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essa Jowell, New Labour’s

health minister, 1s to set up a

scheme to give cooking lessons
to the poor. “Initially the aim 1s to teach
basic kitchen skills to adults or children
on the most run down estates, but any
lessons on improving the nutritional
content of meals could be extended to
the wider community” (Guardian, 12th
May 1999).

Demos, the centre left policy think
tank, has published a report, The Real
Deal, which concludes that young
people already at the margins of society
are further disadvantaged by a system 1n
which they are stereotyped and i1gnored
by politicians prevented by poverty from
yrogressing in education, and exploited
by employers. David Blunkett, the
education secretary, has announced a
new benefit rule change under which
young people who turn down three
consecutive offers of jobs or training
will lose their benefits for 26 weeks.

Jeremy Corbyn MP has split from his
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wife because she believed i1t was 1n the
best interests of their son that he attend
a grammar school rather than a local
comprehensive. In the ensuing debate,
the opinion of most Guardian readers
was that middle class kids should stay
within the state system to act as positive
role models for working class children.

Three news i1tems from the last
fortnight. All share a common theme —
the belief that working class people have
no interests, needs or opinions which
require either public representation or
political respect. For the media, as for
the politicians whose mendacity they
gloss, the working class exist either as
victims now, or scroungers. Thus poverty
becomes not an i1ssue of social policy
but a question of poor self management.
The poor have poor diets not because
they are poor and hence cannot afford
regular access to good food but because
they didn’t pay attention 1n home
economics at school and hence can’t
cook properly. The poor have poor diets
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The death of politics?

because they’re too stupid to cook like
Gordon Ramsey! Equally, it’s not the
education system which fails working
class kids, it’s the kids who let the
schools down — the solution then
becomes not the redistribution of wealth,
from rich to poor, from private to public,
but, much cheaper, a spot of mentoring
from a few nice middle class children to
keep the rabble in line. As one dissenting
Guardian reader put it: “As a working
class Islington parent with a daughter at
a local school, I am disgusted at all the
bigoted generalities ... So it 1S rubbing
shoulders with ‘our better offs’, rather
than addressing the huge social
inequality in this borough that 1s the key
to improving exam results then? If the
same thing were said about an ethnic
minority there would be an uproar” (A.
Taylor, Guardian, 15th May 1999).

In a sense, the transformation of the
working class into a minority 1s
precisely what’s happened. ‘Class’ as a
universalising factor has been
fragmented — twenty years of working
class defeats have reduced the notion of
class identity to one more minority
bidding at the trough. As Decca
Aitkenhead has put it: “We balkanise the
condition of poverty into minority
Issues — young people’s poverty, black
people’s poverty, old people’s poverty
and so on. Issues we used to understand
in the broad framework of politics — and
to some extent class — now become
parcelled into lifestyle packages.” The
result 1s, for most working class people,
a feeling that politics has nothing to do
with them. Politics, in any sense which
requires working class people to act as
self-perceived subjects, with interests
and objectives separate to the agenda of
capital, is a dead 1ssue. Clearly, this suits
our New Labour ‘betters’ just fine. The
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Above: Chaos on the
roads around Cadiz.

Right: The protesting
workers in Cadiz.

his month the
shipyards in the bay
of Cadiz are again in

conflict. I attended a
planning meeting on
Thursday 6th May at the
Puerto Real branch of the
anarchist CNT on Calle San

Fridays. CNT proposals
would be put to these mass
meetings.

Bay of Cadiz chaos
Pepe Gomez, a leader of the
Puerto Real CNT, who has
not been able to get a job in
the Puerto Real yard since he
came back from Nicaragua
in the early 1990s, now
works in the nearby town of
Santa Maria in another yard.
His involvement in Puerto
Real industrial disputes in
the 1980s 1s well known.
Pepe told the meeting that
the anarchist answer to the

until 7 in the afternoon vehicle circulation
was almost impossible and tail-backs of 25
kilometres were formed. The cause of the
chaos was the cutting of the road by the
shipyards at Puerto Real up to the Carranza
bridge.”

Cadiz city is vulnerable to this type of action
because it is built on a ‘peninsula island’
connected by a bridge from Puerto Real (the
N-433) and a road along a narrow causeway
from the towns of San Fernando and
Chiclana de la Frontera. With the bridge cut
at Puerto Real all traffic from the the
Andalucian capital of Sevilla, in the north, was
forced onto the causeway at Chiclana and San
Fernando, which couldn’t handle the increase.

Putting anarchism to the public
In Puerto Real itself,

Fernando Rufo in Diario
de Cddiz wrote: “The
barricades return to the
shipyards after four
years”. 2,700 workers
came out in protect. Some
car tyres were burnt on
the barricades at the
Carranza bridge, In the
morning before putting up
the barricades the
operatives held a mass
meeting in the offices of
the company.

Pepe Gomez told me
after the CNT meeting in
Puerto Real, that though
most of the shipyard
workers were in the UGT
or the CCOOQ, at the mass

Francisco. There were fears that the future of
shipbuilding in Cadiz city and the neighbour
town of Puerto Real would be threatened
with job cut-backs, short time and
redundancies. The meeting I was at in
Puerto Real aimed to put an anarchist answer
to this social and industrial threat to the Bay
of Cadiz.

The CNT (National Confederation of
Labour) in Cadiz city, Cadiz province and the
whole of Andalucia has an historic tradition
going back at least a hundred years. In the
pueblos of western Andalucia, Cadiz,
Malaga and Sevilla the anarchists were easily
the strongest political force up to the Franco
victory in the Spanish Civil War. The
customs of Spanish anarchism still infect
strikes and social struggles in the south of
Spain, even when the majority unions still

call themselves ‘socialists’ or ‘communist’ as
the UGT and CCOO do. At the meeting I was

. at earlier this month several anarchist CNT

responses to the threats of the employers
were worked out, and plans were put in force
for twice weekly mass meetings of all the
workers to be held on Wednesdays - and

employers’ and the authorities’ threat should
be “if you take our jobs we’ll take your
road!” In 1987, the cutting of road, rail and
telephone links were a standard practice in
Puerto Real and Cadiz. In this way the
shipyard workers and the CNT force
concessions from the bosses and authorities
after military intervention by the then
Socialist regime failed to quell the troubles.

The Friday morning of 7th May after the
CNT meeting we had our chocolate and
churros early and then ran for the first
available bus to the Costa de la Luz from
Cadiz. On the beach on Saturday 8th May we
read the headlines in the Cadiz daily Diario
de Cadiz: “Caos en la Bahia” (““Chaos in the
Bay”) and “La Bahia de Cddiz se ahoga en el
atasco mas grande de la historia” (““The Bay
of Cadiz strangled by the biggest jam in its
history™).

The shipyard workers cut off the passage of
traffic over the bridge from Puerto Real to
the city of Cadiz across the bay for six hours.
hours. On 8th May Diario de Cadiz reported:
“The traffic in the Bay of Cadiz totally
collapsed yesterday. From 12 in the morning

meetings they usually accepted the proposals
put forward by the anarchist CNT. Workers
join the socialist and communist unions to
get legal protection and insurance benefits,
but look to the anarchists and the CNT when
a Crisis occurs.

In Spain, and some other parts of southern
Europe, the labour organisations are more
open and community orientated. Mass
meetings of workers, such as at Puerto Real,
are often held in squares in the centre of
town. With the local public involved - el
pueblo — the anarchist position can be put
forcefully just as the hijos del pueblo (sons of
the people) did in the old days.

Pepe Gomez told me that it had been
decided to hold mass meetings every
Wednesday and Friday in Puerto Real until
further notice. On Wednesday 12th May the
Minister of Industry Josep Piqué came to
Cadiz following the wave of protests in
Cadiz caused by the actions of the previous
Friday which brought chaos to the city. Alas,
Senior Piqué was not able to drive into the
city (Cadiz has no airport) because again the
workers at two shipyards in the Bay of Cadiz

had again cut off traffic over Carranza bridge
and in the Avenida de Cadiz in the centre.
The Minister of Industry and Government
spokesman had to be brought into Cadiz for
discussions with the workers’ representatives
by police helicopter from Jerez airport over
the workers’ barricades.

The director for work and Industry of the
Junta de Andalucia (Junta de Andalucia 1s the
regional government), Guillermo Gutierrez,
who had no use of an helicopter was least
lucky and found himself blocked in traffic at
Puerto Real and finally had to retrace his
steps to Sevilla.

After the meetings with the Minister of
Industry, Sefior Piqué, the shipyard workers
claimed they were ‘moderately optimistic’.
Josep Piqué reassured the workers that there
would be no closures and discounted the
prospect of redundancies.

Clearly the Minister’s intervention was an
attempt to cool the situation and calm the
workers in the face of recurring chaos in the

Bay of Cadiz.

Lessons of Puerto Real

Privately Pepe Gomez expressed his concern
that some anarcho-syndicalists in northern
Europe are obsessed with analysis, when
social practice was so simple. He said:
“Many of these people are so militantly
anarchist in theory, yet in practice they are
reformists”.

He could have been describing much of the
English anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist
movement as [ know them.

The case of Puerto Real shows that a
libertarian and anarchist agenda can be put to
people in struggle. It just requires nous and
some street credibility, which a lot of English
libertarians seem to lack. Gerry from
Liverpool ACF remarked to me recently
about about the minimalist involvement of
some northern anarchists in the Tameside
careworkers’ dispute. Tameside has become
like a Lancastrian Puerto Real, with local
anarchists deeply entrenched in the activities
of the campaigns, providing help and
initiatives.

While regionally, apart from Manchester
Earth First!, the libertarian left has operated
an arms-length policy recently towards the
Tameside dispute. Too many anarchists want
to ‘stay out of harm’s way’, to use an
American expression. Otherwise there would
be more Puerto Reals and more Tamesides. If
our movement 1s not to become a home for
misanthropes and social cripples this must
change. A detailed history of the Puerto Real
conflict appeared in The Raven No. 36,
together with interviews with Pepe Gomez.
The Solidarity Federation produced a
pamphlet, Anarcho-Syndicalism in Puerto

Real, some years ago.
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