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Preface

STORYBOARD4; what’s it all about? Five discontented lefties with a bright idea. Stop 
smirking at the back; it does happen you know. What we were all agreed on was that 

we wanted  to create a political space for the left that was not drowning in long and (be-
lieve me) often tedious mumbo-jumbo about the minutiae of which “revolutionary hero” 
said what, where and when.

What we did want to create was a platform from which to comment on specific cur-
rent issues, as they came up, but without assuming that all the answers were already at 
hand; in a book somewhere — “yes, it’s here somewhere” — on the shelf.

Have we been successful? You will have to be the judge of that.
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Idiots guide to simplicity
EVERYONE WANTS  to make things simple; less complex. The Blair/Brown govern-

ments were guilty of quite a number of things — illegal wars, sucking up to the banks 
and the City of London, setting up the attacks on comprehensive education and health 
services ... The list could go on, but if you’re a list junky I’m sorry; you’re going to be frus-
trated. It is, I think, worth noting that the government departments for both education 
and health are now in the hands of two of the current coalition cabinet’s most fervent free 
market evangelists. Only trying to complete what New Labour started.

New Labour also left behind a benefits system that has easily been pilloried as too 
complex, almost for the sake of it. Ian Duncan Smith (IDS), secretary of state at the De-
partment for Work and Pensions, claims he wants to 
simplify matters. It’s a bold promise to make: is 
he simply being immodest or impudent?

Let’s see if we can make any of the proposed 
changes ‘add-up’. If, with regard to child bene-
fit, a couple with children were earning £98,000, 
but as individuals were both earning less than 50 
grand each, they may either not be effected or not 
as much as others will be. If an individual in the 
hallowed ‘family’ unit is earning one pence over 
£50,000 (and a lot of people would like to) you 
can kiss goodbye to child benefit and other in-
work entitlements. That was simple wasn’t it.

“Skivers” and “shirkers”

Every MP is in love with the “hard working family”. Many will claim to represent all 
their multi-faceted aspirations. Some MPs will ackowledge the “hard working poor”; as 
long as they stay on the other side of the street. It’s the “skivers” and “shirkers” that we’re 
all meant to hate. John Harris, in a recent Guardian column1, wrote about how as far as 
the coalition government is concerned “to be one of the economy’s losers isn’t about being 
a victim of forces beyond your control, but character failings.” This is music to the ears of 
the true disciples of the church of Friedman and Hayek — ‘perma-grin’ Hunt, IDS and 
Michael Gove. So far they may have retained some public caution, but there is no need 
to guess what they really might be thinking. They have said it before — if capitalism fails 
you it is your fault, not the fault of capitalism — and at some point they will say it again.

There should be a party of the left who can take this ideological nightmare head on. La-
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seem to be a possibility, but we know little of its proposed 
governmental programme. Better we are a part of the dis-
cussion — a democratic and, when necessary, criti-
cal discussion — than be left watching from 
the sidelines.

If we are still in favour of building a 
bridge between the day-to-day struggles 
and issues and the struggle for a socialist 
democracy, perhaps what we actually need 
is a new transitional programme for the 21st 
century ✪

January 2013

1. The British Road to Socialism was first adopted by the Communist Party of Great Britain in 
the 1950s and revised in the late 1970s, very much under the tutelage of the “Euro-communist” 
Italian Communist party (PCI).
2. The amendement that Labour supported, in favour of a “real terms” cut in the EU budget 
2014-2020, was passed but is not binding on government ministers.

Cameron does “hokey-cokey”
BRITAIN’S TORY prime minister, David Cameron, thinks that he has pulled some-

thing off. He has certainly pulled something but it might be no more than a muscle in 
his jaw. The Tories will go into the 2015 general election promising to renegotiate Britain’s 
terms of membership of the EU. Should they win the 2015 election they will hold a ref-
erendum on EU membership — by the end of 2017. Can you feel the tension mounting?

Cameron has declared that “it will be an in-out referendum”; the first since 1975. The 
venue for his postponed speech was apposite: Bloombergs, a US-owned financial news 
agency, in the heart of London’s unofficial “City state”. Reports from Reuters noted that 
he avoided saying what he, or others, would do if a post-’15 Tory government failed to 
win concessions.1

“selfish and ignorant”

A number of member states were quick to label Cameron’s speech as “selfish and igno-
rant”. It was telling, however, that on employment, social and environmental legislation 
Cameron said he thought “Europe has gone too far”. On these issues he wants powers 

bour is unlikely to take on that task. It would require a more thorough repudiation of the 
supremacy of market-orientated capitalism than they have ever made. Social democracy 
frightens them; annything more radical might see sudden overcrowding in hospitals ✪

January 2013

1. The Guardian, “Chav bashing - a bad joke turning into bilious policy”, 7 January 2013.

Coffee and croissants for all!
THE EUROPEAN UNION (EU) is a bureaucratic monstrosity. That much is obvious. 

Is that reason enough to support withdrawal and where would it leave the British left? 
The European social chapter, in so far as it goes, is not a defining argument in favour of 
remaining in the EU; but a new “British Road to Socialism”1 for the twenty first century 
amounts to the politics of the graveyard.

In the most recent parliamentary vote on Europe in 2012 Labour held hands with some 
very unsavoury right-wing Tories.2 This is, I think, opportunism; it is certainly not my 
idea of a united front. There should have been space to table an alternative approach. La-
bour did not, because it doesn’t have an alternative. National interests (or “One Nation” 
interests) will always trump class interests (particularly when class interests, invariably, 
cross national borders).

“... struggle against austerity”

The British left should be working towards an European-wide struggle against austerity. 
Outside the EU, what would it seek to do? Make bi-lateral agreements with this or that 
party or movement? It needs to be a part of an European-wide alliance. None of this 
ground should be abandoned to the extreme right for its own twisted ends.

If there is one argument that may still have some weight it is the importance of parlia-
mentary sovereignty. The proposals for greater fiscal union (cum centralisation) is clearly 
not flexible enough to accomodate the often very different economic conditions of specif-
ic member states (including Britain). In Greece, a Syriza-majority government would still 
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has, at least on paper, been non-existent for over 600 years. There are, of course, still rich 
landowners and batty barons around but what seems to be often prevalent is an “us and 
them” defensiveness. In this case the “us” is the nostalgia-prone countryside; “them” is the 
nasty metropolitan urbanites.

“... bones of Plantagenets ... So there!”

I have no axe to grind here. The link will not be passing through Braunstone Town 
and you have to go some way before you reach Leicestershire’s countryside idyl. In the 
county local Tory councillors are usually too busy trying to hide expenses claims to wor-
ry about railway lines. In fact, the HS2 link will not even be stopping at Leicester. It’s 
outrageous; we can’t be held responsible for Gary Lineker, Englebert Humperdinck and 
Keith Vaz in perpetuity. We have the bones of Plantagenets (well, maybe. and so Leicester 
apparently did) around here — so there! However, it does only take about an hour to get 
from Leicester to London (whoopee!); as long as a highway man doesn’t hold you up at 
the Watford Gap.

Economically, the case for such a large infrastructure scheme seemed to be persausive, 
although the author Christian Wolmar1 has described the savings in travelling times as 
largely illusory. Arguments in favour of healing the often apocraphyl “north-south” divide 
may be wrong; economic benefits may only travel one way. Historically, capital cities 
are not renowned for sharing their wealth. Moreover, I think it could be worth asking 
whether the British isles really requires a high speed rail link? This country may not be 
an archipelago, yet geographically, it is a group of relatively small states on the edge of 
the wider European continent. In countries such as France, Germany or Spain I can see 
that a high speed network would be important; a high speed train between Amsterdam 
and Brussels? I fail to see the point. If there is one argument in favour of withdrawal from 
the EU that might persuade me it would be that the experience of becoming an isolated 
museum exhibit with a dodgy history might do this country the power of good ✪

January 2013

1. Wolmar is the author of Fire and Steam, a history of Britain’s railways and was writing in The 
Guardian, 29 January 2013.

returned; in effect, it matters little where in Europe or from what institution the legisla-
tion came, he hates it and wants rid of it. The right for British workers’ to shit working 
conditions is a matter of principle.

“We are going to leave the EU, unless a referendum vote says otherwise” is hardly a 
rallying call. What the Tory party wants, both its right and centre, is isolationism and 
exceptionalism whether ths country is in or outside the EU. Who will Cameron save his 
last dance for? Former colonies could no doubt cite numerous historical reasons for hav-
ing mixed feelings over Britian’s morbid fascination with its place in the modern world.

Tony Blair was quick to draw an analogy with a scene from Blazing Saddles. I think he 
picked the wrong scene, the more famous scene: the cowboys are sat around the camp fire 
eating beans and farting. That is Britain’s Tories ✪

January 2013
1. Andrew Osburn, Peter Griffiths, London 24 January 2013.
[see also Coffee and croissants ... above.]

We’re not “nimbys”
... BUT SOD OFF YOU URBAN PROLES

Roland Wood thinks that you have to laugh or you will definitely cry. 
Fancy becoming a new station manager?

IT IS surely enlightening how the proposals for a high speed rail link (HS2) can encom-
pass the cultural and economic dilemmas of this small country. On one hand there are 

some plausible environmental objections, on the other the economic benefits are not as 
obvious as might be thought. A study by the government-created HS2 Ltd found the 
new rail link would be no more than “carbon neutral”. The changes to allegedly unspoilt 
countryside would appear to be more tangible, although no one should be surprised if, 
within a generation, that was forgotten.

The objections to construction would seem to take on a different character. Serfdom 
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down was an “unacceptably high proportion”; more than half of patients were not given 
a copy of their care plan. Further, while a large majority of patients (90%) were given 
general (my emphasis) information about their rights, one in five were not informed of 
their right to an Independent Mental Health Advocate (IMHA). The review considers 
this to be a reflection of continuing difficulties some services have in accessing IMHAs. 
Commissioners saw no evidence of an IMHA service in one in seven (just under 221) of 
the wards visited.

Alarmingly, in one in five visits — “an unacceptably high number” — Commissioners 
thought that patients who were in hospital voluntarily “might be detained in all but 
name”. Jenkins has described these cases as “unfair and potetentially damaging to the in-
dividual”. There were examples of information for voluntary patients on how they could 
leave the ward not being available. In other cases patients had been secluded even if ward 
staff had not realised this was classed as seclusion. Proper safeguards were not applied. The 
CQC says that safeguards could be improved and that “blanket rules deny people their 
rights — especially the right to dignity”.

Of course, the CQC has recommendations; particularly in relation to implementation 
and existing practice under the Health and Social Care Act (2008) to demonstrate im-
provements. That could be one heck of a demonstration ✪

February 2013

1. Monitoring the Mental Health Act in 2011/12, CQC January 2013.

Shush! Worst kept secret
International Credit Rating Agencies. Not just another conspiracy — 
they’re quite open about their aims

SO, THE UK has lost its AAA rating, it’s been downgraded. “So what!” some readers 
may say. It is unlikely to have a short-term impact on most peoples’ lives — over 

and above George Osborne’s continuing desire to give everyone a ‘right good thrashing’. 
What is of interest is the role that the somewhat amorphous credit rating agencies play.

Moody’s, Standards and Poor’s (S&P) and Fitch are generally known as the “Big Three”. 
Moody’s and S&P are largely US-based, while Fitch likes to hang out in New York and 
London, controlled, in the main, by the French-based Financière Marc de Lacharrière 

Detained: just another choice
Is this the ultimate expression of free market choice? Imagine, if you 
will, that you seek mental health treatment voluntarily. In effect you are 
detained, denied information and rights 
Roland Wood breaks out

THE NEW review1 of the Mental Health Act (amended 2007) from the Care Quality 
Commission (CQC) is a paradigm for watchdogs. Everything is working wonderfully 

— apart from when it isn’t. What more could you possibly want to know?

For the period covered by the review (2011/12) the CQC met with 4,569 detained 
patients. The reports from Commissioners, alongside the contributions from its Advisory 
Group of service users and “external stakeholders”, revealed a number of issues that were 
frequently discussed. These included:

• Care planning
• Consent to treatment, and
• Information about a patient’s legal position, rights and choices.

These are some of the issues that are at the nub of the failings in how powers and du-
ties under the Act are discharged and exercised. Percentages can often look small, almost 
meaningless — unless, of course, you are on the receiving end of bad practice. Figures 
can fluctuate — often quite dramatically — which can make it difficult to establish gen-
eral trends. For example, Commissioners found that in some NHS organisations the 
‘discharge rate’ onto a Community Treatment Order (CTO) was as low as four per cent; 
the highest was 45.5%. What cases such as these revealed was the lack of a clear process 
for transferring duties from one doctor to another, particularly when an inpatient doctor 
disagreed with a community doctor about CTO “conditions or treatment regime.

“Patient views not written down”

Key findings in the review, particularly in relation to participation (in planning care) 
and respect, provide clearer indications of where failings are occurring. It was recognised 
that there had been an increase in the number of patients whose views on planning their 
own care (up to 63%). Paul Jenkins, CEO of charity Rethink Mental Illness, said that 
“... treatments are much more effective if patients are properly involved and feel listened 
to.” But CQC believes that more than a third who did not have their views written 
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Crime: free market gospel
Have you ever been the victim of a scam? Perhaps there 
is a lesson for us all

I FEEL sure that most readers are very careful with what money they have these days, and 
careful about protecting their personal details. Unfortunately, this does not mean you 

are immune from scamming.
“Gary”, not his real name, noticed a debit of around £50 from his current account. He 

did not recognise the recipient/retailer and after investigating further saw that the same 
amount had been debited from his account at about the same time each month and for 
several months prior to his initial discovery. Each debit had an internet address (URL) 
associated with it. He checked the addresses and found with each URL the same home 
page for a “customer services” company. The only difference of note, on each occasion, 
was that the brand/web name would change. The homepage for for bestever.com custom-
er services would be exactly the same as evenbetter.com.

The information provided was minimal; no indication as to why he was being debited 
for a service he had never used. There would be a different email address for each website 
which he used to enquire why he was being debited but never a reply. On the most re-
cent occasion his email quickly bounced back informing him “delivery to the following 
recipient failed permanently” and that it was “(...) rejected by the server recipient domain 
(...)”. Dodgy?

And now, this is where it gets weird. At the bottom of each homepage was the same 
postal address: a residential street in Stanley, County Durham. There is not, necessarily, 
anything strange about a small business operating from a home address. A freelance writ-
er is, in effect, a home-based small business. Stanley, a former mining town and often the 
centre of the Durham Miners’ Gala, is loved by some and clearly despised by others. An 
anonymous poster on the ChavTowns website rants that it “has no redeeming features 
at all” and that the best thing to do is “avoid the f**king place”. Our “customer services” 
company, which defines its core aims as “miscellaneous business services”, is but a stones 
throw from Keir Hardie Ave. Comrade Hardie is within spitting distance of Marx Cres-
cent and Lenin Terrace. I am not making this up. I have done my best to check but I have 
not found a Luxembourg Towers or a Gramsci Court in Stanley.

After speaking with his bank “Gary” was re-credited the debited amounts covering 120 
days. The recipient/retailer has 60 days to provide evidence that the debits were all above 
board. If the bank needs to contact third parties, particularly if the transactions took 
place outside the UK, “Gary” has been informed that investigations could take up to six 

(FIMALAC). The EU has in the recent past thought of establishing an 
European-based agency1 but little has come to fruition. From the mid-
1990s to early 2003 the Big Three were the only Nation-
ally Recognised Statistical Rating Organiza-
tions (NRSROs) in the US; four other had 
merged with Fitch in the 1990s. In 2005 
the US Securities and Exchange Commis-
sion sought to ‘tidy-up’ the definition of a 
NRSRO that was adopted with the Securities Exchange 
Act 1934.2 But the question must surely be where do these agencies come 
from? They are hardly independent and, despite claims to be non-partisan,3 
they could be diagnosed to have a serious habit: casino capitalism. Under other circum-
stances they would probably be referred to counselling.

Of course, they very much have their own interests at heart. The other major interest 
in Fitch is the Hearst Corporation, founded by newspaper tycoon William Randolph 
Hearst in 1887. They are probably the closest to a US-originated competitor to News 
Corp. William Randolph Hearst II is their chairman (these people are not very creative 
when it comes to names).

In 2011 the European parliament’s Economic and Monetary Affairs (EMA) commit-
tee estimated that there were over 100 national and regional credit rating agencies who 
should be granted the NRSRO seal of approval if they could meet conditions for registra-
tion by the European Securities and Markets Authority. Fitch were rumoured to be op-
posed. Suffice to say, the Big Three are really not that keen on competition if it impugns 
on their fiefdoms.

The EMA were either being coy or overly diplomatic when they described “(...) agency 
shareholders making money betting on the ratings”.4 Can you believe that? They went on 
to suggest that there should be more transparency in how the the agencies come to their 
findings; even going so far as to consider the possibility of agencies taking some respon-
sibility or “civil liability” ✪

February 2013

1. The Times, 3 June 2010.
2. This SEC report followed the adoption of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act 2002.
3. By way of example, the American Economic Association, which publishes the Journal of 
Economic Literature, describes itself as non-partisan on account of its academic status.
4. European parliament, Economic and Monetary Affairs, 20 December 2011.
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Paper trail
Are Paul Dacre and Rupert Murdoch really champions 

of a free press?

SO, LEVESON  rears its less than scintillating head once again. There have been crav-
ings for a cross-party agreement. If this was meant to be an example of wish fulfilment 

then it has so far turned out to be an abject fail-
ure. If the wider debate about Leveson’s pro-
posals has shown us anything it is that the rea-
sons for various positions taken are a lot more 
complex than some had realised or hoped.

For my part, I tend to agree with my erst-
while colleagues on a relatively well known 
satirical magazine. The case against statutory legislation has been made by its editor 
whenever he can (which these days is quite a lot). Laws that make phone hacking illegal 
were already there, but no-one used them. Too shy? I don’t think so. Papers such as the 
Mail or Telegraph will claim that in opposition to statutory legislation they are defend-
ing press freedom; or is it to defend the influence of their proprietors and the freedom 
to do whatever they want? Sod the rest of you.

The papers that are so opposed to statutory legislation and are now trumpeting their 
belief in press freedom are not so keen on independent regulation; that is a regulatory 
body that has little to no proprietorial input. These people wan to keep their veto on 
appointments to any “independent” regulator”. “Leave us alone”, they cry. “We know 
what’s best.” Cameron took the bait. Who is “bonkers” now?

Those who are prepared to compromise with a Royal Charter, underpinning regula-
tion, are not just accepting the premise of an archaic fudge but on their own admission 
are sceptical about the possibilities for ministerial interference.

As of today (18 March) it would appear that cross-party compromise has been 
reached. Prime Minister, David Cameron, claims that this is because everyone now 
agrees with him. Opposition Labour leader, Ed Miliband, and Lib Dem leader/Deputy 
Prime minister, Nick Clegg, say no; the agreement is because everyone now agrees with 
them. Little wonder that BBC correspondents were quickly describing it all as “muddle 
Monday”. The corridors of Westminster are buzzing with this, or that interpretation of 
what a Royal Charter will; promises are being made to all and sundry.

months. In this example the bank has clearly been helpful. 
The Financial Services Authority (FSA), hardly renowned for 

regulatory prowess, does, however, provide some useful infor-
mation about protecting yourself on its website. Its explantion 
of “phishing”, whereby an email or text message may be sent 
asking to verify account details, or “skimming” that involves 

copying information from the magnetic strip of a credit or 
debit card, is reasonably succinct.

This is no 21st century variant of an Ealing crime comedy. 
Alec Guinness is not about to wink and reveal a winsome 

smile. If anything, it is illustrative of the age in which we live. 
The leading proselytisers from the free market church of Friedman 

and Hayek, who allegedly hold down day jobs in the current coalition cabinet, cannot 
suddenly cry “Shame!” and claim that this is not how it’s mean to be. It could be argued 
that criminal scams of this type are a logical interpretation of what is being preached. The 
vulnerable and poor are fair game because they are failures. Don’t expect sympathy, pro-
tection or justice. If you have the money to seek justice then the response will be akin to 
being taunted to “come on then and have a go”. You probably can’t afford it (...) because 
someone unseen and unknown keeps debiting your account ✪

March 2013
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Pick any card ...
Roland Wood wonders what choice do we really have

IT IS around this time of year — and yes, a quarter of it has already gone — that you 
might wonder what has happened so far? Important battle lines have been drawn for 

some time: public services. This is no apocryphal “chivalrous” meeting between medieval 
knights. The battle lines are all over the place. If the Conservative-led coalition have a 
secret weapon it lies in the hope that its insidious drip-drip feed about the “undeserving 
poor”, “scroungers” and the “feckless” will have sufficiently infected our blood streams 
that we become delusional. If there is a known anti-biotic the pharmaceutical industry is 
not about to divulge its existence.

Words are, as I’ve argued before, important. There are not just those words or phrases 
that are intended to mould what it is that 
we don’t like but also those that are em-
ployed to lure us and seduce us. Free market 
capitalism is the only defender of “real” 
choice. Who could possibly be against 
choice? Well, if I choose to struggle for 
an economic alterna- tive can I not be still 
in favour of freedom of choice? Apparently 
not.

Language, and its use, becomes central. 
Often, it is not so much what is said but 
also what is not said. You can make all these 
tempting choices — as long as you don’t 
choose to reject the existing economic 
system. Despite the ‘hoo-ha’ over the 
Leveson proposals the Tories are happy to support a regulatory form of choice. “Here”, 
they say. “All these wonderful choices are available to you; as long as you don’t question 
the underlying economic system.”

“Genuine opposition”

It is time, surely, for the political left to seize that agenda and throw it back in their face: 
a genuine opposition. There needs to be more. If the left were to say: “Look, we are going 
to make a choice but the rich and the powerful are not going to like it.” There needs to 

“Very nerve of cross-ownership”

After the inanities of amendments to the Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Bill and 
the Crime and Courts Bill; after agreement that only a “super majority” (two thirds) in 
both houses of Parliament could alter the remit of the proposed Royal Charter (in order 
to curtail ministerial interference); what is left? The involvement of lay-people in drawing 
up a “code of conduct” is, perhaps, at least one piece of good news. However, the press 
will not be more politically even-handed and you could ask why should it? It is a number 
of issues that government or political parties will either not address or are hoping will be 
forgotten. “Fair representation” touches the very nerve of cross-ownership in the media; 
it was outside Leveson’s remit and none of the leaders of the three main parties are upset 
about that. There is, sometimes, a dilemma for left-leaning readers of newspapers and 
magazines. On one hand they will champion free expression, on the other they often find 
it difficult to tolerate intolerant views.

The internet and online publishing is another minefield, and another area found to 
be outside Leveson’s remit. It has been claimed by Downing Street that small-scale web-
based news providers and blogs will not be subject to a new regulatory system. But defi-
nitions will be hard to come up with and may, in any event, be unworkable.

Associated Newspapers, News International and the Telegraph Media group have given 
indications that they might go-it-alone; all in defence of press freedom. Now that would 
be a front page splash ✪

March 2013
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available are limited by rules;  some economic choices are forbidden. GP-led Clinical 
Commissioning Groups (CCGs), for example, have been, allegedly, enabled to make 
choices about local health service provision. Of course, that choice must include private 
sector, for profit, health service providers on any shortlist for commission. The choice to 
commission a public sector provider can be made but there are a heck of a lot of strings 
attached. Coalition government Health Service reforms to sweep away bureaucracy and 
red tape? It’s actually increasing.

Similar stories could be told about other services where free market competition has 
been rammed down our throats. The freedom to choose is not as clear cut as all the 
post-Thatcher governments would like us to believe. If there is one element in all this 
that has not changed so much it is that governments since 1979 at least are only really 
interested in the winners. This informs much of Thatcherite ideology: “Greed is good.” 
Harry Enfield’s Loadsa Money character was perhaps one of the most telling and grotesque 
comic creations of the 1980s. I remember laughing at the time but today it takes all the 
colour out of my naturally pallid complexion. Greed is, indeed, good for the winners. The 
losers can only blame themselves; they have not worked hard enough.

“pouring over holy texts”

While her followers today, pouring over their holy texts, may consider trades unions 
as redundant and old fashioned — it is a belief that informs their claim to be radicals — 
one of the fastest growing unions is the Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers 
(USDAW) covering the retail sector. New members clearly don’t think that collective 
defence is no longer needed.

In many respects this is a realisation that strikes at the heart of much of Thatcher’s 
humourless convictions. On the face of it her belief that there is no such thing as society 
can be quickly dismissed as anti-historical and philosophical gibberish. Yet, it is a mes-
sage that has been pushed home now for many years. Even if there were only individuals 
and their families; if they are still losers in the free market casino: that’s tough. You are 
collateral damage.

If the left wants to challenge this then it needs to arm itself with the best chisels and 
chip away at the poisoned legacy ✪

April 2013

be a movement that is prepared to stand up and argue what public services, social security 
benefits are for. A safety net; a protection for all those who do not have the power or 
economic muscle to choose trinkets or bonuses. The Peoples’ Assembly, scheduled for this 
June,1 would seem to be starting point. It has the backing of the usual suspects, including 
Caroline Lucas MP, the Green party’s sole parliamentary standard bearer. The Greens are 
to left of Labour not only on environmental issues but also on social policy. It has to be 
said that it is not too difficult to be to left of Labour these days. Can the Peoples’ Assem-
bly draw all the diverse elements together? That, I think, should be the aim.

April 2013

1. Peoples’ Assembly, 22 June, Central Hall Westminster, Storey’s Gate, London SW1H.

Poisoned legacy, poisoned 
chalice
It may be gruesome but the left needs to check 
Thatcher’s body for rigor mortis

IT MAY be unfortunate but it is worth considering what the impact of Margaret Thatch-
er was on British society taken as a whole. For many teenagers Thatcher as prime mn-

ister is already a part of ther history lessons although there are good reasons to worry 
what that will mean when Michael Gove and his small band of cohorts seek to shape the 
sylabus in support of their own pro-Thatcher agenda. To what extent has the ideology she 
championed, and gave her name to, become mainstream? There is an old adage that you 
should keep your friends close but keep your enemies closer. If that is too difficult for the 
political left to stomach it may still, under the circumstances, be necessary to understand 
the enemy well.

There seems little point in wishing we could go back to 1979. The left needs to tackle 
the contradictions of free market capitalism in the here and now. There is now  so much 
more choice claim Thatcher’s modern-day acolytes. But, as I’ve argued before, the choices 
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Paper tigers
Everybody supports freedom of the press. But when it 
comes to definitions ...

THE POST-LEVESON saga should be televised. In the long forgotten days of “Play 
for Today” the newspaper TV reviewers would have been lining up to tell us all what 

a “load of old cobblers” it was. Journalists can have selective memories; and I have been 
guilty of that too.

The truth — insofar as some 
truth can be estab- lished — is that 
no-one who works in the industry, as 
opposed to those who are eager 
to profit from it, are happy with 
what is being of- fered. While it 
may be possible to reach a very 
general agreement about the defence 
of press freedom, if you dig only 
a little further no agreement exists 
at all. The the pro- posal for a Royal 
Charter, agreed by both houses of 
parliament, to under-pin press regulation does include some elements that, in and of 
them selves, could be welcomed. Yet, access to inexpensive arbitration in disputes with 
papers does not necessarily require the noxious and faintly ridiculous spectacle of “privy 
counsellors” strutting their stuff down the ministerial corridors of Whitehall.

The not-so great and, quite often, not-so good (Guardian leader writers, Roy Green-
slade etc.) want a compromise. Of course they do. To all intents and purposes it might as 
well be written in to their employment contracts. This has not stopped some columnists 
from seizing the current opportunity for petulant jibes at award winning investigative 
journalists.

But do they seriously believe they can find a compromise with the supporters of an 
alternative Royal Charter? The Times, Telegraph, Mail, Express (and now, it would seem, 
the Mirror) have a very different conception of press freedom. Insofar as they accept some 
form of regulation they want it organised and run for their benefit. Privacy for the gen-
eral public? They don’t give a damn.  Privacy for celebs? They forfeit it or should they be 
reasonably successful and maintaining some privacy (for the sake of argument, someone 
such as David Bowie) then it is because they are ‘mysterious’.

Historical pointers
What can an international celebration teach us?

HISTORY, as ever, is prone to misuse. We only need to consider Education Secretary, 
Michael Gove’s plans for a new history curriculum as seen through the prism of hand-

picked historical celebrities. This is celebrity culture with Empire knobs on.
Yet, history — international labour movement history — can be an important element 

in a liberatory struggle. The significance of 1 May has probably been lost to many younger 
generations;  nonetheless, such history and its varied tales can still be instructive.

“Russell would have sided with French workers”

The modern origins of international workers’ solidarity are, in many respects, prescient. 
In 1886, in Haymarket, Chicago, strikers demanding an eight hour working day were 
fired upon by police. A strike for an eight hour working day. Little wonder, perhaps, that 
the US  tyre maker, Maurice Taylor, could not understand French workers attachment 
to their working conditions; he thought they were just being lazy. As I’ve written on a 
number of occasions I am sure the philosopher Bertrand Russell would have sided with 
the French workers.

In 1901 the social democratic Socialist International was still calling for demonstra-
tions and strikes in support of an eight hour working day. Today, certainly in Britain, low 
paid workers are regularly encouraged to work more hours (to earn more money) rather 
than claim “in work” benefits to top-up meagre wages. Don’t demand annoying little 
things such as better pay and improved conditions; just prostitute you soul a little more.

In the recent past the “Occupy” movement has been at the forefront of reviving 1 May 
as a more militant, anti-capitalist and celebratory event. I have not found indications of 
events being organised along similar lines for this year. If you know differently or have 
been at such an event then please let others know ✪

May 2013
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“Proverbial figurehead”

The People’s Assembly has Tony Benn as its 
proverbial figurehead. It has stretched a little 
further than usual in that it has the support 
of Green party MP, Caroline Lucas, and cam-
paigning journalist, Laurie Penny. Will Benn 
announce a personal historic break with the 
Labour party? Let us, if just for a moment, im-
agine that he did; it would certainly turn the upcoming  conference in London (22 June) 
into an important event or ‘situation’. But who would it be important for? There is a 
generation of anti-capitalist activists who are not mines of fascinating tales on Benn’s past 
struggles. Who are the organisers attempting to appeal to? Could it be a generation of 
socialist activists who already know each other?

Left Unity look to film maker Ken Loach. Forgive me if I ruffle a few feathers but I 
don’t think that this could be analogous to a similar call from Italian dramatist Dario Fo. 
Loach may be a good film maker but what else can you say? From what has been said 
in various quarters1 his programmatic résumé for a new party is a left social democratic 
goulash from the past. It has to be said even that almost sounds like a “call to arms” these 
days but is it the basis for forming a new party? It would also seem, to their credit, that 
Left Unity wants to be a part of the European radical left. That will require some detailed 
discussion and sparks could fly.

Let’s stop for a moment. The word “new” has assumed a bad reputation over the last 15 
years or so. I believe in rehabilitation (because I’m soft some of you might say). In short, 
a genuinely new left party will amount to no more than an obscure accountants exam 
question — “if you add all the existing activists, who often don’t agree on anything and 
probably hate the sight of each other, together what do you get?” Local groups are emerg-
ing and supporters will no doubt be up to their knees in various campaigns but I would 
imagine a new party that is aligned with an emergent mass movement is a better option 
than one that looks to the very real gains of 1945 as its primary inspiration.

Is the People’s Assembly that mass movement? If it can become so then we could be 
cooking with something other than yesterday’s leftovers.

May 2013

1. These include reports from participants at Left Unity’s recent national meeting

Trying to get the voices of those with a more nuanced view heard above the din of the 
two main competing camps is not good for your health. You’ll have to take my word on 
that. I know; hearsay. Can you believe it? ✪

May 2013
Addendum
Perhaps there is something in the air: everyone is finding historical analogies. In this 

case — press reform and a new regulatory body — trades union “barons” have been re-
placed by press “barons”. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s right wing papers would 
ask “Who governs?”; it being alleged that the trades unions had too much power. Today, 
influential newspaper groups have taken a laudable principle — a free press — and  are 
attempting to mold it to their own vested interests. They think of themselves as above 
parliament and would seem to be prepared to ignore it. Their own personalised Royal 
Charter is little more than a wrecking tactic.

United!
... before we all trip over each other

If the British left is good at doing something — and sometimes 
it actually is — its speciality is talking to each other. Bemused? 
You will be

IT WOULD seem the British left is set to flail its arms around in the coming months. 
It would certainly be a change from  the suffocating coverage that Farage and his mal-

content servants in UKIP have been receiving. But what is it the left trying to get some 
attention about?

Confusion looms. On one hand there is the People’s Assembly attempting, it would 
seem, to build a mass movement against austerity. On the other we have the Left Unity 
who, following a call from film director Ken Loach, are seeking to form a new left par-
ty. The people involved would sometimes appear to the casual observer to be the same. 
There in lies one of the potential pitfalls. In this post I’m attempting to give somel voice 
to those I know who are genuinely interested in anti-capitalist alternatives but in the past 
have found the radical/revolutionary left and their machinations and ‘holy’ tomes either 
annoying or sometimes an obstacle. Sad, but too often true.
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masculinity with success. If that is the case then a man who thinks that his masculinity is 
all about power then why would he not think that sexual harassment/domestic violence 
and even rape were simply about taking what he thinks is his and will show him to be 
powerful. Abbott, in her speech, did not go this far. It is not so much a risk of what might 
happen as a realisation that this is happening now.

Using the film Fight Club as an illustration Abbott said that the “first rule of being a 
man in modern Britain is that you’re not allowed to talk about it.”2 Men discussing sex 
and personal health? Even funnier. If it were a sitcom we could all laugh at how embar-
rassing men find the subject. I can think of only one occasion when a male friend has 
asked me about sex. Don’t worry; to save blushes all round their name is safe with me. 
Talking intimately about problems and anxieties rather than ‘conquests’; that I think 
would require a huge leap down from the top of the apocryphal mountain.

In her Demos speech, Abbott points, as she has before, to the “pornification of British 
culture” and the message that is being sent to boys. Pornography will teach them what 
they think they need to know. The ‘stoic silence’, ‘stiff upper-lip’ from fathers in the past 
should diffinitely be binned. Right-wing moralists tell us that parents and the family 
should principally be responsible for education about sex and personal relationships. This 
must surely be a modern take on the old cliché “ignorance is bliss”; only some of us grow 
up to find it is anything but.

If men and boys are to dicover a new way of belonging — rather than feeling aban-
doned or at the mercy of so-called free market choice — then we need a dialogue that 
goes beyond the size of someone’s wad ✪

May 2013

1. Dianne Abbott spoke at the Demos Twentieth Birthday meeting on 16 May 2013. A full 
transcript of her speech can be downloaded as a pdf from Demos website.
2. There was a somewhat half-hearted attempt to engage in discussion published in The 
Guardian, “A man walks out of a room”, J O’Sullivan, 21 May 2013.

New “big bang” theory 
for men
“Wanna’ talk about sex? No, nor do I

GIVEN THAT men talking about men can sound 
like something straight out of a particularly wacky 

sci-fi novel, we should not be surprised that recently 
it has been women who have been attempting to 
kick-start some constructive dialogue. Labour MP, 
Dianne Abbott1 — not known for hiding her light 
under the proverbial bushel — spoke at the Demos 
think tank’s twentieth birthday bash on the ‘crisis of 
masculinity’. Not a dry eye in the house, I’m sure.

Her observations, critique and some of her proposals 
were clearly rooted in an analysis that many of her shadow front-bench col-
leagues would have some difficulties in getting their head around. In many respects her 
description of herself as a “card-carrying feminist and (...) single mother” has only a small 
part to play in that it is not an essential reason for why many men find themselves strug-
gling to come to terms with real social changes.

Abbott is seeking to identify risks. One such, she believes, is the lack of “realistic he-
roes”. I think I understand where she’s coming from, but I do remain confused. If I were 
to reveal some of my heroes, and I’m not normally inclined to do so, I feel fairly certain 
that they wouldn’t be seen by most people as shining examples. This is not because they 
were all “mad, bad and dangerous to know”; well, at least not all of them. But I don’t 
think that many of them would be seen as “realistic”. To confuse matters I might, under 
duress, admit that one of my childhood heroines was Lady Penelope (from Thunderbirds 
— you ignoramuses).

“market expectations — unachievable ones”

A more telling observation, I think, is that “manhood is now shaped more by market 
expectations — often unachievable ones”. Men and boys are being encouraged to “flaunt 
their consumer power”; taught the “price of everything, and the value of nothing.” The 
result is a “crude individualism dressed up as modern manhood.” Today’s society equates 
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‘oppressor’ and ‘oppressed’ nations. Further, that the idea of national/cultural autonomy, 
far from being contradictory, are complementary tools for understanding and resolving 
national conflicts. Bikila was asking whether it was possible to “‘build [a] nation’ from a 
class point of view”? There really isn’t any shame in admitting that we don’t fully know.

Writing in 1909,3 Rosa Luxemburg, wondered why the “right to self-determination” 
was absent from the programmes of early 20th century socialist parties. Luxemburg, in 
some excruciating detail, examines a 1896 resolution adopted by an international socialist 
congress in London. She argues that the resolution was not the “(...) result or need to 
make a statement (...) nor was it presented or adopted by the Congress as a formula for 
the practical resolution of that question by the workers’ parties of the various countries.” 
(emphasis in original.)

Luxemburg sees the hand of the “social-patriots” from the Polish movement. The im-
pression is, I think, that she was none too pleased. There is no space here to dissect the 
entrails of this dispute or debate. It might be worth considering what a left-leaning Irish 
patriot such as James Connolly made of these debates.

It has often been the case that socialist internationalism has involved ardent support for 
national liberation movements. On some occasions, embarrasingly so. A lot of the prob-
lems the internationalist left faces are similar to others. Depending on well-worn mantras 
about how “the revolution” will solve these questions is just not good enough. We need 
to give shape and texture to the world we seek to build ✪

May 2013

1. Fatherland or Mother Earth?, essays on the National Question, Löwy M, 1998, IIRE in 
association with Pluto Press.
2. Do the workers have a country?, Internationalism and the national question, Iriarte J “Bikila”, 
1992, IIRE.
3. The National Question, Luxemburg R, 1909, Monthly Review Press (edition translated from the 
Polish) 1976.

Is the ‘nation state’ dying?
Not every free market capitalist is a nationalist. What has the left to say 
about that?

SOCIALISTS ARE not the only internationalists. A growing trend in global corporate 
power, although it has always been there, is increasingly raising its own ‘international-

ist’ agenda. Don’t panic. Any link is tangential at the very least.
Socialist internationalism has a more pronounced rationale. We give and build soli-

darity to international struggles; we see the poor, the dispossessed and the discriminated 
against as allies. National borders are often an obstacle to that solidarity and we seek to 
overcome that obstacle. It is important, given that a choice of words can so often mean 
trouble, to emphasise: “We give ...”

Yet, while the major cor- porate players may 
dislike the nation state as well it is not because 
they are “busting-a-gut” to give; they dislike 
national borders and bar- riers that stand in 
the way of taking.

As the attention to tax avoidance/evasion 
— can you spot the differ- ence? — increases 
many of the corporations under the spotlight 
say that they obey the tax laws in natural 
jurisdictions. Some go on to claim that they 
would not have a problem with internationally 
agreed regulation. I don’t think it is too spec-
ulative to suggest that given the slow pace at which even the most half-hearted measure 
could be agreed corporations would be happy with the time it would allow their tax 
specialists to earn their very well paid keep. There is a contradiction here. While many of 
these same corporations worship and proselytise about the free market support for any 
regulation would seem to cut against their economic creed.

Socialists may not have to grapple with the same contradictions; but contradictions 
there sometimes are. Brazilian-born Marxist, Michael Löwy, argued in the late 1980s that 
the left has “(...) often underestimated the importance of national problems.”1 Critics had 
described this as a “black hole” in the theory.

In a study published by the International Institute for Research and Education (IIRE) 
in November 1992,2 José Iriarte “Bikila”, a long standing socialist leader in the Basque 
country attempted to illustrate — from his own experiences — the distinction between 



Storyboard4 posts 2013 Storyboard4 posts 2013

30 31

Well, I’m sorry to disappoint the comrades but from my experience — and I admit that 
while it may have sometimes been colourful it is probably not an example to follow — 
political differentiation is often quite messy. It is also worth pointing out that Lucas sided 
with local government strikers in Brighton; ie, against the Green party controlled council.

There is also the promise of workshops on creating local People’s Assemblies. I think a 
number of questions arise:

• If local groups are formed what role will they play in a nationally organised move-
ment?

• What democratic structure is to be proposed?
If these are not questions that have been or are to be considered then potentially 2,500 

people will be wasting a day out. Who, seriously, wants to go all the way to London just 
to hear speeches that they’ve heard before?

In many respects I think this gets close to a problem I’ve written about before. The left 
can be very articulate when it comes to expressing itself about what it’s against; and it 
often is in tune with popular sentiment. What is the left in favour of? A ‘nostalgia fest’? 
Some, I think, sadly are and that is not good enough. When I recently asked about the 
relationship between Left Unity and the People’s Assembly at a local Left Unity meeting 
I was less than impressed. The reason I asked was that I could potentially see people I 
knew, and had politically worked with — many, thankfully, who have not been infected 
by the ideological minutiae of the radical left — being interested in a mass social protest 
movement and the call for a new left party. As I’ve said, I was not impressed by the re-
sponse given.

Yet, if mass social protest movements don’t grow on trees then new parties very defi-
nitely don’t. If those on the left who imagine that resurrecting a No2EU-style campaign 
is going to build the left rather than looking to the European radical left to see what from 
their experience could inform and revitalise the left in Britain, then I do begin to despair. 
A genuine mass anti-austerity movement — essentially an anti-capitalist movement and 
not so easily truncated as a ‘single issue’ campaign — should be, I would have thought, a 
building block for a new party. A party rooted in working class communities, their actual 
struggles and which ... yes, which can also seek to organise an electoral alternative. This 
kind of new left party should learn how to move before it tries to run ✪

June 2013

Movement
Do you know where the left is going? 

Don’t worry, nor does the left

NO! I’m not about to reveal all with regard to my 
bowels. If you’re really that interested ... I suggest 

you try another type of site. Nor is this an appraisal 
of New Order’s first album some 40+ years after it 
was originally released.

Mass social protest movements. You’ve got to love them; or, perhaps more accurately, 
you’ve got to try and love them. Social protest movements certainly don’t grow on trees. 
If they did, someone, somewhere might be tempted to see if they could be propagated. 
Rather, these movements will often emerge from a response to actual events; nationally 
and internationally. But there is a twist. A “single issue” movement or campaign will 
invariably have a specific aim. If that aim is met or not the movement behind it will, if 
not fade away completely, lose much of its resonance. The experience may well inform 
the development and direction of future movements but however hard some on the left 
will often try the character of a movement from the past cannot be simply reproduced to 
order. You see how “consumer choice” has hypnotised us all. If you missed Youth CND, 
the Anti-Apartheid Movement, Anti-Nazi League the first time round ... Don’t worry. 
Here’s a new, improved, up-to-date version just for you.

Broader social protest movements, such as, for example, against austerity are more 
complex: writ large. By the end of June there is a possibility — just a possibility — that we 
may have a clearer idea of what character and shape a movement such as this might take. 
On 22 June the People’s Assembly will meet in London. As Storyboard4 publishes we are 
told that 2,500 people have registered for the event; the day will be “based on sub-as-
semblies (...) devoted to discussing various aspects of the cuts and the fightback against 
them.” And ... of course ... there will be the speeches; some of which those attending on 
the 22nd will have heard many times before. There does seem to be some change in this 
respect: Caroline Lucas, the Green party’s one MP, has been a leading supporter from 
the start. “But ...”, cry some on the radical left. “Look at the Green party run council in 
Brighton. They’re implementing cuts. We can’t have anything to do with them.”

“Lucas sided with local government strikers”
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would simply claim to be a spirit from the other side and that if they didn’t allow me to 
set up an account I would sue for discrimination and damages. I don’t mind admitting 
that sometimes I may have lied but while I can just about see the value of asking me about 
my favourite films I refuse to say whether I’ve seen a particular film. I may have, but just 
because I didn’t hate it doesn’t mean that I liked it. There is sod all room for subtleties in 
the Mugcomic world.

I noticed recently that Mugcomic had introduced the option of “complicated” to de-
scribe your relationship status. I clicked it, thinking that would shut them up. No. They 
had questions to ask about that. What on earth do they think goes on in my life; do they 
think I’m organising swingers parties for the over 50s in outer-Leicester? (Erm ... My 
lawyer says I’m not, OK.) Of course, the option they don’t have is the ‘mind your own 
bloody business’. So much information and no doubt they would claim that it helps them 
to provide a better service. It’s social media dim wits. It can be useful but equally it can 
be irritating.

Let’s suppose you might want to link a short ‘news-type’ feed with your Mugcomic 
account. But you have more than one ‘news-type’ feed; each one for a different purpose. 
You can genuinely begin to understand why some people look back nostalgically to some 
mythical, simpler time. In short, Mugcomic doesn’t like you being linked to more than 
one newsy feed. They call it choice. Everyone can play as long as you follow their rules.

Thank-you for bearing with me. I shall now go outside and kick next door’s dog. I 
know, that’s not in the rules ✪

June 2013

Tyranny of formulas
BT said it was “good to talk”. Roland thinks that 
sometimes it’s good to lie

IMAGINE, if you will, an online world that really did deliver what you required from 
it. Keep trying. And ... you’ve probably given up. Why? Because it really is unlikely to 

happen.
I’m not about to start preaching about the Satanic inequities of modern social media. 

It’s difficult enough if I should, in passing, frown at the inanities. Yet, for some years now, 
the clarion call of the leading social media forums has been that it is inclusive, easy to use. 
It’s freedom and choice at the click of a mouse pad. Is it heck.

You might well have choice of some kind but if 
there is only one guarantee it is that your choice 
will be packaged, compartmentalised, analysed and 
goodness knows what else. There must be statisti-
cians around who are wincing right now: “Does he 
mean us?” I surely do.

I have not changed my bank account for many 
years after I had a major ‘bust-up’ with my allegedly 
ethical British bank. If I were to open a complete-
ly new account today how many questions would I 
be asked, how much personal information would I 
need to give before I could proceed? Would it be as 
‘searching’ or, indeed, as intrusive as the questions I would need to answer in order to set 
up a simple, sodding social media account?

“Acount ... from the other side”

Let’s take one example; we’ll call them Mugcomic. They have always been keen to know 
your ‘marital’ status. You can, of course, leave it blank in the hope that they get the 
message; so long as you don’t get aggravated by the reminders when you log in that your 
“profile” is incomplete. What are they expecting? Do they think that in the last few days 
since you quite purposefully ignored their question that you have suddenly discovered 
that you have become hitched or, in my case, suddenly remembered that I’ve been di-
vorced for over 15 years. On more than one occasion I have been sorely tempted to fill 
out a profile as if I was actually dead. If some bright spark in California spotted this I 
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number of trades unionists — rank and file and leaders — supporting its initiative. If it 
is to be little more than a platform for union leaders to make radical-sounding speeches 
every so often then I will find it difficult to see what use that is to either trade union 
activists in their local communities or to people who are directly affected by austerity ✪

June 2013

Cosy surroundings
... ideal for British lefties to relax

Would a trip down to London inspire you? 
Roland ventured to find out

DO YOU ever feel a little too cosy; are your 
surroundings too familiar? The reason I ask 

is not because of a sudden bout of ill-inten-
tioned self-hatred. I keep that part of my life 
strictly private, OK.

I ask because while a large turn-out of left-
ies, at the People’s Assembly, can be reassuring 
but also leave a somewhat debilitating feeling. 
A new observer of a movement such as the Peo-
ple’s Assembly could surely be forgiven for wondering why there was so much soul, so 
many good intentions but no real body; no legs, no arms ... Is it all being stored in the 
head? Better be careful: heads can explode (metaphorically, of course).

The meeting had its moments. Tariq Ali, speaking from the platform at the session on 
“Welfare no Warfare”, was on good form. He made the point — one that I have made 
myself in previous posts on this site — that language and the very definition of words was 
being twisted by the current coalition government They claim that their so-called reforms 
of the welfare system are radical and modernising, when in fact they are regressive.

Speaking at the final session, writer and comedian, Francesca Martinez — who has 
become something of a spokesperson for disability campaigners — made the very astute 
(and funny) observation that the Atos work capability assessments amounted to little 

Trades unions: just another 
lobbying group?
British Tories want to redefine trades unions yet again

IT SHOULD not come as a surprise that Tories in the current coalition government 
were quick to point the finger at trades unions and their (financial) links to Labour 

as if to scream in mock outrage and cry: “Don’t tell us about lobby groups and political 
influence.”

The analogy between a trades union and lobbying company is a facile one, but let’s try 
and take it at face value. The influence of trades unions on Labour party policy is, today, 
almost non-existent. The government clearly believe what they read in a Daily Mail leader 
without questioning its veracity or, indeed, wanting too. If there ever was a period when 
unions had a greater degree of influence it has long gone. If anything it was something of 
an apocryphal myth peddled by right-wing papers and union leaders.

What the Tories are attempting to do — if they can no longer easily dismiss unions as 
“the enemy within” — is characterise and define 
them in terms they can comprehend. Bingo! 
A trades union becomes a “lobby group” trying 
to buy influence. They can accept that rationale 
but the problem that the Tories have is, that 
despite all the education that many of them 
will have bought or had bought for them, they 
are not very bright. If a lobby group — for the 
arms exports or the phar- maceuticals industry 
— wishes to push and pay for sympathetic legislation then that doesn’t cause them a 
headache. If, however, a trades union or the union movement as a whole is genuinely 
trying to influence government legislation that, even to a limited extent, questions and 
potentially undermines the supremacy of free market doctrine ... Well, that is an entirely 
different matter. It may not feature in Michael Gove’s preferred history syllabus but the 
story of, and reasons behind trades unions forming their own political party ought to be 
taught somewhere.

If there is one sad irony to this it is that the Tory party believes in the power of trades 
unions to a degree that a lot of union activists find bewildering. Will that change? It cer-
tainly is difficult to say. The People’s Assembly meeting later this month has an impressive 
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ten place a person on some arbitrary podium and declare them to be a ‘class war’ hero. 
If you were inclined to replicate what sometimes verged on the neo-Stalinist then no 
doubt you would be happy. If, on the other hand, you later experienced the delights of 
attempting to drag such a hero — a militant miners leader perhaps — into the modern 
world and away from the torpidity of their 1950s hibernation you may beg to differ. The 
1950s can look so much simpler: there was ‘us’ and ‘them’ and that was that. Today, it’s 
not so simple. Yet the 1950s have become something of a hideout of choice for ‘heroes of 
the left’. You might think the nostalgia would be stifling but if there’s a film to be made ...

A hero or heroine of the left would, I’d like to think, be someone who was able to artic-
ulate and illustrate the aims and outlook of a movement as a whole. I don’t see any con-
tenders. It is interesting that many of the women who led strikes for fair pay and more, 
and often against the opposition of male colleagues and fellow trade unionists, would 
be hailed as ‘class war heroines’ in the collective sense. Perhaps what many of us have not 
realised is that it is not so much a question of where have all the heroes gone? Rather, do 
we need them, in the singular sense? In those cases where so-called heroes are not lurking 
in a nostalgia hide-out, egos will still clash as they swing away in pursuit of the top slot in 
the heroes league. Then again, perhaps Bowie was right all along: “We can [all] be heroes 
for just one day.” And Sancho Panza? Like many servants in literature he is the only one 
who genuinely knows what’s going on ✪

July 2013

The featured photograph is of a sculpture of ‘Sancho Panza’ by Lorenzo Coullaut Velera (1876-
1932). Photographed by Luis García under licence from Creative Commons Attribution-Share 
2.0 Generic.

more than being asked regularly whether she “was still a bit wobbly”. You may have 
caught her in the recent past on Radio 4’s News Quiz.

“What next?”

Nonetheless, I would have to admit to going home wondering: “Well ... What next?” 
Organisers of the event weren’t being coy so much as reluctant to commit to anything 
more concrete than another meeting-cum-rally next year. Or would it be a delegate meet-
ing? There had been a session specifically to discuss the establishment of local Assemblies 
but it was not clear how and for what purpose. If it is to formalise the exchange of infor-
mation and campaigns already going on then it surely needs to demonstrate that it can 
do that. In short it needs to transform itself from being an occasional meeting/rally into 
a social protest movement democratically organised from the bottom up. I fail to see how 
heckling Unite’s Len McClusky because he didn’t call a general strike last week, or the 
week before, is going to help achieve that ✪

June 2013

No more heroes

YES, some of us, for better or worse, do remember the 
Stranglers releasing the eponymous song. Leon Trot-

sky, Lenny Bruce, Shakespeare and ... Sancho Panza. At 
least one has probably been too much of a hero to some; 
Bruce and Shakespeare provide an intriguing taste of di-
versity; Panza? I’m really not sure. Perhaps we may yet dis-
cover the significance of the inclusion of a fictional Span-
ish servant. No heroines; so not a lot has changed there. If 
someone has heard of a song in praise of Germaine Greer, 
whose Female Eunuch was first published some six or sev-
en years earlier, then do let me know.

Nevertheless, we don’t seem to have many heroes or 
heroines around these days. In the past the left would of-
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who says that the “core of the economic vision of Brotherhood (...) is extreme capitalist”. 
Elbarqy goes on to say that “One of the big problems with the Muslim Brotherhood now 
— they have it in common with Mubarak’s old political party — is the marriage of power 
and capital”. The election of (the now deposed) President Mohammed Morsi may have 
been an attempt to project a more ‘user-friendly’ image of Egypt’s Brotherhood. Achcar 
sees a clear link to the governmental project of Turkey’s Erdogan and his AKP. A key dif-
ference could be seen in the choice of those who Morsi surrounded himself with. Their 
economic credo was, and is, neoliberal (and would therefore be regarded as ‘friendly’ by 
many western governments), but they are also socially conservative. Perhaps their up-to-
date survival guide for modern ruling classes got lost in the post. It happens.

On a wider note the radical/revolutionary left can be just as non-plussed as their po-
litical adversaries. Many currrents in Europe are realising that even if the simplicity of a 
1950s-style strategy of “us ‘n’ them” has not completly boken down it is certainly fraying 
at the edges. Yet, the temptation to transfer some allegedly classical model of social revo-
lution to a country that they may well have only discovered for the first time after flicking 
through the pages of an old atlas, is still there. I don’t think that I can readily question the 
sincerity of a comitted socialist activist but I do wonder about taking their books, their 
ideological crutches, away. While I have often been critical of those who seem to want to 
force-feed, at all costs, this or that particular point made by a revolutionary in the past, 
I would be less critical if they actually attempted to look at the methodology that was 
employed by those revolutionaries to the real situation they were attempting to address. 
Look at the situation around you and internationally; identify what it is you are opposed 
to; project what it is that you are struggling for (let’s call it socialist democracy). ‘Classical’ 
Marxist texts will be important and will inform the direction of that struggle but there 
is no reason that it will give you a solution to every issue or problem you encounter ✪

July 2013
1. Gilbert Achcar, Le Monde diplomatique, June 2013, English edition

Revolutions are messy. 
Discuss ...
HAS THERE been a hiccup? If 

one thing seems to be appar-
ent it is that events in Egypt, in 
the absence of even a moderate 
but credible mass workers’ or-
ganisation and movement, have 
become a theatrical backdrop to a 
fist-fight between various factions 
of their national bourgeoisie. 
Even if it were only an accident 
of geographical location Egypt 
and who rules would still be im-
portant. Rule books are being 
torn up. European and US policy 
wonks don’t know where to look. 
Can they come up with a reason for supporting a military coup?

I was reminded of a US diplomat (whose name I can’t recall) once saying that a particu-
lar military dictator in Latin America was a bastard but “he’s our bastard.” (my emphasis). 
Most European governments and US administrations have been happily supplying arms 
and other “logistical” support to the Egyptian military for decades. Of course, admitting 
that they prefer the Egyptian military in charge rather than an Islamist-influenced civilian 
government was not on their preferred ‘to-do’ list. Television reporters have chosen to 
rely, often crassly and simplistically, on asking anti-Morsi protestors how they could jus-
tify over-throwing an elected president and would they do again? On at least a few occa-
sions a protestor has answered that “yes, they would” until an elected president president 
represented “the Egyptian people”. We can do little more than speculate as to how the 
Egyptian people are being defined. Is it a clear reference to the working class, oppressed 
and disadvantaged or are “the people” a narrower interest group?

Gilbert Achcar, a left-wing academic working at the School of Oriental and African 
Studies in London, wrote at the beginning of June1 that the Muslim Brothers’ “economic 
credo” is “(...) more closely consonant with neoliberal doctrine than was the form of 
capitalism dominant under Mubarak.” So what went wrong? Achcar cites a quote from a 
former member of the Brotherhood, Sameh Elbarqy, quoted in Bloomberg Businessweek, 
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complex but I don’t subscribe to the view that this makes it necessarily more difficult to 
understand. The emergent Left Unity is, at least on the face of it, a heterodox organisa-
tion. Insofar as it has a founding statement, the original letter/call from film director Ken 
Loach for a new party of the left, the text of which is on the Left Unity website, is broad 
(and, perhaps, vague) enough to attract the support of a diverse collection of individuals 
and organised currents. Even amongst the organised currents there is more heterodoxy 
than might have been imagined in the past. Most of these currents will say they’re Marxist 
and then the assumptions, rather than the questions, will come ‘thick and fast’ and, if 
my local experiences are anything to go by, the preconceptions may manifest themselves 
as a disorganised random stream of consciousness. “If you’re Marxists”, someone might 
say, “then that means ...” And if it doesn’t mean that or if you don’t fit snuggly into your 
designated pigeonhole then what?

Time will indeed tell. The challenge is how to bring together these diverse elements in 
order to build a new party. It will need common reference points but it needs orthodox 
preconceptions like a hole in the head ✪

July 2013

Trades unions: more than 
lobbyists
David Cameron is not interested in 
trades union democracy. His class 
interests come first

IT WOULD seem that trades unions are 
back on the political agenda. Not, nec-

essarily, because some people are raging 
against them or that the unions themselves 
are in a demonstrative rage. Rather, it is that 
Prime Minister David Cameron finds it 
easy to tease Labour opposition leader, Ed Miliband, on the subject and, by implication, 
the Labour party’s financial support from the unions. As a byproduct of this Cameron 
dismisses the unions as just another group of lobbyists. The Tories, on the whole — and 
I’ll return to this later, are not interested in the relatively low number of votes cast in 

Beyond the “black and white”
What happens when preconceptions crumble?

SOMEONE IS trying to pigeonhole 
me. Yes, it’s annoying and I’m quite 

certain if I were to attempt to do the 
same to them they would not be hap-
py. Many people would seem to prefer 
a world that is “black and white”, sim-
ple, uncomplicated, straightforward ... 
And there we have it; already we have 
several words to describe the informa-
tion we absorb from an early age and 

how many of us seek to interpret it.
Is it “simply” a case of trying to make sense of the world around us or are we attempt-

ing to create that simplicity for ourselves and then seek to impose it on everyone else? 
Education Secretary Michael Gove’s proposal for a new history curriculum is, I think, an 
interesting example of how this desire for simplicity is prevalent in politics, both left and 
right. Gove does not seem keen on collective historical experience, or only in as much as 
big military battles were certainly a collective experience for those who fought. Rather, 
he is more concerned with famous names and dates (learned by rote). This approach 
succinctly embodies a long-standing problem with historical methodology. Gove prefers 
the linear model — what I’ve described in the past as the “beautiful straight line”. It’s 
relatively easy to construct and, as long as you’re selective about your important dates 
and banish critical enquiry to the margins, you have a simple, easily digestible version of 
history to shove down people’s throats.

If you were to employ at least some critical enquiry the historical story could turn out 
to quite different. People may find, for example, that the political decisions and positions 
which someone such as Churchill took or argued for do not fit the all-purpose historical 
icon that has been crafted.

“Diverse collection”

You might think that the left would be immune from the influence of such method-
ology. In an attempt to employ some critical enquiry it might discover a multi-linear 
approach to not only history but also to current events and struggles. Yes, it is more 
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Working class Tories are not new. They have, unfortunately, been with us for some 
time. David Skelton,2 launching the new Tory party pressure group, Renewal, believes it 
is possible to reposition today’s Tory party as the “new workers’ party”. Don’t laugh; he 
has the fat b*****d support of Eric Pickles. This strain of working class Tory support has, 
certainly since the formation of the Labour party, been a minority. If it reached any kind 
of zenith in the Thatcher period of the 1980s it was, unfortunately — for geographical 
reasons given that relatives were among Leicestershire’s NUM-supporting “dirty-thirty” 
— in the formation of the Nottingham-based Union of Democratic Minworkers. What 
is quite interesting is that Skelton and his chums have, inadvertantly or not, relied on 
a definition of class not far removed from classical Marxism. They are not bothered by 
the death of the old industrial working class; they want the support of the so-called new 
working class. Skilled, professional; not a hint of manual labour. Yet, they are still working 
class because they have to sell their labour. Skelton wants their support big-time. Labour 
takes the support of skilled, professional workers for granted.

A new left party needs to reach out to these workers as well ✪
July 2013

1. The only trades union former “bogey-woman” that sprang to mind was Brenda Dean, leader 
of print union SOGAT in the 1980s. That says more about my age than anything.
2. Skelton was, prior to publication, a deputy director of the Tory thinktank Policy Exchange, as 
well as a Tory parliamentary candidate in 2010 and a comprehensive-educated native of the 
north-eastern former steel town of Consett.

internal union elections; they simply hate what trades unions are mean to be: an inde-
pendent expression of working class interests.

Labour displays a singular inability to either defend the democratic involvement of 
trades unions in the Labour party or its historical role in establishing the party. On a 
defensive whim, Miliband proposes to meddle — without any real purpose — with the 
forms of trade union involvement in the party. Unite (the union) General Secretary, 
Len McClusky, who was being portrayed by all-and-sundry as the new trade union “bo-
gey-man”,1 has said he is not opposed to changes in the trades union/Labour link, includ-
ing the block vote. He has, of course, the financial trump card up his sleeve. In the last 
few years Unite has donated around £8.4 million pounds. One-off donations may not be 
affected but changes to current rules on how unions affiliate to the Labour party could 
see a considerable drop in income.

This is not an issue that the radical left outside the Labour party can blithely ignore; 
particularly those currents and individuals who are supporting Left Unity. Let us suppose, 
at least for a moment — and I don’t know how many times I’ve used that literary device, 
a trades union member wants to pay a political levy. However, they make it clear that 
they don’t want their political levy to go automatically to Labour. Let us suppose — again 
— that they want their political levy to go to another party, a new left party perhaps, or a 
specific campaign. I can almost see administrative staff in unions pulling their hair out — 
if they have any left. Political levy: easy, goes to Labour; campaigns; easy, if support has 
been agreed by a national or regional conference. Individual union members determining 
where their political levy goes? Is this the penetration of so-called “free market” ideas that 
unions are really opposed to? Perish the thought that the apparent threat these political 
choices might pose for that stream of left opinion that looks backwards to the more sim-
plistic “us and them” 1950s is opposed because it doesn’t fit with their views. Surely not.

“Taken for granted”

The political levy to Labour is taken for granted. If levy payers want to support or be 
a member of a political party other than Labour then, so the rationale would go, they 
do that on an individual basis. But the degrees to which this assumption can continue to 
be held could rapidly become more complex. Will a union national conference have to 
lay down an approved list of political organisations that it would transfer an individual’s 
political levy to? Let’s assume — and I hope we can assume this — that a union has 
passed policy opposed to racism and fascism; therefore, can we assume that if an individ-
ual political levy payer wanted their levy to be paid to the British National Party or the 
English Defence League it wouldn’t happen. What if they wanted their levy to be paid to 
the Conservative party?
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can bully a response out of you get their ideas from?
Recent events in Egypt (see ...) are a case in point. My gut reaction would be to say I’m 

opposed to the military overthrow of an (even if questionably) elected president. “So”, 
someone might say, “you support Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood”. No I don’t. But 
isn’t it that simple? No it’s not. I’m being asked if I support the overthrow of a socially 
conservative but economically neo-liberal ruling class faction and, by assumption, sup-
port another ruling class faction. The social forces — democratic, secular — I might 
throw my meagre support behind are a small minority. Am I being contrary because I can 
or because I cannot make my mind up?

My point is, dare I say, simple: think before you speak ‘the idea’ ✪
August 2013

Acting up?
What can a former ‘drag queen’ tell us about the working class?

I THINK I should apologise to non British-resident visitors 
to Storyboard4 but you may not be familiar with some of 

the people mentioned in the following piece. However, many 
of the issues touched upon have an international character in 
2013.

On a sceptic whim, perhaps, I decided to watch the first epi-
sode of Paul O’Grady’s two-part series on “Working Britain”.1 
It was essentially his personal view of the British working class 
and, at least tentatively, an examination of what has happened 
to that working class. He began with his own apology; recog-
nising that while now, as a successful entertainer, he would 
appear to be a very long way from his own roots in Liverpool. 
But, he insisted, he still thought of himself as working class.

An intriguing psychological dilemma? We would obviously have to watch to find out. 
I would have to admit that a lot of his history of the working class in this country came 
across as romanticised; from the apparent solidity of community solidarity, emergence of 
an organised working class, determination of the Jarrow marchers through to the struggles 
and strikes of the 1970s and 1980s.

Perhaps one of the more telling parts of this first episode, however, was of the fight 
of new Afro-Caribbean immigrants (from the 1950s onwards) against racism and their 

Articulation
Politics is not just a game of scrabble. 
Complexity need not be confusing

WHEN IDEAS become sandwiched, or 
shrunk and scaled to fit, they can quickly 

lose their nuance. On occasion the complexities 
of an idea or viewpoint may be there for show 
more than anything else. However, the apparent com-
plexity of an idea may be there not to make it unintelligible but to 
reflect an understanding that the event or situation being addressed does 
not, necessarily, fit in to the ‘clear cut’ simplicity that is so often preferred.

When we attempt to articulate our ideas and opinions we will use language, written 
and orally, to paint a literary picture. What language; what dialect — political dialect 
— should we use? Tricky; and that is not some obscure and complex reference to one of 
Bristol’s finest. I feel confident to suggest that fellow blogger Harpymarx might well have 
an opinion on this. Complex ideas need not be confusing, indeed it would seem sensible 
to discover the best language to explain the idea. If the idea, socialism perhaps, reveals a 
number of different layers in explanation then the language that socialists use to articulate 
‘the idea’ becomes very important.

The language and words are akin to brush strokes on this picture. You might prefer fine 
brushes or, for whatever reason, you might prefer the more deterministic broad brush. I’m 
not sure how much further to carry this analogy; you will end up having to clean all the 
brushes in much the same smelly turps.

Arenas

If there is one arena, theatrical or combat, where this problem of complexity versus 
simplicity rears its head it is lefty politics. In particular your evaluation of current events, 
often in countries other than the one you are actually living in. Yes, you may have more 
information, understanding of a particular country and an event (the consequences of 
which can change hour-by-hour), based on contacts and friendships but does that there-
fore require you to have an opinion or explanation — ‘the idea’ —to hand instantly. In 
my recent experience this would seem to be the case. It is not acceptable to support the 
general line of a document; you are now answerable for every dot and comma, even if you 
were not involved in drawing up the original document. Where do people who think they 
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Miserable? Sometimes. 
Sceptical? Always
Roland goes back to his academic roots. It’s unlikely to last for long

SOME PEOPLE make an assumption about Beckett — and by that I mean they as-
sume they he was little more than a sad, early 20th-century miserablist. There are plen-

ty of reasons for thinking that; given events in Europe at the time. But they are so wrong.
Beckett’s most well-known work, Waiting for Godot, fits, a little more simply, in to a 

perception of how a play should be. It is for sure, “knock-about” fun. It has a beginning, 
a middle; but what critics have always failed to either appreciate, or tell us, is that there 
is no ending. How could there be? The clue is in the title: “Waiting”. To this very day 
Estragon and Vladimir, those two washed-up clowns, are still waiting.

The perception of how a “play” should be; this is central to the loss of theatre as was 
previously understood. It is a “performance”, an “act”. The audience may see a story with 
a beginning, a middle but ... Does it ever need a “conventional” end? Are we not allowed 
to leave the theatre wondering what might happen? Today, we have become (uncomfort-
ably?) accustomed to a story being rounded off. On the television we have become accus-
tomed to a certain number of episodes; and there will be the conclusion. It’s neat and tidy.

“human condition”

If Beckett was attempting to tell us anything it is surely this: real life is never so simple. 
Beckett could certainly tell us a sad story; but those sad stories were also imbibed with a 
humour and a satirical view of the human condition. Difficult to get to grips with.

In Waiting for Godot, Estragon and Vladimir play the clowns that as children, perhaps, 
we became familiar with. In a play such as Krapp’s Last Tape you might be forgiven for 
wondering: “Where is the humour?”

Krapp has been recording, quite literally, his thoughts on his life, his entanglements, for 
most of his adult years. On a “late evening in the future” — I’ll bear that in mind — he 
is faced with the prospect of recording his “last tape” all by himself. Is it just me or can 
no-one else see the funny side of that? ✪

September 2013

contribution to British working class struggles. He visited Bristol to meet three men who 
when they first emigrated to this country found that, despite holding British passports, 
could not get jobs on the local buses. It was, of course, the colour of their skin that was 
perceived to be the problem, not whether their British passport was in order.

“forget history at our peril”

Their struggle against this specific example of discrimination was a success when they 
were able to organise a cross-community boycott of the buses. We forget the history of 
these struggles at our peril.

O’Grady’s presentational style throughout was amiable; he is, after all, familiar to and 
liked by many TV viewers. He was, at times, also quite laconic. Nevertheless, no-one 
should be surprised if the “usual suspects” claim that the programme is yet another exam-
ple of BBC (so-called) left-wing bias. No doubt they would prefer us all to be lectured on 
working class history by the likes of David Starkey. He would explain to us half-wits why 
the independent organisation of the working class was always wrong and that we should 
have trusted in the far-sighted benevolence of our betters.

O’Grady finished this first episode talking with a small group of ‘employees’ at a call 
centre workers; a derivative example, you might think, of a post-industrial workforce. 
When asked none of them said they saw themselves as working class. Their relationship 
to the “means of production”; their need to sell their labour; their for trades unions and 
political representation is little different from that of workers 100  and more years ago. In 
fact many of the group described themselves as “classless”. There is a challenge there that 
any new left needs to grasp.

O’Grady’s conclusion was that despite his current personal prosperity, “up here”, and 
he helpfully pointed to his head, he was still working class. I can appreciate his view but 
I’m not convinced that a psychological programme for socialism is going to mobilise a 
mass movement ✪

August 2013

1. The programmes have been billed to reflect not only his own general view of British working 
class history but also his own personal history.
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in a taxi west of Sarajevo and BOOM ..! Was that journalist just stupid (quite possibly) or 
was he “hard-working”? Most of you seems to be outside the taxi but relatively important 
parts of your right leg seem to be still in the car. It doesn’t matter Mr Osborne because 
I can clearly understand that you have worked hard as well. What was some guy with a 
double first (in a couple of ‘economically’ useless subjects) and a Phd (in a completely 
useless subject) doing in Bosnia? F off the lot of you.

Today, (or whenever this rant is agreed to be posted), Royal Mail is to be ‘partly’ priva-
tised. Thatcher wouldn’t touch that; on account of some spurious reason about selling the 
Queen’s head. Her majesty should have thought herself lucky given that many predeces-
sors had quite a bit more than her heads ‘sold’ off. Not important.

What is important is the neo-Thatcherite idea that selling off a (nominally) publicly 
owned public service is good for “hard-working people”. Shares for ... But didn’t we all, 
already, have shares? ✪

September 2013

Seizing the moment
Fancy going on a “Ketogenic” diet?

DON’T WORRY, this is not some 
lucrative brand endorsement for 

a “new age” fad. Imagine, if you can, 
writhing on the floor. Ok, some of you 
may well have filthy imaginations, but 
you have fallen to the ground; your 
muscles have tightened and you may-
be rocking back and forth. You are having a seizure; more than likely, an epileptic seizure. 
If anybody thinks it might be a ‘life-enhancing experience’ I’m inclined to suggest you 
should make an appointment to see a “shrink”.

Of course, you may not remember to do that because you can’t properly remember 
what has just happened. On the assumption that the overwhelming majority of visitors to 
Storyboard4 are adults I’m afraid the Ketogenic diet will not be of any help. It is of help 
to children and is higher in fats and lower in carbohydrates.

For most adults its anti-epileptic drugs or get used to falling over and bruising yourself. 
What can be a problem, as I’ve recently found out, is that if you have been seizure-free, 

Hard-working people
Former postal sorting-office worker, son of those silly mining folk, 
Mr Wood, says that the phrase means nothing. “... private parties 
are just that.”

DON’T GET me wrong. Several hundred 
years ago some of the British government 

elite’s relatives may well have worked hard — 
even if it did involve working their employees 
more than a little bit harder for subsistence; 
if they were lucky. Shop-floor chats about 
‘craft’ guilds would be akin to treason; trades 
unions? You were probably lucky not have 
been shot on sight.

What on earth do any of the alleged lead-
ers of the three main parties in Britain know 
about “hard-working people”? Yet the phrase 
is inter-manageable between Conservatives, 
Labour and Liberal Democrats. The impli-
cation is that if you are “hard-working”, not 
a benefit scrounger, then we want your vote 
(“You vote in this little cubicle and put a cross here; I need to explain this because you are 
more than likely very stupid”).

British chancellor of the (virtual) Exchequer, George Osborne, knows all about work-
ing hard. The poor love comes from the Anglo-Irish aristocracy, something that is occa-
sionally  referred to as the “ Ascendancy”. He attended one of the lesser known ‘big’ pri-
vate schools, St Paul’s, London and then Magdalene College, Oxford; afterwards, he had 
to work very hard at folding this or that in some relatively well-known department store. 
Come on Storyboard4 visitors and followers: empathise with him. He’s worked very hard 
so that everyone else on these peculiar islands off the coast of mainland Europe can work 
even harder, for a lot, lot less than an inherited baronetcy.

BOOM!

Let’s suppose, just for a moment, you are a journalist working for a ‘renowned’ news 
agency (working very hard you understand) trying to get an interview; you find yourself 
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Disconsolate shrug
Politics in middle-age. However much you wish you could you cannot 
run away. Roland explains how to be a middle-aged socialist with three 
chords in three minutes

IF YOU have emerged from a self-imposed political exile, as I have done, you might 
be forgiven for wondering why you bothered. You may have kept your beady eyes on 

events nationally and internationally — due, perhaps, to some now ingrained journalistic 
inquisitiveness — but it was only so far. More a wary sloth than a “hands-on” activist.

If not necessarily wiser, you are certainly older. How will you cope? If you’re anything 
like me, and ‘heaven’ help you if you are, you will not be travelling light. I have a personal 
baggage train so long that it would put most medieval monarchies to shame. 

“The KKK took my baby away”

I think what we need is a middle-aged lefty guide to socialist activism; easy to follow, 
tick boxes like they were going out of fashion, the whole ‘shebang’. Learn how to shrug 
disconsolately when those around you don’t understand why the Ramones were one of 
America’s better musical exports.

l Do you, if somewhat unexpectedly, have 
parental responsibilities? This is, I admit, not 
a good example on my part but its ‘useful-
ness’ I will attempt to explain. The cost of a 
train from Leicester to St Pancras, London is 
disproportionate to the cost of the train from 
St Pancras to Bruxelles, where my 11-year 
old son lives. There must have been a point 
at which — but, of course, I can’t remem-
ber — I decided that my life was not nearly 
complicated enough and I really had to do something about that. Actually, it’s a lot more 
complicated than that and friends can serve upon me copious numbers of Freedom of In-
formation requests but my lips are sealed. Some people (you know who you are, “Netty”) 
would have quite liked it if my lips had been surgically sewn up some years ago but that’s 
quite a different matter. Nonetheless ...

Indeed, nonetheless, young children are a useful excuse for geographically absent fathers 
who don’t — and know, for a residue of other reasons — that they shouldn’t over-commit 

even for 12 months or so, and as a result stop taking the medication ... Well, if you have 
a long history of seizures, as I have had, epilepsy can still creep up behind and before you 
realise it you’ve been clobbered on the head. This is obviously frustrating because the 
primary source of the problem is what is going on it that there head.

“focal ... generalised ...”

Epilepsy Action claim that there are over 600,000 people in Britain with epilepsy; a 
diagnosis usually based on having had more than one seizure. But, it’s not that simple. 
What type of seizure might you have had? A “focal (or partial) seizure”, that is one that 
only effects one side of your brain; a “generalised seizure”, effecting as many parts of your 
brain as it can get its grubby mitts on. Don’t you just love this stuff? Actually, I do because 
I’ve found that attempting to understand this is the only way I can get my ‘head’ around 
it.

Best of all is spending all day at the local General hospital neurology unit to take you 
through all the various, often idiotic, tests that you had to smile about 12 months previ-
ously. I had come to conclusion that the neurologist I had seen previously was glad to see 
the back of me; not because he was happy in my improvements but because ... well ... I 
think he was just glad to see the back of me.

There sometimes seem to be ailments and problems that keep coming back to haunt 
you; not that I believe in ghosts mind. Although there was that one time ... ✪

September 2013

Epilepsy Action have a Freephone helpline: 0808 800 5050
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moving them away (almost) from 
their original conception. In many 
respects, this reflected his general 
political view of life. Where I think 
we made a mistake earlier this year, 
and Rîcard wanted to take a break, 
was that we did not see the signs. We 
thought he was tired; he was, after all, 
getting on a bit. He was a serious ac-
tivist and militant in the Ligue Com-
muniste Revolutionaire and, until re-
cently, the NPA (New Anti-capitalist 
Party). But he could always see the funny side; the absurdities and contradictions of life 
in “left-wing world”.

Rîcard was a distant relative of mine on my mother’s side. It is a rather long and con-
voluted story and if I were to attempt to even begin to explain we would be here for a 
long time. We met by chance; in fact, it was in a bookshop specialising in comics which, 
like Rîcard, I was a fan of and I also found that they were a far better introduction to 
everyday conversational French than anything I’d been taught at school. Rîcard would 
have said that all the best “meetings-of-minds” happen by chance. We gelled and the rest 
is now history. At Storyboard4 we feel that it is a history worthy of celebration. He never 
sought the lime light and, despite his proximity to the Euro Tunnel, would rarely attend 
our occasional editorial meetings. He was a fine illustrator and cartoonist but, despite my 
concerted pestering, he didn’t like to scan his work onto his clapped-out old 1980s Mac 
computer. He once told me that he felt that his work lost its soul when it became “digital-
ised”. Esoteric? Possibly, but I respected that. Many of his French comrades thought, so 
I’m told, that his involvement with a small group of British and half-British lefty satirists 
was a little odd; perhaps they were right. We don’t have any regrets and I don’t think Rî-
card did either. His last words to at least three of us: “Les chattes a la guerre! I’m too old 
for this.” No, you were never too old ✪

Salut camarade
Roland Wood for and on behalf of Storyboard4 29 September 2013

themselves to a level of political activity that they had done in the past. I hate what I’ve 
just said. Excuse me while I take a short break to (metaphorically) beat myself up.

That’s better. Now, where were we?
l Did the Enlightenment pass the British left by? You emerge from your long sommeil 

only to discover that some things have clearly not changed. Dare I say that the British left 
is one of the most conservative social currents around? Well, I don’t think I need to. If, on 
the off chance, you have a picture of a fine, upstanding working class family, put it online 
and see how many “lol”s you get. Neighbours of mine, many of whom are, at least, 20 
years older than me never seem to be phased by my predicaments. “I’m off to Somerset 
to meet my 11-year old son’s maternal grandparents for the first time ...” “Oh, Roland, 
I’m sure you’ll be charming.” It’s worth, I hope, remembering the nice things that relative 
strangers say to you; unlike what your (legal) relatives say to you or how they treat your 
close friends. (Don’t panic you two; I wrote you out of my Will years ago and there will 
be no graveside you can gloat over. Don’t forget, I’ve been declared clinically dead twice 
already; I’m just getting into the ‘swing’ of it.)

Once again, where were we? Almost at my preferred word limit for a post/article; that’s 
where we are. The most difficult part is that while you may well have a ton of experience it 
is sometimes difficult to decide how to filter it — for the benefit of a younger generation 
of socialist activists. They may well say that the Ramones couldn’t play their instruments. 
Learn to shrug. It’s easier than attempting to explain, possibly at some length, that was 
the point ✪

September 2013

RÎCARD DE LA MER (1931-2013)
STORYBOARD4 doesn’t usually do obituaries but when it involves “one 
of our own” we feel compelled to say our piece.

Rîcard was a rare Frenchman. He could speak and write in English like wot I can in 
French. Franglais? He gave the cliché depth, warmth and, above all else, humour. Like 

many other people in France he loved comics and was a big fan of Asterix. He was defi-
nitely not a fan of Tin Tin and would have been quite happy to have drowned Snowy in 
a stew. He once described Tin Tin to me as that “annoying little Belgian twerp!” Actually, 
he  said that in French and, as I recall, employed a selection of choice adjectives that you 
certainly won’t learn in a British High School French lesson.

He eagerly took responsibility for the Lounger diaries and reshaped the characters; 
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If, as was the case with one of my former colleagues, you get shot straight through the 
head as you attempt to get some pictures in a Somali refugee camp it’s certainly not a 
pretty sight, I can assure you of that, but it must be “money-for-old-rope” for an omni-
present deity. If, on the other hand, you are quite literally blown in to several pieces by an 
absently minded and forgotten land-mine in Bosnia, what is our aforementioned deity 
to do? Does Heaven ‘outsource’ that kind of work? Do they have any kind of regulatory 
‘body’ (yes, piss poor, but pun was intended)? What happens if you’re put back together, 
for all eternity, the wrong way round; what happens if these outsource workers (probably 
from Purgatory) put your right arm where your left arm should go and vice versa? Is there 
a complaints procedure? Is there a waiting list? So many questions.

Now, of course, those who believe in omnipresent deities will no doubt also believe 
that the money-grabbing charlatans of this world will have gone to hell. But charlatans 
are — it’s on the tin — crafty. It surely can’t be impossible, even in Heaven, that charla-
tans could hack into Heaven’s communications data base and before you know it â€” and 
don’t forget, you’ve got a fuck of long time to find out about it — you’re getting “cold-
calls” enquiring whether you’ve been miss-sold PELI (Personal Eternal Life Insurance).

“Cold calls” in Heaven? Well ... Bear with me. If Hell is hot, hot, HOT!, surely it 
stands to reason (“reason”, definition in this context: difficult subject for the religiously 
devoted to get their heads round) that Heaven will be cold, i.e, the ‘polar’ opposite (never 
mind). In fact, if I can just milk these absurd analogies a little further, it would seem to 
suggest that Purgatory probably has a more temperate climate. Need I say more? Only 
this: however much some people take the piss out of existentialism, usually as a result of 
misconstrued preconception, I find it to be a more rational explanation for the complex-
ities and, very often, absurdities of life (the “being”) than others. As one of my favourite 
childhood TV characters would have said “Boom! Boom!” ✪

October 2013

1. Sartre JP, Being and Nothingness, first published as L’Etre et le Néant, 1943. First published in 
English by Methuen & Co Ltd, ISBN 0 416 18020 5, 1958.

Death ...
... and destruction. Is eternal life a threat or a belief?

I’M BEGINNING to wonder, and not for the 
first time, if I’m jinxed. I have attended 10, 

possibly more, funerals. Of those, quite a few 
of the funerals and memorial services were or-
ganised by me. Is that average for someone in 
the early 50’s?

Given current international events some may 
be inclined to say that I have been lucky. Per-
haps, on average, they are right. Yet, I have only 
ever been to one wedding and that was about as enjoyable as a proverbial poke in the eye. 
Actually, that’s not true; I’ve been to two if I count my own; unfortunately I wish some-
one had poked my eyes out on that occasion.

Death, when it doesn’t involve warfare, for example, can be an odd but funny business. 
Rîcard understood that. Because people don’t know, for sure, what genuinely happens 
when someone dies (other than biological decomposition etc) much of the human race 
seems to have wrapped its self in a “comfort blanket”; desperate to believe that death is 
not the end.

Much to chagrin of relatives, friends and various religious quacks, my comfort blanket 
is of different cut. JP Sartre, in a possibly rare display of concision, describes in Being and 
Nothingness1 how when you are born, and I paraphrase, ‘you are nothing ... and when you 
die you become nothing again’ (my emphasis). The space between these two nothings are 
your “being”; your environment, in the broadest meaning of the term, your political sym-
pathies and choices — many influences can shape that being. Martin Heidegger would 
not have agreed entirely but, given that they are both dead and physically are “nothing”, 
the disputes over the French and German expressions “to make nothing” are not at the 
top of my personal agenda right now.

For those who, for whatever reason, believe in an omnipresent deity, I can see problems; 
and I’m not generally known for my foresight. Perhaps God, whoever he or she may be, is 
actually part of a family firm. The Judaic/Christian/Moslem God is a franchise holder for  
our planet. His, or her, other siblings may well hold the franchise for planets elsewhere. 
Stupid hypothesis? No more stupid than believing in life eternal after death. Life eternal? 
I think we can all agree that’s a fuck of long time. My guess is that the no. 51 will still 
not show up.
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Imagine, however, you are in Italy in the 1970s. The Italian Communist Party (PCI, 
party of Antonio Gramsci) regularly had 30% of the popular vote. It’s a level of popular 
support that even the French Communist Party (PCF) would have had wet dreams about. 
The PCI, however, was not, historically, a Moscow-loving servant, unlike the PCF. From 
the mid-1970s at least, and over subsequent decades, it evolved, under the short-hand 
rubric of “euro-communism”, and consequently became virtually indistinguishable from 
modern social democracy. Some of the leaders of today’s Italian coalition were “commu-
nist” students once (and more than likely only once).

Perhaps Fo has more pressing matters on his mind at the moment. That would be a 
shame; he posses the ability to put fun back into political satire ✪

October 2013

New horizons?
Is British politics on the left changing? In the months ahead we 
may find out

BY THE end of November a new party of 
the left will have been formally launched. 

While several thousand supported Ken Loach’s 
original appeal (the 14th of November Move-
ment) for a new party to the left of Labour the 
number who are actually ‘members’ of Left 
Unity (the vehicle through which most of the 
pre-launch discussion has taken place) is prob-
ably no more than a thousand. That is probably not such a surprise; many people often 
don’t act on their support for a mere, vague statement.

The question remains: what kind of party will it be? A simplistic answer has probably 
already been written by somebody or other according to page *** of (put in your favourite 
Lenin, Trotsky or even someone else’s citation). Will it, to use a well-worn phrase, be a 
“small mass party”, or is it, more specifically, a realignment of the class struggle left with 
more open-minded revolutionary socialist currents. One answer is to admit that we don’t 
know. Is that something that we have to be ashamed of? In my personal view no it’s not. 
Admitting that you “don’t know” can be a strength. Either way, much of the pre-confer-
ence discussion and the emergence of platforms/tendencies has, at the very least, been ob-
tuse. That is, perhaps, unfair. I don’t wish to be accused of describing some contributors to 

Accidental improvisation: plot 
line “up for grabs”
PLAYWRIGHT AND ACTOR, DARIO FO, is 
surely taking the piss; either that or he must 
be wetting himself. Is he behind the political 
improvisation in Italy’s parliament? Accidental 
death? More like political infanticide

Silvio Berlusconi is not your usual strutting male lead; un-
less, of course, your lines are being paraphrased by a No-

bel laureate for literature. For Fo Berlusconi must be a dream 
come true. Forget your “Bunga, bunga”; Berlusconi is a play-
wright’s perfect idiot and fool.

In English language drama the idiot, clown or fool, is invariably the one character who 
knows what is genuinely going on. Fo, in a tribute to “Commedia dell’arte” perhaps, 
twists the English theatrical tradition around a little bit; Berlusconi is certainly the fool 
but, even though he pretends to know what is going on, he clearly doesn’t. Berlusconi 
may well be wearing a mask, in respect for the 16th century traditions of dell’arte, but, in 
the hands of a writer such as Fo, the mask is patently transparent. We can see everything 
and it’s not pretty is it?

“football-mad Trotskyist”

An old friend of mine, an Italian football-mad Trotskyist, once told me that Italian pol-
itics was often akin to being permanently stuck in a Dario Fo play. He may, by that point, 
have become an MP (lower house) for the then Partido Communista Rifoundazione. Or 
had he become an MEP? I’m sure someone will set me straight on that. Nonetheless, it is 
a scenario — a permanent political stand-up routine — that I think even the likes of Alexi 
Sayle would find exhausting. I feel exhausted thinking about it.

However, my friend, Livio Maitan (1923-2004), did point out to me that modern Italy 
is relatively young as nation states go. Many people assume that because of the dominance 
of the Roman empire in the past then, surely, Italy has been around for a long time. I 
don’t think I have the space here to refute or attempt to explain why this is not true; go 
and buy some Garibaldi biscuits. It will, in time, make sense.
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Post-1945 politics was, of course, never as simple as it is often portrayed. Yet, the 
apocryphal version of British life and politics of that period, which the United Kingdom 
Independence party (UKIP) milks as if it were going out of fashion — and, of course, 
it has — is shared by some on the British left, and inside Left Unity, if from a different 
overall class standpoint. Far be it for an addled dilettante like me to ruthlessly break up 
fellow Left Unity supporters illusions but I have quite a few problems with such a ‘so-
cialist’ nostalgia trip. This is now, 1945 etc, was almost 70 years ago. Cliché anybody? It’s 
been a little over-cooked.

Alongside the nostalgia there also runs the recognition that a new left party must base 
itself on struggles occurring today; opposition to austerity, Islamophobia, stigma sur-
rounding physical and mental disabilities and distress ... for democratic trades unions, 
self-organisation ... These struggles are of a character virtually unknown to radical or 
revolutionary socialists in post-1945 Britain (or, indeed, in many other countries). Yet, 
I certainly feel that it is today’s struggles, not always, intrinsically anti-capitalist, which 
should shape and characterise a new left party.

A new left party should root its vision of socialist democracy in today’s struggles; it 
should be a party of struggle, demonstrating, practically, why those struggles are a part 
of a wider anti-capitalist struggle. And what should this new party call itself? Forgive me 
for being glib, it’s another ‘skill’ that I picked up somewhere or other, but it could be 
called ‘the 2013 and beyond party’ because people will support this “new” left party and, 
initially, vote for it in local elections, if they can see in practice that this party, whatever 
name it chooses, is on their side, taking up issues that face culturally diverse working class 
communities every day. Mainstream parliamentary parties; parties of the far-right and the 
‘bloody obstinate’ left claim to do that already. A “new” left party has to demonstrate in 
practice that it doesn’t just “talk the talk”. That’s quite enough clichés; I’m well over my 
usual self-imposed word length ✪

October 2013

the discussion as ‘slow’. Whatever some of my detractors might imagine, I am not nearly 
as mean or deprecatory as they sometimes claim.

In fact, it could be argued that there is more to be gained from taking things slower, in 
terms of speed — patience is, perhaps, a better expression and an underrated virtue — 
rather than rushing headlong into yet another, albeit principled, disaster; akin to a “pig-
in-a-poke”. If, for whatever peculiar reason you have a fetish for neo-Stalinist mausoleums 
then Arthur Scargill’s Socialist Labour Party was devised just for you. Made in Britain! 
Not to be copied again or elsewhere. Scargill may have been one of Britain’s most impor-
tant class struggle leaders of the late 20th century but woe-betide-you if you disagreed 
with him on his admiration for ‘comrade Stalin’. I have more than enough dirt on how 
many hurdles Leicestershire’s “dirty thirty” had to jump over to get NUM support during 
the 1984-85 strike, despite the fact they were all NUM members, than you can shake an 
overfull litter tray at. In my case it’s a ‘family’ thing. Enough said, I think.

And yet, there are some dilemmas that Left Unity, and any subsequent new party, faces 
that will provide new challenges and a need for new thinking. “New”? Yes, it sounds fa-
miliar. Unfortunately it was Blair and his cronies that raised the banner of “New” Labour; 
yet it should have been the left that raised such a banner but given it a radical anti-capital-
ist content. Today, the left must demonstrate and illustrate how it is “new”.

“labour history theme park”

Nonetheless, there does inside Left Unity appear to be an almost romanticised and 
nostalgic view of the very real gains of the 1945 Labour government. But we don’t want 
to find ourselves trapped inside a labour history theme park do we? Politics may well have 
seemed simpler almost 70 years ago; one class against the ‘other’. I don’t expect the likes 
of David Cameron or George Osborne to vote for and support any other party than the 
Tories; it’s in their class interests. Personally, I have always reserved much of my ire for 
working class Tories. Watch how the Tory party group, Renewal, (if you can keep your 
eyes averted from the size of Eric Pickles waistline) closely. The Tory party has in the past 
had a minimal, but sometimes vocal base inside the trades unions and, at the very least, 
they want that minimal base back. No-one should, of course, be fooled. David Skelton, 
a former deputy director of the Policy Exchange, claims that Renewal supports the min-
imum wage (not, as far as I am aware, the living wage) and that Tories were wrong to 
have opposed it. But, and here’s the catch, employers should be compensated for paying 
the minimum wage. To put it another way: “These public toilets are foul and I’m going to 
be compensated by the government to make them an itsy-bitsy less disgusting.” “Thanks 
govnor, you’re a gent and no ...”

I digress. It’s a genetic skill; and no, I’m not going to explain why I think that may be 
the case.
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As for tall buildings, such as the upcoming One World Trade Center; many of its most 
vocal supporters would be happy enough demonstrating outside an exhibition of the late 
Francis Bacon but construct a building akin to an over-excited phallus to demonstrate 
how wonderful their particular sub-sect of humans are and they become a little over-ex-
cited, female and male. God is not only cruel and callous, should such a ‘thing’ exist, 
and whatever their gender, also has an enormous phallus. But, what if this mixed-up 
God, given that gender is such a sensitive issue for these religious quacks, were actually a 
hermaphrodite. It brings an old phrase to mind: “S*** and see!” I think we should con-
centrate today on what is happening, along humanitarian grounds, in the Philippines. 
As ever, it is the poorest, most exploited who have suffered from this disaster — natal or 
unnatural — and socialists should be giving them our solidarity ✪

November 2013

‘New’: no longer a dirty word
What are the non-Labour left going to give people and 
what might they give up?

SO, WE AWAIT, with bated breath, what will emerge from Left Unity’s launch confer-
ence for a new party. Will it represent a genuine and healthy recomposition of Britain’s 

political left; or will it be yet another ‘pig-in-a-poke’? If it is the former — and despite my 
natural inclination towards caution — I hope it is I think it would be because LU has, 
so far at least, been more attuned to the need for inclusivity and democratic discussion.

It’s not as if ‘experiments’ in building new parties to the left of Labour is original. The 
Scargill-adoring Socialist Labour Party was little more than a Stalinist’s wet dream come 
true (no pun intended). LU would appear to be more closely aligned with the emergent 
European new left and, on the whole, that is to be welcomed and encouraged.

“Still a movement”

Where I can see pitfalls ahead is in over estimating the impact that the transition from 
a sometimes disparate collection of activists into a new political party will have. Calling 
yourself a ‘Party’, with some appropriate pre-fix, is not suddenly draw the eager masses 
to your banner. At an initial stage, and probably for some time, this new party will still 
be a movement; something it shouldn’t be ashamed of. If anything, the name of this new 
party should reflect that; indeed, struggle, local, national and international, needs to be 

Who is aking the questions?
Genuine human misery and suffering has to struggle for 
editorial space with ‘dick-heads’

WHY IS it that when the typhoon “Hai-
yan” hit the Philippines and, more 

than understandably, broke and dominated 
the news headlines it was accompanied by 
news editor’s equal fascination with the con-
struction of the tallest building in the US? 
One would appear to have been a ‘natural’ 
disaster; the other is a ‘unnatural’ disaster. 
Can you guess which is which?

Perhaps I’m jumping to conclusions; per-
haps they are both ‘unnatural’ disasters? If, as might well be the case, Typhoon Haiyan is 
an(other) example of climate change and its consequences then it could be argued that 
it was an unnatural on the basis that the, allegedly, most advanced species on this planet 
pump so much shit into the atmosphere, the seas … In fact we pump our shit into what-
ever place we can find.

“proto-Nazi theory”

“But …”, I can hear a right-wing ‘Christian’ about to say, “the typhoon was an act of 
God”. That is, unsurprisingly, as ‘barking’ ridiculous as the US Republican party/“Tea 
Party” supporting senator who claimed that women who were raped were, if they became 
pregnant as a result, should not have the right to an abortion, going so far as to endorse 
a proto-Nazi theory that they wouldn’t become pregnant in any event. The logic runs in 
tandem: if God is all seeing he, it or she, “should’ve gone to Specs … (“No, I said no cor-
porate sponsorship!”) … should’ve has is eye sight checked out several billion and more 
years ago. The contradiction these people can never seem to see is that either their God is 
cruel, callous — because what have the poorest inhabitants of an archipelago of islands in 
the Pacific ever done to this so-called God; or, they can’t admit that their God might have 
been holding their architectural “creation” plans the wrong way up. The Philippines are 
in such a place on this planet as to attract many storms, earthquakes, volcanoes … Sack 
the creative director; that’s what I say! If you want to be God’s redundancy package, and 
be a ‘plonker’ (wait for it …) into the bargain-bin, then go ahead.
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Response
CONFERENCES; who’d have them? Good question, well brought out. Ironically — or 

perhaps not — the launch conference of a new party to the left of Labour wasn’t as 
bad as it could have been. Some of it was as “dull as dish water” but unfortunately that 
tends to be an essential ingredient. I thought the contribution from Leicester — and yes, 
I am biased in this respect — was important. A song, a poem; as Mary Poppins would, 
in the context of life 2013-styley, say: “A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down”.

And now the deed has been done. A new broad left party. All that can go wrong is that 
the combined elements that have come together to help this happen turn in on each other 
and tear themselves apart. But that’s not going to happen is it?

There genuinely seems to be a desire on the part of the British left not to fuck things 
up yet again. I certainly hope that’s the case. I would add these words of caution: this new 
party is still a ‘work in progress’; a movement in progress. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. 
This new party is not a revolutionary socialist party with its Christmas wrapping taken 
off early. Some of the participants clearly thought it should have been. They are welcome 
to ‘cloud-cuckoo’ land.

Inside this general recomposition of the left is another recomposition. If you think 
this is getting confusing then I can assure you of one thing: you’re not the only one who 
finds it so. Socialist Resistance (British section of the Fourth International), International 
Socialist Network and Anticapitalist Initiative are having a ‘love-in’; or something along 
those lines. I’m not sure we need to know the most salacious details. If you do want to 
know I’m more than certain there are websites out there which will cater for your specific 
requirements. Forgive me of my proclivity towards the puerile and inane but there is an 
important point here. Some of us thought we had ‘cracked’ it before; with regard to the 
IMG and SWP becoming a unified revolutionary socialist organisation. It didn’t happen. 
Lots of reasons why/piss-poor reasons why it didn’t.

Will it be different this time? This is hardly a ‘first date’. There may well be some indis-
creet fumbles but … what would seem to be important is a common project, Left Unity. 
Importantly, is the respect we can bring to this ‘work in progress’, the ‘uncommitted to 
any one current’; revolutionary socialists have come a long way round to these conclu-
sions. Painful for some of us. I will admit it: I bear grudges (even if I know it’s not what 
I should do); but I do bear those grudges. I was not just a ‘bag-carrier’ for the likes of 
comrades Smith, Westland and others. Bitter and twisted? I can’t make my mind up on 
that. END, I think I’ve said quite enough ✪

December 2013

reflected in its ‘brand name’.
If this new party desires to “spread its wings”, to grow beyond the numbers of 

long-standing activists that are currently involved it will have to work hard. It may find it-
self working on issues that the British left is unfamiliar with. Moreover, it will, more than 
likely, have to work and build itself with new tactics. If it seeks to organise and further 
the demands of the poor, dispossessed and those most effected by the austerity and cuts 
drive — to build a bridge from where potential supporters are now to where, preferably, 
they could be — it will need to be a party capable of breaking some old habits of its own. 
A ‘left reformist’ party, nostalgic for the “Spirit of 1945” may, to some seem quite radical 
in the current context. Personally, I would hope for a new party that can move beyond 
that.1 Above all, this new party must not become preserve of any one ideological current. 
Rather, it needs to combine the best from the past with the ‘new’ if it is to project a vision 
of an anti-capitalist socialist democracy ✪

November 2013

1.This ‘frame of mind’ reoccurs several times in an article by John Harris, The Guardian/G2, 10 
September 2013 or The Guardian’s website here. http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/
sep/09/time-for-leftwing-ukip-labour
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Languid language
The demise and implosion of the Socialist 
Workers’ Party (UK) has, we would have to 
admit, a morbid fascination for some of us

THE ISSUES involved — alleged sexual violence 
against women — are serious ones; the fact that 

those issues were, for many of us, resolved, at least 
partially, many decades ago only makes the SWP’s 
crisis seem all the worse. Are other currents on the 
revolutionary left (nationally and internationally) any better at, not just confronting the 
present-day situation in the SWP, but with regard to many other issues, any better?

You could be forgiven for thinking that a book such as Beyond the Fragments (feminism 
and making of socialism)1 had never been written. In a review of the book’s 3rd edition it 
was described as addressing the “fraught question of how to consolidate diverse upsurges 
of rebellion …” Sheila Rowbotham, one of the three co-authors, became closely associ-
ated with the view that socialist theory needed to consider the oppression of women in 
cultural as well as economic terms. She had, for a relatively short period, been a member 
of the International Socialists until it became the SWP and pronounced itself to be “the 
Party”. Ouch! That must hurt.

Perhaps less well remembered is the influence of Big Flame,2 who described themselves 
as “a revolutionary socialist feminist organisation …”, on currents within the British left. 
They would often have the audacity to declare that while they thought a “revolutionary 
party is necessary (…) Big Flame is not that party, nor is it the embryo of that party”.

It’s so much easier to bury your head in the sand and, if you bury it enough you won’t 
even have to think because your historic ‘Party’ leaders will do it for you.

If anybody were writing a book along similar lines to Beyond the Fragments today it 
might be worth titling it ‘Beyond workerism and economism’ ✪

Editorial collective December 2013

1. Sheila Rowbotham, Lynne Segal & Hilary Wainwright, Beyond the Fragments, Merlin Press, 
ISSN-13: 9780850366396, 3rd Ed. 2013.
2. Big Flame was formed in Liverpool in 1970 but dissolved in 1984. They have often been 
associated with groups such as the Italian Lotta Continua. The name was taken from a television 
play written by Jim Allen, directed by Ken Loach. Although their membership was always 
relatively small their influence was wider.


