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which way?

Alternatives to austerity 
Simon Hardy argues for a vision beyond 

capitalism not just austerity

The Pop Up Union  
Maia Pal looks at the lessons learned from 

the DIY unionism at Sussex University

Rebuilding the Left
Voices from across the movement discuss 

the future of the left



Britain is one of the richest countries in the 
world and yet we are undergoing some of the 
strictest austerity measures. So how come, 
when the total household wealth of the UK 
is measured at £5.5. trillion, with the richest 
10% owning 40% of that wealth, there are 
500,000 people relying on food banks today. 

Some companies’ profits have soared in 
the last couple of years, and those who were 
millionaires before the crisis hit are now likely 
to be even richer. So someone is benefiting. 
When confronted with such rampant inequal-
ity it can seem obvious what the solution is. 

There is a belief from some people that 
if only the rich were taxed more, and that 
tax dodgers like Starbucks, Vodaphone and 
Amazon, were forced to pay up then there 
would be enough money to pay off the debt 
accrued from the bank bail outs and none 
of this austerity would have to happen. 

Whilst the increase and collection of tax 
on the super rich would certainly offset 
the immediate crisis of austerity, the prob-
lem lies much deeper in the economy. 

The problem is two fold. Firstly, the British 
economy is not as profitable as it once was. 
Since the 1970s the British capitalists have 
desperately tried to revive and improve 
the economy through a series of new ideas 
(monetarism under Thatcher, neo-liberalism 
under Blair), all of which were designed 
to increase the opportunities for capital-
ists to make money and to ensure a huge 
transfer of wealth from the poor to the rich. 

The present crisis of capitalism differs from 
others that have occurred since the 1970s, be-
cause the initial expression of it comes from 
the heart of the financial sector. This is a crisis 
which takes on a particular colour because of 
the way financialisation has penetrated every 
level of the economy and so many aspects of 
our private lives (debt, mortgages, student 
loans, etc). We can see this development in 

the constant demands of the government to 
“get banks lending again”.

Whilst some companies are very profitable, 
there is still a fear among many capitalists 
that there is a low return on investment for 
their capital, that key sectors of the econ-
omy are not as profitable as they once were 
(manufacturing for instance) and that a lot of 
the economy now relies on the service sector 
and finance. This is not a picture of a stable 
economy with a strong future. That is why 
there is so much hoarding taking place by 
the richest in our society, they are too scared 
to invest in case they don’t get a good return. 

Secondly, the British ruling elite have made 
an ideological choice to scrap the welfare 
state, tear down the post-war consensus 
and move the UK in the direction of the US; 
little or no welfare, a privatised health sector 
and increased debt in order to access basic 
services, like education, which were once 
free. Using the financial and economic crisis 
as their cover, the ruling class in Britain are 
accelerating the transformation of the econ-
omy further into the hands of private capital. 

In this context, although it is a slogan we 
should certainly fight for, simply appeal-
ing for higher taxation misses out on a fun-
damental point. The post-war consensus, 
which paid for the social wage (education, 
health, public services) that we have all 
come to rely on, is finished. The ruling class 
no longer wants to pay for these things. 
We would need an almighty movement of 
struggle to force a more progressive taxa-
tion system on the capitalist class today. 

But the move away from the post-war con-
sensus means that all these basic institutions 
are under threat. This means, if we want to 
keep the NHS, keep public services, keep de-
cent education (and make it free again at uni-
versity), then we have to move beyond the 
capitalist market economy. We can’t nostalgi-
cally wish things back to the way they were. As 
long as the profit motive remains at the core 

of our society, as long as “the markets” can 
decide who lives and dies, we cannot have a 
society which can be made to work for us all. 
That means more democratic control over 
the economy, it means socialisation of key 
industries under common ownership and it 
means breaking the power of the ruling class. 

So whilst this initial phase of austerity can 
be beaten and rolled back, the fundamental 
changes taking place in the economy and so-
ciety as a whole are part of a wider strategic 
move. Struggling against the interests of the 
capitalist class is bound up with the ongo-
ing issue in which the radical left is currently 
on the back foot. The problem for the left is 
that the changes to society, that have been 
wrought by capitalism since the 1970s, also 
undermine the basis on which the left can or-
ganise. The most powerful trade unions are 
defeated and there is a decline in the ideo-
logical strength of the left. There is the rise, 
instead, of the ‘new individual’; highly atom-
ised, unconnected to traditions of struggle 
and resistance, often bereft of notions of 
class solidarity.

This means that thinking about alterna-
tives to austerity can’t just come from resist-
ing this or that cut, or even the whole raft 
of austerity measures that this government 
(and increasingly the Labour Party) want to 
introduce. It means linking the struggles to 
a wider counter-strategy by the left to defeat 
the marketisation of the public sector and 
to rebuild the fighting ability of the working 
class and social movements to not only chal-
lenge but beat back the capitalists offensive 
more generally.

We have to fight the growth of the market 
(privatisation), of debt and of the financial 
sector and put forward an alternative vi-
sion of an economy which is democratically 
controlled by the masses, not by an elite. 
Democratisation of the economy and the so-
cialisation of key industries and sectors out of 
the hands of corporate ownership is central 
to this strategic fight.

alternatives to austerity 
Simon Hardy 

Anticapitalist Initiative



T h e 
left in Britain exists in a bubble – one of 

its own making. The vast majority of people 
have never heard of most left groups and pay 
no attention when they pass them, standing 
around, trying to sell their news-
papers. Much of the left 
looks anachronistic, 
in language and in 
form. It spends 
its time lectur-
ing people 
about what 
they should 
think and 
proselytis-
ing for them 
to join – so 
much so 
that it has for-
gotten how to 
have a real dis-
cussion in terms 
that make sense to 
people. Most of all, it 
has forgotten how to listen. 

The dominant model of organising on the left 
today, it’s sad to say, is the ‘sect’ – small groups 
with a heavy focus on recruitment to their 
own organisation. This model consumes vast 
amounts of time, money and activist energy, yet 
achieves little more than self-perpetuation: the 
slight growth of whichever group it is, in its nev-
er-ending quest to out-compete all the others. 
Groups construct what Karl Marx called “sectar-
ian principles of their own” in order to differ-
entiate themselves in this ideological ‘market’.  

It is insular. It can – as we have seen recently 
in the Socialist Workers Party – become out-
right abusive. And it is massively out of date.

Despite years of capitalist crisis, the left has 
failed to rise to the challenge, failed to grow 
and failed to have an impact. In what should 

h a v e 
been our moment we have been con-

fined to the sidelines. We need to think 
again – we need to do things differ-
ently. Our first port of call should be to 
gain a much-lacking sense of humility.  

We need a left that is open to 
debate, to forge a new way 

forwards. On this left there 
must be no ‘party line’ 

or suppression of dif-
ferences. We need 
unity, but not false, 
oppressive unity. 
Ideas  should come 
d e m o c r a t i c a l l y 
from the bottom 
up, not the top 

down. No deference 
to ‘leaders’ who tell 

us what to do – and 
what to think.

In this debate there is much 
we will need to discuss. It is now 

indefensible, for example, not to em-
brace online organising. Print still has its place 
– as demonstrated here – but the internet is a 
better ‘organiser’ today than any newspaper. 

The left can learn from the new movements 
that have swept Britain and the world over the 
last few years. Occupy – the latest wave of the 
anticapitalist movement. Feminism – an im-
portant and popular resurgence with all sorts 
of new ideas. The new environmental activ-
ism – saying that the situation on the climate 
is now too serious for the same old, same old. 

It’s no use wielding some dusty old tome 
of Lenin or Trotsky in the general direction of 
these movements and saying that history has 
proved that they – and we – have all the an-
swers. If we’re so damn right about everything, 
shouldn’t we be getting somewhere by now?  

Another problem is the current left’s 
exclusive focus on well-organised 
(and usually older) public sector work-
ers as the people who are going to 

lead the fightback. We need to admit what 
our generation, the generation that grew 
up under neoliberalism, already knows in 
its heart: that the neoliberal offensive trans-
formed work permanently, and the 1970s 
rhythms of the left aren’t good enough any 
more. We need to organise the unorganised.  

If we are to beat back the threat of the 
racist English Defence League, we need 
counter-mobilisations – but we are only ‘fire-
fighting’ unless we tackle racism at its roots. 

These are just a few of the issues we 
face. There is much rethinking to be done. 

In the International Socialist Network – the 
group that recently left the Socialist Work-
ers Party – we are involved in two initia-
tives that we believe share our ideas about 
how the left can become relevant again.  

We are pursuing revolutionary regroupment 
with the Anticapitalist Initiative and Socialist 
Resistance, two groups that are also interested 
in building a multi-tendency, plural left that has 
these kinds of open debates.

On a broader level, we are part of the Left 
Unity initiative, to create a new party of the left 
and provide an alternative to the austerity being 
pushed by all the mainstream parties, includ-
ing Labour. Left Unity is a project that can reach 
out to people who consider themselves ‘leftie’ 
and radical but not (yet) revolutionary, and 
give the kind of high profile to left arguments 
that the rise of UKIP has given to the hard right.  

We don’t just want this party to stand in 
elections – we also want it to be an orga-
nising centre for the struggles ahead, of 
genuine use to the movements and with 
a fluid relationship with them. Already 
8,000 people are signed up and a founding 
conference is planned for this November. 

The left can be better. We’re sure of it.

how can we make the left relevant today? 
Tom Walker 

International Socialist Network 



the crisis of work 
‘Workers against Work’ 

Working Group - Manchester Plan C

Work isn’t working. It is becoming harder 
and harder to meet our basic needs 
through wages alone. Wage repression, 
zero-hour contracts, casualisation, tem-
ping, interning, unemployment - all of 
these are making work increasingly in-
adequate as a means of subsistence. Yet 
we have no way of surviving if we do not 
work. And cuts to welfare are making this 
situation even more severe. The current 
consensus across the political class is that 
the imperative to work - any work, no mat-
ter how pointless, valueless or degrading 
- must be enforced at any cost. Socialised 
means of subsistence are being viciously 
withdrawn from those who - through 
low wages, underemployment, disability 
or unemployment - cannot subside on 
waged work. Work, despite being increas-
ingly unavailable and unremunerative, is 
held up as the only option. This is a pro-
found crisis. 

 
 But this is not just a crisis of idiot policy 

and everyday misery. It is a crisis of the 
way we currently produce and distribute 
things. Technological innovation has en-
abled leaps and bounds in productivity, 
whilst the workforce is laid off. Less and 
less labour is needed to produce more 
and more goods. Even in China, the mythi-
cal home of a billion-strong workforce, the 
number of people employed in industrial 
production remained the same whilst the 
economy tripled. Work is increasingly un-
necessary for the production of things we 
need and want.

 But the fervour for hard, long graft only 
intensifies. Jobs are created; performance 
is audited, targets are set and reviewed. 
Other, non-productive markets are mined; 
rents are extracted from housing and 
copyright patents. Debt is used to replace 
wages; interest is charged and financial 
derivatives are traded. The cataclysmic 
global collapse of the debt system in 2007, 
due to underpaid and underemployed 
debtors defaulting on their loans, exposed 
both the centrality of debt as the linchpin 
of the global economy, and its inadequacy 
for this task.

 The current political class is unable to 
respond adequately to this situation. In-
stead, they blindly churn out anti-welfarist 
policy which intensifies and accelerates 
the catastrophe. Meanwhile the main-
stream left continues to gently mouth 
anachronistic demands for job creation.

 It is for us to find the way out of the 
present impasse of work. The imperative 

to work must be eroded. The right-wing 
press has invented a vicious mythology 
to attack any deviation, however imagi-
nary, from the work ethic: those who do 
not work (hard enough, long enough, 
no matter what) are destroying both the 
economy and the soul of the nation. This 
must be our first point of attack.

 For all its vehemence, the mythical sanc-
tity of work remains out of step with peo-
ple’s actual experience of work; its misery, 
its scarcity, its pointlessness. The decline 
of work is a reality which we live day to 
day, and which causes enormous psycho-
logical distress - anxiety, misery, feelings 
of despair and worthlessness. We are told 
work is our life, when our work is mean-
ingless, valueless and perpetually about 
to lay us off anyway. Collective enquiries 
into the lived realities of work and work-
lessness must supplement clear, public 
and entertaining denouncements of the 
work ethic as both economically obsolete 
and poisonous to meaningful life and cre-
ative activity. 

 Together with this ethical offensive, we 
must campaign for the delinking of work 
from the wage. At a time when universal 
employment is a thing of the past, the 
continued insistence that subsistence 
must always be conditional on work is 
potentially murderous. We must initiate 
and further politics that transform the 
wage relation. Concretely, we must en-
gage in both struggles to defend and ex-
pand the social wage (free public services) 
and struggles to extend the accessibility 
of wealth irrespective of work. A key de-
mand is for a universal basic income, that 
is unconditional on work and enough to 
live on. A starting point for such a demand 
could be that Universal Credit is made 
unconditional and paid at the median 
income level, and workfare placements 
are chosen by the participant and could 
include any activity they wanted - includ-
ing teaching, programming, art, journal-
ism, study, community organising, music, 
or any other work they might do which is 
currently unpaid.

Already, workfare has eroded the link 
between wages and work. This is the right 
principle, just applied upside down: in-
stead of wageless work, the 21st century 
must see the advent of the workless wage. 
The demand for workless wages is direc-
tional, not an endpoint: freedom from 
the 40+ hour working week is freedom to 
shape what we are collectively capable of 
doing and becoming.



The campaign against the privatisa-
tion of services at Sussex University, led by 
staff, students, and unions, started in May 
2012. The project of outsourcing 235 mem-
bers of staff covering a wide variety of ser-
vices was announced to them at the same 
time as being published in the Official Jour-
nal of the European Union (OJEU). Tenders 
were ‘invited’ at the same time as the staff 
were ‘consulted’, which is nice. Or not. 

One year down the line much has been 
achieved by the campaign. After a rise and 
fall in organising and public interest from 
May to December 2012, things had to get 
radical. A yellow-square visibility campaign, 
inspired by the Quebec student movement, 
was launched in January, followed by a 2 
months-long student occupation of a con-
ference centre. The occupation ended nas-
tily - with an eviction and court injunction 
banning all forms of protest on campus not 
consented to by management - after the 
largest demonstration to set foot on cam-
pus, where 2000 people marched and shut 
the whole place down. 

Five students have been arrested since 
the injunction, four on the day of the evic-
tion, and three of them for sitting on the 
road, while a comrade was being mistak-
enly arrested for criminal damage. Now 
whenever a potentially disruptive event is 
organised on campus, such as the recent 
community carnival, we are graced by the 
overwhelming presence of riot vans and 
PLOs. 

Has all this achieved anything, apart from 
pissing off the Tory student’s society? 

For the workers, better pension deals 
have been secured. The names of the last 
four tenders bidding over two contracts are 
finally coming out. Consultative ballots and 
questionnaires were issued by the trade 
unions after a lot of struggle and hard work 
by their members. All three unions (UNI-
SON, UNITE, and UCU) came out with excel-
lent participation and a majority of positive 
answers to industrial action. 

Significantly, UNITE has officially an-
nounced that it will ballot all its members, 

not 
just the 235. Hopefully UCU and 
UNISON will follow their example. Finally, 
although officially due to start in Septem-
ber, many rumours are predicting that the 
outsourcing has been delayed until at least 
January 2014. 

Undoubtedly, the trade unions’ negoti-
ating position grew stronger throughout 
the campaign, reaping the benefits of the 
occupation’s massive media outreach. The 
story got published across the world, Noam 
Chomsky Skyped in for a 45min video chat, 
yellow squares are still in every window and 
on people’s jackets, academics are ques-
tioning their management and organising 
nationally to defend the university as a pub-
lic institution.  

But who is shaking the foundations of the 
ivory tower? 

In the last two months the campaign 
produced something quite unexpected 
and unprecedented. Workers and students 
have set up a single-issue temporary union 
with the aim of taking industrial action. This 
union is open to all staff on campus and to 
members from all other unions, who are 
strongly encouraged to keep their existing 
memberships. The Pop Up Union already 
has more members than some of the other 
unions on campus and has opened a ballot 
on whether to take future action. 

What differentiates the Pop Up Union 
from the other unions, apart from its hori-
zontal organising, very low membership fee 
(50p a month) and focus on industrial ac-
tion, is its current legitimacy on campus. Its 
last weekly meeting counted approximately 
30 campus workers; in comparison, a meet-
ing the day before organised by all 3 other 
trade unions counted less than a dozen.  

How can we explain this disaffection? 

One problem with existing trade unions 
is the way in which local struggles, such as, 
the outsourcing at Sussex, run the risk of 
being denigrated by the national or regional 
offices. Whether this is due to personal influ-
ence, or because they are judged less urgent 

or 
worthy of resources than other dis-
putes across the country, the result is that 
the campaign at Sussex has not responded 
to many of its members’ expectations. The 
decision to support, fund and rally behind a 
cause is made according to the membership, 
but also pragmatically in terms of the per-
ceived winning potential of the campaign. 
It seems to be more and more difficult for 
the unions to engage in anything that could 
change, too radically, the balance of forces 
or develop new strategies that threaten the 
order of things. 

The local reps and officers, given the 
situation and the constant obstacles and in-
timidation led by management, have done 
much work. However, there is debate on 
the effect and potential of this work, and, as 
one officer admitted, a serious lack of com-
munication. More generally, what the Pop 
Up union signifies, is the need for a different 
type of workers’ organisation and a reaction 
to the abuse of power by management. It 
needs to be fast, unpredictable, bold; and 
legal, of course. 

The Pop Up union has been listed with 
the Certification Officer. Listing is strong 
evidence that an organisation meets the 
definition of a trade union. It has there-
fore legally entered a trade dispute and 
opened a ballot. For the outsourced work-
ers fighting in the Pop Up, the fact that 
the officers of UNISON, UNITE and UCU 
are reluctant to show solidarity with an 
initiative led by these unions’ members, 
which they tirelessly aim to represent, is 
astonishing. 

Obviously, their concern is understand-
able for a number of different reasons, but 
we hope that upcoming meetings and 
discussions will bring us together. We need 
the other unions to win this fight, however, 
considering members’ anger and disaffec-
tion with certain decisions and lack of ac-
tion, they also need the Pop Up if they are 
to survive at Sussex. After all, we all want 
the same thing; a stop to outsourcing and 
a stronger, community-managed future for 
our universities. 

DIY Unionism: The Pop Up at Sussex University 
Maia Pal 

Anticapitalist Initiative 



 
In the wake of Lee Rigby’s murder, the 

English Defence League has managed to re-
gain some of the confidence and publicity 
they had seemed to lack over the past year. 
EDL supporters have torched an Islamic com-
munity centre in Muswell Hill, hurled glass 
bottles at outnumbered anti-fascists in the 
capital, and marched in a number of towns 
and cities. From Bolton to Kent, mosques 
have been attacked, while hate-crime report-
ing groups have seen spikes in physical and 
verbal incidents of racism and Islamophobia. 
With a rise in fascist activity, racist violence, 
and electoral support for the bigots of UKIP, 
it’s time to take a look at where the anti-fascist 
movement is going wrong both in what we 
are saying and how we are (or aren’t) acting.

Whilst there are Nazis in the EDL there are 
also a lot of non-Nazis. The organisation’s of-
ficial positions are not based on Hitler’s pro-
gramme or the Nazis’ virulent anti-semitism. 
A number of their supporters have flown 
LGBT and Israel flags at demonstrations, 
and for a brief period a Sikh was one their 
leaders. It even had a Jewish division a 
few years ago. Calling the EDL a Nazi 
organisation or blanketly describing 
their members as Nazis serves to 
make anti-fascists look like they’re 
reacting to a perceived threat, 
rather than the very real threat that 
the EDL actually are.

World War II is one of the great 
definitional myths of British nation-
alism - it allegedly embodies our na-
tional love of freedom and liberalism 
and our desire to extend it around 
the world (as opposed to our desire 
to stop other empires taking our colo-
nies or trading partners). By placing the 
EDL as the enemies in this mythical battle, 
anti-fascist arguments become an exercise 
in using British nationalism against British 
nationalism. The problem is not that there is 
nothing English about the EDL, but that they 
absolutely represent continuity with imperi-
alist, racist, and nationalist discourses which 
are present through wider society.

Numerous authors and groups have al-
ready made the argument that any anti-fas-
cist campaign should not just focus on the 
fascists’ specific ideology, but also focus on 
the ‘softer’ (but no less damaging) racism of 
the press, parliament, and political parties. 
Our political focus should be on challeng-
ing narratives around ethnic and religious 
minorities, asylum seekers, and immigrants, 
rather than reactively focusing on the cur-
rent in-vogue far-right group. We also need 
to challenge the idea that prejudice is only 
prevalent amongst working-class people.

Anti-fascist movements need to be 
genuinely inclusive if we seriously expect to 
mobilise large numbers of people against 
fascism. If we are serious about not allow-
ing them to co-opt women, LGBTQ activ-
ists, Sikhs, or Jews, an anti-fascist movement 
must take the oppression of these groups se-
riously and look at how it can represent them 
within itself.

I was recently at a demonstration where, 
after being told by UAF speakers to step out 
of the way of the EDL, they then proudly pro-
claimed that they stood in the tradition of 
Cable Street and would stander 
under the banner of 
‘No Pasaran’.       

  No 
platform-
ing the fas-
cists will not always 
be possible, but it is frankly 
disingenuous to pair militant rhetoric 
with police collusion in practice. Where it 
cannot be done, perhaps it would be more 
worthy to hold placards which counter the 
EDL’s lies and draw attention to our ideas, 
rather than just abstractly calling for them to 
be ‘smashed’ or just saying repeatedly that 
they are Nazis.

It is important to mobilise against the fas-
cists when they attempt to take the streets 
and to try to stop them from demonstrat-

ing, but the fact is that calls to ‘celebrate’ 
multiculturalism when it is under attack 
are not what are needed. When the fascists 
demonstrate, it emboldens them; it leads to 
more demonstrations and more violence 
against leftists and the oppressed. Their 
image is based on projecting strength and 
dominating space - denying them that de-
nies them a reason for existence and makes 
their attempts to convince casual attendees 
to become loyal soldiers more difficult. But 
we should also recognise that militant anti-
fascism can often seem macho and alienat-
ing. Many people are happy to engage in 
civil disobedience and direct action rather 
than street fighting- why not make this the 
focus of militancy rather than ‘bashing fas-
cists’?

There is a problem with the anti-fascist 
movement as a whole. A di-

chotomy between 
‘militancy’ and 

‘ b r o a d -
n e s s ’ 

means 
that nei-

ther is truly 
happening, and in 

general we are at an im-
passe whereby demonstrations are often 
composed of ‘the usual suspects’, rather 
than affected communities, capable of 
achieving little more than a verbal con-
frontation. The EDL find it easier to mobi-
lise on a shorter time scale indicating that 
anti-fascist organisations are failing to win 
long-term loyalty or affiliation from those 
who attend its events. Its time to re-think 
our tactics, arguments, and aesthetics, 
making them more relevant to the people 
we seek to organise.

questioning antifascist tactics
Dan Edwards 

Anticapitalist Initiative



The era of the socialist sect is over. There’s 
no space here to go into the reasons for 
it, but I would hope they are fairly self-
evident. Because of their decline, par-
ticularly over the last decade, socialists 
are finding it harder today to mobil-
ise large masses of people, e.g. like the 
SWP was able to against the invasion of 
Iraq. But with their dwindling influence, 
many of the divisions separating social-
ists have been shown to be largely su-
perficial, and there are signs that in the 
long term we have a stronger, more uni-
fied socialist movement to look forward 
to. So there are reasons to be cheerful. 

And perhaps one such reason is the new 
‘Left Unity’ project. It has stepped into the 
breach opened by the decline of the sects 
and largely unified the ‘independent’ left. 
On that basis alone it could achieve a great 
deal, but it has set itself the greater goal 
of forming a ‘party’ to the left of Labour. 

There’s one problem with this. There 
cannot be a UKIP of the left – not yet. Cam-
paigning in elections costs money, and 
lots of it. The right always have a financial 
advantage over the left, given that they act 
in the interests of the ruling, propertied 
class, and we in the interests of the other 
side. The socialist movement can attract 
financial support from trade unions in the 

g o o d 
times, but in practice the unions will al-
ways back the horse that offers them the 
best shout at power – a sensible policy! 
The Peoples’ Assembly is the example 
par excellence. While most of the unions 
are collaborating in a mass drive to get 
their members back into the Labour Party, 
while Unite is spending millions in a pro-
tracted struggle against the Blarite ‘Prog-
ress’ faction within Labour, the larger 
part of the far left is pleading with them 
for a few crumbs with which to launch a 
left of Labour party, and labouring under 
the illusion that it can pull it off. There 
will never be a UKIP of the left, unless... 

Unless we can build our own power base. 
Let’s start by looking at the root cause 
of all our travails: our isolation from the 
working class. A left of Labour electoral 
strategy is just not the answer to this. It’s 
too risky, without money and a real base 
behind it, and the inevitable poor votes 
in first past the post make socialism as a 
whole look even less credible as a con-
cept. These things matter, because people 
in general respect power, and the working 
class wants power, power over its sad and 

absurd 
existence. Not socialist power, granted, 
but is there really that much of a leap? 

There is ‘space’ to the left of Labour, 
but not in the ballot box. There’s space in 
our communities and workplaces, where 
the welfare state is disappearing, space 
for socialism to organise and to become 
a credible, meaningful concept again, 
something that helps people and shows 
the way forward. Until this space has been 
occupied, all talk of a serious challenge to 
Labour from the left will just be talk and 
nothing more.

Nothing I can say could convince Left 
Unity to drop its electoral strategy, but if 
I had a little more space here, I might be 
able to tell you about some of the excel-
lent initiatives that socialists have been 
pursuing where I live, much of which 
could be replicated anywhere. Left Unity’s 
myriad of new local groups could play a 
real role in turning these local ‘social proj-
ects’ into a national phenomenon. So let’s 
focus our efforts where they can make a 
difference.

  
 

The English left has consistently failed for de-
cades. It has failed to organise the thousands 
who are looking for an alternative to the 
Labour Party, it has driven away activists who 
want to fight for socialist ideas and a more mili-
tant working class movement. How? Why? 

It is a truism that since the end of the min-
ers’ strike in 1985 fighting capitalism’s of-
fensive has not been easy. It is also true that 
massive mobilisations of popular anger have 
occurred such as the campaigns against the 
Iraq war, the poll tax and austerity, in which 
the left have played a good role. But at the 
end of all this most activists know the left is 
fragmented and feel frustrated. Is there an 
alternative future?    

To answer that question we have to look 
at what was wrong with what has been on 
offer. An inability to cooperate; front organi-
sations and parties completely dominated by 
one group or an individual; failure to engage 
with even the most radical parts of the ethnic 
minority communities; failure to confront 
the consequences within our organisations 

of living in a sexist and racist 
world; schemas that appear 
designed to exclude rather 
than include; top down struc-
tures that inhibit initiative 

and sap energy. Sometimes it is hard not to 
conclude that the left actually likes it like this 
– that the left has found a new comfort zone 
in which to work. 

Sorting this mess out will not be easy – 
but it is possible to identify some general 
themes. First, the existence of overlapping 
but competing anti-austerity organisations 
linked to different parts of the left. This is 
only going to end if they seek constructive 
merger rather than a new initiative to over-
awe the competition. Experienced activists 
increasingly expect the worst with each new 
initiative, new activists are bemused.  

Second, different initiatives exist to build 
a new working class party to the left of 
Labour. Left Unity and others, such as the 
Trade Unionists and Socialist Coalition, need 
to work out with how to cooperate and 
combine. A new party willing to fight for a 
people friendly solution to the capitalist crisis 
will only take off if new and experienced 
activists feel that they have a real say in the 
party`s development. This requires individual 
membership, not coalitions of organisations, 
as well as transparency and democracy.  It 

will only be larger than the existing left if it 
accepts the willingness to fight the capitalist 
offensive and reject the sell out of Labour as 
its bottom line.   

Third, too many socialist and Marxist 
groups have too much in common to justify 
their separate existences. There needs to be 
a regroupment of as many as possible of the 
existing left groups. This would not only cre-
ate a more influential organisation, but also 
attract new people to its ranks. 

Fourth, it is necessary to assist and support 
the growth of a new feminist movement. 
Self organisation is the only way to women`s 
liberation; and the acceptance of women`s 
caucuses within left organisations is neces-
sary to keep society`s sexism at bay. 

There are different starting points for each 
of us in relating to these questions. For me, I 
will be a member of Left Unity but seek wider 
connections and affiliations, a member of 
Socialist Resistance hoping it does not exist 
in a year`s time, an ecosocialist fighting for a 
Marxist understanding of the ecological crisis 
to be part of the left`s make up and a sup-
porter of women`s liberation believing this 
to be fundamental for socialism. What`s your 
starting point? And where are you taking it? 
 
Contact: ksirhc@hotmail.com

is there an alternative future? 
Chris Jones

Manchester Socialist Resistance 

some criticisms of the left unity project
Billy McKinstry Brent & Harrow Labour Representation Committee (pc) 



 
As flares blaze in Istanbul, as the current 

British government pursues its strategy of 
using the dogma of austerity to further strat-
ify a society in which poverty abounds and 
hunger increases, and as the EDL and BNP 
continue to pose a pervasive threat, I’ve been 
asked to provide a short contribution on the 
role of a revolutionary organisation today.

For me, a revolutionary organisation would 
have commitments to radical process and ac-
tion, as well as a common platform centred 
on the pursuit of freedom from all systems 
of oppression and domination - class, rac-
ism, sexism, hetro-normativism, authoritar-
ian state power, able-ism, age-ism and so on. 
For me, this organisation is conscious that 
everyone who feels the effects of our domi-
nant social systems and structures are the 
agents of revolution.

Such commitment to radical process and 
radical action should take from the femi-
nist movements of the 1960s, especially the 
principle that organisations in the pursuit of 
a free society must not reproduce external 
forms of oppression – classism, sexism, rac-
ism etc – internally. Instead, in the journey 
towards participatory socialism, a revolution-
ary organisation would embody values such 
as equity, solidarity, diversity and self-man-
agement while maintaining a commitment 
to internationalism as well as protecting and 
nourishing the environment.

Self-management would ensure that all 
those who are part of our organisations and 
movements have say in decision-making to 

the extent to 
which they’re 
affected.  A 

commitment to collective participation 
helps ensure accountability and transpar-
ency whilst also creating positive forms of 
engagement that do not reproduce the 
alienation we experience in workplaces with 
hierarchical power structures.

Revolutionary organisations should en-
courage members to participate ethically in 
radical action. This, for me, is about partici-
pating in grassroots struggles to resist op-
pression and win tangible improvements in 
people’s lives today. Ethical participation is 
about building participatory struggles and 
movements - not taking charge or aggres-
sively recruiting within them – working 
alongside those that may not identify as 
revolutionaries of a particular type, or revo-
lutionaries at all. It’s important for individu-
als within revolutionary organisations to 
infuse revolutionary processes and analyses 
within movements, but it is more important 
to participate for the success of the particu-
lar movement or struggle - whether that is 
for better working conditions, immigrants’ 
rights, womens’ rights etc.

The act of winning struggles in a partici-
patory way would, I think, politicise those 
we work alongside in an empowering way. 
Struggles should deepen collective power 
and create conditions to win even greater 
demands and tangible improvements, and 
ever more empowerment. By supporting 
grassroots struggles, we’re working– ulti-
mately – to build a mass movement with the 
strength to confront the defenders of the 
status quo.

Radical action is also about creating new 
institutional experiments and social relations 
today that embody the values that we want in 
our society tomorrow. So it would include de-
fending and fighting for space within our cur-
rent society for the seeds of a free society to 
flourish – as we seek to transform ourselves as 
part of the struggle for a free society. As in our 
movements, such spaces must be cognisant 
of the need to develop new social relations 
and recognise internal oppressions we’ve all 
internalised, whether in relation to class, gen-
der, race, sexuality, able-ism etc., and seek to 
confront and undo them. New institutional 
experiments would include building work-
place councils, neighbourhood assemblies, 
community boards, participatory socialist 
planning processes, through participatory 
democratic decision-making structures, as 
well as spaces that meet people’s basic needs 
today in a participatory way.

Mexican revolutionary Ricardo Flores 
Magón said “If the revolutionary lacks the 
guiding idea of their action, they will not be 
anything other than a ship without a com-
pass.” I think it is, therefore, the responsibil-
ity of revolutionaries to develop a vision of a 
new world which will shape a revolutionary 
organisation’s strategic orientation and tacti-
cal decisions. But also, to do so without being 
dogmatic, and understanding that our vision 
will transform itself through struggle and 
experimentation. In the same way, diverse 
strategies and tactics will respond to chang-
ing circumstances requiring regular revisions 
in analysis.

Finally, I think a revolutionary organisations 
must enhance our lives, not pervasively lead 
to burn-outs…as Emma Goldman once said, 
“If I can’t dance, it’s not my revolution!”

building the revolutionary project
Preeti Kaur 

International Organisation for a Participatory Society (PC)



As part of its efforts to dig itself out of irrel-
evance as a political force the left must re-
examine the efficacy of its interactions with 
oppressed peoples. The various activities 
that have sprung up in reaction to the bed-
room tax provide a suitable subject for such 
an examination, showing limitations in both 
tactics pursued and demands made.

Much of the anti-bedroom tax campaign 
has had a narrow focus of attempting to 
enforce demands of reversing the policy. 
Naturally for the residents affected this is 
of the highest priority and a necessary goal 
for the campaign. However, this alone does 
not tackle the other issues that have sprung 
up around the cut, such as the lack of ap-
propriate social housing, affordable private 
housing, the feeding of right-wing beliefs 
regarding immigration and benefits, and the 
demonisation of the poor.

Currently many campaigners’ energy is 
being channelled into grabbing the attention 
of those with power, 
but we should be 
turning towards the 
powerless to ascer-
tain their needs and 
how we can best 
support them. Simply 
put, exerting all your 
effort into catchy 
slogans and media-
seeking stunts for 
the umpteenth dem-
onstration against 
government policy 
seems like a waste 
of energy, especially 
when it could be 
used more produc-
tively to interact di-
rectly with those affected.

With some of the biggest protests in the 
past 10 years not having the impact on gov-
ernmental and capitalist activity as it had 
been hoped, it is clear that we need to move 
beyond the knee-jerk desire to stage protests 
and instead find longer-lasting ways to not 
just show our resistance, but to live it. That 
is not to say that protests don’t have any 
success or don’t have a place, but they need 
to be part of a wider campaign of solidarity 
which seeks prolonged personal and political 
engagement.

The problem with most demonstrations or 
other usual ‘lefty activities’ is just that; they 
are lefty activities for lefty people to engage 
with other lefties. Occasionally you may find 
newcomers joining the fight, as seen with 
a recent bedroom tax demo in Manchester 
where those affected took to the mic despite 
not being well rehearsed in political speech-
making. But those outside of the left and 

a c t i v i s t 
circles are 
e x p e r i -
encing a disconnection between 
the situation in which they find themselves 
and the fight for welfare.

In order to make a real difference there 
has to be varied and prolonged commu-
nity involvement and engagement. While 
face-to-face leafleting has been very promis-
ing in terms of being able to listen to indi-
vidual stories and hear people’s desperation 
for change, many of those with whom we 
have spoken are rarely seen again. This is 
most likely due to the fact that they go back 
to their lives in which they have children, 
money worries, caring duties and reduced 
social provisions. They can therefore not be 
blamed for forgetting the meeting or even 
prioritising their own needs over going out 
on a wet and windy Manchester evening to 
attend an event arranged by strangers from 
elsewhere in the city. Who are we to go into 

their community and tell them they have to 
act?

We may also come across as alienating be-
cause these communities have been alien-
ated from any political process. They have 
experienced so many setbacks due to gov-
ernment policy and media misrepresenta-
tion that there is a degree of disillusionment 
with the prospects for real change.

I do not claim to have all the answers, 
which is why we are trying to create a var-
ied campaign to see what works as well as 
making links with other campaigns to share 
experiences. We have recognised that public 
meetings must cater to people’s needs: some 
may not feel confident coming to a meeting 
hosted by an unknown group with no founda-
tion in the community. Some may have child-
care duties, therefore we must make events 
child-friendly. Others may not see them-
selves as political or think that politics is not 
for them, and so we must ensure that discus-

s i o n s 
use plain language and not forget our own 
positions of privilege or power. The ability to 
be self-critical and reflective is key to creat-
ing new techniques of political opposition 
and solidarity.

We must also accept that public meetings 
are not always a suitable way to speak to 
people, as some may feel overwhelmed in the 
presence of others, or may just need someone 
to talk to rather than a group. Most impor-
tantly, we must seek to cooperate with other 
established groups and organisers so that the 
opposition to the bedroom tax is based upon 
a stronger network which has a shared experi-
ence of living in the same locality.

If the bedroom tax is repealed tomorrow 
we cannot simply pat ourselves on the back 
and move onto the next campaign; we must 

seek continued links with the community. 
Just because one policy has been defeated 
does not mean that communities will not be 
faced with another attack in the future, con-
tinued work with these localities can help 
them prepare for further resistance. If the 
left, or more specifically the radical left, really 
believes another reality is possible then it’s 
time to start enacting it in our daily lives and 
across our commonalities. If we continue to 
separate ourselves from the oppressed com-
munities then we will remain weak.

Campaigns around the bedroom tax are 
good opportunities to establish long-lasting, 
proactive anti-capitalist actions which sup-
port and empower communities in the hope 
that they will take up the fight themselves 
and become self-sufficient in organising on-
going local resistance. If activists have the 
resources and time to support others, and 
through this support others learn how to 
take control of their lives, then their personal 
becomes political.

building in our communities
Kat Slater 

Anticapitalist Initiative



    
For such a staple aspect of traditional left the-
ory, ‘class’ and in particular the ‘working class’ 
is a remarkably ill-defined concept. It is used, 
alternately as a cultural, moral and ethical cat-
egory; often substituting itself for the terms 
‘good’ or ‘positive’. As an economic categori-
sation, class is drastically under-utilised. Where 
it is referenced as such it is often linked into a 
generalised narrative around poverty and de-
privation, rather than function. ‘Working class’ 
as a term is used to describe the ‘most poor’,, 
the ‘most oppressed’, the most ‘forward think-
ing’, ‘most multicultural’ and ‘diverse’ – not, 
primarily, those linked to the production of 
value within a capitalist economy.

This is a strange situation, considering the 
origins of the concept in Marxist thought. The 
‘working classes’ (or the ‘proletariat’) emerged 
as an economic component of the new sys-
tem of capitalism - a new productive relation. 
Where the feudal system relied primarily on 
indentured servitude - peasantry - to provide 
a relatively static source of agricultural wealth, 
capitalism developed waged workers engaged 
in the production of vastly increasing forms of 
material wealth. The terms ‘proletariat’ and 
‘working classes’ tried to describe this differ-
ent form of productive relation, its new an-
tagonisms and potentialities. They were not 
created to describe an implicitly revolutionary 
force within society or a new depth of human 
servitude. 

As much as proletarianization created prob-
lems for former peasants – alienation from 
their work, increased relative rate of exploita-
tion, insecurity of employment etc – it also laid 
the basis for a higher level of consumer power, 
increased mobility, rapid development in tech-
nology, medicine, disease prevention and in-
creased life expectancy, and general quality of 
life. Perhaps most significantly, proletarianiza-
tion removed the bulk of the population from, 
as Marx described, ‘rural idiocy’ of the country-
side, a life tied to superstition and religion.

So, why is it important to focus on the work-
ing class? To get the answer, we cannot begin 
from the subjective experience of the working 
class and then move outwards; we have to 
begin from a vision of the society we wish to 
achieve, and work back.

As a fundamental Marxist criticism of mod-
ern capitalism, most on the left agree that par-
liamentary democracy is an illusion; it grants 
no real power. A conception of power, based  
on national governments representing states, 
representing historically arbitrary national/eth-
nic boundaries, in turn subject to the whims 
of international financial markets, is obviously 
flawed. We know the powers of nations are 
restricted by world market forces, as much as 

our own ‘free choices’ 
in day-to-day life are re-

stricted by economic contingencies. The real 
ability to create the society in which we wish 
to live - a democratic society, with freedom in 
self-definition and exploration, freedom from 
material fears and wants – is predicated in con-
trol over the source of production. 

Capitalism provides us with the potential 
for a democratic and collective basis for this 
through its organisation – on our behalf – of 
the working class. It is for this reason that class 
is fundamental for transformative economic 
and social projects, such as those envisaged 
by the radical left.

This means we have to be far more specific 
in our use of the term; its overuse as a symbolic 
metaphor for rebellion clouds its actual stra-
tegic function. Professionals such as doctors, 
academics, and teachers, are not related to the 
production of material value. They perform 
other functions under capitalism, managerial 
and human functions (functions not strictly 
‘necessary’ for the continuation of capitalism 
as a system). They are not, as such working 
class – and this is exemplified by the failure 
of traditional working class strategies, such as 
strikes, to achieve notable historical successes 
amongst professional occupations (unlike in a 
factory, where a strike achieves an immediate 
attack on profit, in professional sectors all it 
does is save an employer money). To say this, 
is not to attack professionals, or to remove 
them from participation in ‘the movement’ – it 
is simply to correctly categorise their positions, 
and recognise a strategically different role for 
them in developing an attack against the pre-
vailing economic relations.

In saying this we can still appreciate the 
complexities of modern capitalist production; 
middle-managers, linemen, and all the stratifi-
cations of interim jobs, which muddy up other-
wise clear class divisions, can be accounted for, 
and not everyone must be labelled absolutely 
‘in’ or ‘out’ of a respective class boundary. How-
ever, there will be those who are definitely one 
or the other, and proceeding with a clarity of 
the issues underpinning that is essential.

Finally, it is wrong to see class as merely ‘an-
other identity’, a category of self-identification 
which represents a perceived oppression. The 
working class is oppressed, it is true – but its 
importance is not related to the subjective de-
gree of its oppression, which varies substan-
tially even within its own group. Class is not a 
choice or a lifestyle, it is not a belief system nor 
a created political entity and fundamentally 
it is also not personal, but collective. Rather, 
it is an objective human relation. What must 
be recognised as the left is that we need the 
working class. They are not an optional add on 
or appendage.

the issue of class
Charlie Winstanley 

Spring Conference organiser



As a supporter of the Anti-Capitalist Initiative 
I often speak about unifying the left and “plu-
ralism”, but often it feels as if we are going 
through the motions, spouting ‘progressive’ 
(as in more progressive than the groups we 
have been previously involved in) rhetoric. 
Have our practices really changed? Have we 
actually challenged ourselves to develop our 
ideas beyond those we have inherited from 
the traditional British left?

The book ‘Beyond the Fragments: The Mak-
ing of Socialism and Feminism’ has recently 
been republished and it discusses a lot of the 
issues that left groups are facing today, evi-
dent by their isolation and lack of numbers . 
Depressingly, thirty years on the experiences 
that they share of being within the left are all 
too familiar.

The term “Beyond the Fragments” refers 
to blurring the lines between distinct activ-
ist struggles, that struggle is linked. Politics is 
more than labour struggles and government, 
struggles are interlinked due to the personal 
circumstances of the individuals involved 
within. All aspects of our lives are affected 
by participating in a capitalist society includ-
ing our social relations which shape the op-
pression of various groups. We must realise 
that by replicating capitalist institutions we 
will maintain oppression and exploitation, 
whether it be sexism, racism or any other 
discriminatory practice.

We need to rethink our  methods of organis-
ing to develop a way where all individuals are 
able to take control collectively, this can be 
done by sharing and building up skills, and mak-
ing sure there are equally shared responsibili-

t i e s . 
This provides the basis for a long lasting 
relationship within the group as it no longer 
relies on one person and means that tasks 
take less time and allow groups to be involved 
in more than one area. “To desire a different 
life is already that life in the making.”

The issue of sustainability is important, one 
that I believe is best fostered through meth-
ods of organising which lack leadership struc-
tures as it no longer relies on just one person. 
Lynne Segal talks about the numerous prob-
lems they experienced in setting up a wom-
en’s centre in Islington – she herself points to 
having been unable to set down roots within 
the community as a major reason why the 
project itself failed. While she has renounced 
the use of more horizontal forms of organis-
ing, I believe that if we learn from mistakes of 
the past we can move forward. Obviously we 
can’t be idealistic about this, it will encounter 
difficulties, but we need to try to maintain as 
engaging an environment as possible, which 
lacks top down decision making.

Feminism has a central role to play because 
it has highlighted the concept of “the per-
sonal as political” due to the de-politicisation 
of the role of women. This exposes the failings 
of various groups to include a wider social 
theory within their actions. Look at various 
left wing groups and individuals responses 
to the Tottenham riots in 2011, they decried 
the materialism of the riots refusing to accept 
the possibility that this was a struggle that 
had yet to articulate itself. This is entirely due 
to the failure to accept that struggle can exist 
outside of organised labour and that needs 

a r e 
more than just the essentials of living. 
To simplify their actions to looting, and that 
all they need is to read a bit of Marx, suggests 
they have as equally poor an understanding 
of actual material existence under capitalism 
as David Cameron. To say that there was no 
politics in their actions is to ignore the poli-
tics of everyday life.

Women have been the leaders in many 
struggles against government privatisation 
of commons e.g. land or water, in various 
countries throughout the world and women 
have always naturally developed their own 
currents within labour struggle, unifying 
social reproduction and labour disputes. To 
maintain some form of lasting struggle, vari-
ous struggles must be linked, which occurs 
naturally, as people live multifaceted lives 
where they experience various threads of 
exploitation. Demands and issues should be 
allowed to grow and be discussed in relation 
to one another, to give a continuous basis.

We must remember that our aim is to have 
a utopia. While the results of exploitation 
cause much human suffering, we want a 
future where our improved social relations 
allow us to be happier, freer and more se-
cure. The benefit of a unified pluralistic left is 
so practices and thought can be challenged, 
that we can be more critical of ourselves. Al-
though the process has begun, we need to 
challenge ourselves further.

“We want everything!” any less is not good 
enough.

combat alienation with alienated forms? 
Rachel Twaites 

Anticapitalist Initiative



This paper was put together by a working group from the Anti-
Capitalist Initiative in Manchester. We looked to organisations 
and activists who we thought, through our own experience and 
work alongside them, had something distinctive, critical and 
productive to contribute on the question of how communist 
politics and organisation can go forwards. The capitalist sys-
tem is still stuck in crisis, unable, yet, to find a way out – but the 
politics and organisation of the left, too, are suffering a long, 
ongoing crisis of their own. The exchanges here try to look to 
the problems of the left and wider social movements – to 
ask how we might go forward, how we might contribute to 
the enrichment and revival of communist ideas, and how 
our work, in the here and now, can help to develop the 
left as a strong and serious force.

For full versions of the articles in this paper visit: anticapi-
talists.org

working group 
 

Cat Rylance, Josh Davies, Rachel 
Twaites, Dan Edwards and Chris 

Strafford


