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Birmingham University technicians have gone back
to work after a gruelling 29 weeks out on strike and
agreed to ómediationô over the interpretation of a
holiday agreement signed in 197M by the University but
not honoured. Even the one day's extra holiday on the
pre-197% situation as a back-to-work agreement had to
be dragged out of them.

The University management, and in particular the
personnel officer McCracken, has demonstrated a really
l9th century attitude in the course of this dispute.
Before the strike, many workers were complaining about
the serf-like way in which they were treated. Any
method possible has been used to break the strike,
including bringing in electric fires through the
picket line in academic's private cars (fuses in
University buildings have been known to blow . . . . . ...
through overloading the circuit, of coursef), and
using a furniture mover, Wheatley, to bring in coal
and other supplies in his van at night (the stokers
refused to stoke this coal; their action was later
made official). A picket was threatened with an iron
bar, which resulted in the occupation of an administ-
ration building, unfortunately only for a few hours.
On another occasion a picket was injured when a strike
breaking lorry crossed the line. Heartfelt pleas were
made by the University for ópeaceful picketing', which
for them meant standing there watching the coal roll
in while a scab beats you over the head.

The student attitude was at best half-hearted, at
worst abyssmal; at a massive union meeting 477 voted
to condemn the strike, though this was later replaced
by a more óliberalô motion ósupporting neither sideó.
This was the line peddled by some academic staff -
some of whom make their living out of writing books
about the working class - who circulated petitions
condemning the strike. An Iranian student, interviewed
in the Evening Mail as a research student's hard luck
story, said that back home by now the strikers would
have been strung up - which is more than likely true I
Some academic staff at the computer centre started
operating a limited computer service themselves. "It
is not intended as a direct participation in the
dispute", they said. However, on the first morning of
the resumed service the only print-out they could get
was "YOU ARE A MANAGEMENT SCAB". Fancy that I Later
some sympathetic computer users started operating
ósystems breaksó which put the computer out of action
for half an hour at a time.

Although demoralised as the weeks wore on, the
strike remained solid. Boredom set in, paradoxically,
because after a while lorries driven by T&G and other
unionised workers no longer turned up just to be
turned away again, and pickets were left to deal with
óscab lorries which came at night when fewest were
there. National financial support from ASTMS was good,
(although Clive Jenkins was busy suing Socialist

Worker), but there is dissatisfaction with the way in
which the union handled the strike, in particular only
drawing out a part of its members and others in rota-
tion. The vital time was in the winter cold spell
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which the University managed to sit out - a concerted
effort then might have done the trick. Also at an
earlier stage the Union conceded a day's holiday with-
out consulting the strikers, though they later
accepted this.

The crunch came when the University put it about
that it was going to replace the computer centre with
computer terminals, putting the operators out of work,
a bludgeoning tactic typical of its handling of the
dispute. By now people had had enough, and voted by a
substantial majority to go back to work. This decision
was not manipulated, they were just fed up.

But the strike had its positive aspects. Despite
the demoralisation many have had a good time, building
braziers to warm up against, burning wood from nearby
fences, and there has been a considerable change in
some people's lifestyles with the leisure time gained
as a result of the release from work, meaning that
people could get on with things they'd always wanted
to do and many new things besides, This also meant
that many had better things to do than come and
picket! Some didn't want to go back to work at all;
many have already left or will leave now that the '
strike is over.

What are the lessons of this dispute? Certainly
it puts a big question mark over the use.of the strike
in this situation, especially a partial strike like
this one - many of the workers were very unhappy at
the Union for not drawing everyone out. A long hard
look needs to be taken at the strike as a tactic,
with an eye to considering alternative forms of
struggle, some of which in small ways have been used
here. Whatever the tactics chosen, however, they must
be firmly in the hands of the workers concerned, and
directly managed by them.

It is amazing that the University has stuck to
its 19th century attitude in an age when the name of
the game is collaboration with the unions to disci-
pline and control the workers (seen most graphically
with the Leyland toolmakers, at the Times and at
Heathrow recently), and to solicit their cooperation.Ga
knows what they teach on the University's Industrial
Relations course I One thing is for sure, despite
this short-term victory, and whether or not they push
the technicians around from one department to another
as a cat and mouse ópunishmentô, the University will
be facing a militant, uncooperative workforce from
DOW on.
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One of the commonest charges levelled against all
socialists is that they are dreamers. The listener
responds to the socialistsó grand plan for the future
society by saying "This is all very well and very nice,
but it bears no relation at all to reality, you're
just dreaming".

This charge has more than a certain amount of
truth in it - too many socialists are given to
dreaming. For instance one of the earliest socialists,
Charles Fourier, had everything in the socialist
society planned down to the smallest detail. Under
socialist society he feared that we would still be
faced with the problem of how to dispose of the
refuse and that this might involve unpleasant work.
How could this problem be solved? Easy, said Fourier,
children love dirt therefore all children will become
refuse cllectors. o

Fourier also came up with other faniful ideas
about the nature of the future socialist society.
He believed that when socialism was established the
sea would turn to lemonade and the lions would all
become gentle vegetarian beasts.

Such ideas are obviously highly imaginative but
quite worthless and yet certain of the dreams of the
earliest socialists are still retained in socialist
theory. For instance the majority of the early
socialists had an obsession with money, which they saw
as the root of all evil. They dreamed that ówhen the
revolution cameó (read ówhen our ship comes inó) money
would no longer serve any useful function. Miners from
South Wales would send out coal to whoever needed it,
fishermen from Grimsby would send out fish to whoever
needed it, and writers from Kew would send out
newspapers to whoever wanted them. The miner having
given away her coal could simply take all the books
and fish she needed from the community store.

It is my contention that if this is our picture
of society immediately after any revolution then we
are dreamers. There will not be an instantaneous
surplus of every product available the day after the
revolution. Some products and services could easily
be provided without charge, like transport. After all
a large proportion of the costs of running the bus
and train services goes in collecting the fares (a
system which is as irrational as anything dreamed
up by Fourier), But there will not necessarily be
instantaneous supply of clothes, books, records,
grapefruits and pictures. We could decide at a central
level how much of each of these products to produce
and risk creating a powerful planning bureaucracy.
We could on the other hand say that everyone would
be provided with so many ólabour notes"and could
choose what to spend their surplus money on. There is
nothing fundamentally anti-socialist about such an
arrangement.

There is no good reason why socialists should be
afraid of solutions to economic problems which involve
the retention of money. Money in itself is nothing
more than a piece of paper. You can't eat it. 1iST8n
to it or build with it. Equally it can't in itself
enslave us. Noone was ever made the slave of a piece
of paper. However, when society had recognised the
importance of particular pieces of paper, and when
these pieces of paper were concentrated in the hands
of a few wealthy men, then the pieces of paper were
used to enslave millions of poor people. It was not
the pieces of paper which were important in this
process} it was the social arrangements which
adecreed that some should have large quantities of,

3.2%Á at
1|'l"þ\\ó\'-

%4.56fIOô.'

AHñ) B11ô
MY FIIEID"Amannuki

st; iiýptÂ

0
money whilst others have none. It other words it is
not the distribution of money which creates
oppression, it is the distribution of wealth and
power.
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Those socialists who still talk at length about
abolishing money and who coin such phrases as óSmash
Cashó are in danger of launching their major attack
on the pieces of paper and not upon the social system
which enables these pieces of paper to dominate their
lives. Furthermore those socialists who talk about
doing away with money on the day after the revolution
are still in the age of Fourier. They see the
revolution as some apocalypse which will do away with
all evil and immediately create new human beings.
Personally I see any revolution as one short period
in the whole process of our struggle for socialism.
Such a struggle does not begin with the revolution
and it does not end with the abolition of money.

 ýgop -,_ ' llThe cordóA that shows
you re in the know
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Ms. Shirley Williams, the Education Secretary who
just announced the closing down of 28 teacher training
colleges, apparently considers herself to be a
socialist of sorts . In the last Labour Party confer-
ence she defended the Callahan-Healey-IMF package of
cutting public services as a condition for receiving
IMF loans. Realising that cuts in education and health
services cannot be described as ósocialistô by any
rational argument she resorted to the age-old ruse of
"realism". "We have to live in the real world, and be
realistic socialists...." she stated. What a practical
sensible appeal to common sense, wonderfully in line
with the image of the óreasonable and practical head-
mistressó which she projects, nudging towards the
role of Leader of the Party (as a ósensibleô compro-
mise between órightó and óleftó), and - who knows -
perhaps even that of ófirst woman Premieró (as a vote
snatcher from Big Sister Thatcher). And yet her
apparently innocent admonition invites some simple
questions:
- What is Ms. Williamsó version of the óreal worldó

in which óweô (i.e. the Callahan cabinet) óhaveó
(accept) to live ?

- What are the 'unrealisticó policies, which she, as
a órealistic socialistó admonishes by implication ?

- Is the demand of the National Executive Committee
to nationalise major banks and insurance companies
'unrealisticó because it is undesireable to the
IMF ?

- Does Ms. Williams, as a órealistic socialistó, have
any proposal to change the órealô (i.e. capitalist)
world, or does she advocate its acceptance ?

- Is there any connection between her órealistic
socialismó and her closing down 28 teacher training
colleges ?

The naive assertion that ówe have to live in the
real world, and be realisticó; is, despite its innoc-
ence, doubly deceptive. First, because there are
different interpretations of the real world, none of
which can claim final supremacy. Second, because
having accepted a particular interpretation of the
real world, still leaves open the question of
respondimgto this reality. Even those who accept that
ñthe End is at hand" differ on the issue of repenting.
The twin problems, of interpreting reality, and
shaping an attitude towards a particular interpreta-
tion, can be illustrated by considering a basic
problem facing the makers of a documentary film.

We are familiar these days with TV documentaries
on conflicts such as in Ulster, Palestine, Vietnam,
etc. We have seen vastly differing, often contradict-
ary, documentaries. The reason is simple; the cameras
cannot record everything, everywhere, all of the time.
Even if they could - there would still be a problem of
editing, i.e. of selecting the important parts. But
who decides what is important? And according to what
criteria? Usually the TV team has a preconception, a
form of mental editing, which enables them to decide
where to point the camera and when to start filming.
In other words, they apply their particular criteria
of relevance and importance even before they start
recording, by deciding what to record. Later, in the
editing room, they decide again what to omit and what
to retain of what they have already recorded. This is
not a flaw but a fundamental feature of any interpret-
ation of events. It is inescapable. This state of
affairs is often summed up by the platitude that
there are "different viewpoints of the same reality"
and that "Truth (i.e. the source of all interpret-
ations which is itself free from any interpretation)
lies somewhere between the different versions."
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The argument, that there is a single source to

all the different interpretations, and that after all
the interpreted social events exist independant of
their interpretation is of little use. The point is
that only that which has some relevance to us figures
as an óevent' (or significant ófactó) but this rele-
vance implies a judgement, however brief, and this
judgement implies criteria of significance, which,
in turn, depend on our interpretation. The problem
is not in the events, but in their interpretation.
It stems from the realisation that there are no
objective, absolute, final criteria, they are all
subjective, relative, and transient. Many may find
this difficult to accept, but even after accepting
this, and realising the subjective nature of an
interpretation, we are still faced with the problem
of responding to that interpretation.

Faced with a presently incurable disease should
one resign oneself and wait for the end, or commit
suicide, or search for temporary relief, and perhaps
even for a cure? It all depends on the personality,
its character and attitudes, its emotional structure.
There is no consensus response to a consensus real
For many, even biological existance is not the s
value. History is full of examples of individuals and
societies which valued their honour, faith, or freedom
more than their biological existance. To say that they
were wrong is simply to assume that biological exist-
ance is the supreme criterion. How come then that for
so many years so many people went willingly to fight
so many wars, and many would be willing to die for
freedom even today? No, biological existence is
merely one criterion amongst many, and even with this
criterion in mind responses differ.

Basically one can discern two fundamentally
differing attitudes to concensus reality; one of
submitting, accepting, and resigning oneself to that
reality, the other of struggling against it in order
to change it. The first is passive, submissive, the
second, active, creative. In politics, those who wish
to change the world must draw a sharp line to separate
them from those who accept it. The dividing line,
between the two camps is the argument of órealistic
politicsó. Revolutionary politics are no more unreal-
istic than reformist or conservative politics, they
are not so naive as to take órealityô for granted, ó
not so meek as to shy away from creating a new reality.

As Balzac said to the chief of police : "Ah! I
wouldn't have thought you so naive.... Come on! It
is us who make reality."*

Those who wish to change reality cannot afford to
accept its omnipotence.

A.O.

*Marcel Schneider, óLa litterature Fantastique en
Franceó.
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