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US presidential election ...

M
illions of dollars have been 
spent, and record hot-air 
emissions have punched an 
ozone-hole the size of Canada. The 

nation’s remotes have worked overtime 
to avoid the campaign ads. And next 
week - at last - the whole goddamn 
thing will be over. On Tuesday 
Americans get the chance to vote on a 
new boss for what they still call ‘the 
greatest democracy on earth’.

‘If we stop voting, will they go away?’ 
Car bumper stickers have carried this 
desperate cry for months. To American 
readers we can only offer our condolen­
ces and the reassurance that in a week’s 
time they won’t pretend to care what 
you think any more. Normal service will 
be resumed.

And still the pundits can’t figure it out. 
Less than a fifth of the electorate 
watched Bush and Gore in their last 
television debate. Less than half bothered

to vote in 1996. The public has never 
been so closely watched, monitored, 
consulted. Yet mistrust of politicians and 
disdain for all their works have never 
been higher. Academics call this the 
‘legitimacy paradox’. We call it plain 
common sense. The pound of butter our 
grandparents bought at the dairy, quite 
possibly from the person who made it, is 
now manufactured far away and sold to 
us by huge marketing operations. The 
politics we are fed is just such a 
consumer product. It is marketed as 
something appealing to us though it’s 
really designed for the benefit of the 
multinational machines that chum it out. 
George W. Bush has been described as 
“a corporation disguised as a human 
being”, but they’re all the same. The old 
idea (never more than a pleasing fancy) 
that our bosses are just like us is as 
much part of the past as the old dairies, 
and both vanished years ago. Bore and 
Gush are products we are expected to 
choose between.

The head of a big US bank was once 
asked whether the cash he had spent 
getting senators elected had influenced 
their behaviour. “I certainly hope 
so”, he replied. A favoured Republican 
soundbite this year, to go alongside 
‘Compassionate Conservatism’ and 
‘Hang ’em High’ (okay, we made that 
one up), was ‘Renewing America’s 
Purpose’. This was strangely honest, 
because what is America’s purpose if 
not business? Business has bankrolled 
the election, business will call in its 
debts. Bush has raised over $300 
million, Gore $252 million; and a hint 
for the future comes from Bush’s 
successful campaign to become Texan 
governor in 1994. To overthrow the 
incumbent needed big money, and the 
pharmaceutical industry gave it. In 
return, the powers of ordinary people to 

sue the medicine-makers were severely 
reduced. Expect a Bush White House to 
press for new caps on litigation against 
the manufacturers of tobacco, guns and 
oil as well. Gore has pocketed tidy sums 
from lawyers, so expect him to make 
litigation easier. Who says there’s 
nothing at stake in this election? If 
you’re a rich businessman there’s a lot. 
No wonder over 80% of people have 
woken up to the fact that “government is 
pretty much run by a few big interests 
looking out for themselves”.

So why, even last time round, did 49% 
of them still turn out to support these 
clowns? Why do 90% of them still insist 
that the American democratic system is 
all done in the best possible taste? And 
here’s the problem. Pain in the butt 
though it is to sit through this lunacy, it’s 
a bearable pain if only the bosses 
followed the ancient advice to ‘do no 
harm’. But harm to other people is the 
boss’s calling card. It’s not their fault, 
they’re puppets of a machine that’s 
bigger than them. And it’s not inevitable. 
While voter-turnout and membership of 
political parties has plummeted, political 
participation throughout the west has 
actually increased (they didn’t tell you 
that, did they?). More than ever people 
protest, join boycotts, try to take power 
away from politicians. So let the clowns 
have their circus this time round while 
we build links between the disjointed 
areas of our political lives and learn new 
ways of living for ourselves, without 
bosses. Being cynical is only a start. 
“Government is not the solution to our 
problems; government is the problem”. 
The speaker was Ronald Reagan, the 
place his 1980 inauguration as president. 
Empty words from his mouth maybe, 
but true words nevertheless. Let’s get rid 
of government.

RSG



Vol. 61 No. 21 4th November 2000 50p

O
n Monday 16th October the biennial 
British Crime Survey was published. 
It revealed that crime rates have 
fallen by 10% overall in the last two years. 

Burglaries were down by 21%; car theft and 
violent crime had fallen also. Moreover, 
contra the furore whipped up by Hague and 
Widdecombe on behalf of the Norfolk farmer 
Tony Martin (a furore that revealed that, for 
some members of our ‘inclusive’ society, it’s 
okay to blast working class kids in the back 
with a shotgun at close range, as they try and 
run away from you - makes a change from 
foxes and hares after all) rural areas in 
England and Wales experienced the lowest 
levels of most recorded crimes. Only two 
forms of crime were ‘up’: ‘stranger’ violence 
- where victim and attacker don’t know each 
other - was up by 29%; robbery was up by 
14%. The statistics here are significant. 
Crime has fallen away generally because of 
increases in home and car security - at least 
crime in nice leafy middle class areas and in 
town centre car parks has. The only crime 
significantly on the up - stranger violence - 
is primarily linked to drink related assaults, 
and occurs predominantly between working 
class males. Nor is it the case that property 
crime has fallen in working class areas. It is 
simply that crime - particularly property 
crime - has fallen in commercial areas and

“This is a world of uncertainty. IPs a 
dangerous world. IPs a world full of 
madmen, terror and missiles ...”

George W. Bush

middle class suburbs due to a combination of 
greater knowledge of personal security, 
CCTV, and increased visible police presence. 
Crime has become now something the poor 
do to each other - and hence not of concern 
to the likes of Jack Straw. Working class 
crime is generally unreported - hence the 
phenomenon that occurred of crime rates 
falling while fear of crime rose (a related 
BCS survey revealed one third of those 
surveyed believed that crime rates had risen 
between 1997 and 1999 and that one in ten 
were so concerned about crime that it 
affected their quality of life). Fear of crime 
is, in part, an irrational fear - one happily 
manipulated by our dear Home Secretary (a 
man so right wing that, as Paddy Ashdown’s 
diaries reveal, the Liberal Democrats refused 
to sanction a possible coalition government if 
Straw were to be Home Secretary) to increase 
social atomisation by having us all afraid of 
each other, and hence believing that our only 
protection from each other is the state - but a 
fear also that reflects levels of unreported 
crime. The BCS survey results as regards 
robbery were, we were told, not to be taken 
all that seriously. According to Paul Wiles, 
research director at the Home Office, robbery 
is relatively rare. The apparent rise has been 
driven by reports from fifteen teenagers. 
“The 14% increase would be reduced to 2% 
without [their] contribution. While these 
incidents might be viewed as bullying, they 
do meet the legal criteria of robbery.” So 
there you have it. From the horse’s mouth, so 
to speak. Robbery - like a politician’s 
candour and rocking horse manure - is rare. 
Worth remembering the next time some grey- 
suited and grey-faced Home Office minion 
tries to stir up a racist panic (and justify 
police swamping of inner city areas) by 
making hysterical and inaccurate comments 
about mugging and street crime.

Somewhat inconveniently, less than a week 
later it was revealed that foot patrols in the St 
Ann’s and Meadows Estates in Nottingham 
were routinely (and openly) armed with 
Walther P900 pistols, ostensibly in response 
to a “boom in gun related crime” in the area. 
The Guardian crime team, particularly slavish 
adherents of the Home Office/Scotland Yard 
line, dutifully tried to whip up a ‘shooting 
spree’ to justify this, but, not surprisingly 
(crime rates have - as we’ve just worked out 
- fallen) could only come up with nine 
incidents across the whole of England and 
Wales (and only one in Nottingham) that 
fitted the bill, which might suggest that the 
armed patrols in Nottingham, and the mobile 
equivalents in Manchester, Liverpool, 
Harlesden et al, might have some other 
explanation. Here then, is a suggestion as to 
what that might be.

Up to the mid 1970s, the capitalist class’s 
politics revolved around a strategy of exploita­
tion by consent. With the strike wave which 
hit the Heath government, its subsequent 
electoral defeat, and the level of working class 
desubordination (to quote Ralph Milliband) 
which hit the Wilson and Callaghan govern­
ments which followed (and particularly the 

refusal of incomes policies and the level of 
unofficial strike action) the bosses decided to 
abandon consent in favour of coercion - via 
mass unemployment and strong arm policing 
of industrial disputes. Consequent upon a 
policy of mass unemployment and deliberate 
(disciplining) immiseration, was the creation 
of a ‘surplus population’ of unemployed. A 
House of Lords Select Committee in 1982 
observed that: “We believe unemployment to 
be among the causes of ill-health, mortality, 
crime and civil disorder”. From Bristol in 
1980, through London, Liverpool, Manchester 
and elsewhere in 1981 and 1985, Cardiff, 
Tyneside and Oxford in 1991, and Bradford 
in 1995, the creation of social apartheid 
through a combination of deliberate 
disavantage and paramilitary policing was 
violently rejected by large numbers of black, 
white and Asian youth. Rioting became, as 
perceived by the ruling class, a form of class 
struggle outside the workplace. The issue for 
the state therefore was that if poverty and 
alienation were unlikely to be alleviated - 
and if poverty was in fact seen as a necessary 
incentive to low paid work - how to intro­
duce the discipline of the workplace within 
the workless community? One method can 
be seen in the steady growth of the UK prison 
population, currently increasing at a rate of a 
thousand per month, with a new prison 
required every fortnight and the prison 
population at an all time high of 64,000. 
Moreover, from the introduction of the 1982 
Criminal Justice Act - undermining the 
provisions of the Children’s and Young 
Persons Act 1969 - there has been a push to 
commit people to prison, or youth custody, at 
a younger age, and, under New Labour, to 
rush them through the juvenile courts more 
quickly. Combined with this has come 
greater display - and use (a study by Jacobs

and Britt in 1979 examined police-caused 
homicides from 1961 to 1970 in each 
American state and computed the population 
at risk per year. They found that the “most 
important conclusion was that the unequal 
states were most likely to have the largest 
number of police caused homicides”. For 
similar info in the UK see my article 
‘Shooting to Kill’ in Black Flag no. 219) - of 
police force in working class communities, 
such that for some communities the police 
appear as an occupying force. There is in all 
this, as in so many other aspects of working 
class life over the past twenty years, a return 
to the brutal class rule of an earlier era. As 
the sociologists Bordua and Reiss put it, “the 
paramilitary form of early police bureaucracy 
was a response not only or even primarily to 
crime per se, but to the possibility of riotous 
disorder. Not crime and danger but the 
‘criminal’ and ‘dangerous classes’ as part of 
the urban social structure led to the formation 
of uniformed and military organised police” 
(Bordua and Reiss in The Police, Wiley and 
Co., 1967). What goes around comes around. 
The presence of armed police routinely on 
the streets of the inner cities bears no relation 
to crime rates but to a recognition by the New 
Labour establishment that those communities 
who’ve gained nothing under the bipartisan 
anti-working class politics of the Thatcher/ 
Major/Blair years yet require the discipline 
of force. For those of us who recognise that, 
as Alexander Berkman put it, that “the armed 
fist of government is always at the service of 
the masters, and that fist gets into action the 
moment capital feels its profit threatened” 
the task ahead of us is to work to make the 
worst fears the likes of Blair and Branson 
harbour of the ‘dangerous classes’ a 
permanent reality.

Nick S.

t a cost of £27 million, the Phillips 
report into the BSE scandal which 
was published last week had to be 

thick to justify the expenditure, and it was.
Sixteen fat volumes recorded the testimony 
of 333 witnesses and 630 written statements. 

The report into the spread of ‘mad cow

disease’ to human beings, which has so far 
killed 80 people (and which will continue to 
kill in unknown numbers) personally 
criticised 28 ministers, civil servants and 
assorted experts, for negligence or for mis­
leading the enquiry. In particular, Kenneth 
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