


editorial...
the poverty of journalism

In The Guardian Weekend of November 16th was the latest in Freedom’s war of 
words against Albert Meltzer. Badly written by Richard Boston it restated many of 
their lies about anarchism and Albert Meltzer in particular. How can anyone call Free­
dom “consistently lively" unless half dead themselves? And Freedom is the only group 
mentioned, complete with their oft-repreated lie that it was founded in 1886 by Prince 
Kropotkin, rather than started before the war as Spain and the World and renamed 
when the current proprietor seized control of the assets. There can be no doubt it was 
fed to Boston by Freedom, he even admitted that the lie about Stuart Christie was told 
to him by a member of Freedom. Everything else anyone is doing is written out of this 
potted history, drawn straight from Woodcock and Marshall, for whom anarchism 
(pronounced dead in the 60s by Woodcock) is merely a cash cow to be milked from the 
ivory towers of academe. Of the barrage of protest this execrable inaccurate shit pro­
duced, the Guardian published but two, with a “proper balance" friendly to Freedom. 
A lengthy and detailed rebuttal of Vernon Richards' lies about Albert’s role in support­
ing the anti-Franco resistance by Octavio Alberola, co-ordinator of that resistance in 
the 60s, was put in, albeit heavily cut. And Emma Goldman wrote from beyond the 
grave, noting how Boston wrote women out of his “history of anarchism". The Guardi­
an's editors clearly know so little about the subject to let that one through - but that's 
hardly surprising. Back in the real world, our response is clear. An unofficial boycott 
of Freedom has long been in place. This is not on a personal basis but a political one. 
We don't know most of the individuals involved and apart from their lies about Albert 
couldn't care less about them on a personal level. But we do object to their pretending 
that the working class traditions of anarchism don't exist. Anarchism is drawn from 
those very working class traditions of Self-Organisation, Federalism, Direct Action, 
Solidarity and Libertarian Communism. Leaders and personalities do not lead us to it 
- we draw from our experience of the realities of working class life, combined with our 
ability to think for ourselves and follow our own ideas. Historians have long had prob­
lems with writing about anarcho-syndicalism, in particular, because there are no fa­
mous people who sat down and wrote it all out for others to follow. They tried to make 
Sorel fit the bill, but he didn’t. The Liars and Liberals of Angel Alley try to write us off 
as a “minor revolutionary current", presumably as opposed to the supposed major qui- 
etist current. Anarchism will never be media friendly. Our task is to take anarchism 
back to its roots in working class resistance.
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Sixteen months into their fight for rein­
statement, Liverpool dockers and 
Women of the Waterfront have thown 
out Mersey Docks' “ultimate offer” and 
refused a postal ballot while igniting 
plans for a world solidarity strike and 
bringing it all back home to the battered 
trade unionists of Merseyside. The un­
official dispute remains in the hands of 
the sacked dockers and their stewards, 
outside the control of the union or any 
political party.

Just before Christmas, the company sat 
down with Transport and General Work­
ers Union officials in front of dock stew­
ards and after 6 hours of “negotiation” 
issued a written offer. It mentioned “in the 
region of 40 jobs (which) might be pro­
vided" in ancillary areas (excluding cargo 
handling) and £28.000 severance for the 
rest of the 329 men previously employed 
directly by the MDHC. For the Torside 
dockers whose sacking started the story 
in September 1995 and other non-MDHC 
employees dismissed for refusing to cross 
the Torside picket line, nothing. The “ul­
timate offer" was conditional on a postal 
ballot of the 329 to be completed by 31 
December. A very similar offer was re­
jected 4-1 in February 1996.

A copy was circulated to every docker 
days before the packed weekly mass meet­
ing, with TGWU Deputy General Secre­
tary Jack Adams and Women of the Wa­
terfront attending while other non-dock- 
ers were excluded. Every possible angle 
was freely discussed for over two hours. 
With less than 15 votes against, the dock­
ers then decided to reject the offer and, 
separately, to decline a postal ballot.

TGWIJ General Secretary Bill Morris 
was expected to simply impose a ballot, 
forcibly dividing the former Mersey Docks 
employees from their comrades. And on 
New Year's Eve as the offer expired, Mor­
ris told BBC Radio Merseyside he had 
obtained an extension of the deadline and 
was seeking fresh talks while keeping the 
ballot option open. Again and again, Mor­
ris declared that dockers would “decide 
individually” on the offer.

Meanwhile, support began snowball­
ing for an international dockers strike 
against casual labour, privatisation, and 
Mersey Docks on 20 January, with the US 
West Coast longshoremen (ILWU) taking 
the lead before Christmas. By 10 January, 
the dockers had received committments 
including:
Japan: The 40,000 strong National Coun­
cil of Dockworkers Unions (Zenkoku

liverpool dockers: 
still out of control
Kowan) will stand “in solidarity with Liv-
ernoo1 while fighting deregulation in Ja­
pan”, and hold workshop meetings on 20 
Jan at all 50 ports it organises; release a
press statement and write to Mersey Docks 
and assorted shipping companies.
Australia: In Sydney the Maritime Un­
ion of Australia plans a “big hit" on a ship 
with Liverpool connections.
New Zealand: NZ Seafarers Union intend
action around 20 Jan.
US West Coast: all 18 ILWU ports con­
tacted directly by Liverpool stewards are 
indicating support. A mass meeting in Los 
Angeles, the world's 3rd largest port, 
voted for a 24 hour stoppage on 20 Jan. 
All ports in Oregon intend “to hold Stop 
Work Meetings to coincide with inde­
pendent activities by dockers in other 
countries." The San Francisco stewards
council agreed a 24 hour stoppage; their 
position was to be put to longshoremen. 
Seattle is expected to follow suit. 
Sweden: The Hamnarbetarforbundet told 
employers in Gothenburg, Stockholm, 
Malmo, and Helsinborg they will boycott 
all ACL and CAST cargo on 21 Jan. 
Denmark: Mass meetings will be held on 
20 Jan in Arhus, Copenhagen, and 
Odense. Last September, similar mass 
meetings decided to go home for the day. 
Holland: A message of support re 20 Jan 
has been received from the OVB, and the 
FNV (the main union) has asked Liver­
pool for a list of ships and shipping com­
panies due in Rotterdam that week. 
Germany: Unconfirmed reports that the 
OTV rank and file dockers in 
Bremerhaven and Hamburg intend a day 's 
stoppage.

The dockers have also heard from 
Blackout Books and the Workers Solidar­
ity Alliance in New York, who plan vari­
ous pickets.

As we go to press, unions in Canada, 
Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Cyprus are con­
sidering the position.

The International Tran sport workers 
Federation (ITF), which last year told af­
filiated unions not to take action in sup­
port of the unofficial dispute, shifted gear. 
A letter from their General Secretary on 
10 January asked “all ITF dock workers 
affiliates:

1) To take whatever steps are open to 
you, including public demonstrations and, 
if possible, direct action aimed at ships 
currently using the port facilities in Liv­
erpool affected by the dispute during the

week commencing 20 January;
2) To send further messages to the 

management and to the shop stewards in­
dicating that the action is taken in sup­
port of the successful conclusion of the 
negotiating process already under way.”

The day before the ITF move, the 
TGWU Finance & General Purposes 
Committee decided not to impose the se­
cret ballot demanded by Mersey Docks. 
Union officials may have sensed a possi­
ble fracture spreading through the TGWU, 
if sacked dockers in an unofficial dispute 
were forced to hold an official secret bal­
lot at this point. That danger remains for 
the future.

Potential industrial action on Mersey­
side and the North West to complement 
the growing international boycott was dis­
cussed by a meeting of 60 shop stewards 
from 16 companies held on 11 Jan.

Delegates included contingents from 
Fords, Vauxhalls, Road Transport drivers, 
AC Delco, Post Office, Local Authority, 
and Further Education.

Since the first weeks of the Lockout, 
dockers have made various impassioned 
appeals for local industrial action. But 
except for tugboatmen who have repeat­
edly delayed ships, the response has been 
limited to a partial strike on May 1, mainly 
by local government staff, and isolated 
action by AEU members in an engineer­
ing factory. They blame the climate of eco­
nomic fear for inhibiting action at home. 

Judging by this recent meeting, how­
ever, the local mood is now moving to­
wards isolating Mersey Docks whether by 
shifting contracts to other ports, refusing 
to handle individual cargo, or withhold­
ing services as well as supporting the mass 
picket on 20th January.

Workplace collections picked up when 
the recent Ken Loach documentary The 
Flickering Flame was screened on BBC2 
just before Christmas. The closing se-* 
quence, where a retired docker decries the 
stream of trade unionists driving through 
the picket lines as if their own jobs were 
secure, had clearly hit home.

Dockers' international coordinator 
Terry Teague outlined the worldwide sui^e 
for 20 January and pointed out that much 
cargo being boycotted abroad, such as 
motor vehicle components and feedstuffs, 
actually originates in the North West.

The assembled stewards voted unani­
mously to “confirm their determination to

»!•impose a physical boycott upon any raw

3



SUCH ORGANISATIONAL structures as 
exist for the protection of people are still, 
in the main, old fashioned trade unions. 
Years ago in the 1970s, under a Labour 
administration, trade union leaders took 
a role in high level political decision mak­
ing. But at shop floor level there was a 
fear that trade unions were being inte­
grated into management with the clear 
purpose of defusing the demands of the 
workforce and seeking to replace class 
consciousness with a sort of company con­
sciousness. A belief in one’s class inter­
est was to be replaced with a belief that 
one's interest as an employee was identi­
cal with the interest of the company one 
worked for.

The collusion of trade unions and some 
activists in this process clearly concerned 
those who t k the opposite view that a
boss could only enhance a company’s per­
formance (read profits), at the expense of 
the workforce. ‘Increasing productivity' 
inevitably meant keeping wage levels 
down, forcing workers to work harder or 
for more hours for the same pay etc. In 
essence increasing productivity meant in­
creasing exploitation, and the same peo­
ple who objected to pay rises for oridnary 
employees, citing the need to maintain 
competitiveness, were the first to propose 

obscenely large salaries for the bosses.
It is largely due to the work of trade 

unionists who believe in the class strug­
gle that the process of union integration 
into establishment structures was not car­
ried further than it was. Indeed I believe 
that the trade unions have retained enough 
independence to make them continue to 
be worthwhile areas of activity.

The processes I have described first 
became significant in the 70s, but even 
then trade unions had not completely lost 
their clout. In the mid 70s I was a mem­
ber of a shop steward committee in an 
engineering firm, which was made redun­
dant en bloc, in total defiance of agreed 
redundancy criteria. This was clearly done 
because management regarded the shop 
stewards committee as an effective body 
acting in the interests of the workforce, 
and it had to be destroyed. I realise that 
this example does not prove my assertion 
of the continuing and positive class role 
of trade union activists in the 1970s, but 
it happened often enough in broadly simi­
lar ways to indicate that trade unions and 
their active officers were regarded as a 
threat by significant numbers of bosses.

A further significant factor is the per­
ception of trade unions in the 70s as re­
membered twenty years on. I regard the

Tory hegemony since 1979 as a period of 
unalloyed social and economic disaster. 
However I have the rare pleasure of a work 
colleague who has been a supporter of the 
Conservative party for over 20 years. 
Clearly most would regard such a stance 
as foolish, to put it mildly, but his justifi­
cation that “somebody had to do some­
thing about the unions" merits some 
thought. I would not like to guess how 
far the antagonism to trade unions in the 
late 70s was based on a distrust of any 
body that became part of the state's rul­
ing apparatus, or how far it was simply 
based on a dislike of boo 
big for their boots, assuming a role inap­

fies getting too

propriate to their proper purpose. But this 
anti - trade union feeling was a genuine 
and weighty factor in public opinion in 
the late 1970s.

In the post 1979 era the role and po­
tential effectiveness of trade unions has 
been severely restricted and attacked by 
the government as deliberate policy. For 
politicians who espouse quite volubly the 
merits of freedom, this policy has seemed 
contradictory. I usually sum up this ap­
parent dichotomy by observing that the 
Tories are certainly in favour of the right

*
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materials or products shipped through the 
Port of Liverpool to their workplaces, and 
on services supplied to the MDHC."

“Such actions will be co-ordinated and 
last until the dockers are reinstated."

“Union representatives present call 
upon the community of Merseyside to 
maintain their opposition to casual labour, 
privatisation and de-regulation in favour 
of a dignified life in industry.”

“As such we remain opposed to all 
laws that oppress ordinary people and de­
stroy their basic human rights.”

In appealing directly for physical soli­
darity, the dockers have also rejected the 
line of such parties as the SWP who have 
frequently told them to force the TGWU 
to make the strike official, after which the 
union leadership would supposedly in­
struct members to take secondary action 
(an everyday occurence in official strikes.

naturally). This strategy is as bankrupt as 
the demand that the TUC call a General 
Strike, and has virtually no support from 
dockers or their stewards.

Instead, the ideas with the deepest 
resonance inside the lockout are:

• the rank and file must discuss and 
decide everything

• the union must be returned to the 
control of its membership

• sacked dockers, their wives and part­
ners, can travel the world, picket the Stock 
Exchange, speak to the media, produce a 
newspaper, use the Internet, occupy 
cranes, honour picket lines, call for and 
receive industrial solidarity, etc. In other 
words, they can act for themselves and get 
help from their class.

This perspective shines through as 
dockers applaud the Coordinadora 
(anarcho-syndicalist port workers in Spain 

and the Canary Islands), or recall the 
“Blue Union" of the 1950s and '60s, 
which broke from the TGWU (though no- 
one currently expects its revival). It is why 
the dockers cheered the anarchists who 
took the roof of Mersey Docks on 30 Sep­
tember and then defended them in the 
teeth of Bill Morris’ demand that “the 
dockers must disassociate themselves from 
those who have become involved in the 
dispute", as he told the Financial Times 
on 1st October.

The stewards, whose varying indi­
vidual political perspectives include Sta­
linism, Socialist Labour Party, Militant 
Labour, and positions further left, stand 
as the elected leadership retaining the con­
fidence of a rank and file who take deci­
sions. That is the uncontrollable strength 
in Liverpool.

Miasnikov
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to strike. What they object to is anybody 
making use of this right!

In this context of government hostil­
ity to the unions, the public perception of 
their role has also shifted; unions are seen 
as having outlived their usefullness and 
being incapable of protecting working 
conditions or wages to any significant 
extent. However the Tory attempt to neu­
tralise and marginalise the unions does not 
in itself prove that they remain service­
able and beneficial instruments of work­
ing class interest worth defending. Such 
a conclusion can only be decided on an 
analysis of their actual activity over the 
period under consideration.

There are two roles carried out by trade 
unions. The first is considered very im­
portant by union bureaucrats, is done by 
full time offficers. is broadly described as 
policy and lobbying work, and involves 
attendance at high powered conferences, 
and the preparation of enormous quanti­
ties of briefing papers and position state­
ments. This PR work is supposed to give 
the impression that unions are involved 
in the political decision making process 
and are contributing towards the devel­
opment of ideas in the relevant arenas. 

The second role is on the job repre­
sentation, defence against unacceptable 
actions by bosses and work towards im­
proving pay and conditions. Many years 
of experience doing this sort of work has 
never got me any greater benefit than a 
buffet lunch at the boss's expense. This 
latter role is clearly more important to 
trade union members than the former. But 
the work done by full timers is far more 
highly regarded by the unions, taking up 
an overwhelmingly large proportion of 
members’ subscriptions, whilst delivering 
barely perceptible benefits to anyone but 
themselves. On the job support of shop 
floor workers is carried out by unpaid vol­
unteers, who can pull off good and quan­
tifiable achievements which members 
value. When trouble looms at work, the 
shop steward is the first port of call. 

Given these two distinct strands to a 
trade union's work, it is reasonable to ask 
whether an individual can do any good 
carrying out work within such an organi­
sation. For the diminished number of 
working people currently in TU member­
ship, that is still where they first turn when 
they are in difficulty with the boss or need 
advice about pay or conditions.

To give support to one's fellow TU 
members under threat from management 
or experiencing difficulties seems to be an 
unexceptional role for any anarchist. I 
have always regarded it as being an ad­
vantage to be an anarchist in such a situ­
ation. As such one has no week to week 
varying party line to pursue and one has

an approach of instinctive egalitarianism 
which enables one to treat bosses as equals 
(?!). A TU member likes to see someone 
stand up to the boss, even more if they are 
too timid to do it themselves.

I believe anybody with any common 
sense can do this sort of work without very 
much strain provided they have a sensi­
ble view of what they can achieve. This 
activity will not cause the foundations of 
the state to shake. There is an obvious re­
sponse to the Leninist accusation that one 
is limited to a “mere Trade Union con­
sciousness" with the enquiry as to how 
near the overthrow of capitalism has been 
brought by their activities. The trade un­
ion work I describe will be most unlikely 
to cause upset to no more than a few indi­
vidual bossses who would have hoped to

continue in their arbitrary ways of run­
ning their show without problems, but who 
can be made more accountable and less 
destructive by properly conducted trade 
union work. Even such a slight 
achievment is worth going for. It will 
never tip the balance in favour of the op­
pressed. It will at best give a passing re­
lief from unacceptable levels of exploita­
tion to a few people at a time. Even on 
these terms I think it is worth doing. It is 
a modest aspiration for an anarchist but it 
does not, as far as I judge it, involve be­
trayal of any principles. It is a small con­
tribution in favour of working people in 
the ongoing conflict betwen classes. As I 
like to point out, the class struggle is only 
fought through people like us getting out 
there and fighting it.

JSA, 
volunteering 
&workfare

THE JOB SEEKERS ALLOWANCE 
(JSA) is being introduced to provide a re­
serve army of cheap labour for the bosses. 
However, the government is obliged to 
ensure adequate provision of welfare, for 
the unemployed, aged and infirm, that 
lives up to certain international standards. 
The voluntary sector’s role is to meet those 
standards with funding from certain bod­
ies such as the National Lottery.

That wouldn't be so bad if the volun­
tary sector avoided being manipulated into 
upholding the values of the government 
of the day. This occurs because social and 
political debate is forbidden within 
projects because it will supposedly alien­
ate the client group. While we would be 
rightly alarmed if projects were used to 
recruit people to political parties, to for­
bid debate denies our basic civil liberties. 
The JSA will force the poor out of any 
meaningful social and political debate in 
this area.

The government encouraged the shift 
from statutory towards voluntary provision 
of welfare both as a cost cutting exercise 
and to re-establish Victorian values on the 
19th century philanthropic model. 
Workfare programmes will be introduced 
along with a hierarchy of volunteers. 
These volunteers will be initially divided 
between those who have free time and 
want to help out and those who are co­

erced under the threat of benefit cuts.
At this point the true volunteers will 

be separated and charged with supervis­
ing the coerced volunteers, who will of 
course be perceived as being lazy, shifty, 
too critical, deviant and diseased. Those
with any political outlook will be placed 
at the very bottom, accused of agitating 
and endangering the future funding of the 
project.

One may consider this scenario far 
fetched, but the processes were already in 
place for its introduction during the early 
80s with the Youth Training 
Scheme(YTS). In the late 80s this was
replaced by Employment Training but 
neither were challenged effectively. Those 
involved in promoting YTS and ET al­
leged they were perfect models but if that 
was the case where are they now ? They 
were merely part of a greater plan and 
served only to pave the way for a passive
and compliant workforce for both private
employers and voluntary agencies. This 
can only mean a severe drop in the qual­
ity of life for many because we will no
longer have organisational bodies required 
to both maintain and win our rights. 
Therefore voluntary agencies must seri­
ously stop to consider whose agendas they 
may be following. The need to seek their 
own agendas in favour of their specific 
client groups who should be defining their 
own needs is paramount. The jargon of 
“needs led empowerment" should be 
placed deeper into reality where decision 
making is honestly needs led rather than 
being paid lip-service to. Also, we must 
abolish the JSA - don't adapt!

Both paid and voluntary workers 
should join unions (preferably anarcho- 
syndicalist ones) to protect their won 
rights and to ensure there is no abuse of 
the client group's rights. Unity is Strength

Graham Short
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