
anarchist fortnightly

Vol. 61 No. 18 23rd September 2000 50p

While capitalism lasts ...

H
e regrets it now, but he did say it.
And George W. Bush was right. 
“My plans? I don’t worry about 

those things. I kinda figure life is going to 
work its way out somehow”. It’s rare for a 
politician to admit that life in capitalism is 
full of surprises, for our bosses as well as us. 
Even rarer would be an admission that 
frequently, no, it doesn’t work its way out, at 
least not in the way we’d like. Living in an 
insane system, what’s the use of plans? As 
panic-buying of petrol quickly spread across 
the UK early last week, there must’ve been a 
few members of the government asking 

together with our old friend, economic 
growth, they’ve created global capitalism’s 
latest crisis. Naturally, OPEC blames high 
taxes and international finance, not them­
selves, and with some justification. Most of 
the cost of fuel goes on state duties. Oil 
really is better value for money, relatively, 
than coca-cola or perrier water. The greed 
lies on all sides. But greed alone isn’t the 
whole story.

Some of the taxes hauliers complain of are 
environmental measures, designed to give 
the impression governments take pollution 
seriously. Several OPEC members desperately 

interests, whatever the IMF’s current propa­
ganda offensive in Prague says (‘Voices of 
the Poor’ and ‘The Quality of Growth’ are 
typical seminar titles from the last few days). 
The inhabitants of the Niger delta remain 
brutalised and sick while their elected boss 
and western banks cream profits from the 
land they live on. As a Venezuelan news­
paper commented, “oil rises to $35 a barrel 
and poverty reaches 81%”. Who else doesn’t 
gain from any of this? The second answer is, 
all the rest of us. Pleasing though it is to see 
high prices force a few lorries off the road, a 
few fumes less pumped into the air (and 

themselves that question.
When oil prices sank below $10 a barrel in 

1998, nobody predicted that within 18 months 
they would more than triple, to last week’s 
$35. Nobody expected the oil-producing 
states of OPEC to collaborate again in keep­
ing their incomes high. But they have. And 

need hard currency - Nigeria to pay interest 
on its debts, Indonesia to kick-start recovery 
from its slump and to stop its implosion in 
the maelstrom of civil war. The real power 
behind the rebirth of the cartel as a major 
force is the Venezuelan boss, Chavez, whose 
state relies on oil for 70% of its exports. 

“Lower prices would 
like passing a death 
sentence on our­
selves and our 
people”, he said 
recently, and he will 
lobby hard to retain 
tight quotas when 
OPEC heads of state 
meet for the first 
time in 25 years in 
the Venezuelan 
capital next week. 
And demand for oil 
continues to grow. 
71 million barrels a 
day now, maybe 100 
million by 2020.

Who doesn’t gain 
from any of this? 
The first answer, as 
always, is the world’s 
poor. Globalisation 
is not in their 

remember it was the hauliers above all who 
broke the pickets of the miners’ strike), 
ultimately an oil price hike which led to 
global economic slump would only make 
human beings unhappier than they already 
are. Every postwar recession has been 
heralded by a jump in the price of oil. All the 
talk of a ‘new economy’ shouldn’t obscure 
the experience of the Asian ‘tigers’ in the last 
decade: even economies run just the way the 
IMF ordered can crash too. It’s a sobering 
thought that pundits in early 1973 forecast a 
future in which everyone got richer and 
richer for ever. Just like now.

We’re all part of global economic system. 
The system relies on energy, and in capitalism 
that means oil. Increasingly it’s clear we 
can’t go on like this. The only country to 
raise its output last week in response to 
pressure was Saudi Arabia, because only 
they have capacity to spare. The economic 
growth our leaders are so keen to promote in 
Prague will demand much more energy than 
the earth can currently provide, and the 
environmental costs are too high. Clean 
alternatives aren’t developed because it’s not 
profitable to do so. Capitalism puts profits 
before people and it poisons the planet. It is 
the economics of the madhouse. It can’t be 
controlled and it can’t be tamed. That’s 
why capitalism has to go. RSG
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I
n a recent interview with the Sunday Times,
Jack Straw pondered whether he would be 
celebrated in history as a great ‘reforming’ 

Home Secretary, on a par with, say, Roy Jenkins. 
A difficult question, given Jenkins’ master­
minding of the Prevention of Terrorism Act in 
1974 (“a draconian act unprecedented in 
peacetime” as he described it to Parliament at 
the time) and the purchase in 1976 of Heckler 
and Koch HK33 carbines for the purpose of 
arming the police, behind the back of the 
Cabinet, Parliament and the Prime Minister, 
James Callaghan. ‘Dirty Jack’, though, is more 
than holding his own, with an Immigration and 
Asylum Act worse than anything Michael 
Howard dared attempt, a ‘freedom of informa­
tion’ bill which increases official secrecy in the 
name of access, prison numbers at a record high 
(along with prison suicides) and the privatisa­
tion of the penal system and consequent 
development of a US style prison-industrial 
gulag. To ensure the likes of the Corrections 
Corporation of America and Wackenhut are 
sated, the Criminal Justice (Mode of Trial) Bill 
is moving through Parliament, designed to 
restrict access to trial by jury. The chances of 
robust defence from a team of solicitors chosen 
because of their defence expertise are to be 
reduced through the use of legal aid contracting, 
and, ultimately, the creation of a tame Public 
Defenders Office. Straw’s best example of the 
kind of ‘joined-up government’ New Labour 
claims to represent though, is manifest in his 
introduction onto the legislative agenda of the 
Human Rights Act and the Terrorism Act at the 
same time without anyone realising the nature 
of his agenda.

This paper has already considered at length 
the content and purpose of the new Terrorism 
bill, particularly its widening of the definition 
of ‘terrorism’ to encompass the “use or threat of 
action ... designed to influence the government 
or to intimidate the public or a section of the 
public” where “ the use or threat is made for the 
purpose of advancing a political, religious or 
ideological cause” and where ‘action’ (or the 
threat of action) involves “serious violence 
against a person” or “serious damage to 
property”. That this new definition brings all 
the police powers of the Prevention of Terrosim 
Act to bear against the direct action movement, 
militant anti-fascism - indeed any and all 
effective protest - appears obvious on any 
reading. It is an indictment of the bred-in the- 
bone reformism of so much of the left that it 
has barely noticed the new Act, nor concerned 
itself with the likely purpose of its introduction. 
On amendment, the Bill now extends the 
definition of ‘terrorism’ to include “interference 
with or serious disruption of an electronic 
system” (hacking). Moreover, the use or threat 
of action involving serious violence or damage 
to property will automatically be classified as 
terrorism if it involves “firearms or explosives” 
regardless of whether the “use or threat” is 
designed to influence the government or 
intimidate a section the public. Of course, a 
prosecution under the Act will only arise if the 
“use or threat” is made for political, religious or 
ideological ends, but, logically, this means that 

for any incident involving anything from CS gas 
to a starting pistol to an AK47 the police can 
arrest under the Terrorism Act to investigate the 
‘ideological’ circumstances, thus allowing the 
police to dispense with the limited post-arrest 
safeguards of the Police and Criminal Evidence 
Act for any firearms offence.

What ought to be at issue, though, is the 
timing - why bring in such an obviously 
draconian piece of legislation at the same time 
as the Human Rights Act, an Act which, 
according to Statewatch magazine (March-May 
2000, vol. 10, no. 2), provides a “real 
opportunity to change the culture of deference 
and opacity” which is the essence of parlia­
mentary democracy in the UK? The answer 
ought to be obvious. No European Convention 
rights (the 1998 Human Rights Act incorporates 
the European Convention on Human Rights 
into UK law) are absolute. Rights can be 
interfered with to the extent “necessary in 
democratic society in the interests of national 
security or public safety, for the prevention of 
disorder or crime, for the protection of health or 
morals, or for the protection of the rights and 
freedoms of others.” (The rights to be free from 
torture and inhuman and degrading treatment

and from slavery cannot be so curtailed, but it 
is worth considering the ruling in Ireland v 
United Kingdom, 18th January 1978 (no. 25) 
EHRR 25, in which it was found after 
examination of sixteen “illustrative cases” that 
interrogation techniques used by the British 
state against Republicans between 1971 and 
1975, alongside the adoption of “extrajudicial 
powers of arrest, detention and internment”, 
while constituting inhuman and degrading 
treatment, did not “occasion suffering of the 
particular intensity and cruelty implied by the 
word torture.” The techniques involved wall 
standing forcing the detainees to remain for 
periods of some hours in a “stress position” i.e. 
spread-eagled against the wall; hooding - 
putting a hood over detainees’ heads during 
interrogation; subjection to noise; deprivation 
of sleep; deprivation of food and drink. To date 
the Court has not found any challenged to 
constitute torture.) Under the new Act judges 
will have to decide whether interference with a 
protected right was “necessary in a democratic 
society”. Reading the Terrorism Act and the 
Human Rights Act off against each other allows 
the government and judiciary to perform a 
sleight-of-hand whereby the definition of

terrorism is so-expanded that almost any non­
trivial interference with Convention rights 
could be deemed to be ‘necessary’. We should 
note at this point that the Act does not protect 
Convention rights which the UK has not 
ratified. Complaints of expulsion or restriction 
of freedom of movement (Protocol 4) cannot be 
heard in the UK, as the protocol has never been 
ratified. Originally the non-ratification was 
necessary to protect the operation of exclusion 
orders under the Prevention of Terrorism Act - 
now it means simply that the Human Rights Act 
cannot be read against public order restrictions 
on freedom of movement. Moreover (and see 
also the article ‘Gifts of the State’ in Freedom, 
9th September 2000) a state may secure relief 
from its duties under the Convention by 
exercising the right to derogate under Article 15, 
whereby “in time of war or other emergency 
threatening the life of the nation” a state may 
lodge a derogation. Such derogation must, 
according to Article 15 (1) be “only to the 
extent strictly required by the exigencies of the 
situation” but, as the European Court made 
clear, in the ruling in Lawless v Republic of 
Ireland (no. 3) (1st July 1961, 1 EHRR 15), “it 
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Prague and the petrol pump ...

anarchism
A s I write fuel protesters are promising a 

‘new winter of discontent’ and petrol 
pumps are already beginning to run dry

as lorries block roads and oil refineries. At the end 
of this month simultaneous anti-globalisation 
protests are planned in thirty countries including 
Britain, the USA, France, Germany, etc., and up to 
twenty thousand protesters are anticipated in 
Prague itself as the annual summit of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World 
Bank takes place.

The actions of self-employed lorry drivers and 
farmers in carrying out effective direct action is 
embarrassing for the trade union movement in that 
these small-scale organisations and individuals 
are operating a seemingly effective form of 
industrial campaign such as this country has not 
seen in donkey’s years. The TUC is naturally not 
involved, and its secretary John Monks has 
condemned the actions - given their current mind­
set it is unlikely the almighty TUC with all its paid 
officers and committees could launch such an 
effective protest as this.

Referring to the protests in Prague a libertarian 
publication in Manchester, The Loombreaker, 
claims that: “In the face of the expected commotion, 
Czech police have announced that streets will be 
evacuated, schools closed and 30,000 residents 
moved out to give the 20,000 delegates a 
‘protective ring’ of 11,000 police”. But the paper 
goes on to say that “recent history in the Czech 
Republic weighs against the government authoris­
ing a crackdown on protesters”.

Direct action has now been taken up as a weapon 
by consumer groups, environmentalists, small 
organisations and individuals, at a time when the 
broad labour movement and the organised trade 

unions seem to have 
more or less given up. 
Except, of course, in the 
case of the hole-in-the- 
comer disputes like that 
of the Liverpool dockers 
and the Tameside care­
workers. The consumers 
have become most radical 
at a time when the 
producers in their trade 
unions have become in­
creasingly conservative.

Reflections on 
anarchism
I have just been reading 
an essay entitled ‘Reflec­
tions on Anarchism’ by 
Professor Eric 
Hobsbawm. He opens by 
saying: “The present 
revival of interest in 
anarchism is a curious 
and at first sight un­
expected phenomenon. 
Even ten years ago it 
would have seemed in the 
highest degree unlikely.”

That was an essay that 
Hobsbawm, the Marxist 
historian, wrote in 1969, 
soon after the spectacular French events of May 
1968. Up to then, Hobsbawm claimed, as “a 
movement [anarchism] it seemed to belong to the 
pre-industrial period, and in any case to the era 
before the First World War and the October 

Revolution”. Except in Spain, where a huge urban 
anarchist movement existed until the Civil War, 
anarchism seemed to peak with vast support 
among peasants and artisans during the early 

(continued on page 2)




