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Editorial
Welcome to Black Flag number 233. 
As would be expected, this issue 
reflects the crisis of neo-liberalism 
as it grinds slowly on.

This year has seen Portugal joining 
Ireland in proving that austerity 
makes a crisis worse. Significantly, 
Portugal and the UK were among 
just five EU countries (including 
austerity-wrecked Greece and 
Ireland) to suffer negative growth 
in the final quarter of 2010.

Not that our political masters 
have paid much attention - for 
them the lesson is not that austerity 
measures destroy economies but 
that Portugal did not cut fast and far 
enough (ignore the awkward fact 
Portugal adopted similar measures 
before Chancellor George Osborne 
announced his Comprehensive 
Spending Review).

We discuss the many flaws of this 
ideological blindness.

This issue also focuses on protests 
against the coalition cuts. As 
part of our co-operation with 
other libertarians the Anarchist 
Federation has written an article 
on the recent student movement. 
In addition, we have two articles 
discussing the impressively large 
demo on March 26th and what 
lessons we can learn from it in 
order to push the struggle forward.

We have two interviews, one with 
Jon Active on radical distribution 
and another with anarcho-band 
Atari Teenage Riot. Our regular 
Breathing Utopia feature discusses 
the post in a libertarian society and 
how it could be self-managed (with 
classless stamps?). It also has the 
second part of our articles on what is 
libertarian history and Kropotkin's 
revolutionary ideas. With the usual 
reviews (as well replies to one 
from the last issue), this is another 
issue packed with goodies for all 
discerning libertarians.

This year marks the 30th 
anniversary of the Brixton riots, 75 
years since the start of the Spanish 
Revolution, 90 since the Kronstadt 
revolt (as reflected in this issue's 
Radical Reprint) and 140 since the 
Paris Commune. We can only hope 
that in the future decades 2011 is 
remembered as the one which saw 
us start to successfully create the 
beginnings of a libertarian social 
movement! Whether that is the 
case depends on us...

Edge of darkness: Are we staring into the face of decline as neo-liberalism swallows the 
social gains of the working classes? Picture: Anya Brennan.

Since relaunching over the last three years 
this magazine has been gaining in recognition 
and has become one of the best places for 
serious anarchist writing in Britain today.
Now we want to expand. We want you to 
help us reach out into the wider left and 
beyond. We’re looking for marketers,
distributors, designers, writers, commissioning 
editors and photographers to force our 
theories into the public domain.
Contact us at the email or snail
mail address opposite.
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4 In focus: Student protests

In focus:
The student
protests have 
died down, but 
for how long?

e’re from the slums of 
London” says a teenage 
protester, “how are we 
supposed to pay £9,000

in fees?”
On December 9th, the day the vote on 

tuition fee rises went through, a mass 
demonstration outside parliament was 
kettled by the Met Police. Over the next 
24 hours confrontations escalated and 
mounted charges at students brought back 
images that had not been seen since the 
Poll Tax riots.

The events in December were the 
culmination of student protests that spread 
across the country, resulting in direct 
action from students that went even further 
back, to the 1980s.

After the destruction at Conservative 
headquarters in November there was a take 
off in the student movement, but with the 
New Year the movement stagnated, with 
protests reduced and occupations few in 
number.

What needs to be answered is why this 
has been so and what is needed to escalate 
the student resistance once again?

During the protests of last year, it was 
clear that action was being taken by 
students which was independent from the 
NUS. This was a result of former president 
Aaron Porter and the bureaucracy that feeds 
the union not responding to a rising tide of 
student activism, choosing an ineffective 
route of lobbying that has taken the fight 
against fees nowhere.

Aaron Porter did nothing but condemn 
the majority of action carried out by 
students against the government’s attacks 
upon higher education, even mirroring the 
coalition view of direct action being that of 
a violent minority.

Students and workers within the 
Anarchist Federation have been involved 
in protests, teach-ins and occupations 
from the outset of the movement, even with 
the organisation being wrongly accused 
of masterminding the destruction of 
Conservative HQ, when it was clearly the 
legitimate action of thousands.

The ideas and principles of direct action
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Class wars: Occupations and clashes with police punctuated the student protests

and self organisation inherent in anarchist 
groups such as the Anarchist Federation 
have clearly struck a chord with many 
students.

The NUS is a union that shows the limits 
of what working with a capitalist system can 
achieve, what needs to be taken on board 
is that it only serves to create individuals 
who are more concerned with furthering 
themselves politically, such as Aaron 
Porter and his well-known connections 
with the Labour Party. This extends not 
just to the national body but also down to 
local university unions which are rife with 
exactly the same careerists and popularity 
contestants.

Mikhael Bakunin, 19th Century theorist 
and a founder figure of collectivist anarchism, 
was no stranger to the bureaucracy of 
unions, when he explained how they could 
be stolen from the membership whose will 
they are supposed to be an expression of. He 

argued that any organisation that mirrored 
the hierarchal system of capitalism was 
doomed, as a “governmental aristocracy” 
would be created destroying the democratic 
nature of it.

Once militants are promoted to positions 
of power they forget their revolutionary 
roots, becoming ambitious self-seekers who 
have chosen the union more as a career. 
The fact that high-up SU officials are in a 
full-time paid job shows their disconnection 
from those they represent.

The NUS of course creates a mechanism 
for funneling dissent from disaffected 
students via representation and increasingly 
as an out-and-out business attempting to 
use their monopoly position to liaise with 
companies and increase campus revenue.

In the student struggle examples can 
be seen with previous activists who had 
previously argued for independent action 
from the NUS being drawn into the internal
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power struggles of the union itself. Well- 
known activist Clare Solomon actually 
prevented the occupation of a ULU building 
recently in March on the grounds of it being 
“counterproductive;” this only shows that 
working within student unions creates a 
vanguard tendency in militants that are 
supposed to be the radical choice in the 

student movement.
If the struggle is to continue the reliance 

upon the student unions must be broken. 
The fight must be taken into the students’ 
hands who should, not be afraid to take 
direct action and realise that the NUS 
cannot be won over to radical action due 
to its undemocratic structure preventing 
struggle.

This combination of ineffective reliance 
upon the NUS and supposed radical 
alternatives has led to a slowdown in 
the urgency and impact of the student 
movement.

In order for the movement to progress 
again radical action needs to be taken that 
can offer alternatives. From recent months 
it is clear that these alternative measures 
are being taken and it is the acceptance of 
these actions that will determine the long­
term success of the student struggle.

Along with independent action, separate 
from the impotency of undemocratic 
organisations, there needs to be a radical 
critique of education under capitalism.

What needs to be remembered is that the 
university system itself is more geared to 
creating obedient future workers to prop up 
the neo-liberal capitalist system.

Students are being asked to pay more in 
exchange for providing the economy with 
higher-skilled, more adaptable, less secure 
and more indebted workforce. A student 
movement without a radical discourse, not 
attacking capital itself, will only be begging 
for crumbs from the table.

The political philosopher Antonio Negri 
mentions: “We might consider how the 
concept of general intellect can be used 
to define not capitalist development but 
its sabotage, the struggle against this 
development.” With initiatives such as 
the Really Open University (ROU) which 
begun in Leeds last year, there is an actual 
opportunity for this to happen.

ROU describes exactly the elitist nature 
of privatisation, how students have become 
docile factory workers and universities 
“are now run as businesses, with students 
as consumers and lecturers as creators 
of products. Knowledge has become a 
commodity that can be bought and sold, its 
‘value’ determined by its ability to generate 
further private profit.”

Students are taking the fight against fees 
and cuts into their own hands, along a more 
autonomous route with spontaneous and 
decentralised methods being applied. A lot 
has been done to bring action into other 
areas as well.

Non-student campaigns such as saving 
libraries, saving forests, defending public 
services and even action within UK Uncut 
are examples of such actions.

The relevance this has to the student 
struggle is that it shows the willingness 
of students to engage in the wider class 
struggle off campus.

The Autonomous Students Network is an 
example of bringing activists together but 

on a student level this is based along the 
principles of connecting students to actions 
and events that they would have never 
become aware of before.

This is a step forward in building an 
alternative to the traditional left and also not 
only capitalism itself, but against lobbying 
and ineffective mass protests as well.

These pushes towards building networks 
to bring local and regional struggles 
together are typical of anarchist communist 
tactics of bridging resistance nationally and 
of creating a culture of resistance that is 
formed from these experiences.

The problem with such networks is 
that it is all very well bringing people and 
campaigns together, but whether action 
itself is forthcoming is a different story.

Too many networks have disintegrated 
when offering so much and it is the 
responsibility of groups to continue the 
spirit that it was created in.

This needs to be said of the student 
struggle as well, that there must be a 
bringing together of student groups who are

The concept
of general 
intellect can be 
used to define
not capitalist 
development but
its sabotage

offering radical action against the attacks 
on universities and see that there is an 
alternative in taking the struggle into your 
own hands.

A network may be useful, but if it does 
not have the political thought backing it up 
it stagnates, the actions of the Anarchist 
Federation and Solidarity Federation on 
March 26th are a testimony to how joint 
actions with political vision can work and 
push a movement forward.

The Really Free School is an occupied 
space in London that is offering an 
alternative to the education system that we 
haven’t seen much before in this country. 
Set up at the height of the student protests 
last year, education and skills are not 
bought or sold but shared for the benefit of 
all.

This autonomous space offers a physical 
radical alternative in which anything such 
as radical history, DIY workshops, reading 
groups, film screenings, soup kitchens,
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alternatives to education talks, bike repair 
and even yoga are offered.

This is a step a forward from the usual 
squatting scene that we have seen in 
London, showing a willingness to create 
something different that is engaging not 
just with students but the local area is 
taking shape.

In Greece the opening of similar social 
spaces, squats and occupations offer 
exactly the same alternative, but on a bigger 
and more impressive scale.

In relation to anarchism we can look to 
individuals such as Francisco Ferrer and 
Ivan Illich to help us explain and support 
the free school project.

The Modem School Movement which was 
prominent in the US in the early 1900s, 

the Really Free School but also within 
the ideals of anarchism as a whole, that 
education should not be controlled by the 
state, that we should have the potential to 
develop as individuals and critical beings, 
not departmentalised or turned into tools 
for the capitalist machine.

Of course the problem with projects 
such as this is that they can easily lose the 
vision and impetus from when they were 
originally founded, if this is an isolated 
phenomenon then it can be easily contained 
and degenerate under the pressure of the 
system.

As in Greece, initiatives like this should 
multiply and begin to dominate, freeing 
up space and giving an alternative to the 
capitalist system that could replace it 
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Alternative: Initiatives such as the Really Free School offered a different learning dynamic

which Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman 
and Voltairine de Cleyre were involved in 
forming, intended to educate the working­
classes from a secular, liberal and class­
conscious perspective.

The Really Free School is very much in 
the tradition of this movement, along the 
line of an anarchistic free school in which 
it is a decentralised network where skills, 
information, and knowledge are shared 
without hierarchy or the institutional 
environment of formal schooling.

Ivan Illich understood how the 
institutionalisation of education leads to 
the institutionalisation of society, that 
by deinstitutionalising education could 
you do the same for society. This is not 
only very prominent within the ethos of 

once the revolution has occurred. There is 
nothing wrong with us beginning to create a 
new world within the shell of the old before 
the revolution and student-influenced 
initiatives such as the Really Free School 
show the way, adding a more radical aspect 
to the student movement.

With the vote for tuition fees going 
through last year, it is also obvious that the 
act of parliament itself has had an impact on 
the level of activity of the students.

What we have seen is a decline where a 
lot of students have left the campaigns with 
the idea that all has been lost. Of course as 
the slogan predicted this is not the end and 
with the coalition it never is.

Since December 9th, student groups have 
come back from the winter break with the 

fees still in their minds and the actual cuts 
to universities arriving, impacting students 
in a more personal way.

With courses funding being slashed, 
lecturers made redundant, scholarships 
cut and many more cost-cutting initiatives 
being put into action by universities across 
the country, the threat has actually hit 
home. Where fees might not have impacted 
current students, these cuts actually will be 
damaging their education.

Students who are members of the 
Anarchist Federation argue that groups 
organised by students themselves and along 
the lines of autonomous organisation can 
actually be affective in fighting these cuts.

We have seen groups which have been re- 
emerging since the beginning of the year are 
actually organising along these lines, that 
direct action such as occupations are also 
increasing again with both UCL and Glasgow 
re-occupying in a very confrontational 
fashion.

In recent months we have also seen an 
increase in the black bloc tactic which has 
been instrumental in the actions during the 
TUC demo.

This can be seen in part as a seeking 
within the student movement for more 
direct action as the methods of lobbying, 
NUS participation and isolated protests 
prove ineffective.

What seems evident is that there is a 
divide between those who believe that more 
direct action can help them change their 
situation as evidence has shown and those 
who still hold illusions in parliamentary 
democracy.

The more militant end of the movement 
that has gone full head into anti-cuts action, 
supporting direct action at the same time, 
has still to convince the reformist majority 
that these actions can work. It is the task of 
anarchists to push forward their perspective 
within the struggle.

The Anarchist Federation supports the 
use of direct action in bringing about 
change, but it does also understand that 
such action on its own is ineffective and 
that an alternative needs to be offered: 
anarchist communism.

Another factor that needs to be taken 
into account is that the student movement 
cannot be isolated on its own; it must 
combine with the wider struggle of the 
workers to bring about a threat to the 
system as it exists now.

We have seen evidence of this as student 
aims for groups constantly raise solidarity 
with not only their lecturers but also 
workers; this has also been added to by 
students marching with workers on the 
other protests against the government’s 
cuts, showing that they understand the 
implications that the attack on the public 
sector will have on them.

In order for both to succeed and build 
resistance they need to work together, 
learning from each others’ struggles, 
showing that there is an alternative to the 
state and capitalism that is destroying 
workers’ and students’ lives.

Yes this is only the beginning and the 
students might have shown the way, but 
if their direct action is not taken up into 
the wider class war then it will only be a 
beginning, never an ending.

This article is published as part of the Anarchist Federation's ongoing work with Black Flag. Views expressed on articles bearing this logo
are specifically endorsed by the AF. H afed.org.uk or email info@afed.org.uk
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