


Editorial
Welcome to issue 229 of Black Flag, 
the fourth to be published by the 
'new' editorial collective since the 
re-launch in October 2007. We are 
still on-track to maintaining our bi­
annual publishing objective; it is, 
however, difficult at times as each 
publication deadline looms closer, 
to meet this commitment.
We are a small collective, and 
would once again like to take this 
opportunity to invite readers to 
submit articles and indeed, fresh 
bodies to get involved. Remember, 
the future of Black Flag, as 
always, lies with the support of 
its readership and the anarchist 
movement in general. We would 
like to see Black Flag flourish and 
become a regular (ideally quarterly), 
broad-based, non-sectarian class­
struggle anarchist publication with 
a national identity.
In Black Flag 228, we reported that 
we had approached the various 
anarchist federations and groups 
with a proposal for increased co­
operation. Response has generally 
been slow and spasmodic. However, 
it has been enthusiastically taken up 
by the Anarchist Federation, who 
have submitted an AF perspective 
on the current economic crisis and 
a report on a new anarchist archive 
in Nottingham, written by an AF 
member involved with the project. 
Comrades involved with Voices of 
Resistance from Occupied London 
have written an article on the 
Greek rebellion, which gives us an 
overview of recent events as well as 
putting it into a historical context. 
As we go to press, the brutal and 
repressive arm of the State has 
once again reared its ugly head, 
this time on the streets of London, 
during the G20 demo. Police thugs 
left 100's of people injured, and 
tragically, Ian Tomlinson, a worker 
returning home, dead.
Recently we've seen an increase 
in occupations of workplaces and 
schools, a prison riot over conditions 
and a general increase in worker 
militancy in the form of wildcat 
actions. We call for independent 
working class organisation and 
solidarity, unrelenting class 
struggle, and direct action against 
the state, capital and all their 
associated trappings. As our front 
page suggests, we look forward to 
a "summer of rage."

Barriers: Some of the obstacles laid out which stop us from changing things can seem
insurmountable. Picture: Anya Brennan.
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4 In focus: New Labour

MUCH of this article was written during the 
escalating credit crisis and recession, andbefore 
the government’s bailouts of the finance sector.

However, though the ideology of 
neoliberalism looks broadly debunked after 
just a year of severe turbulence, there is 
no reason to believe that the attacks on the 
working class1 described below will cease.

Certain aspects of Keynesian economics are 
making a return. Yet the transfer of wealth 
upwards, stagnation in pay, privatisations 
and marketisations which have characterised 
the neoliberal epoch look set to continue, with 
revised ideological justification.

If nothing else, this shows the class nature 
of the entire program. When the ideology 
doesn’t fit the need to protect class power it is 
ignored, or redefined.

T
o understand the historical context 
of the New Labour project, we have 
to go back sixty years, to the glory 
days of “Old Labour”; the end of the 
Second World War and the establishment of 

the postwar settlement.
The postwar settlement was capital’s 

attempt to secure itself against the chaos 

1970s. “Stagflation” - a combination of 
high unemployment, recession and high 
inflation necessitated a broad rethink of the 
organisation of capitalism. The ruling class 
had been unconcerned by a smaller share 
of the total wealth, compared to the cruder 
accumulation of the pre-war period, when 
post-war growth was high. With crisis, their 
class interests lay in annexing as much of 
the total wealth produced as possible.

Neoliberalism is both the ideological 
doctrine which became compatible with the 
material interests of the owning class in this 
new environment, and the political project 
to deepen their power which it justified.

Prior to the crisis, a recognisable proto- 
neoliberal ideology had been a minority 
view in certain circles, espoused by the 
likes of Friedrich von Hayek, Ludvig von 
Mises, Milton Friedman and, in his earlier 
days, Karl Popper.

Following the juncture provided by the 
crisis of the 1970s, it became championed 
by think-tanks well funded by wealthy 
converts, such as the Institute of Economic 
Affairs in London, academic institutions, 
such as Friedman’s fiefdom in Chicago, and

RO

H Tony
Blair continued a thread 
of neo-liberalism that 
began with Callaghan

unleashed by the Wall Street Crash of 
1929, and the upsurge in working class 
consciousness that accompanied the end 
of the Second World War.

As an international phenomenon, it saw 
a dampening of the most rapacious aspects 
of “laissez-faire” capitalism - manifested 
in Keynesian fiscal and monetary policies 
which sought to regulate business cycles, 
keep employment high, and ensure 
economic growth. Class conflict was 
contained via the toleration of collective 
bargaining and the increased integration 
of supposedly working-class organs - the 
unions - into the governance of labour. In 
Britain, the settlement took the form of the 
welfare state.

This state of affairs was thrown into 
turmoil by the economic crisis of the 

the Nobel Prize in Economics, controlled by 
a group of Swedish bankers unconnected 
to the Nobel institute. Concurrently, the 
bourgeoisie became increasingly organised, 
finding a banner under which to march in 
agitation for neoliberal “reforms”.

Neoliberalism gained a playground in 
Chile, where Pinochet’s dictatorship drafted 
in a team of Friedman educated “Chicago 
boys” to deliver an “economic miracle” 
based on “deregulation”, which saw the 
working class hammered by the dictatorship 
and eventually economic crisis.2

As David Harvey has argued well, the 
redistribution of wealth to the bourgeoisie 
is core to the entire project.3 Following the 
neoliberal reforms of the late seventies, 
the share of the national income of the 
top 1% of the US population had swelled to 

15%, similar to its prewar level, by the year 
2000.

The main substance of the attack on the 
postwar settlement took place under the 
Reagan administration in the US and under 
Thatcher here. In both cases, the triumph of 
a neoliberal program took place as a result 
of widespread discontent with stagflation, 
wedded to a reactionary agenda with 
xenophobia and nationalism at its core. 
Thatcher’s victory in 1979 was based in no 
small part on courting the National Front’s 
support by flirting with racism.

A rhetoric of individual freedom has 
long been a pillar of pro-market bourgeois 
ideology, and this was wedded to a vigorous 
media campaign against the “loony left” 
in Britain, the “liberals” in the US, and 
(according to Friedman), their “socialist” 
counterparts in power meddling with the 
market, all to blame for the economic crisis 
and its effects on living conditions.4

We shouldn’t pretend, as leftists often do, 
that Thatcher single-handedly declared war 
on the postwar settlement and the working 
class. Callaghan had laid the groundwork by 
introducing monetarism and accepting the 
IMF’s neoliberal mantra of rolling back the 
state and cutting spending.

But it was the Thatcher administration 
which undertook the project of radically 
deepening bourgeois class power in the 
UK. We know the story: privatisations of 
undervalued public services, regressive 
taxation, cuts in social provisions, 
imperialist warfare and a wholesale attack 
on the working class, social solidarity and 
that loony left idea that there is a thing 
called “society”.

We know the results: massive
unemployment, increased working hours, 
casualisation, the destruction of much 
skilled industry and the undermining of the 
ability of workers to make class demands. 
Inequality in Britain increased at a rate 
unequalled in any other industrialised 
country bar the US. 5

New Labour did not just inherit this 
historical moment, they took it up as the 
only way to run an economy, and spun it as 
the means through to provide a redefined 
“progressive” program of “choice”, 
“mobility” and “opportunity”.

We should recognise New Labour has 
been marked by an almost religious belief in 
the efficiency of the market and the private 
sector, and the need to subjugate working 
conditions and social provision to the need 
to provide a “good business atmosphere.”

We will here discuss the forms this attack 
on workers and the gains of the postwar 
settlement has taken under New Labour. 
It should go without saying that this is 
not in defence of “social democracy”, or 
Keynesianism. Capitalism in all forms is 
exploitation, and social democracy is often 
its last-ditch defence tactic.

Nonetheless it would be naive to think 
that the neoliberal project is not of tactical 
importance.
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In 1 xus: In a three-part series, Tom Gaynor examines 
the deeply cynical roots of Labour's "prudent" politics
Living and Working Conditions

Under New Labour, inequality has reached 
unprecedented levels. Under the Tories 
the government ceased publishing 
information about inequality, in an attempt 
to obscure the reality of the situation. New 
Labour’s socially-conscious neoliberalism 
represented a more sophisticated version 
of the same project, with promises of 
“inclusion” in a supposedly booming 
economy, and the insistence that more and 
better training was the best way to help 
people make their way ahead.

As a result, such information may not be 
obscured, but it is not a political reality, 
and fighting inequality, along with anything 
nominally socially democratic, has been 
jettisoned from Labour’s program. Such an 
attitude has been described as a “cultural” 
model of poverty - that poverty is only 
meaningful when it is absolute, and that 
poverty is a lack of aspiration and proactive 
involvement in the jobs market.

This worldview is summed up well by Jim 
Murphy, former Minister in the Department 
of Work and Pensions who said in 2007 that 
the “progressive” task of government was to 
emancipate “the almost limitless aspirations 
of the many and lifting the near-fatalistic 
intergenerational poverty of aspiration of 
the few”, adding, “we must not falter at the 
thought of further transformation to public 
services.”6

In 1994, the Institute for Public Policy 
Research established a “Commission on 
Social Justice” to redefine what is meant 
by inequality, and which was used by New 
Labour as a rationale for turning its back on 
its prior ideology and concentrating instead 
on “inclusion”, “mobility”, and the abolition 
of the most extreme and emotive forms of 
poverty. However, ten years later, the IPPR 
reported that economic and political life have 
become completely polarised “according to 
class and wealth” in Britain.7

Rising inequality has certainly been 
a fact in Britain since the 1970s. As was 
the intention, the attack on the postwar 
settlement in Britain saw a redistribution 
of wealth upwards into the pockets of the 
ruling class. Britain is now one of the most 
unequal countries in the Western world. In 
the 1970s, the incomes of the richest 10% 
were three times higher than the poorest 
10%, but by the end of the 1990s this had 
increased to the extent that the incomes 
of the top 10% represented half of the total 
wealth in the UK.

In 2007, inequality was found to be 
at an all time high, whilst the richest in 
society have not grown in number, they 
have simply become richer.8 The wealth of 
the richest thousand individuals in Britain 

has increased fourfold since the election of 
New Labour, and increased by 20% in 2007 
alone.9 Even as the recent global crisis of 
capital has been driving down the living 
standards of workers, the richest bourgeois 
have become even richer, with the total 
wealth of the members of the Sunday Times 
Rich List increasing in 2008 by £53 billion 
to £413 billion.

As a substitute for its prior vapid 
commitment to socialism, New Labour 
instead made grand promises to abolish the 
most extreme forms of poverty. Absolute 
poverty has decreased, as a result of Tax 
Credits and the like. But all this achieved 
has been to push more people into the ranks 
of the working poor, a trend which has seen

Attack continues: Gordon Brown

relative poverty (what really matters when 
assessing wealth in an economic system) 
grow.

New Labour has pushed those in absolute 
deprivation into low-paid work, largely 
dependent on the service industry, which 
drops those concerned straight back into 
absolute poverty when it dries up. New 
Labour’s introduction of a minimum wage 
(60 years behind the U.S.) has done much 
to legitimise poverty pay in precarious work 
and the service industries.

Child poverty was another emotive issue 
which New Labour used as a figurehead for 
its socially caring neoliberalism. Though the 
number of children in poverty has dropped 
from the 3.4 million of the late nineties, 
it rose again between 2005 and 2007 and 
stands now at 2.9 million, 400,000 above 
the target for 2004.

According to UNICEF, Britain ranks 
alongside only the US as the worst place in 

the developed world to be a child, blamed on 
growing inequality and what they call “dog- 
eat-dog” culture. This social alienation is 
accompanied by media demonisation of 
poor youths and punitive treatment from the 
criminal justice system - the same system 
which fails to protect them from domestic 
abuse.10

The accession of Gordon Brown has seen 
attacks on the poorest workers intensify. 
Corporation tax was cut below the levels of 
other Western nations. The only country in 
the EU to tax the rich less is Luxembourg. 
Meanwhile, the very poorest workers were 
again attacked by the abolition of the 10% 
income tax rate, making 20% the new 
starting rate.

This shoring up of ruling class economic 
power at the expense of those at the bottom 
of the pile was spun as the progressive 
politics of aspiration.

Britain has the longest working hours in 
Europe, and the lowest amount of annual 
leave. Those working for more than 45 
hours a week now comprise a fifth of the 
workforce. It is factory workers who are 
most likely to be in this category, with 
management working similar hours to their 
EU counterparts.

Similarly, unlike most industrialised 
countries, the UK has no eight hour day. 
New Labour’s Working Time Regulations 
of 1998 brought in some form of limit with 
48 hours a week being the legal maximum. 
This, however, can be signed away, and this 
forfeit is often written into contracts.

The legislation has had the effect of 
pushing much private-sector employment 
towards this limit, resulting in the broad 
increase in working hours in years since. 
Its effects on working conditions have led to 
rising stress with its corresponding effects 
on mental and physical health, and on our 
personal relationships in our “free” time.

Unlike the model in the US, where 
workers are unambiguously worse of£ than 
their parents’ generation, the stagnation of 
pay is not as glaring and well understood 
here. Many studies argue that real wages 
have increased.

But by far the greatest growth has been 
seen in the pay of the very top earners. When 
looking at figures for “average” real wages 
we should bear in mind the distortion that 
increased inequality brings about - the real 
wages of the bottom 10% of the population, 
for instance, have had no growth for the 
previous twenty years, whilst the top 10% 
have seen real wage increases of 50%, 
wedded to a rampant bonuses culture.
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Fig 1: Except for those at 
the top and bottom of 
the income distribution, 
household with below- 
average incomes 
have enjoyed bigger 
proportional increases 
over the last decade 
than those with above- 
average incomes.

Fig 2: Three-quarters of the 
total increase in incomes 
over the last decade 
has gone to those with 
above-average incomes 
and a third has gone 
to the richest tenth.
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Though executives are managing to 
increase their pay despite the credit crisis, 
its recent effects have stagnated the wages 
of workers. Real-terms pay cuts in the 
public sector have been a deliberate attempt 
to bring this about. But the figures often 
obscure the reality.

The same statistics can be used to reach 
different conclusions, when presented 
differently. The graphs on this page show 
that proportional increases in income for 
the poorest can easily obscure the overall 
picture of increasing inequality.

When we look at the wages as a share 
of GDP, a more telling way of assessing 
real wages and which is usually left out of 
assessments, a different picture emerges. 
Wage share by GDP has declined throughout 
the last decade - a picture which holds for 
the working class throughout the West.11

That productivity increases have also 
not been met by corresponding increases 
in remuneration shows clearly the logic 
of neoliberalism - and increased rate of 
exploitation and the transfer of more of the 
total wealth produced to the ruling class.

The overall hammering of the quality 
of life of workers is reflected in the UN’s 
human development rankings for 2007/08, 
in which Britain, at 16th, lags far behind 
the less neoliberalised societies of France, 
Spain, Sweden and Norway.12

Additionally, real wage figures often don’t 
take into account one the most important 
measures - the affordability of homes. 
Young workers a generation ago were much 
more able to buy houses.

This is inconceivable now. Home 
ownership is out of the hands of many, and 
when possible is tied to startling levels of 
personal debt.

The illusion of great prosperity across the 
board has been premised on unprecedented 
levels of debt-fuelled consumption, leading 
to a situation where UK debt stands at 
well over 100% of GDP, compounded by 
borrowing to fund the bailouts of private 
interests which presume a short recession

and swift recovery.
Wishful thinking, in other words. 

Moreover, purchasing power gets us less far 
than it would in the 1970s and 80s because 
of the fact that many “luxuries” are in fact 
essential for much work and to enter the 
job market - mobile phones, computers and 
internet connections for instance.

Privatisations under New Labour
The expansion of private inroads into 

public services made by Thatcher has 
been central to New Labour’s new, “non- 
ideological” approach to governance. A few 
words in advance. Unlike Trotskyists and 
other leftists, we should not make this a 
moral issue.

The libertarian socialist position should 
not be to fight privatisations because 
ownership by the state means common 
ownership. The state and the community 
are not the same thing, far from it. Unlike 
Trotskyists, we do not see formal ownership 
as determining whether something is 
capitalistic or not.

Our reasons for fighting privatisations 
should be that they are direct attacks on the 

living and working standards of our class. 
Marketisation and privatisation drive down 
wages and working conditions of staff, its 
inefficiency affects our standards of life, its 
antisocial priorities undermine our social 
and intellectual wellbeing.

Pay and working conditions are worse 
in the private sector, hence the use of 
privatisation to attack conditions. NHS staff 
in Surrey demonstrated their awareness of 
this when they voted with a majority of 84% 
against the privatisation of their workplace 
in a union ballot. They were ignored, and 
700 NHS workers were transferred to 
Central Surrey Health, a flagship private 
social enterprise.

New Labour privatisations are strikingly 
based on a purely ideological belief in 
market efficiency which has little basis in 
reality.

Massive, inefficient, public subsidised 
Private Finance Initiatives have been a 
central feature of Labour government, and 
their failure to deliver their stated aims 
shows their real function - the deepening of 
class power by transforming more and more 
sectors of society into fronts for private 
accumulation.

This use of privatisation can be seen well 
in the “deregulation” of the postal sector. 
Introducing competition into postal services 
has brought about no benefits whatsoever 
to customers, but has been a boon to big 
business.

The mantra of “modernisation” and has 
been used to attack workers in the sector, 
with recent disputes over pay, pensions, 
closures and redundancies symptomatic 
of the use of privatisation and competition 
to drive down working conditions as 
established organisations engage in the 
race with new competitors to the bottom, 
and “restructure” themselves to become 
more market efficient.

By Tom 
Gaynor
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