

meal is coming from. It can make you feel very down, and it 

soon becomes a cycle." For the government, Care Services 

Minister Paul Burstow announced that funding for 'talking 

therapies' will be increased by £400 million over the next four 

years. 

As someone who was clinically depressed in my teens and 

early twenties, I believe that talking to a stranger about your 

problems can be beneficial. However, talking does not make 

those problems - which are generally rooted in the state of 

society itself - go away. At best, it can help someone sort 

through their own thinking. With all avenues of improving 

society supposedly closed, capitalism responds with the medi-

calisation of the social - the social problem becomes the 

'mental illness’. 

Scientists speculate that the 'illness' known as depression is 

actually a very healthy evolutionary adaptation, allowing the 

individual to withdraw for a while, and weigh up their op-

tions. The problem for many at this time in humanity's history 

is that there don't appear to be any options. The necessary 

rebirth of the working class movement will bring hope to mil-

lions, whether they are labelled depressive or not.  

from recession to (clinical) depression 
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� Sheila Cohen reviews New Trade 

Union Activism: Class Consciousness 

or Social Identity? Sian Moore, 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. 

Yet another pricey, “academic” book – but one with an 

interesting message. In New Trade Union Activism Sian Moore, 

who teaches trade unionists at London Metropolitan 

University’s Working Lives Research Institute, examines the 

increasing – and, to some of us, questionable – phenomenon of 

new forms of worker representation. By contrast to the 

staunch shop steward of the past, who simply took on 

whatever problems the daily toll of workplace exploitation 

threw up, the last ten years or so have seen the growth of 

specific “reps” for apparently every conceivable contingency – 

learning reps, equality reps, environmental reps, etc., etc. 

When the recent history of this development is studied, even 

more grounds for suspicion emerge. In their 2008 book Trade 

Unions in a Neoliberal World, Gary Daniels and John McIlroy 

usefully outline how such forms of “representation” were 

encouraged by the New Labour government as part of its 

partnership-based approach to trade unionism, one eagerly 

accepted by the TUC. The Partnership at Work Fund, set up in 

1998, was rapidly succeeded by a Union Modernisation Fund 

which financed projects which in one way or another would 

“improve... the understanding of modern business practice by 

full time officers and lay representatives”. £5m of this fund 

was then utilised “to support... union-sponsored equality 

projects and extend... a system of union equality 

representatives.” 

As McIlroy comments, “The objective was laudable; but once 

again unions were being given cash incentives to turn away 

from adversarialism...the workplace representative function 

was being reshaped...away from the conflictual bargaining 

shop steward and towards the consensual, partnership 

[based] union learning representative or equality 

representative” (p87). At more or less the same time (1998), 

the Union Learning Fund had been established as part of what 

one consultant to New Labour termed “a wide-raging suite of 

policy initiatives aimed at improving UK competitiveness 

through increased skills and making the supply of education 

and training more responsive to demands from employers.” 

Well, that more or less says it all, in suitable consultancy-

speak. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, some of us have looked on these 

developments with considerable scepticism. Why break up 

the workplace class struggle into little tiny pieces? Why, in 

particular, substitute programmes of basic skills education 

(which should be carried out, if not by effective schooling in 

the first place, certainly by employers rather than by unions) 

for the kind of workplace trade union activity everyone can 

take part in by virtue of being workers – as opposed to 

“learners”? The still more economistic of us might even 

suggest that if equality and decent education for workers is 

ever to be attained, it will be through the united efforts of 

class struggle rather than through the “training” of individual 

trade unionists. 

This piecemeal approach has also, as more traditional trade 

union tutors know to their cost, resulted in an equivalent 

breakdown of basic shop steward education into yawn-

inducing sessions on precisely the type of “procedure” to be 

used in, for example, an equality-related grievance. Union 

reps’ courses which used to provide the opportunity for 

rousing discussions of conflicts with management and the 

horrors of the bureaucracy have now slumped into a series of 

case studies on how to deal with individual “disciplinaries”. In 

one class I attended, the tutor painstakingly transmitted 

endless details on the procedures and policies to be followed 

by management in the equal opportunities area, only to be 

met with mutterings from the black women at my table that 

management had installed all these policies – they just didn’t 

implement them. Again, it seems to be power that counts, 

rather than procedures. 

But Moore’s book provides an interesting counter to such 

caveats. While herself suitably sceptical about the value of 

such New Labour-led forms of representation, she presents 

detailed empirical research based on in-depth interviews with 

a wide range of Union Learning and Equality Reps from which 

can be drawn an intriguing message – that such forms of 

representation have themselves begun to generate the kind of 

broader workplace union activity associated with the 

traditional shop steward. As the author puts it, in the case of 

Equality Reps “their exclusion from collective bargaining may 

imply a restricted role...Yet [such arguments] can devalue the 

role of union representatives in challenging excesses of 

managerial power, often expressed through discrimination 

and the bullying of vulnerable workers...the ER role [in the 

workplace] may reinvigorate trade unionism in a context in 

which the balance of power has swung...away from joint 

regulation, generating an increase in individual 

grievances” (p103). 

As an example of this more conflictual dynamic, one Union 

Learning Rep (ULR) in a print factory describes how it was 

difficult for ULRs to separate learning from mainstream union 

activity, because the face-to-face contact they had with 

members meant that workers would raise grievances about 

wider issues with them: “The new ULRs definitely seem to 

attract a lot of non ULR grievance problems...” (p88). As Diana, 

a ULR in a JobCentre, argued, ULRs are in fact better placed to 

listen to general grievances: “... because of the way we 

work...you are talking to people, there’s a little bit of time out... 

and other things come up.” 

This dynamic appears to generate a mutual process of 

radicalisation and involvement; the same ULR reported that 

during a recent Civil Service strike there had been more ULRs 

than other reps on the picket line and this had been a “turning 

point” in getting other activists to accept ULRs. Speaking of a 

new ULR she had worked with, Diana noted “She didn’t want 

confrontation or conflict...but over the last 12 months she’s 

changed... and is [now] prepared to negotiate.” 

The growing issue of workplace bullying by management has 

also played its part, however regrettably (in one sense) in the 

collectivisation of apparently individual experiences of 

extreme oppression. According to one Equality Rep, “The 

reason I joined Unison was because of my experiences [of 

bullying] and... to ensure that’s what’s happened to me doesn’t 

happen to anyone else, because people do victimise and bully 

and harass workers...” 

Nor, by contrast to the stout defenders of “self-organised 

groups” for women, ethnic minorities etc within trade unions, 

do these rank and file reps see equality as purely related to so-

called identity politics. In the words of one young black ER: 

“[P]eople always see equality as a race thing or a gender thing 

but there are many different types of inequality...”. Although 

there is too little space to go into this issue here, Moore’s book 

shows fairly conclusively that the “self-organisation” policies 

promoted in unions like NALGO/Unison in the 1980s and 90s 

are ultimately irrelevant to the business of class struggle.  

The “activism and strong trade union consciousness” of Pete, 

the rep cited above, is described as “not actively articulated in 

terms of either class or race...”. Although in both his workplace 

and union “the legacy was of racism and a struggle to 

integrate”, Pete’s leading role in the union and workplace was 

undertaken “on the basis of his trade union interest rather 

than the positive mobilisation of black identity”. Pat, a white 

female Equality officer, puts this point forcefully: “I strongly 

believe... we should be working closer together instead of in 

little silos, say the black members, the disabled, the women’s 

and the LGBT, basically because sometimes we’re working on 

the same things together” (p116). 

To a “workerist” like this reviewer, such comments are 

encouraging in their endorsement of a broader class message. 

Yet the political potential of these tendencies are often born to 

blush unseen. At the same time as its insights into class-based 

collectivism in the workplace, The New Trade Union Activism 

conveys a more melancholy message – that the traditional 

adages of the left simply fail to get through to these grass-

roots, dedicated workplace activists. In a poignant instance of 

what might be called the “missing link” between workplace 

union activism and a more explicit, coherent political 

consciousness, one ULR commented: 

“I’ve probably become a socialist through my union work... 

politics have never been something that I was interested in, 

I’ve never thought about it... it’s only when I joined the union 

and I suppose was facing all those things – I thought that can’t 

be right surely... I can’t say I am a socialist now...I don’t know, I 

need to learn more about it and I’ve read lots, and I think I am 

a socialist... but I’m not educated politically. As trade unionists 

our time is coming again... the working landscape is changing 

all the time, and people will come to us the unions again for 

protection and help!” 

The statement is redolent with hope, with potential, with 

nascent revolutionary consciousness. But who (apart from the 

writer and readers of this book) is “hearing” it? The Socialist 

Parties, Socialist Workers’ Parties etc. of this world are far too 

busy with anti-cuts campaigns, courting left trade union 

leaders and exalted notions of “political trade unionism”, to 

pay attention to such humble byways of trade union activity. A 

genuine National Shop Stewards’ Network, a Trade Union 

Reps’ Network (TURN) as discussed in the last issue, might be 

prepared to do the basic groundwork of paying attention to 

such everyday issues of workplace organisation – and the 

significant potential for radicalism they demonstrate, as in the 

comment above. 

To digress along these lines for a moment, the impetus 

towards building “TURN” now appears to have stalled, partly 

at least – in my opinion, which readers are welcome to 

challenge – that too much time was wasted waiting around for 

the SWP to pronounce on their position. In the meantime, 

though, another opportunity for building a genuine rank and 

file network has come up through the potential re-launch of 

Solidarity, the Trade Union Magazine, as a more accessible and 

regular publication. Those of us involved in this will also be 

looking to combine our contact lists in order to rapidly build 

the magazine’s readership and thus maximise its publication 

as a base for workplace union “networking” and mobilisation. 

Old (or not-so-old) folk who still remember Trade Union News, 

a similar effort in the early ‘90s, may well recall that TUN’s 

subscriber list stretched well beyond the usual suspects of the 

left. This was endorsed by our wonderful PCS activist-cum-

database manager, who also managed databases for a number 

of groups and campaigns in those less computer-literate days. 

While such left forums, magazines etc communicated to more 

or less the same group of radicals, TUN’s workplace-activist-

based project attracted a much wider milieu, and one with a 

lot more muscle. Meanwhile, the surviving, in fact growing US 

newsletter Labor Notes is a further illustration of the relative 

ease of building once the loftier aims of the left have been 

abandoned in favour of supporting and developing the kind of 

residual class consciousness indicated above. As Marx put it 

long ago, commenting on the more high-minded socialists of 

his day: “... But when it is a question of making a precise study 

of strikes, combinations and other forms in which the 

proletarians carry out before our eyes their organisation as a 

class, some are seized with real fear and others display a 

transcendental disdain” (The Poverty of Philosophy, emphasis 

in original). 

The “precise study” of 21st-century “forms in which the 

proletarians... carry out their organisation as a class” is what 

makes the book under review well worth reading. If you beg, 

steal or borrow New Trade Union Activism, don’t be put off by 

the author’s conscientious, but at times dreary, exploration of 

the usual theoretical suspects – postmodernism, gender 

versus class etc. Sian Moore’s exploration of the “New Trade 

Union Activism” comes alive, as always with such texts, when 

it looks at the real world of workers. 

“our time is coming again” 

are anti-cuts campaigns a viable model of 

‘political’ trade unionism? 

“if equality and decent education 

for workers is ever to be attained, it 

will be through the united efforts of 

class struggle rather than through 

the “training” of individual trade 

unionists” 
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our meetings 
London: The Commune are at most major 

demonstrations. We have meetings at Freedom 

Bookshop, Angel Alley, near Aldgate East, most 

Monday evenings. We discuss activism in the 

capital and reflect on current initiatives and 

struggles. Join our email announcements list at 

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

london, or phone Oisín on 07733 391886, for 

details. 

We are holding a reading group on the history of 

class struggle and the left in Italy. All of these 

meetings are on Mondays from 7pm at Freedom 

Bookshop. The recommended reading and more 

info is available online at thecommune.co.uk. 

The schedule is as follows: 

2nd May: The Biennio Rosso 1919-20: From mass 

strike to soviet power? 

16th May: Fascism, anti-fascism and Stalinism  

30th May: The revolutionary struggles of World 

War II 

13th June Workplace struggles from 1963 to 1979 

27th June: ‘The tribe of moles’ (on the changing 

shape and forms of struggle of the working class) 

11th July: the ‘Lotta Continua’ group 

25th July: Feminism, the social factory and 

community struggles 

Bristol: Talk and discussion on class struggle in 

Gurgaon, India. At the  Bristol Anarchist 

Bookfair, Hamilton House, 80 Stokes Croft, 

Bristol BS1 3QY.  Saturday 7th May from 11:30am 

Sheffield: we participate in monthly discussion 

forums. Email uncaptiveminds@gmail.com for 

info. We will also have a stall at the Sheffield 

Anarchist Bookfair, which takes place on 

Saturday 21st May from 10:00 - 18:00 @ Bank 

Street Arts, 32-40 Bank Street. 

North-West: contact Mark on 07976 386737. 

Edinburgh, West Midlands, Wrexham: 

Email uncaptiveminds@gmail.com to get in 

touch with The Commune’s members and find 

out about our meetings and activism.  

change of address 
The Commune’s address has now changed.  

Please send contributions, correspondence and 

your financial support to The Commune, 

Freedom Bookshop, 84b Whitechapel High 

Street, London E1 7QX 

� David Broder explains our plans to 

increase our voice and the help we 

need from our supporters 

The Con-Dem cuts are a ruling class offensive of epic 

proportions. They are, quite simply, the biggest attack on 

working-class living standards in generations. There is a new 

and growing anti-cuts movement in response to these attacks. 

We are 100% part of this struggle. 

But we also recognise that good organisation is not enough. 

What the movement also needs is strategy, ideas, a clear 

understanding of what it sets out to do and how. The great 

lesson of the anti-war movement, which mobilised millions to 

march against the 2003 war in Iraq, is that expressing our 

anger is not enough. 

The activists who produce The Commune believe that we 

should not just reactively respond to government attacks, but 

also set out an alternative. We need to develop an alternative, 

communist idea of how society should be run; and following 

from this, we need an alternative, communist idea of how 

working-class people should organise to fight for our interests.  

This is the twenty-second issue of The Commune we have 

produced in just over two years. In this time, starting from 

almost nothing, this paper has featured far-reaching debates 

as to the purpose of the left, what communism actually is, and 

the state of the labour movement. I struggle to think of any 

other publication with such wide scope and which is so willing 

to publish dissenting viewpoints.  

The Commune do not want to ’win’ some arid theoretical 

debate or ’defend’ some historic tradition but rather to 

generate discussion of ideas of real use to the every-day 

struggle. For this reason, some important themes have proven 

particularly common: does fighting the cuts just mean 

defending the welfare state, or can we create something 

better? What idea of self-organisation can we develop which 

isn’t just sectarian rejection of existing trade unions? What do 

communists have to learn from feminist approaches to 

organisation? What role do migrant and precarious workers 

have in rejuvenating the workers’ movement?  

Each week thousands of people visit our website, and we have 

a steady, loyal readership of this newspaper. Perhaps you 

yourself have read The Commune before, interested by the 

ideas and debates it promotes. If so, then you will agree that 

these ideas should get more of a hearing. 

Compared to the major left groups we have very limited 

numbers and resources. However, we are not content with 

carping at these groups, blaming ‘the Trots’ or ‘union 

bureaucrats’ for not making the revolution for us. We want to 

challenge their influence in the movement and create a space 

for our own ideas.  

To that end, we have decided to greatly increase the size of 

our circulation, and furthermore to distribute The Commune 

for free. We would like to produce 2,000 copies a month. A 

regular magazine with a more substantial circulation would be 

better able to promote our communist politics at the same 

time as carrying critical, collective reflection of the movements 

in which we are involved. This can help spur broader debate 

over strategy and the viability of a communist alternative. 

Similarly, following our well-attended summer school last 

year, we also plan to make this a regular event.  

Activists attracted to far-left politics but put off by the Socialist 

Workers’ Party etc. may turn against ‘political groups’ as such. 

Certainly there is no future for the old Leninist understanding 

of the group as the self-elected vanguard, which will one day 

take power on behalf of the masses...  

The Commune do not see ourselves in those terms. But we do 

think ideas, and political organisation for those ideas, is 

important. We should not be afraid of confidently standing up 

for our alternative. The wider circulation of these ideas, and 

wider participation in our democratic debates, will mean more 

fruitful activity for The Commune members and our 

readership alike. 

But to make our plans into reality, we need your help. If you 

like what you read in The Commune, why not sign up to 

distribute it? If you find our ideas interesting, surely it is 

worth spreading these to others? Email us at 

uncaptiveminds@gmail.com—you can have as many as you 

like to distribute. 

Moreover, we badly need financial support. To increase our 

circulation to 2,000 a month we need to raise our income by 

about £300 a month. So can you do anything to help us? Even 

£5 or £10 a month standing order would greatly contribute to 

our work. Use the form below. 

You might have seen appeals for financial support in left 

papers before, where it says they don’t get big business 

backing like Labour and the Tories. Well, that’s true of us too, 

and even worse, we don’t have any well-paid members who 

could chuck us a few quid. But for the cost of a couple of pints 

a month you could give us a great help in promoting our 

communist alternative. 

taking a step forward 

we think our communist ideas stand out from 
the crowd: but we need readers’ support to help 
them take flight... 


