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editorial
Hello, my name is Steven Martin, I have recently taken over the editorial role here at

Challenge, I would like firstly to thank Ben Chacko for everything he has done to help

in the transition. I would also like to take this opportunity to ask for support in the

promotion of Challenge, and that readers will contribute articles in order that we can

help move the publication forward.  

As usual this issue of Challenge comes at a time when the left is facing profound

challenges, both in Britain and across the world. In this edition you will find 

Bernadette Wang's analysis of the historical relations between the British & the

South African left  (pg. 6 + 7). Our man in China, Ben Chacko, will be taking us through 

the debates and contentious issues facing the China-Tibet situation in this Olympic

year (pg. 8 + 9). Nick Frost will be commenting on the recent rise of the right in Italy 

(pg 10 + 11).  George Morgan will be exploring the contradiction between the New 

Labour government and the needs of the working class in his piece “Darling goes

back to the future” (pg. 12 + 13).  Jo Stevenson takes a look at the world of prostitution

(pg. 14+ 15), while Matt Durey has written on the potential for the left in the world to

embrace Complexity science and its implications for Socialism (pg. 16 + 17)

I again take this opportunity to remind readers that articles are always welcome -

send them to Challenge, Young Communist League, Ruskin House, 23 Coombe Road,

London CR0 1BD or email them to editor@challenge-capitalism.co.uk. Fighting the all-

encompassing global might of capital is certainly a daunting task; but after looking at

its horrendous impact, not merely on the vast bulk of the human race but increasingly

on the planet itself, I am sure readers will agree that it is equally an essential one. 

Steven
Martin
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in the news
N E W S

Round up
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The price of oil has continued to climb - with Brent
crude rising above $146 a barrel for the first time.
Brent crude rose by $1.83 to $146.09 a barrel in
London. US light, sweet crude rose by more than
$1 to $144.81.
Oil prices have risen significantly since the US
government announced on Wednesday that its
crude stockpiles had fallen by more than expected
last week.
The president of oil group Opec has warned that
oil prices could rise even further today if eurozone
rates go up.
Opec president Dr Chakib Khelil told the BBC on
Wednesday (2nd July)  that a rise in eurozone
rates would weaken the dollar further, and would
cause oil prices to rise.
A weaker dollar makes oil a more attractive
investment. 

Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, speaking
ahead of next week's G8 meeting of leading
industrialised nations, predicted that prices would
climb to $150 a barrel.
"Unfortunately, rising oil prices create problems
for the world's economy," he said. 
Global thirst for oil is intense. Demand has risen
by about 3 million barrels a day since 2005 and is
expected to rise by 32 million barrels a day in the
next two decades.
The US remains the world's largest oil consumer
and high individual fuel usage continues to put
pressure on crude stockpiles.
Fast-growing China and India are forecast to
account for 40% of the growth in oil demand by
2030, as industry grows and demand for travel
increases.

  Mortgage squeeze 'will continue'
The availability of mortgages is expected to fall
further in the next three months, lenders have
told the Bank of England.
Lenders say they will put a further squeeze on
the availability of home loans in July to
September, the Bank's Credit Conditions Survey
says.
They also expect the number of people who
default on mortgages to rise.
The amount of unsecured lending, such as
overdrafts and credit cards, is also expected to
fall.
The survey asks lenders to gauge what they
have experienced in the previous three months
and what they predict for the following quarter.
A significant factor in the tightening of the
mortgage market over the past three months
was the fact that lenders expected house
prices to fall, the Bank said.

The Nationwide Building Society, one of the
UK's biggest mortgage lenders, reported its
eighth consecutive monthly fall in house prices
this week.
But the Bank of England predicted that the
demand for home loans was also expected to
fall in the coming three months. It fell by more
than lenders anticipated from April to July, the
survey revealed.
The number of people defaulting on their
mortgages also rose by more than lenders had
expected in the past three months, the Bank
said.
There was more bad news for first-time buyers
without significant savings, with mortgage
suppliers expecting to ask for bigger deposits
in the coming months, instead of putting up the
cost of a mortgage.

L o n d o n  o i l  p r i c e  h i t s
$ 1 4 6  r e c o r d
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Cuba Solidarity
banned from Rise
festival

French-Colombian politician Ingrid
Betancourt and 14 other hostages have
been freed.

Ms Betancourt was held by the left-
wing Farc rebels for more than six years.

Also released were three US defence
department contract workers who were
captured after their light aircraft crashed in
the Colombian jungle in 2003.

The 11 members of the Colombian
security forces who were released had
been captured in various rebel attacks. 

Colombian
Hostage
Freed

Boris Johnson, London's mayor, was criticised by
equality campaigners after it emerged one of the
capital's biggest free music festivals is to drop its
anti-racist message.

Rise has been held in London since 1996 and has
become the biggest anti-racist music festival in
Europe. It was supported by the previous mayor, Ken
Livingstone, as well as by trade unions and the
National Assembly Against Racism (NAAR)..

A spokeswoman for Johnson said this year's
event, on July 13, would no longer carry an anti-racist
message: "Boris has made a commitment to go ahead
with the Rise festival this year but wants to
emphasise its cultural and community dimensions."
During his election campaign Johnson was forced to
apologise for describing Africans as having
"watermelon smiles" and writing of "piccaninnies". He
said his comments were taken out of context and he

was committed to fighting racism.
However, a spokesman for the NAAR called that

claim into question. "The sincerity of Boris Johnson's
claimed commitment to opposing racism in his
election campaign is shown to be false by the fact
that one of his first decisions is to abandon Europe's
biggest anti-racist festival," he said.

Johnson's office said the mayor was "unequivocal
that there is no place for racism or division in
London", adding: "Major festivals and events are an
important way of bringing Londoners from diverse
backgrounds together, to celebrate what we share in
common and enjoy the rich cultural contribution of
different communities."

The Cuba Solidarity Campaign (CSC) has also been
told that its annual Big Cuba Fiesta stage is barred
from this year's event.

Cuba has accused the US of urging
dissidents to stage protests to mark
American Independence Day on 4 July.
"There has been an escalation of
provocative actions organised and financed
by the US Interests Section in Havana," the
foreign ministry said. 
The statement says that public protests are
being planned around 4 July, activities that
would coincide with the end of the mission
of the top US diplomat Michael Parmly.
Cuban authorities have previously accused
Mr Parmly of channelling funds from
Miami-based exiles to dissidents. 

Cuba
denounces
USA
provocation

£3bn giant carrier deals
signed - Increased
militariasation.
The Ministry of Defence has signed contracts for the
creation of the UK's biggest ever aircraft carriers.
The 65,000-tonne ships, HMS Queen Elizabeth and
HMS Prince of Wales, will cost a total of £3bn. 
The ships - 280 metres long and capable of carrying up
to 40 planes - are due in service in 2014 and 2016.
Each ship will be a similar size to the ocean liner, the
QE2, with a flight deck the size of three football
pitches.

This will make them more than three times the size of
the existing Invincible-class carriers. 
Defence Secretary Des Browne said the signing of the
contracts, which took place on board HMS Ark Royal in
Portsmouth, marked a "historic day for everyone in
defence".
"The two aircraft carriers will provide our forces with
the world-class capabilities they will need over the
coming decades," he said.

India’s Communists give nuclear deadline
Communist allies of India's government have
given it a deadline to say if it will proceed
with the civilian nuclear deal with the US.
The Communists, who say they will withdraw
support from the government if it goes ahead
with the deal, want the government to inform
them by Monday.

The Communists have 59 members in the
lower house of the parliament.
They say the deal would give the US undue
influence over India's foreign and nuclear
policy.
India is under pressure from Washington to
sign the deal before the US presidential

elections in November.
The government is holding talks with another
party to bolster its support.
Reports suggest that the Congress party-led
coalition would go ahead with the deal.
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South Africa’s
R O A D  T O

Socialism

A N A L Y S I S

The relationship between
Communists in Britain and South
Africa has always been a deep
one, not only because as
communists operating in the
former colonial occupier of South
Africa, we have always struggled
for the defeat of British
Imperialism overseas as well as
at home. But also during various
periods of repression by the
apartheid government a
significant number of comrades
from the ANC and the SACP
operated in exile in Britain. There
is renewed interest in the current
political situation in South Africa
as the key strategic questions are
being asked not only in the
tripartite alliance but amongst
the working class and the
population as a whole, namely
will the national democratic
revolution develop a socialist
character or continue down the

capitalist road.

In order to better understand the
conditions that exist in the South
African political landscape today
it is necessary for us to examine
the struggle from the formation
of the Communist Party of South
Africa in 1921 to the end of the
apartheid system in 1991. In the
next issue of Challenge we will
delve more deeply into the
current political struggles and
conditions in South Africa.

The question of race and class
and the character of South Africa
and how these we’re interrelated
was always a key question that
the fledgling CPSA in the 1920’s
had to come to grips with. After
the formation of the Union of
South Africa in 1910 which joined
the two formerly ‘independent’
Boer republics (Republic of South
Africa & Orange Free State) and
two territories controlled by the

British Empire (Cape Province &
Natal), South Africa was granted
dominion status in the British
Empire (which was granted to all
‘white’ territories such as
Canada, New Zealand &
Australia). This relationship
between Britain and South Africa
was qualitatively different from
the relationship between Britain
and India, that of colonial master
whose sole objective was to
exploit the countries natural
resources and markets, and
colonial slave. This posed a
problem for the fledgling party as
not only was there the question
of independence from Britain but
there was also a developing
white South African bourgeoise
as it began to develop in many
areas towards capitalism. This is
why communists have analysed
South Africa as existing in a state
of ‘Neo-Colonialism of a special

type’ as the colonial power in
South Africa was both an internal
and external force.

The complications that this
created in developing an
approach in South Africa to race
and class can explain why there
were several changes in strategy
during the early years of the
party. It was in 1922 during the
‘Rand Rebellion’, a strike by
white mineworkers, where the
approach of the party first came
under serious examination.
Although the initial intention of
the striking miners was to
liberalise the colour divide in the
mines the slogan adopted by the
miners was "Workers of the
world, unite and fight for a white
South Africa!” The inability to
secure unity between white and
black workers in this struggle
created the conditions for a
radical shift in strategy by the 

Bernadette Wang
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C O M M E N T

party. When it was formed in
1921 the party’s composition was
based largely around the
emerging white working class
and sections of the inteligensia
who we’re convinced by the
theoretical arguments made by
Communists. Despite opposing
racism it had not developed an
approach that encompassed how
to organise the black sections of
the working class. This lead
directly to the seismic shift in
policy in 1924, that was put
forward by the Comintern, that
the party would and character of
South Africa as a wholehas
developed.
Struggle for a ‘Black Republic’ by
organising black workers and by
attempting to ‘Africanise’ the
party. Despite problems
associated with this shift the
party did achieve its aims in this
regard achieving a 90% black
membership during this period.

The election of the apartheid
government in 1948 led to a very
real change in the political
conditions in South Africa. South
Africa was by now, to all intents
and purposes, independent from
Britain (although it did not
become a full republic until 1961)
and the burgeoning national
liberation movement was
beginning to grow in strength.
The ‘suppression of communism
act’, adopted in 1950, banned all
organisations that ‘supported
communism’ meant that the party
had to revert to operating
underground. The party frequently
bore the brunt of the attacks by
the apartheid government but the
act was applied to all
organisations struggling against
the apartheid government. To
counter this they developed a

strategy of working primarily with
the ANC, as well as other
organisations in order to re-orient
the direction of the national
liberation movement to develop a
broad character, that was not
confined to one section of the
working class. This party’s
influence in shaping the
character of the struggle against
apartheid led directly to the
adoption of the freedom charter
in 1955 as the policy of the ANC
and the majority of the anti-
apartheid movement as a whole.
This not only guaranteed basic
democratic rights for all South
Africans but also contains within
it policies which directly
challenge capitalism, such as
common ownership of the land,
as well as the nationalisation and
democratisation of the banks and
monopolies (although the
freedom charter formed the basis
for the new constitution adopted
in 1994 quite unsurprisingly these
aspects of the charter have not
been implemented by the current
ANC government).

The alliance with and acceptance
of the party as an integral part of
the broader struggle, particularly
amongst the new generation of
leaders (people like Nelson
Mandela and Walter Sisulu) of
the anti-apartheid movement,
enabled the party to argue that
armed struggle should play a role
as part of the anti-apartheid
struggle. The formation of
Umkhonto We Sizwe (MK – spear
of the nation) in 1961 as the
armed wing of the ANC led not
only to a much deeper alliance
with the Soviet Union and the
socialist camp, who provided
funds, arms and military training
for MK, deepened this alliance

further. Throughout this period
MK limited it’s operations to
targeting the economic capacity
of the apartheid government.
Many prominent communists
such as Joe Slovo and Chris Hani
(who until he was murdered as
part of a far-right plot in 1993
and was widely expected to be
the future president of the ANC)
played leading roles in the armed
struggle as well as cadres at
every level of MK’s organisation.
The party could no longer be
viewed as a separate force from
the ANC but as synonymous with
it.

Of course with the development
of an armed wing this led to a
fresh round of attacks by the
apartheid government, with
leading members being forced
into exile. This in turn led to a
strengthening of mass anti-
apartheid movements in Britain,
the US and the other advanced
capitalist countries. For the first
time solidarity movements
effectively applied political
struggle with mass economic,
cultural and political boycotts
against the apartheid regime.
International pressure was not
only being applied by the
socialist camp but also by many
capitalist countries who had been
forced into denouncing apartheid
by the success of the struggles of
the labour movements and the
ANC in exile. 

The pressure by African
countries, some of whom had
only recently gained
independence from the
imperialist countries of Europe,
was not only economic and
political but also had a military
dimension. When the ‘South

African Defence Force’ began its
war of imperialist aggression
(who were directly aided and
supported by the USA) against
the national liberation
movements in Namibia (SWAPO)
and Angola (MPLA), from 1966 to
1989, many countries in the
socialist camp (most significantly
Cuba) provided troops to help
defeat the SADF. The various
military defeats (the most
significant of which was at Cuito
Cuanavale in 1987 against Cuban
and Angolan forces of the SADF)
meant that the apartheid
government now faced the
situation of being ‘surrounded’ by
African republics in which
national liberation movements
linked to the ANC and the
socialist camp internationally
were now in government.

All of these defeats for the
apartheid government, the
military defeats of the SADF, the
level of social unrest, the
economic boycotts, the support
for anti-apartheid movements in
Europe and North America, the
defiance of the anti-apartheid
movement led to the concessions
and eventual complete
overturning of the apartheid
system in the early 90’s. The way
that the struggle developed forms
the basis for the concrete
conditions that exist in South
Africa today. In all of these
struggles Communists both in
South Africa and internationally
played a crucial role. In the next
issue we will examine how the
struggle has progressed since the
election of the ANC (and the tri-
partite alliance) government  in
1994 and how the current
struggle.
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C O V E R  S T O R Y

This summer, the Olympic Games
are being held in China for the
first time – and this is a matter of
enormous pride to most Chinese
people, who see it as a
recognition by the world that the
longstanding weakness and
isolation of their country is over,
that China can now be treated as
an equal with other countries.
However, this Spring, there were
numerous protests in the West,
focused around the relay of the
Olympic Torch, which caused
considerable offence to Chinese
people.

Many of these protests were
typical ‘red-baiting’, politically
motivated and encouraged by the
Western media moguls who are,
unsurprisingly, hostile to socialist
administrations in general.
However, a significant number
highlighted the issue of Tibet –
and some of these protests even
gained considerable support
among sections of the left, who
see Tibet’s incorporation into the
People’s Republic of China as
evidence of ‘imperialism’. The

story of a poor, weak country
being conquered by its vast
neighbour has been reiterated so
often by journalists that it has
taken the status of an accepted
truth, while the carefully crafted
image of the Dalai Lama,
traditionally the autocratic ruler
of Tibet, as a peace loving ‘holy
man’ speaking up for his
dispossessed people, has gained
widespread sympathy. Some have
even compared Tibet’s status to
that of Palestine, a stolen land
brutally oppressed by its captors.
Such an impression is sufficiently
established that we need to look
carefully at the Tibetan question.

Defences of China’s ‘Tibet policy’
come in several forms, but often
they do not seem acceptable
from a Marxist standpoint. The
Chinese government, for
example, often points to the long
history of Tibet’s inclusion in
China – which began centuries
ago – and likes to remind
Westerners that innumerable
treaties confirm Tibet’s status as
a part of China, that the Dalai

Lamas traditionally reported to
the Emperor, and that Tibet’s
‘independence’ in the early
twentieth century was merely the
result of chaos after the
breakdown of the Qing Dynasty,
China’s last Imperial House. To a
socialist, these claims do not
mean much. So China conquered
Tibet in the 1100s, rather than
the 1950s? So what? Might does
not make right, and no war of
conquest, however ancient, can
be seen as sufficient grounds for
a territorial claim.

Others have pointed to the
injustice of feudal Tibet, and to
the huge improvements in
Tibetan lives that have resulted
from inclusion in the People’s
Republic. Certainly Tibet before
the 1950s was a backward
nation, populated by serfs and
ruled by a xenophobic monastical
clique who lived off the labour of
their penniless subjects, while
brutally suppressing dissent
(including religious dissent, which
took the forms of the Muslim
minority in the north and

followers of the indigenous Bo
religion, which predates
Buddhism in the region.) And the
list of achievements since 1951 is
impressive. Life expectancy in
Tibet is now 67 years – compared
to under 40 years in 1951. Infant
mortality, then at a staggering
45%, is down to 0.31%, while
death in childbirth is down to
0.39% from 5%. In the field of
education, in 1951 only 2% of
children attended school; it is
now 100%, while literacy has
been raised from 5% to over 70%
- and it is 96% among people of
middle age and younger. Tibet’s
economic growth in recent years
has been rapid (24% in 2007),
and, contrary to the myth that
Tibetans are being swamped by
Chinese immigrants (the ‘Free
Tibet’ lobby maintains this, while
variously holding the mutually
contradictory views that the
Tibetan people are either being
‘assimilated’ by the Chinese or
are ‘living under apartheid’), the
Tibetan ethnicity make up 92% of
the population of the Tibetan 

Ben Chacko

Demystifying
Tibet
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Autonomous Region, and their
birth rate is higher than the
national average for China.

These are not figures to be
scoffed at – by any measure,
Tibetan living standards have
improved dramatically since the
1950s and are still improving. But
in and of themselves, are they an
argument for Tibet’s inclusion in
China? Some socialists feel
uncomfortable with this – seeing
it as rooted in an assumption that
the Tibetan people could not help
themselves, and needed ‘outside 

assistance’, or as a sort of
modern equivalent to the
‘civilising the savages’ rationale
which acted as a smokescreen
for the European imperial powers
– these poor natives can’t be
trusted to rule themselves. In
short, there are those on the left
who say that the White Man’s
Burden has, in central Asia,
become the Yellow Man’s
Burden.

Aside from the fact that few
European colonies could boast of
marked improvements in quality
of life for their inhabitants, this
view is mistaken for other
reasons, and is itself rooted in a
fallacy – that Tibet is a Chinese
colony – which is believed across
the West simply because sixty
years of Western propaganda
have hammered it home. Tibet is
a Special Autonomous Region
within a multinational state;
indeed, it has the right to secede.
Tibet’s governor, Champa
Phuntsok, is a Tibetan, as are the
overwhelming majority of Tibetan
Party and state officials. The
achievements of the last fifty
years are not ‘Chinese’
achievements, although
subsidies, aid and vital
equipment from the rest of China
have played a crucial role in the
country’s development. They are
the achievements of the Tibetan
people, led by the Tibetan

Communist Party – which holds
that it is advantageous for Tibet
to remain a part of China.
Communists do not dispute the
right to self-determination – but,
as Lenin observed, to say women
have the right to divorce their
husbands is not the same thing
as saying ‘all women should
divorce their husbands’. The
Young Communist League
recognises the right of the Welsh
and Scottish peoples to secede
from Great Britain – but does not
currently consider this to be a
progressive policy.

The motley crew arranged in
favour of a ‘free’ Tibet – the
feudal monastic gang headed by
the Dalai Lama, various
fundamentalist religious groups,
racialist nationalists of the
xenophobic fringe of Tibetan
society, and, of course the 

oligarchs of international 
capital – all present the lie
that the questiion of Tibet is

merely about ‘self-
determination’ – a slogan,
incidentally, which was used to
disastrous effect in the break-up
of socialist states such as the
USSR and Yugoslavia, leading to
bloody internecine conflict and an
explosion of racial hatred. In such
cases the break-up of
multinational socialist states is in
the interests of international
capital, and this is precisely why
the Western media want to see it
happen to the People’s Republic 
of China, all too often stooping to 
the pont where they portray any   
sign of progress, such as the
construction of railways, factories 
and even hospitals as an affront 
to Tibetan culture.
Tibet is already free and its 
membership of the People's 
Republic of China is not merely 
beneficial - it is also 

                                                                                                                                                                             overwhelmingly popular..

C O M M E N T
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Nick Frost

The 
Italian
Situation

A generation ago the Italian
Communist Party had the support
of more than a third of the Italian
electorate. With nearly two
million members it was the
biggest communist party in the
capitalist world.

In the 2008 election communist
representation in the Italian
parliament was wiped out when
the Rainbow coalition that
included the two main fragments
of the former PCI, 'Partito della
Rifondazione Comunista'
and the 'Partito dei Comunisti
Italiano, along with the 
dissident Democratic Left and  
the Greens, gained just 1.1 
million votes and fell below  
the threshold needed to get  
seats in the parliament.

The election returned to office an

unsavoury coalition of Northern
separatists, corrupt Christian
Democrats, fascists and Forza
Italia led by the bizarre and
bombastic Berlosconi.

In the local election following the
parliamentary debacle the right
took control of 43 cities reversing
the previous position and leaving
the opposition in control of only
24.

The defeat of the centre left
government stands as a warning
to all governments that rely for
their electoral support on the
working class but pursue policies
in the interest of the rich. Attacks
on pensions and pay, assaults on
the welfare state, support for
imperialist occupations and wars,
the promotion of privatisation
and an unswervingly pro-EU

orientation meant that the
government of Prodi, a
technocratic centrist, was
internally divided and continually
in conflict with its electoral base.
Significantly the Prodi
government failed to reverse
anti-union laws imposed by a
previous Berlosconi government.
Sound familiar?

Prodi, unswervingly loyal to big
business – he was president of
the European Commission – is
the last person in the world to
capture the support of Italy’s
swollen strata of middling
manufacturers, shopkeepers,
professionals and petty
entrepreneurs who feel
oppressed by bureaucracy, taxes
and the EU. 

Berlosconi, by way of contrast,

has managed this trick. Whether
he can keep the balls in the air is
another question. The unlikely
coalition of interests that make
up his House of Liberty is
inherently fissiparous but for the
moment he has managed to
exploit with great skill – aided by
almost total domination of the
media – the contradictions
between big business and
monopoly on one hand and
important sections of  domestic
Italian capital on the other. He
has been able to draw into this
alliance sections of the middle
class, elements of the working
class, especially those who have
lost out in the privatisations and
deindustrialisation of the last
decade, as well as his
traditional allies in the fascist 

      C O M M E N T

   



11

right, the criminal networks and
the religious reactionaries. Not to
mention some of the most venal
and corrupt social democrats the
continent has seen. The unruly and
opportunistic 'Lega Nord' is most
likely to challenge his hegemony.

In pursuit of EU economic
orthodoxy the Prodi government cut
the budget deficit whilst pursuing a
conspicuously pro-NATO foreign
policy. Italian troops were retained
in Afghanistan and sent to the
Lebanon in support of the US-
backed regime. Scandalously, the
government sanctioned the
expansion of the US base at
Vicenza, spent millions on a US
fighter plane fleet and racked up
military spending.

Imprisoned in the Prodi government
the left wing parties found
themselves complicit in policies
they had earlier opposed and were
blamed for their effects. And the
unions were locked in a willing
embrace with the government and
employers that has resulted in a
decline in real wages while the
defence of  pensions and benefits
is blunted. Sound familiar?

In the end it was the desertion of a
minor Christian Democratic
formation that cost the centre left
its majority. Berlosconi was able to
capture a majority – boosted by
the extra seats the winning party is

awarded  – but it was more than a
routine swing. Half the communist
vote abstained and in some
Northern working class areas that
traditionally voted red the
xenophobic Lega Nord gathered up
votes on the back of a populist and
anti-migrant campaign. while up to
forty per cent of former left wing
electors backed the Democratic
Party as a ‘vota utile’ to defeat
Berlosconi. Dangerously, the
xenophobic Lega Nord made a
breakthrough into the traditionally
‘red’ areas of Tuscany and Emilia
Romana.

The Partito Democratico,
unashamedly modelled on its US
namesake, is a right moving
merger of the former Democrats of 

the Left (the successor to the
Communist Party which in 1991
liquidated itself to form the
'Patito Democratico della Sinistra'
(Democratic Party of the Left) and
various liberal and centrist 
elements, including a section of
the Christian Democrat Party.
It is firmly wedded to NATO, 
the European Union and all
that goes with these unsavoury

alliances. Even membership of the 
Socialist International (the Social 
Democratic 'Second International')
is too much for Rutelli the leader
of the Christian Democratic 
element that merged into 

the Partito Democratico. The
electoral tactics of party leader,

former mayor of Rome, Walter
Veltroni was to sever any
connection with the left.
From this election one thing is clear
-The Rainbow project is dead. The 
Greens are going in three different
directions, some to the PD, some
to the left while the rest maintain
their identity.

But for the moment it cannot be
said that the working class is
represented in parliament by any
force that is unequivocably its own.

The parties of the left attempted to
present a more conciliatory face to
the right and the big business
Confinindustria organisation. Thus,
instead of electors facing two
broad alliances, one of the left and
centre and one of the right and
extreme right, the anti-Berlosconi
forces were divided. Predictably,
Berlosconi won. 

The Veltroni strategy, which had as
a central purpose, the
marginalisaton of the left,
guaranteed the victory of the right.
But he is not the only one to pay
the price of failure. The leader of
Rifondazione Comunista, Fausto
Bertinotti resigned from the party

leadership, his strategy in ruins.
He was succeded as president 
      

of the Chamber of Deputies by
Franco Fini, leader of the Allianza
Nationale  – formerly Mussolini’s
fascist successor the Moviemento
Sociale Italiano.

The left is in shock. Rifondazione is
further divided into warring
fragments. Most of its avowedly
trotskyist factions – formerly
supporters of Bertinotti’s eclectic
and erratic policies – have
departed to form splinter parties.
Bertinottini's group are trying to
reinvent themselves in order to
rescue their European Party of the
Left strategy whilst discarding
‘orthodox’ communist politics.

... for the 
moment it 
cannot be said 
that the 
working class is
represented in
parliament by any
force that is
unequivocably its
own.

Want to
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The Party of Italian Communists 
are in better shape. Their 
analysis, that the loss of a 
specifically communist identity – 
including the dropping of the 
hammer and sickle emblem – 
disorientated voters chimes with 
the views of the more 
recognisably communist elements 
in Rifondazione, a number of 
forces in the residual Democratic 
Left and with many trade union 
militants and peace activists. 
A new communist unity project 
seems to be gathering momentum 
with a clearer anti capitalist 
identity, opposition to war and 
privatisation and a commitment to 
militant trade union action and a 
firmer alliance with social 
movements. 
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Darling

goes 'back to

the Future'. 

 George Morgan

A N A L Y S I S

Labour government propping up a
parasitic financial institution,
public sector pay squeeze and
talk of economic meltdown.
That’s the type of economic
outlook our parents were used to.
The Northern Rock fiasco and the
government’s 2% pay limit are
reminiscent of the policies
perused by Callaghan and Wilson
in the 1960s and 1970s. Proof, if
we needed it, that when it comes
to the crunch big business has
got its hooks so firmly into the
Labour party that it is the working
class that not only suffer the
effects of financial
mismanagement but are also the
ones expected to pay for the
recovery.

There are differences, too, with
the Labour governments of the
past. Wilson came to power in
the 1960s promising a National
Plan to organise the economy
along democratic lines. He
renationalised the steel industry
and put in public investment in
new technology and new jobs.
When the financial sector got
into ‘difficulty’ and the
progressive policies were
abandoned, he described in a
famous phrase how the labour
government had been ‘blown of
course’. The Labour government

of the 1970s also came to power
on the back of a radical
manifesto. Much more radical
than that of the 1960s. I promised
a ‘fundamental redistribution of
wealth and power in favour of
working people and their
families’. But Callaghan too was
‘blown off course’ this time the
Labour party really turned on its
own with inflation and further
financial ‘difficulty’ blamed on
striking workers and their
unreasonable pay demands. 

In the 1960s and 1970s after
some terrific campaigns the left
ultimately failed to deal with
labour governments when the
capitalist class decided to turn up
the heat. In 2008 the left have
much less of an influence on the
Labour government, less than
ever before. The Blair
government and now the Brown
government have never promised
redistribution and have happily
presided over a widening of the
gap between rich and poor. Is
there an opportunity this time for
the left to turn the tide? It would
seem a hugely optimistic
aspiration. But for Communists
the opportunity of advance is
there and must be seized upon.

Our slogan ‘As radical as reality
itself’ provides the key to unlock

our dilemma. The contradiction,
between Labour government
policies and the needs of working
people and their families, grows
ever starker and more clearly
defined. It is this, an
understanding of where we sit in
the economic food chain and of
how this has been expressed
politically that is on offer for
thousands if not millions of young
people today. The priority for all
sections on the left should be to
put aside petty differences and
party concerns and to use the
circumstances that economic
reality has afforded us. Now is
the time, the best time in 

decades, to build class
consciousness. It is our
fundamental task. With an
awareness of the injustice so the
struggle begins. 

From the Poor to the Rich: the
Economic Reality

The government has put up
£57bn of tax payers money to
prop-up troubled bank Northern
Rock and yet the difficulties
Northern Rock got itself in arose
from the exploitation of these
very same tax payers.
Government policy of selling off
council housing and allowing the
house prices to spiral out of 

The contradiction,
between Labour
government
policies and the
needs of working
people and their
families, grows
ever starker and
more clearly
defined.

   



control directly contributed to the
crisis because it removed any
barriers to the gambling of the
capitalist classes. Policies which
have seen home ownership
rather than affordable secured
tenancies become the norm have
exposed ever larger numbers of
the working class to the chaos of
the money markets. It is worth
noting that the government has
not provided funds to support
other more productive industries
nor has it invested in new
manufacturing or energy supply.
The government supports the
financial industries and their
dominance in the UK economy
and has allowed production of
socially useful goods and
services to decline or be shipped
off abroad.

The government’s key defence
has been to claim that protecting
mortgages is of benefit to
ordinary people. Quite right: if
you already have a mortgage you
should not have to lose your
home because some accountant
is a compulsive gambler. But
what of promoting mortgages in
the first place? Here again we
see ‘from the poor to the rich’ in

operation. The terms and
conditions governing mortgages
are calculated using credit
scoring a system, which means
the more money you have
available the lower the rate of
interest you will have to pay. The
money collected from mortgage
payments is not used by banks to
improve your home. It is used as
gambling credits on the
international money markets
where the rich do very well
indeed.

Part of the government’s policy
which has benefited mortgage
lenders has been to pursue an
interest rate policy which has
crippled British manufacturing
industry. While Northern Rock
may have overreached itself
leading other lenders with
concerns about the amount of
debt they have taken on, the
reality over the last decade is
that higher interest rates have
allowed mortgage lenders and
other loans companies to make
enormous profits from working
people’s meagre salaries. The
decline of manufacturing has also
suited the capitalist class. The
comparatively well paid British

manufacturing jobs have been
replaced in the UK be lower paid
service jobs while the
manufacturing companies
themselves are happy to exploit
lower paid labour abroad. Both
the British workers and foreign
workers lose out while the
capitalist reap the rewards.

Low wages, exacerbated by
manufacturing decline, have been
a feature of the last decade while
the gap between the lowest and
highest paid workers has
increased dramatically. Yet the
whole system of wage bargaining
in Britain is geared towards this
redistribution from the poor to
the rich. Even in workplaces
where trade unions have the
strength to bargain over wage
rises they are expressed in
percentage terms. It doesn’t take
a genius to work out that 2% of
peanuts is less than 2% of a fat
wad of fifties. The injustice goes
deeper still when you realise that
it is common practice in both the
private and public sector for
senior managers to be awarded
rises outside of the scope of
these union negotiated deals.
Once you are paid more money

than the top of the scale you can
usually set your own pay rise. 

My final word is on inflation.
Government has imposed a 2%
cap on pay rises in the public
sector to ‘combat inflation’. In
other words it is not those at the
top of society who are expected
to pay for rises in the cost of
living that affect everyone. Just
like the 1970s it is nurses, bin
workers, road sweepers and the
like who are asked to foot the
bill. This 2% is significantly
below the rate of inflation,
meaning that it is in effect a pay
cut as these workers will be able
to buy less for their money. As
ever, the government policy is not
merely unjust - it is based on
false logic and deception.
Inflation is a measure of price
rises. High wages do not cause
price rises. Greedy capitalists
who are trying to make you pay
more for the same old junk create
price rises. Discussion of these
economic realities should be as
wide as possible. Realise that
‘from the poor to the rich’ is the
reality; become class conscious
and start fighting for a new
economy and a fairer world.

C O M M E N T
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The UK’s current prostitution laws
have contributed to allowing a
rise in trafficking. The common
excuse is that little can be done
as this is the `oldest profession in
the world’. But this is no
`profession’ to bonded sex
labourers from war-torn nations
of the world. British prostitution
– indeed, the whole range of the
British sex industry, displays
strong signs if having entered the
realm of commodification. We
have become used to the effects
of privatisation entered arenas
not previously considered in
economic terms in ultra-neo-
liberal Britain. 

In the UK, paying for sex with
someone is not in itself illegal as
such but soliciting, streetwalking
and brothels are. The law
criminalises the supply of sexual
services but not the demand; the
purchaser is completely
protected. There is little or no
regard taken in the case of

women who have been forced in
some way into prostitution.
Normally a trafficked woman is
deported back to her country of
origin where she is often met by
traffickers who will merely send
her on to a new destination.

British men who visit prostitutes
are surprisingly “normal”, it being
said that they are typically
around 30 years of age, married,
in full-time employment and with
no criminal convictions. Facing a
criminal conviction, with all the
consequences that entails for
employment and perhaps divorce
might be a deterrent. Only by
reducing the `marketability’ of
sex services will the highly
lucrative trafficking trade be
damaged. 

THE HISTORY OF BRITISH
ATTITUDES 

Our laws are rooted in the
Victorian period, which saw
medical interest in prostitution
growing out of the public health

movement concerned with
controlling diseases and
sanitation problems. Medical
authority then copied prevailing
cultural attitudes towards
women, so that prostitutes were
seen as undermining the ideal of
innately pure women,
contradictorily available to
‘service’ the needs of men.
Nowhere was the inhuman view
of prostitution clearer than in
occupied Ireland. A Colonel
Moore, writing from Newbridge
in 1847 displays the imagery
employed, prostitutes “infest the
streets, hedges and ditches in
town in violation of common
decency … vice does not hide its
deeds in darkness, but boldly
stalks abroad in open day".
Prostitution was seen as evil and
prostitutes were “sites of moral
infection" who “subverted the
prevalent social mores
demanding chastity and virtue".

The growth of a patronising view

of women in the Victorian era
ascribed attributes of purity in
contrast to the roles assigned to
men. The role of mother and
home-provider was seen as
almost a sexless one. Women
were either sluts or saints, yet
"the new role for women meant
ceasing to think that women
were naturally whores”. This new
conception of femininity arose
out of the development of the
‘middle-class’; indeed, the very
ideal of domestic harmony was
fixed upon the demands from
‘middle-class’ men for a share in
political power that had been
brewing for a century or two.  It
led to a fundamental shift of the
public view of sexual health and
even the reproductive process
itself. “Since the second century
AD female orgasm had been
regarded as essential to the
generative process.  By the end
of the eighteenth century 

C O M M E N T

Joanne Stevenson

Prostitution:

  

14 

Britain’s most 
exploited? 



By blaming the
prostitute, male
responsibility for
both the sexual
exploitation of
women and the
spread of venereal
disease was
overlooked as the
female body came
to be seen as a
diseased body

it was believed that only male
orgasm was crucial to
conception” ! Female sexual
pleasure was considered
unnatural whereas male sexual
pleasure was not only natural but
crucial to conception. 

Such an outlook lent itself easily
to the belief that pre- and extra-
marital sex must be permitted for
men. Double standards allowed
men, with their `natural
appetites’ - to widely resort to
prostitutes before and during
marriage to preserve the image
of virtuousness in women of their
own class. Back then, the
widespread promiscuity of men
led to a rising epidemic of
venereal diseases, or what we
today call a Sexually Transmitted
Infection (STI).  

The prevailing social view of
"fallen women" was as pollutants
of men. By blaming the
prostitute, male responsibility for
both the sexual exploitation of
women and the spread of
venereal disease was overlooked
as the female body came to be

seen as a diseased body - a
space where disease could and
did fester. Prostitutes were
believed to be literally
“poisonous” by nature; contagion
was due to the immorality of
women. Notions emerged that
discharges from the female body
were more significant in the
transmission of disease, even
over-riding the appearance of
obvious sores and boils. A lack of
symptoms in women was
explained away by their being
“more dangerous because the
disease was hidden"! 

With the state and the medical
establishment joining forces, the
response to the 'epidemic' of
venereal disease was not very
different from the reaction to
cholera or typhus. Yet no specific
cause for venereal disease could
then be found. It seems startling
but the plain fact is that no single
authority ever questioned the fact
that venereal disease was the
result of promiscuous intercourse.
The response was to view the
control of prostitutes in the same
way as control of sewers. They

were “sexual canals used to
drain the seminal excess of male
desire”. The job for public
hygienist was to sanitise them to
promote cleanliness and
efficiency. This was exemplified
by the creation of a medical
morality police force associated
with `Lock Hospitals’, a term
derived from a house for lepers.
Prostitutes became social lepers
as steps were taken to introduce
a legal system that prevails even
to the present. Prostitution was
not outlawed but any women
thought to be "a common
prostitute or night walker
loitering or importuning
passengers for the purpose of
prostitution", could be arrested. 

The main trigger for action was
the problem of an epidemic of
sexually transmitted infections
that beset the British Empire’s
military, with women who
traditionally followed military
camps identified vaguely as
being the source. Towards the
latter part of the 19th century, the
massively growing British army
barracks in Ireland had seen

prostitution flourish as garrisons
officials colluded with the
practice. 

The Contagious Disease Acts
permitted the compulsory
inspection of prostitutes for
venereal disease for up to nine
months of mercury ‘treatment’. 

In effect, the Acts defended
sexual access to working-class
women as a “time-honoured
prerogative of gentlemen” until
they wee repealed in 1886. It has
been argued that the Acts
marked the end of prostitution as
a “survival strategy for working-
class women". Certainly, the
examination process left women
“emotionally scarred and
stigmatised” and the clamp down
on brothels drove women out of
working-class neighbourhoods
and traditional support networks.
The destruction of the social and
economic autonomy of
'prostitutes', created professional
pimps as a replacement of the
family as a source of protection
and support and transformed the
structure of prostitution.
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Complexity Science
A N D

Socialism

Contemporary politics is
unavoidably concerned with
change. The past fifty years have
witnessed tremendous changes
in the material conditions which
govern human life, and the
challenge of contemporary
politics, as before, is to provide a
way of reconciling the demands
of these conditions with our
needs as an evolving species.
There are many aspects of our
world which remain substantially
unchanged from those of
previous centuries: personal
development, collective
liberation, equality, and all
aspects of a species-wide
emancipation, are inhibited by
the dynamics of capitalism - a
social system which sacrifices
the needs of the vast majority for
the excesses of the tiny minority;
social divisions, both inter- and
intra-societal, remain our
principal points of self-
recognition at the expense of
cultivating an awareness of
shared conditions of existence;
and the perpetual reproduction of
this system (both materially and
ideologically) remains almost
entirely unchallenged in most
parts of the world, and in most

areas of social life.
What has changed, however, is
the pervasiveness of this system,
and the speed and efficiency with
which its mechanisms can
operate on a global scale, and
the escalating exploitation and
inequalities which follow.
At a time when capitalism is
becoming more powerful and
dynamic, politics must advance
progressively in order to
challenge capitalist dominance.
Complexity science offers a set of
explanatory concepts which
describe the development,
mechanisms and processes of
contemporary capitalism, and
offers an understanding of
contemporary capitalism which
has important implications for the
nature of progressive politics in
our society and the role which
such politics must have in
promoting a more equal society.

The world we inhabit today is a
very different place to the world
a generation ago. The
development of technologies
such as high-powered laptop
computers, Blu-ray Discs, mobile
Internet access, etc., has clearly
been the result (and subsequent

cause) of profound and massive
social change. It took the better
part of a century for the Industrial
Revolution to achieve universal
impact on the everyday lives of
people throughout Britain, and
somewhat longer before it had
transformed the rest of Europe;
the Internet, on the other hand,
has swept across a considerable
majority of the world in a quarter
of a century. The Internet is a key
indicator of the qualitatively
different social order to that
which existed until the latter half
of the 20th Century. A social
order characterized largely by the
breakdown of time and space as
limits to the spread of capitalism,
the shift from a Fordist to a post-
Fordist accumulation regime in
the most developed areas of the
world, and the solidification of
the ideology of neo-liberalism
within mainstream politics.

This new capitalism enjoys
greater freedom of capital
exchange brought about by
technological advances, the
reduction of trade barriers, and
the creation of transnational
administrative entities such as
the United Nations, the World

Bank and the International
Monetary Fund. These mark a
significant and fundamental
change in the dynamics of
capitalism; what David Byrne has
called a ‘categorical
transformation in the nature of
the capitalist order’.1

The development of new
technologies to increase
productivity has always been an
essential part of capitalist
accumulation, and changes in the
nature of accumulation are
necessarily structured by
technological advancement. As
Bob Jessop points out, the ability
of capitalism to dominate society,
and the form this ability takes ‘is
always contingent and
historically variable. It depends
on the specific properties of
accumulation regimes and modes
of regulation, the nature of other
systems in its environment, and
specific conjunctural features’.2
That the contemporary
incarnation of capitalism is
qualitatively different from
previous forms of capitalism does
not in any way invalidate the
work of Marx or his earliest
supporters – contemporary 

T H E O R Y

New tools for explaining a changing world

Matt Durey
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capitalism is still capitalism;
however, a ‘categorical
transformation’ (op. cit.) in the
nature of a system, while not
changing the system itself and its
essential dynamic, does mean
that fundamental mechanisms
and processes involved in the
way the system operates and
evolves have changed
dramatically: we cannot expect to
understand (and seek to change)
contemporary capitalism in its
entirety using insights gathered
from previous incarnations of
capitalism alone, and must utilize
new tools, including new theories
and concepts (where
appropriate), to understand the
dynamics of the capitalism of our
world today.

Capitalism is a system which
operates through the interactions
of a complex array of structures,
mechanisms, processes, actors
and institutions in order to
survive: complexity science is
concerned with systems of
precisely this nature.

Without going into too much
detail, complexity science
suggests that the systems which
make up much of the world, both
social and natural - from the
global financial market to the
planet’s weather - are historical
entities which operate by
constantly evolving to meet their
own internal needs and the
demands imposed on them by
their environment; they are
composed of a (usually large)
number of interrelated entities
which interact in non-linear ways
- meaning the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts, and
cannot be reduced to those parts
alone; nor can it be understood
through the workings of
individual components
independent of the behaviour at
system level. Of crucial
importance, however, is the
insight that complex systems
operate in conditions far from
equilibrium. Complex systems
exist in a state of constant
development derived from

internal and external conflict and
imbalance; maintaining their
existence by constantly altering
their structure to better achieve
their ultimate ends whilst never
coming to rest in a fixed state.

In the process of constant
evolution, complex systems
develop structures, or patterns of
interactions. These take the form
of feedback loops which reinforce
or dampen change in certain
areas of a system. The
combination of evolution and
feedback create systems which
are incredibly stable in a state of
constant change – always able to
alter their structure to maintain
survival and achieve their
ultimate goals, and resistant to
internal or external violence.

Complex systems are also
imbued with what David Byrne
refers to as ‘transformational

potential’3.  Because they
operate far from equilibrium,
complex systems are prone to
undergoing profound changes in
state (called phase shifts) with
very little warning, often as a
result of seemingly small change
within the operations of the
system (what is popularly known
as the ‘Butterfly Effect’). This can
be seen in such events as the
development of the microchip
revolutionizing the way
information is stored and utilized,
or the French Revolution
facilitating the rise of the
industrial bourgeoisie. It can also
describe the transformation from

a capitalist to a socialist society.

Complexity science emphasizes
how interactions between various
factors are crucial causal factors
in system outcomes. It provides
an excellent basis for
understanding how the effects of
a multitude of aspects of
capitalist society come together
to form the inequalities
experienced by so many around 

the world.4

Although I have sketched only a
small selection of the important
concepts with which complexity
science deals, it should be
sufficient to suggest that there is
much complexity science can
contribute to understanding
capitalism. The insights of 

complexity science have some
important implications for
progressive politics in the 21st
Century..
Politics must not become stifled

by attempting to hold on to
attitudes or processes devised to
work in disappearing conditions.
The world has changed, is
changing, and will always change
– politics must work with these
changes in order to actively seek
to improve the material
conditions in which we live.
Capitalism has evolved rapidly in
the past 50 years into the
globalized form we now
experience. If progressive politics
is to challenge this complex
system, we must understand
how, when and why capitalism is

changing, and what the likely
outcomes of these changes will
be.

Complexity theory offers a new
set of concepts and theory to
capture the conditions of
contemporary capitalism. By
making use of the most recent
scientific developments in theory
building and empirical
investigations, progressive
politics can mount a challenge to
the capitalism which pervades
societies around the world in the
21st Century in the great critical
tradition so exemplified in Marx’s
own work

1.  Byrne, D. (2005) ‘Social
Exclusion’ 2nd Edition, Berkshire,
Open University Press; p.67.
2.  Jessop, B. (2002) ‘The Future
of the Capitalist State’
Cambridge, Polity; p.27.
3.  Byrne, D. (2005) ‘Complexity,
Configurations and Cases’ Theory,
Culture & Society Vol. 22, No.5;
pp.95-111; p.97.
4.  For a further discussion of this
issue, see Walby, S. (2007)
‘Complexity Theory, Systems
Theory, and Multiple Intersecting
Social Inequalities’ Philosophy of
the Social Sciences Vol. 37, No.4;
pp.449-470.
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multitude of aspects of capitalist society
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experienced by so many around the world
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Capitalism in Crisis 
Workers Forced to Pay

You cannot open a paper at the
moment without reading about
the “credit crunch”.  The most
recent IMF World Economic
Outlook predicts the US economy
shifting into recession during
2008, with the potential for
recovery in 2009.  In Britain , we
have seen the Northern Rock
debacle, where £24bn of public
money was put directly into the
pockets of shareholders in return
for a worthless shell while any
profitable loans were transferred
to Granite, an offshore trust
which continues to make profits
for its owners.  This was
followed by the former boss of
Northern Rock being given a
£760,000 payoff for his part in its
downfall.  In order to ensure the
process of nationalisation ran
smoothly, the US investment firm
Goldman Sachs were paid £4m in
consultancy fees and each
company that bid for Northern
Rock but was unsuccessful
(including Richard Branson’s
Virgin) was paid £5m to cover
their costs.  In spite of the
“crisis”, everyone seems to have

done very well.  Everyone, that is,
apart from Northern Rock
workers and those who were
unfortunate enough to have a
mortgage with the bank.  The
first announcement made by the
treasury on nationalisation was
the need to reduce the size of
Northern Rock through sacking
workers.  This was followed by
revelations that, in order to pay
back the treasury as quickly as
possible, Northern Rock would be
attempting to shed its mortgage
business by increasing the rates
well above the national average.

So what has caused the financial
crisis?  We hear a lot on the
news about a crash in the US
subprime mortgage market, but
what does this actually mean?
Subprime mortgages are housing
loans given by banks to people
who are forced into borrowing
more than they can afford in
order to put a roof over their
heads.  The lack of affordable
social housing in the US ,
combined with a housing market
which is spiralling out of control

due to the availability of credit
and the need of the corporations
to increase profits, has forced
many working people into
unbearable levels of debt on
which they eventually defaulted.
As the future profits on the loans
had been sold on and combined
with other assets to produce
financial commodities which
were then sold on the stock
market, the effects of a collapse
in the subprime mortgage market
were far-ranging.  It is this
irresponsible lending by banks
looking to make a quick profit by
exploiting the desperate, and the
economic system which forces
people into massive debt in order
to live, that we are now paying
for out of the public purse.

Meanwhile, as public money is
poured into the pockets of the
shareholders and consultants,
public sector workers are being
told that, in the current economic
circumstances, they would be
being selfish if they refused to
accept below-inflation pay deals.
Teachers, for example, are being

offered a three-year pay deal at
2.45%, falling to 2.3% in the
following 2 years, while inflation
currently stands at over 4%.  This
is effectively a massive pay cut,
on top of the past three years of
below inflation pay deals which
have cost teachers more than £2
a day in lost wages.

It is clear what is happening
here.  The working class is being
asked to pay for the failures of
the capitalist system – a system
which exploits them at every
available opportunity, then
expects them to pick up the tab.
Public sector unions have refused
to accept this and many,
including the NUT, PCS, UNISON
and UCU have begun a campaign
of industrial action in defence of
their members pay.  This
campaign must be supported and
strengthened by all progressives.

This is a revised version of an
article which first appeared in
'Impact', newsletter of the
Communist Party in Oxfordshire.

Gawain Little
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The future of work in the 21st
century is turning what was
called ‘peripheral’ employment
into the norm. Agency work has
grown massively in recent years.
Most young people, as well as
large numbers of women and
migrant workers are forced to
rely on agencies to provide them
with work and, in many ways this
is the biggest single contributor
to the massive level of pay
inequality. 
Temporary staff forms a
significant proportion of the
labour force, perhaps as much as
a fifth, whilst the management
style that relies on insecurity in
the workplace has rubbed off on
enormous swathes of the rest of
the employed. Agency work leads
naturally into making much of the
economy reliant on `precarious
work’. Thus, part-time
employment, self-employment,
fixed-term work, on-call work,
home working, and
telecommuting all depart from
what used to be considered the
norm, full-time, continuous work
with one employer. Precarious
work provides low wages, few
benefits, a lack of collective

struggle to improve or gain some
measure of control over working
conditions, and little-to-no
certainty over job security. It
results in high blackmailability
from intermittent income. Nearly
half of all young workers this
form of employment and this is
continuing to grow at an
exponential right. This is
becoming today’s norm and fixing
rights for agency workers would
be a good start to fixing rights for
the rest of the employed. 

PRECIOUS LITTLE RIGHTS 
Although the New Labour
government has brought in
limited protection, this still
constitutes less than the rights
available to agency workers in
every other European country and
even that level is far from being
effective. The worst end of the
agency labour market breaks the
law with impunity, especially
with vulnerable workers such as
migrants. Some migrant workers
live in over-crowded, substandard
accommodation, are charged
deductions from the minimum
wage and even health and safety
equipment, resulting in a form of

bonded labour.
But it’s the more widespread and
lower grade exploitation of
agency labour that has really
undermined trades unionism. The
recent growth of unemployment
and Tory threats to clamp down
hard on the unemployed has to
be seen in this context. It’s all
about forcing people into
MacJobs and further entrenching
the US-style ‘flexible’ labour
market. Try signing on, it’s next to
impossible, and even then it’s
unlikely you can get a job for six
months until you’re sent to one of
their `stakeholder partners’ – and
they are agencies who receive
massive levels of tax breaks and
government subsidies! And even
they ask for six months
experience! Just in case you’re a
trouble-maker, no doubt. 
Employers see temps as a way of
getting staff on the cheap. They
can get rid of them when they
like, without having to bother
with unfair dismissal laws, or
giving redundancy payments.
Agency workers don’t usually get
the current rate for the job. Even
employers who recognise trades
unions use temporary, agency

and casual staff to undermine
decent employment standards
and exploit vulnerable workers.
Even some trade unions, as
employers themselves, tend to
use temporary staff rather more
than seems appropriate at times.
Most agency workers would
rather have a permanent job,
especially since a large
proportion of them find
themselves in assignments of
more than a year. Even then, they
don’t get the rights other workers
would after 12 months in a job.
Not only do temps often earn
less, they don’t have access to a
pension scheme, often have
fewer holidays and loose out on
bonuses and even sick pay.
The common perception of a
temporary worker is an individual
on a short-term placement,
engaged in a support role to
permanent employees.
But many temps are carrying out
key roles. An opportunity to
challenge the growth of this
phenomenon purely at the
workplace has long gone. Mainly,
trades unionists now have to
fight to organise and direct this
agency workforce. The organising 

PRECARITY
Ben Stevenson
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agenda that so many unions now
say that they embrace needs to
place precarious workers at its
core.
New Labour reversed its promise
to support the principles
contained in the now shelved
European temporary agency
workers directive. Despite being
‘talked out’ by government
stooges, a Private Member’s Bill
in Parliament was supported by
more than 100 Labour backbench
MPs. Then Brown pushed a
commission, a device as old as
the hills, which would avoid the
issue until after the general
election. Now Ministers say they
plan legislation this autumn to
guarantee agency staff equal
treatment but this depends on a
similar EU directive being passed
before then. The CBI calls this the
`least worst option’. Under the
proposals, agency workers will
be given equal pay and holiday
entitlements after 12 weeks in a
job. However, the agreement will
not cover sick pay or pension
payments.  

AGENCY IS BIG BUSINESS
Little wonder that the employers
dragged their feet and New
Labour capitulated. They will not
concede greater power for
workers easily. For this is a highly
lucrative business – a key part of
the capitalism’s strategy is to
create a deregulated ‘flexible’
(for them) labour market. It was
the Tory Employment Agencies
Act 1973 that gave the labour
supply functions of the state
employment exchanges to the
private sector. Ever since, the
emphasis in enforcement of
standards has been on codes of
practice which trade
associations, representing the
various elements of the private
recruitment industry, only
voluntarily apply.
The Department for Business
Enterprise and Regulatory Reform
does what it says on the tin! 
Its employment agencies
standards inspectorate is
responsible for enforcing the
provisions of the Employment
Agencies Act 1973 and the
amending Conduct of
Employment Agencies and
Employment Businesses
Regulations 2003. A welcome

provision is that it is now illegal
for agencies to supply labour to
companies during a trade
dispute.
However, Section 7 [1] (b),
‘Restriction on providing
workseekers in industrial
disputes', provides an escape
route. It’s alright if the
‘employment business does not
know, and has no reasonable
grounds for knowing’ that a
worker they are substituting for is
striking.
The Inspectorate applies what it
calls a “risk-based strategy” of
helping employers comply rather
than a punitive approach. When
the shoe is on the other foot and
workers are accused of getting
benefits while working are they
coaxed into becoming legal?
There are as many as 7,000
agencies in Britain supplying
labour to hundreds of thousands
of firms. How frequently will
these agencies be visited, given
that there are only a dozen
inspectors (some of whom are
part time)? About 1,500
complaints of all sorts are made
to the inspectorate each year.
Only about a third are classed as
unsubstantiated, yet there was
seemingly a handful of successful
prosecutions in 2007, some
arising from the inescapable
need to investigate when a death
occurred. 
The tragedy of Morecombe Bay
forced the government to licence
agricultural gangmasters, but no-
one else. The current situation
has resulted in a two-tier system,
with rogue agencies leaving the
Gangmasters Licensing Authority-
covered sectors to avoid the ‘Ten
Standards’ that have to be met to
keep a GLA licence. There is no
requirement on those who
operate an employment agency in
any other sector to register or
obtain a licence.
There is an urgent need to adopt
an over-arching and workable
approach to licensing the entire
agency sector, not just those
covered by the GLA.
Additionally, allowing prosecution
in the Crown Courts for the most
serious offences would be a
powerful deterrent where none
now exists. The secretary of state
tweaking the Agency
Regulations to stamp out

‘precarity’ is all that’s needed 

A FIGHT-BACK IS POSSIBLE
But will New Labour do it? Not
unless we force them to. That’s
why trades unionist should heed
the call of Young Communists
across Europe who have targeted
what has been termed
“Précarité”. The French explosion
of mass youth protest in 2006
against precarity was followed a
few months later by a lengthy
general strike in Denmark,
successfully protesting against
welfare cuts that were especially
discriminatory to young people.
May Day 2006 saw Latino-
Americans mobilising in major US
cities against a punitive bill
targeting undocumented
migrants.  Grassroots and
community organising, helped
and funded by progressive North-
American unions was critical in
making for massive media and
social impact. In Norway, a
massive campaign, based on
community and civil society
groups has succeeded in
mobilising support for the
maintenance of a genuine
Welfare State. Whilst in
Australia, the trade union
movement waged a single-
handed fight against oppressive
labour market flexibility laws,
funding a major media offensive
that changed the course of a
general election and won support
for rights at work.  

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?
Unions need to not only
campaign for rights of precarious
workers, they need to
reinvigorate their demands for
better trade union rights across
the board. A good start would be
for unions to campaign in
communities on all issues that
concern working people, whether
this be keeping hospital wards
open, better NHS dental
facilities, or decent social
housing. Young people, women
and migrant workers who are
largely un-unionised will respond
to unions campaigning on the
streets about their rights at work.
Just as in the early 80s we say
massive levels of political
struggle around the Peoples’
Marches for Jobs, can we not
see something similar maybe in
the form of a March for Decent
Work from all corners of Britain
on the Labour Party conference?
Precarious workers of all kinds
have nothing to loose but their
insecurity! 

Want to
contribute an

article to
Challenge?

Send contributions or letters to:
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Young Communist League

Ruskin House, 23 Coombe Road
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Back 2 Basics part 10 - Alienation

In place of the regular Back 2 Basics
format, this issue, we reprint YCL 
General Secretary Ben Stevenson's
speech on alienation delivered at 
the Communist University

Given the sufficiently sweeping
broad character of this plenary
session, so wide-ranging and all
encompassing are the crimes of
Capitalism & Imperialism my entire
contribution to this plenary session
could constitute a list of crimes
against humanity, throughout
human history, committed in the
name of the drive for profit and the
control of natural resources. Indeed
we could spend all day listing a
catalogue of the most significant
crimes of capitalism and
imperialism and not even approach
the number and sheer scale of
those committed even in the last
century. At the 16th World Festival
of Youth and Students, held in
Venezuela in the summer of 2005, a
mock anti-imperialist court sat in
session for the entirety of the two
week long programme of the
festival, and was barely able to
scratch the surface. So I will
attempt to focus my contribution on
a fundamental crime of capitalism
and imperialism which is not even
given the credence of being
summarily dismissed by bourgeois
ideology and yet it is an absolute
condition of capitalism which is
most often directed as a criticism
against Communists and Socialists.
Capitalism subjugates and
undermines our basic humanity our
understanding of how we should
relate to our fellow human being
and distorts the entire history of
human relations.
Class structured societies by their
very nature deform human
relations. In Marx's early writings,
the term `alienation’ refers to the
separation of humans from their
essential nature; later, in Das
Kapital, he modified the concept to

take account of commodity
fetishism. Throughout his adult life
Marx developed and looked at the
theme of alienation, from the
`Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts’ of 1844, to `Capital’,
first published in 1867.
A commodity is not just something
bought and sold in this analysis.
Marx said that commodity
production captures human labour
within a capitalist production.  The
relationships between people get
caught up in the relationship
between things.   Humans begin to
see society in terms of these
relationships, they `fetishise’, or
obsess with a kind of religious zeal,
commodities and thus the true
nature of human relationships, for
instance. between worker and boss
is disguised.
For those of you unfamiliar with
Commodity fetishism, perish the
thought that this has something
to do with wearing a PVC catsuit
whilst playing on your X-box 360.
Marx's use of the word 'fetish',
which in his day made people
think of primitive religions, is a
typically ironic jibe on the
patronisingly "modern" mindset of
the Victorian society he lived in.
Just as a `witchdoctor’ views
certain objects as possessing
magical awe, so capitalist society
see commodities in a mystical way.
We see vivid examples of this in
the magical mantra of the market,
in the attachment of human and
even super-human characteristics
to it. Thus it would appear as if the
work of social relations seems to be
conducted by commodities amongst
themselves, out in the marketplace.
‘we are living in a globalised
economy which is too complex and
all powerful to be controlled or
utilized’ goes the mantra of neo-
liberalism. The presentation of
economics in bourgeois ideology
gives the appearance that the
market decides who should do

what for whom and we can see this
in the way that news readers will
speak of it as if it is a person. `The
market was gloomy today’, or `the
pound had a terrible day’! Social
relationships become confused with
the medium that dominates them,
the commodity.
Being alienated is best understood
in the way society forces
individualism upon us; in contrast,
the true nature of humanity is to
value communal outlooks and
activities. Many of us contribute
to the common good through our
work & study yet this potentially
socially useful aspect of human
society is constrained by a system
of production that is privately
owned. When we work for others, 
as most of us do, our work is an 
alienation of our own lives, for we 
work in order to live. Our work is not
our lives. The ultimate victory for 
those who would struggle for a 
communal society is the end of 
alienation. The very struggle to
maintain life means that stimulating
self-activity is increasingly sidelined
by many ordinary people as an obje-
-ctibe of their lives. Our entire life is
managed via commodities our
labour power is exchanged for
money, which in turn is used to
gain commodities we desire. Even
so, the gleam of socialism
exemplified by independent self-
activity is ever present.
The social nature of society is
destroyed by the abstraction of
commodities, in the sense that the
usefulness of something is
separated from its market value.
So, a nugget of gold is worth more
than a screwdriver. Under this
system producers and consumers
have no direct human contact or
conscious agreements to provide
for one another.  Production and
consumption are private
experiences of person to commodity
and material self-interest, not
person to person and communal

interest.
At the heart of this is the notion
that capitalism creates a highly
disordered society.
Studying as a young man the works
of the German philosopher
Feuerbach, Marx jotted down his
thoughts, which were published as
the Theses on Feuerbach. In which
he wrote: "Men are products of
circumstances and upbringing and,
therefore, changed men are
products of other circumstances
and changed up-bringing". To which
he, significantly, added: "It must
never be forgotten . . . that
circumstances are changed
precisely by man, and that the
educator must be educated".
Humanity, in the Marxist view, is
not made by God or genetics, nor is  
it the passive product of environment.
We think and act; theory and practice,
outlook and action are inextricably
interrelated. Human beings make
themselves and do not have to wait
for some perfect society to
acquire a socialist outlook. How is
it that alienated humans can produce
an unalienated society? Capitalism
and imperialism, by their nature,
restricts the nature of most people,
turning one against each other. It is
in the struggle against capitalism
and imperialism, in trade union,
national liberation movements, in a
Marxist Party, that men and women
begin to win and develop a
collective social attitude. 
Marx says that history is nothing
other than a continuous
modification of human nature: "by
acting on the world and changing it,
we change our own nature".  Or
later, in Capital: "By acting on the
external world and changing it, he
(man) at the same time changes his
own nature. He develops his
slumbering powers and compels
them to act in obedience to his
will" (Volume 1, Chapter 7, Section
1). 
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What we stand for
The Young Communist League is…

The League
aims not 
to mend
capitalism,
but to end it

✄
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…The youth wing of the Communist Party
It aims to build support among young people for the Communist
Party’s programme, Britain's Road to Socialism and to increase
young people’s involvement in politics.The Young Communist
League is organisationally autonomous and decides its own
activities and priorities. 

…Democratic 
Policies are formulated by a Congress which must be held at least
once every two years, and are carried out by an elected Executive
Committee. The League also fights to defend and strengthen
democratic rights. It rejects unfair discrimination on the basis of
race, sex, age, sexuality or religious or other belief. It calls for the
abolition of the monarchy and the House of Lords and regards the
European Union as an undemocratic and reactionary institution
which serves the interests of big business rather than those of
Europe’s working people.

…Centralised 
Democratically taken decisions are binding across the organisation,
although local branches decide how best to implement them in
their own areas.

…Part of a mass movement
It never puts its own interests as an organisation above those of
the movement as a whole and it seeks to build the widest possible
coalition behind progressive policies. The Morning Star, Britain’s
only socialist daily newspaper, plays a vital role in strengthening
the left and the League works actively to support the paper and
raise its circulation. The League also recognises the importance of
trade unions as the broadest mass organisations of the working
class and fights all anti-trade union laws.

…Communist
It works to abolish capitalism and establish a socialist society
based on common ownership and democratic control, drawing on
the ideas of Marx, Engels, Lenin and others as well as on the

experience of socialist countries since 1917. In the context of this
struggle it seeks to defend and strengthen public services, the
welfare state and the NHS. It believes that everyone has the right
to free and inclusive secular education including nursery care,
schools, universities, community colleges and adult education
centres. The struggle for socialism must go hand in hand with the
struggle to protect the natural environment, which is being wilfully
damaged by corporations and capitalist governments in their drive
for short-term profit.

…Internationalist 
It is a member organisation of the World Federation of Democratic
Youth, which represents millions of progressive young people in
around 100 countries. It campaigns in solidarity with sister 
Young Communist organisations around the World and defends
existing socialist countries. It backs the right to self determination
and opposes any attempt by imperialist states such as Britain, 
the US and the European Union to impose their will on the peoples
of the world or to exploit or to exploit the world’s resources for
capitalist profit. It calls for unilateral, immediate and unconditional
nuclear disarmament.

…Revolutionary
It aims not to mend capitalism, but to end it. This does not mean
that the League calls for an armed uprising in modern Britain,
although we defend the right of the oppressed to take up arms for
their liberation. It means realising that only a fundamental shift in
power from the capitalists to the working people can guarantee
democratic rights and social progress. Socialist revolution in Britain
can and should be achieved by peaceful means, through a
combination of elections with mass work outside parliament. 
The League publicises its activities, its theory and its revolutionary
perspective on the day to day struggle through its magazine
Challenge, which also provides a channel for debate within the
organisation and the wider movement.
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