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Building from an
epic dispute
USS  Statement issued by the Communist Party’s Further and Higher
Education Advisory, 15 May 2018.

MEMBERS OF UCU voted to accept the revised offer by UUk and
settle the current dispute, for now.  It has been an epic dispute.
Unprecedented levels of  collective action were taken by UCU

members.  This action achieved a positive shift in the employers’ position.
What has happened is a truce on terms that are more favourable to UCU
than the employers wanted.  The terms of  the agreement are far from
perfect but that is what happens in collective bargaining.  Not only had the
employers dramatically revised their opening position of  complete shift to a
defined contribution scheme and had agreed the defined benefit status-quo
(for the moment) but USS and the state regulator also got out of  the way to
ensure they didn’t block a settlement. Not revolutions, but shifts in the
balance of  power brought about by united collective action can produce
material gains for members.  

The balance of power shifts
Some argue that the decision to ballot members represented a ‘sell out’
and a ‘stitch up’.  The Communist Party’s view is that not balloting would
have been a major tactical error; it would have been a gift to the
employer’s propaganda machine which, up to that point, had been pretty
hopeless.  In many places staff and student support would have been
strained.  The dangers of  membership support melting away would have
grown.  

Some argue that keeping the action on could have gained further
shifts from the employers.  Perhaps, but this was always a complex
dispute, involving many different parties.   

During the dispute the balance of  power shifted to the union.  Public,
student, and political sympathy was with us because of  the extreme
nature of  the employers’ proposals, the ongoing debacle of  VCs acting in
their self-interest and, of  course, a huge outpouring of  genuine anger and
resolve from unprecedented numbers of  UCU members.

The USS dispute became a cauldron in which all the simmering
grievances that emerge from decades of  neoliberal public service reform
bubbled to the surface and were channelled into a stunning growth in
union membership, unprecedented collective determination and action.
Discussion and debate on picket lines and teach-outs was a notable
characteristic of  the dispute.  Student solidarity was extraordinary with
occupations, in support of  the strikers, taking place in campuses across
the country. 

The bigger picture
Now is the time for a step back to examine the shift in the balance of
forces in higher education, the growth of  the union and the weaknesses
of  the employers that were exposed, and for thinking about how we
build unity and take strategic action to obtain as much benefit as
possible for members from UCU’s stronger position.

Questions were posed that cut to the root of  the crisis in the higher
education sector.  What are universities for?  Who is the university?
Why should they be run as corporations by cliques of  self-interested
chief  executives?  How do we rebuild educational relationships that
have been infected by the transformation of  higher education into a
commercial transaction?  How can we take this collective action deeper
into the workplace to challenge the shameful use of  precarious workers
and to rebuild academic jobs that are worth having?  How can we put
the public, the staff and the students in control of  our universities?

All these issues were discussed on the hundreds of  picket lines and in
the teach-outs.  While the depth of  the universities’ attack on the
pension scheme was critical in bringing many people into the action who
might not have turned out for a pay claim, there is no doubt that for
many more, including thousands of  younger academics, it was also a
sense that enough was enough.  UCU became a vehicle for these
aspirations during the strike and now it must work out how to be an
effective vehicle in the post-strike environment. 

There is work to be done
The real shift in the balance of  power can be felt all over our campuses.
University leaderships have lost their authority.  No-one trusts their
national representatives in UUk.  No one respects the views emanating
from vice-chancellors and no-one believes their warm words.  Their
public reputation has never been lower.  University employers are short
of  friends and allies. 

We need to build and maintain unity of  purpose; listen to the
membership and give strategic leadership that exploits our advantage.
Now is the time for the union to: l turn the grievances expressed in the
strike into strategies for building new workplace organisation; l train
and organise the next generation of  activists; and l develop strategies
for effective collective action on workloads, casualisation, the gender
pay gap, fragmentation of  academic jobs and university governance . 

Finally, we need to think about how we play our political role within
the labour movement and shape the debate over the future policies of  a
revitalised Labour Party.  The Communist Party will play its role in
contributing to this discussion.  Let it start now.  

MIkE QUILLE

UNITY! READERS know all about economic
struggle. It’s a constant struggle for many
people nowadays to make ends meet on

low incomes and inadequate benefits, because
these have been deliberately frozen and even cut
by governments of the rich and powerful.

It’s hard work just to keep your job these
days – let alone get more pay, win better terms
and conditions, and get some satisfaction out
of  work. That’s why the trade union
movement is vital to protecting workers’
economic interests, and why it has been
attacked and obstructed by recent
governments, which by and large act in the
interests of  owners, not workers.

And that’s why political struggle is so
important for us in the labour movement. It’s

why we need to campaign politically as well as
economically, supporting and joining political
parties which will genuinely try and change a
system which is so obviously rigged against us.

There is another struggle, though – the
cultural struggle. And culture is not just the
arts, it is all the things we do to entertain,
educate and enlighten ourselves, usually with
others. It includes sport, television, eating and
drinking, the internet, religious and spiritual
activity – all those things which bring meaning,
purpose, enjoyment and happiness into our
lives.

In each and every one of  those activities,
working people face a struggle. In the arts, it’s
getting harder to become a musician or actor
or writer without rich relatives to support you.
In sport, the ticket prices for football matches,
for example, exclude families on tight budgets
from attending together. In the media, most of
the press and broadcasters are blatantly biased
against progressive politicians and labour
leaders. 

Culture Matters Co-Operative Ltd has been

set up to help the labour movement develop
the cultural struggle, so that working people
can join in and enjoy all cultural activities. We
promote a democratic and socialist approach
to art, culture and politics, which aims to assert
our common humanity against divisions of
class, gender, race and the other social divisions
engendered by capitalism. 

We run a website which publishes creative
and critical material on politics and culture;
manage Bread and Roses arts awards; deliver
cultural education workshops to trade
unionists; publish books; and contribute to the
development of  culture policy in the labour
movement. 

Join us in the fight for a better world! H

If  you would like to help or contribute material
contact us at:
info@culturematters.org.uk.
Culture Matters Co-Operative Ltd
culturematters.org.uk
twitter.com/Culturesmatter
facebook.com/culturemattersuk 

PAY

It’s been said many times: pensions are deferred
pay.  So when our members in the pre-92
universities struck to defend their USS pensions,
they were actually fighting against a drastic
imposed pay cut.  And rightly so.

But what about current pay?  Isn’t that
worth a similar fight?  And not just because of
the way it’s been eroded since the financial
crash of  2008-09 – but because those real
terms losses will also work their way through to
the pensions that members will ultimately get in
retirement.

The latest figures from the Office for
National Statistics show that the RPI index has
risen from 211.5 in April 2009 to 279.7 in April
2018 – a 32% increase over 9 years.  For HE,
average scale-point salaries have gone up by
less than 10% since then.  For FE in England, the
rise  – that is, when employers have agreed to
implement the Association of  Colleges
recommendations  – has been less than 7%.
These are real-terms pay cuts of  22% and 25%.

HE or FE, it’s clear that one major problem
since 2009 has been a political one – the
austerity policies started by the Brown Labour

government, and then imposed even more
viciously by the Coalition and Conservative
governments from 2010.  Not economic, but
political, because austerity is a political choice.
Working people were not responsible for the
crash of  2008-09, but they have been made to
pay for it since then, through cuts in pay, jobs,
occupational pensions, public services and
welfare benefits.  Meanwhile Britain’s super-rich
have been doing very well: the latest Sunday
Times Rich List shows that the combined
wealth of  the top 1,000 has now risen to
£724bn, an increase of  10% over the last year.

When do we make a stand?  If  not now,
then when?  Next year the gaps will be even
harder to make up.  And the time is opportune:
other unions are taking lessons from what UCU
has achieved over USS pensions, in mobilising
real support and gaining public sympathy.  At
the time of  writing, civil servants’ union PCS has
agreed to ballot all its members on industrial
action over pay, having got a 48.8% turn-out in a
consultative ballot, the highest ever achieved.
We know we can do better, when we convince
members of  the arguments.  And we know that
it’s not the odd day of  strike action here and
there that can win disputes.

Of  course there will be problems.  The
sustentation fund is exhausted.  HE members
may waver at taking sustained strike action
again so soon.  In FE many colleges will not
implement any national agreement.  And we
do have the big hurdle imposed by the Trade
Union Act to overcome.

But we do at least have to try, and we
also have to be creative as far as action is
concerned.  In FE, it looks like national
bargaining is dead.  So maybe we have to
take a leaf  out of  the book of  the old
engineering workers’ confederation – pick a
few select workplaces at a time, get all the
members there to vote to take sustained
strike action, but back them up by a levy on
the rest.  Then as individual employers
settle, move on to the next set of
workplaces.

We may ultimately have to do this in HE as
well.  In both sectors, it would of  course mean
the end of  national pay scales.  But we already
have that in FE.  And local enhanced pay scales
which have been won on the basis of  local
industrial action and comparators with other
institutions would be better than ongoing
minimal below-inflation increases. H

Isn’t pay worth a fight?

UCU extra!
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THIRD EDITION

Jeremy Corbyn  “The Morning Star is the most precious and only 
voice we have in the daily media” £1 weekdays, £1.50 at weekends. 
From newsagents or online at www.morningstaronline.co.uk

s The Empire and
Ukraine by Andrew
Murray sets the
Ukraine crisis in its
global and local
context, and draws the
lessons needed for the
anti-war movement as
great power conflict
returns to Europe and
threatens a new cold
war or worse. Murray
explores the essential
links between the
crises of
contemporary
capitalism and war.
£11.95 (+£1.50 p&p)

s Alexandra kollontai
(1872 –1952) was an
active socialist and
fighter for women’s
rights in Russia from
1899. She joined the
Bolsheviks in 1915.
The only woman
member of  the
Bolshevik central
committee, she also
served as Commissar
of Welfare  and head
of the Women’s
Section of  the
Bolshevik Party.
£2.50 (+£1.50 p&p)

State Monopoly
Capitalism by
Gretchen Binus, Beate
Landefeld and Andreas
Wehr.
The 2007/8
worldwide banking
collapse exposed – to
a new generation – the
cyclical nature of
modern capitalism’s
enduring crisis. With
the collapse in bank
confidence came the
crisis of  confidence in
modern capitalism
itself, and thus a
resurgence of  interest
in Marxism. £4.95  

manifestopress.org.uk

s Workers of all lands, unite! sets out what
should be a labour movement policy on
migration, labour and refugees.   £2

CAPITALISM 

ROBERT GRIFFITHS

IN 1867, MARx wrote to Johannes Becker that
Das Kapital would be ‘without question the
most terrible MISSILE that has yet been hurled

at the heads of  the bourgeoisie’ . 
Ever since, Capital has armed the working

class with the theory of  surplus value, explaining
why and how labour power is exploited.

Since 1945, for example, the average
production worker in Britain or the USA has
spent anywhere between 2.4  and 3.3 hours of
an 8-hour working day performing unpaid
labour, creating surplus value over and above the
value of  the commodities that can be purchased
by their daily wage.

Together with Value, Price and Profit — the
text of  Marx’s contribution to the debate within
the International Working Men’s Association in
1865 — Capital explains why the wages struggle
is both necessary and fruitful.

Volumes One and Three show how —
alongside workers producing commodities for
capitalist profit — commercial and clerical
workers are exploited as well, performing
unpaid surplus labour even though they might
not be creating surplus value. Here is the basis
for working class unity across every sector.

Capital also exposes the various ways in
which employers seek to maximise surplus value
through longer hours, higher productivity,
devalued wages and the super-exploitation of
female, migrant and foreign labour.

Echoing Robert Owen and karl Marx, the
First and Second Internationals proclaimed the
‘Eight Hour Day’ as the main demand of world-
wide demonstrations on May 1. Today, the
struggle to win or defend the 8-hour day or 40-
hour week continues around the world.

However, while improvements and reforms
might be won, they will be sustained only by the
economic and political strength of  the organised
working class. As Capital warned, capitalists are
driven by competition, mechanisation and the
tendency of  the rate of  profit to fall to seek
ways of  maximising the surplus labour and value
extracted from workers.

Marxism has thus educated and inspired
generations of  trade unionists, socialists and
communists to organise and mobilise millions of
workers for many thousands of  battles over pay,
hours and working conditions. The result has
been a general rise in working class living
standards in the developed and developing
countries over the past 150 years.

Marx explained much else about capitalism
yesterday and today: about crisis, mechanisation,
alienation at work and the ‘disposable industrial
reserve army’ of  labour. His treatment of
‘fictitious capital’ and the financial markets

anticipated not only the 1929 Wall Street Crash,
but also the Great Crash of  2007-08.

Capital’s analysis of  capitalist centralisation
and concentration — accumulation of  more and
more capital in fewer and bigger monopolies —
anticipated the rise of  today’s corporations.

In 2017, monopoly corporations made up
more than half  of  the world’s biggest 150
economic entities by Gross Domestic Product
or sales revenue. Each of  the three biggest (Wal-
Mart, Toyota Motor and Volkswagen) had a
turnover bigger than the GDP of at least 150 of
the world’s countries.

While these companies straddle the
globalised economy, almost all of  them have a
home country whose national state power is
usually exercised in their interests. Thirty-eight
of the biggest 100 transnational corporations
are based in the USA, with 12 in China (many of
them in social ownership), 12 in Japan, eight in
Germany, seven in France and six in Britain.

On the basis of  Marxist political economy,
Lenin and others developed our understanding
of the new era of  finance capital, state-
monopoly capitalism and imperialism. This
deepened the struggle for national liberation
struggles against colonialism, profoundly
affecting the course of  world development.

Thanks to Marx and Capital, too, many
millions of  workers have come to understand
that they must fight not only the effects of  their
exploitation, but its cause. As Value, Price and
Profit put it, these ‘unavoidable guerilla fights’ will
always have to be waged against the
encroachments of  capital and the market, for as
long as capitalism itself  exists. Therefore, the
working class should not merely alleviate the
symptoms — it should eradicate the disease, by
abolishing capitalism and constructing the new,
communist mode of production.

The subsequent overthrow of different
forms of  bourgeois power in Russia, Eastern
Europe, China, SE Asia and Cuba has had the
most profound impact on world development.

Working class state power, economic
planning, social ownership and massive
investment in the means of production — as
advocated in Capital — enabled the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe to achieve higher levels of
economic growth, equality and social security
than in comparative capitalist countries, all
without the super-exploitation of colonies or
semi-colonies; the Soviet Union saved Europe
from capitalist-fascist barbarism; and the socialist
countries rendered invaluable support to national
liberation movements around the world. Today,
on a similar economic and political basis, China is
emerging as an economic superpower and
Cuba’s social and cultural achievements exceed
those of almost all developing and many
developed capitalist countries.

Working people can now learn from a wide

range of  experiences of  winning state power
and building socialism, as the lower stage of
communism. These include immensely positive
experiences as well as the failures to resolve
problems of  resource allocation, innovation,
productivity and incentives.

Towards the end of  Volume One of Capital,
Marx laid bare capitalism’s fundamental
contradiction, that between the vast social
character of  production and the private
monopoly ownership of  the means of
production. Capitalism’s class system —
dominated by the narrow interests of  a small
class of  powerful shareholders — holds back
further development of  society’s productive
forces, which could be deployed to resolve most
if  not all of  humanity’s basic social, economic
and environmental problems.

Hence Marx’s belief  that the capitalist mode
of production and its state power would be
overthrown by the growing revolt of  the
working class, which he said was ‘a class always
increasing in numbers, and disciplined, united,
organised by the very mechanism of the process
of capitalist production itself ’ .

The working class has indeed grown since
Capital was first published — from 300 million to
around 3.4 billion today. We have 268 million
workers in trade unions affiliated to the World
Federation of  Trade Unions or the International
Confederation of  Trade Unions, with another
322 million in the All-China Federation. That
makes more than half  a billion organised
workers, more and more of  them women
whose additional exploitation was detailed in
Volume One of Capital.

We have the international Communist
movement and other parties and movements of
the left.

Since 1867, the objective conditions have
matured for abolishing a capitalist mode of
production now characterised by global
exploitation, grotesque inequality, parasitic
‘financialisation’, economic crisis, massive
unemployment and under-employment,
imperialist militarisation and war, forced mass
migrations, food insecurity, under-nutrition,
environmental degradation, corporate
corruption, energy crisis, global warming and
destabilised weather systems.

The urgent necessity for marxists and
communists in the 21st century is to ensure that
the subjective conditions — working class
organisation, revolutionary leadership and
strategy, political consciousness — are sufficient
for the historic tasks ahead. H

ROBERT GRIFFITHS IS GENERAL SECRETARY

OF THE COMMUNIST PARTY

His new book Marx’s Das Kapital and capitalism
today is available at www.manifestopress.org.uk

Marx’s Das Kapital and capitalism today

s The EU, Brexit and class politics
Which way for the labour movement?
by Robert Griffiths  £2

s Women & Class by Mary Davis has
become the standard text for the labour
movement’s engagement with the issues.   £2
www.communist-party.org.uk/shop

Let us be clear. The current media offensive
against Labour and Jeremy Corbyn is not
mobilised to root out such active anti-semitism
as exists in British society which is almost
exclusively the work of  the extreme right. 

While opinion polls and the Home Affairs
Committee show that Labour is either among
the least susceptible to the anti-semitic ideas
that still maintain a certain currency in British
society or that there is “no reliable, empirical
evidence to support the notion that there is a
higher prevalence of  anti-semitic attitudes
within the Labour Party than any other political
party” the dominant media narrative has it that
Labour has an anti-semitism problem.

Where anti-semitism exists in the Labour
movement it must be exposed. It appears in
social media where authorship is often obscure,
is expressed in unwary formulations by the
inexperienced or immature or fits into deep
rooted and subterranean notions that Jews
constitute an wealthy elite or a secret ruling
cabal. The German social democrat Bebel called
it the “socialism of  fools”.

The central thrust of  Zionist propaganda is
to conflate criticism of  the policies of  what they

describe as “the Jewish state” with anti-semitism
as such. It is pretty clear that this campaign,
backed by the establishment media, Atlanticist
and pro-NATO elements inside and outside the
Labour Party, by Tories and other reactionaries
in the Board of  Deputies and the self  appointed
Jewish Leadership Council is not about
defending Jewish people but about derailing the
solidarity with Palestine and reducing the
chances of  a Labour government led by a
convinced anti-imperialist being elected.

The anti-semites who historically targeted
Jews are today more focussed on Muslims.
These elements combine their traditional anti-
semitism with political support for US foreign
policy and the most reactionary elements in
Zionism and the apartheid Israeli state.

The Israeli Labour Party ended its links with
the Labour Party in Britain after a speech by
Jeremy Corbyn in which he criticised an earlier
murder of  Palestinian protestors (in which he
also referred to protests by progressive
Israelis). And that same Israeli Labour Party
leader believes that the illegal settlements on
occupied Palestinian territory are, ”…the
beautiful and devoted face of  Zionism…”. 

Jewish Voice for Labour is very effectively
challenging the deceptive nature of  the
offensive but a demonstration of  the power of
the narrative to tame even the most unruly of
commentators is demonstrated by Frankie
Boyle’s surrender to its essence in presenting
Labour as simultaneously anti-semitic, denuded
of  radicalism and thus facing inevitable electoral
defeat. His fellow comic David Baddiel
performed what he imagines as the ‘coup de
grace’ in criticising Corbyn for coupling his
opposition to anti-semitism with his abhorrence
of  racism. Baddiel managed to convey the
impression that anti-semitism is to be somehow
privileged above other forms of  discrimination.
And that to bracket it with racism somehow
weakened Corbyn’s credibility. Baddiel slyly
suggested that he thought Corbyn was
“probably” not anti-semitic himself.

Despite somewhat blunting Labour’s
advance it is possible that this transparently
mendacious offensive has reached close to its
effective limits among the great majority of  the
British people. But it still has the capacity to
demobilise some on the left  and even confuse
some in the Labour leadership. H

s Marx’s Das Kapital and capitalism today
by Robert Griffiths   
ISBN 978-1-907464-35-5 90pp Illustrated
£8  €9 (plus £2 €2.5 post and packing)
www.manifestopress.org.uk

Corbyn’s Labour under attack
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