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FLUX publishing deadlines are elastic to say the least. But here we are again throwing some ideas on the
table; some more boldly than others.  

In this issue Michael Oliver talks about the disabilities movement. This is made up of people who, until
recently, have been seen as the ultimate welfare case: objects of professional intervention and charitable
condescension. Interesting for its own sake, Oliverô s description of the disability movement illustrates the
bigger problem of socialist organisation and change. This is a movement of people, left voiceless and
powerless by the ideological bent and structures of the system, struggling to ýnd their own voice and
demanding the space to determine their own agenda. As Michael Oliver describes it, the road to liberation
is paved with hope and anger. It is also generously endowed with the pitfalls of co-option and careerisrn.
There are plenty of reformist signposts set up to lure a potentially subversive movement into quieter, less
challenging, streets.

Our challenge today is to help recreate a movement which can take account of these pitfalls and steer clear
of these signposts to nowhere. The collapse of state managerialism - be it social-democratic or Stalinist -
has cleared away some of the confusion. Who remembers the lucrative career structures of radical local
ôdemocracyô or the call to defend the degenerate, deformed or otherwise flawed ôworkers ô stateô óI? There
are signs that revolutionaries are ýnding a way back to an authentic revolutionary politics - where socialism
means not the óenablingô of state management but the autonomous struggle and power of the working class.

We would suggest that this is the signiýcance of the Bristol Marxist Forum conferences, the ýrst of which
is reported on in this issue.

For his part, Terry Liddle asks that we acknowledge struggles and issues that the left has traditionally
disparaged as peripheral or (dare we even say it) petit-bourgeoisie. This is not a new idea, but it certainly
needs restating. Re-making working class politics is not a project demanding uniformity.

Of course, there will always be some sectarians who are blind to the value of anything outside the
revolutionary processes of the "ofýcia1" Labour movement. Here we can only say 1) socialism is always
unofficial and 2) it's not for us to legislate where resistance to the system breaks out. The struggle is a
diverse one.  

So, we welcome the tree sitting, the M11 road bloc, the squatting against homelessness, the rail strike, as
signs of subversive life, potential autonomy and struggle. The role of revolutionaries here is what it has
always been: to identify instances of resistance, to (critically) record, support and publicise them and to
(critically) participate in the spreading of autonomous, grassroots or rank and ýle struggles.

Of course, the job isnôt an easy one. Over the last ýfteen years the government has introduced legislation
controlling both the right to strike and to use public space. Taking advantage of the dcmoralisation (and the
admittedly superýcial increased afþuence for some) of the working class in the 80ôs, the government has
brought back the Combination Acts and Gagging Acts with a vengeance.

I"

But they too are struggling (as in their own way are their loyal opposition). This is a government unable
to ýnd a coherent way out of the crisis or to off-load responsibility for the crisis onto ôenemies withinô with
any degree of credibility. All theyôve offered is the anodyne call ôBack To Basicsô.   
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By the beginning of the nineties, the
style of political leadership epitomised
by the iron rule of Margaret Thatcher
was becoming a liability. Her defeat at
the hands of anti-=poll tax campaigners
(the Trafalgar Square riot was beamed
around the world) was compounded by
a disastrous split over European
integration. Her successor, John Major,
was chosen to install leadership by
stealth. A veneer of bland, consensual
politics (though such a description only
shows how the political language has
moved rightwards), to consolidate and
continue the Thatcher legacy: that is,
an economic policy deýned by
monetarism; O and a social policy of
privatisation and the dismantling of the
welfare state. It was hoped that John
Majorôs diplomacy would heal the rifts
without backtracking on the overall
vision.

So whatôs gone wrong?
Today, the government
seems always at the precipice
of completely losing control ð- O
both of its own vision and of

its politically cynical
electorate. The government
has visibly panicked at the
spectre of amoral joy-riders,
ram-raiders and child
murderers. ôBlack
Wednesdayô perhaps started
the rot , but when at the
October 1993 Tory Party
Conference, ôBack to Basicsô
was launched, it was seen as
an ideological expedient, to
rally the grassroots activists
and invent a plausible
scapegoat for government
policy.
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commentators explained the failure of
ôBack to Basicsô as symptomatic of a
government in power too long, out of
touch with ordinary people. This,
however, is no more than a fatuous
repetition of the Labour Partyôs 1992
election slogan, "Itôs our turn"! There
are more fundamental issues at stake
here.

From Keynesianism. . .

First, a sketchy bit of history. In
Britain, the post-war ôsettlementô was a
trade-off between the needs of capital
to restructure following the Great
Depression of the l930ôs, and the
demands of the working class for
adequate social welfare - from a living
wage to the NHS. s

A fragile social contract, negotiated by
the state, emerged between capital and
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the labour bureaucracy: on the one
hand, the institution of a welfare state;
on the other hand, a supposedly willing
workforce, supplemented by an
imrnigation policy which attracted
black people from the Commonwealth
into the low paid strata.

This economic set-up is commonly
described as Keynesianism. But far
from being the socio-economic
Solution, it was just a sticking plaster
which began to fray as soon as it was
applied. The economic contract was
unsustainable - capitalismôs need to
increase proýt could not indeýnitely be
satiated by exploiting new markets, and
soon pay rises became more closely
tied to productivity deals. This exposed
the festering class discontent on the
shop floor, which during the 1970ôs
could not be policed by the trade union
and Labour Party bureaucracies .

. . .to Monetarisrn

At the same time the shift to
a service sector economy and

< brought a policy of
_ó permanent mass

n urmmployment as a way of
" suppressing wage demands.

so ~ Â- Although this was successful
R in severely restricting union

power, the deýcit was
spiralling costs to sustain the
welfare state.

_-\-
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The major role of the state,
especially since the
introduction of monetarisrn
recast economic intervention
to the ever-multiplying
quangos, is today the
management of this welfare
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. system. This is not a neutral task, of
course, since the function of the state
within capitalism is to reproduce
(culturally as well as physically) a
compliant workforce. W However,
politicians and bureaucrats do not wield
this power mechanistically - they gain
social and material value from it. It is
therefore not surprising that they want
to keep hold of it. A
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Privatisation

For example, privatisation has been
champiomd as handing back the
ôwealth of the nationô (imperialistically
deýned) to ordinary people. But this
has failed visibly. First, because
although the number of shares owned
by the public has increased, the
proportion of shares they own has
decreased. (According to ôSocial
Trendsô 22 & 23, the ownership of
shares by individuals was over 50 % the
total number of shares in 1963; in 1992
it has dropped to less than 20 % .) With
the deregulation of share markets, it is
only the rich who can afford to take
sufýcient risks to play the futurities.
Second, becauseó far from giving
ordinary people direct control over
state-owned services, privatisation has

ó merely promoted the inexorable rise of
quangoes controlled by government
placepeople.

Privatisation has direct consequences
for the welfare state. The state wants to
ofþoad day-to-day responsibility for the
running of these services (with all the
political costs involved), and simply to
control the funding. So within the

health service, for example, the t ~Jó*?""
|- ó-1- -

privatisation of shospitals into NHS
Trusts was preceded by the hiring of
management teams who would ensure
that trust status was pushed locally.
Once this was accomplished they were
able to subject hospitals to ócrisis
managementô - in which procedures are
órationalisedô to the s point where
someone or something breaks down.
The closure ofhospital wards illustrates
this tactic.

In practice privatisation is the opposite
of ôrolling back the stateô. Privatisation

. > l ' _ *5 H
actually entails unprecedented s 6 4* . :f:...
centralisation and direct state control of A c Q,
local services. At the same time, the ""ó A " ""' óS -
ramiýcations for ordinary people are
now beginning to hit hard.

Take housing as an example. One of
the planks of monetarism has been the
championing of the right-to-buy
scheme. Working class people became
property owners, and the post-war
obligation to provide social housing for
those who could not afford to buy was
weakened. Although a popular policy at
the time, only now can people see what
they lost when they bought their council
houses. They lost the security of
straightforward rent or housing beneýt,
compared to unstable mortgage rates.
They lost the support of repairs and
maintenance. faced with enormous bills
for roof repairs, damp-prooýng and so
on. They lost mobility, lumbcred with
houses they cannot sell unless they are
prepared to take on the debt of negative
equity.

This is not to romanticise the quality of
council housing. It is just to point out
the consequences of the governmentôs
transfer of housing from a social
obligation, fought for by the working
class , to a private enterprise. The
removal of safety nets has left even the
middle classes of the Home Counties
struggling with debt. Economic
liberalisation has led to personal
ýnancial insecurity, which only the rich
are safe from.
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Individualism A

The second, related tendency coming
home to roost for the government, is
the narrow, selýsh strain of
individualism they have promoted so
keenly. The battle for a Thatcherite
antiðsociety of pure self-interest could
only be fully won by totally isolating
everyone with a common interest, but
the state has had some notable
victories, sometimes aided by the left.
From the Minersô Strike to the Battle of
the Beanýeld, the eighties has
witnessed a string of defeats for
working class politics , whether
expressed via the union or community
organisation. This has led to some
creative formations of new opposition,
such as the anti-poll tax movement, but
generally speaking a culture of
collectivism has been eroded in the
wake of people asserting worth through
the exercise of individual power.

It is at the sharp end of government
policies, in the alienated housing estates
and urban ghettos, that this nightmarish
þipside to unfettered moneyðmaking
and consumption is at its starkest. Some
pleasure can be had in recent ýgures of
1.1 million people getting caught
shoplifting during 1993 (how many
times did we get away with it?). But
many other manifestations of this
individualism are far more anti-social,
and only perpetuate fear and alienation
rather than challenge it.
































