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Key

‘It is never safe to assume that any of our history is altogether dead. 
It is more often lying there, as a form of stored cultural energy. The 
instant daily energy of the contingent dazzles us with its brightness. 
What passes on the daily screen is so distracting, the presence of 
the status quo is so palpable, that it is difficult to believe that any 
other form of energy exists. But this instant energy must be repro-
duced every moment as it is consumed; it can never be held in store. 
Let the power be cut off for a while, then we become aware of other 
and older reserves of energv glowing all around us, just as, when the 
street-lights are dowsed, we become aware of the stars.’

- EP Thompson

The following key will help guide the reader through the different types of material 
in this pamphlet. The items in this publication do not follow a linear chronology so we 
have opted for a colour key to help to reader locate themselves. By presenting material 
in this manner, jumping between the past and the present, it is hoped that different 
interpretations, fresh connections or alternate readings of this material can be 
established, which an authoritative and linear account would exclude.

Archival Material Bulletins

Interventions Inquiry



p
a
g
e
 4

Seth Wheeler

What you hold in your hands is the 
conclusion of an initial wave of archival 
research conducted at the Mayday Rooms, a 
repository for the literature and ephemera 
of radical social movements based on 
London’s Fleet Street. In both its content 
and its form this pamphlet pays homage to 
a revolutionary tendency active within the 
UK, whose history remains both partial and 
obscured. It is hoped this small offering 
may play some role in redressing this 
shortcoming.

While undertaking research in the 
archives, a pressing question occurred 
regarding the use and purpose of ‘radical’ 
archives. Namely, to what extent could such 
an archive escape the concerns of historians, 
and instead provide contemporary militants 
with effective tools for struggle? For a 
historian, the utility of an archive is 
only measured by its capacity to provide 
a repository of past material, from which 
convincing stories regarding the motivations 
and concerns of historical actors can later 
be constructed. For communist militants 
however, unburdened by the historian’s 
fixation with the past alone, an archive can 
also provide a useful means to assess the 
present state of our movement, in terms of 
its strengths and weaknesses.  

While many of the tactics and ideas 
established in the past have been abandoned 
by activists, assessed as no longer ‘fit 
for purpose’ when held against contemporary 
conditions, theory and strategies can also 
slip out of use for no other reason than 
that the group or tendency in which they 
once ‘found a life’ suddenly dissolves. 
With no one left to advocate for them, 
these insights and practices can disappear 
from a movement’s tactical repertoire, 
laying dormant in the unread minutes and 
publications of organisations past.  

In conjunction with the Mayday rooms 
mission statement, ‘to connect the ephemera 
of past movements to present day struggle,’ 
this project undertook a new direction, 
seeking to excavate ideas that contained 
prescient lessons for current organising. 
This task was undertaken in line with my own 
predilections and partisan interests as a 
member of the Class Inquiry Group, namely 
to ‘ground revolutionary politics in the 
perspective of the working class; to help 
circulate and develop workers struggles 
through clear and accessible prose, and to 

build workers’ confidence to take action by 
and for themselves.’ 

The Class Inquiry Group had formed 
during and alongside my period of research 
at Mayday, providing those of us who make 
up this small group with proof of what we 
had long suspected but had found scant 
evidence for; namely the existence of a 
broad coalition of activists, who had once 
shared our interest with the insights and 
organisational modalities of an Italian 
variant of Marxism known as operaismo 
(workerism). My desire to present the 
history of this milieu needed to address 
the problematics of undertaking a specialist 
history, while avoiding creating a tight 
linear history that risked ironing out the 
different interpretations, connections or 
possible readings of this material, while 
simultaneously giving voice to what I 
considered to be its useful lessons for the 
present. 

Operaismo itself was broad and 
heterogeneous, emanating from the Italian 
workers movement of the late 1950s/60s.  
Central to its sensibilities and 
understandings were two interrelated ‘tools 
of analysis’, that wind their way through 
the historical publications contained in 
this pamphlet.  

The first of these tools is the 
‘workers’ inquiry.’ Workers’ inquiry is 
an approach to knowledge production that 
combines research with organising. It 
attempts to create useful knowledge about 
work, exploitation, class relations, and 
capitalism from the perspective of workers 
themselves. Ostensibly there are two forms 
of workers’ inquiry. The first is the 
inquiry ‘from above,’ involving the use of 
traditional research methods to gain access 
to the workplace. The second is the inquiry 
‘from below,’ a method that involves ‘co-
research,’ in which workers themselves 
are involved in leading the production of 
knowledge. If conditions existed under which 
it was possible, the inquiry ‘from below’ was 
always clearly favourable. The knowledge that 
was produced from these forms of inquiry, 
workerists argued, was not only useful 
for understanding capitalism, but also for 
organising against it.

There are two reasons why this 
particular focus on work remains essential. 
Firstly, it is central to the development of 
a revolutionary working-class perspective. 

Long Lost Relatives
 Seth Wheeler
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From the perspective of an individual 
worker, it is difficult to see how our own 
work recreates capitalism. Collectively, 
however, workers perform vital functions 
at different points of production and 
circulation. Through the process of coming 
together to our share knowledge of our 
conditions, the working class can develop 
a shared revolutionary viewpoint. These 
perspectives reveal the direct experience of 
capitalist exploitation, while also pointing 
towards the kind of struggle that may help 
to destroy it. 

Secondly, capitalism is totally 
reliant upon work. Without work, there is 
no new value produced, and no capitalist 
mode of production. The relationship 
between classes expressed at work is 
fundamental to understanding society. But 
understanding capitalism demands more than 
an understanding of class relations alone. 
Work is the only relationship in which the 
workers produce surplus value, but it is 
not the only one in which people experience 
oppression. 

The second analytical tool in the 
Italian workerist tradition is the concept of 
‘Class Composition.’ This is predicated on 
a recognition that capitalist exploitation 
is not merely an abstract idea, but always 
takes material forms. To express the thesis 
of class composition in its simplest terms, 
one could say: through the process of class 
struggle capitalism changes itself and 
develops its new technologies of production 
and its work processes. These transformations 
involve the movement of people and capital 
to new parts of the world and creating new 
industries. The terrain of class struggle 
changes, along with the working class itself. 
By analysing the transformations on this 
terrain, an assessment of where capital is 
weak and where workers are strong can be 
made. Therefore, when attuned to the concept 
of class composition, workers’ inquiry does 
not just uncover the changing forms of work, 
but the changing forms of struggle.

The Italian workerists divided class 
composition into two parts. The first is 
‘technical composition.’ This is the specific 
material organisation of labour-power into a 
working class through the social relations 
of work. It is shaped by factors like the 
use of technology, management techniques, 
and the overall design of the labour process. 
The second is ‘political composition,’ which 

follows from technical composition. It is the 
self-organisation of the working class into 
a force for class struggle. This includes 
factors like the tactics employed by worker 
resistance, forms of worker organisation, 
and the expression of class struggle in 
politics. Technical composition sets the 
basis for political composition, although 
the movement from one to the other is neither 
mechanical nor predictable. Instead, it is 
an internal development and political growth, 
which leads to a leap forward. For the 
workerists this leap ultimately defines the 
working class political viewpoint.

My archival research has focused on 
‘workers’ writing,’ in line with the above 
innovations, and has focused on inquiries 
and interventions levelled in the worker’s 
voice; unmediated by either official union 
structures, union orthodoxies or party-
political interference. This focus provided 
a key to read the MayDay Rooms archive, 
establishing a provisional cartography of 
groups and individuals once influenced by 
Italian workerism. 

One of the most important examples 
of this tendency is Red Notes, a series 
of irregular pamphlets detailing workers’ 
struggles, workers’ culture and ‘class 
compositional’ analysis, produced by 
Ed Emery during the 1970s/80s. Beyond 
its approachable writing style, which 
meticulously detailed workplace resistance, 
Red Notes is credited with introducing 
socialists based in the UK to translations of 
key Italian ‘workerist’ texts. This helped 
to define the sensibilities of a generation 
of militants within the libertarian left.  
From the archive I have chosen to reproduce 
‘Handy Hints For The Successful Striker,’ 
which collated tips drawn from interviews 
conducted with workers engaged in the Ford 
Layoff strikes at their Dagenham plant in 
June 1977. This serves as a good example of 
the emphasis Red Notes placed on co-research 
for providing the grounding for subsequent 
action; it’s also funny and engaging.  

Red Notes also provides the aesthetic 
inspiration for this pamphlet, which directly 
mirrors the design of Red Notes’ ‘The 
Little Red Blue Book’ that ‘Handy Hints’ was 
originally published in. I hope this will 
stand as a fitting tribute to the tireless 
efforts Ed Emery made (and continues to make) 
in regard to the dissemination of a class 
compositional politics. I also include ‘No 
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Politics without Inquiry’ an essay authored 
by Emery, originally published in Common 
Sense, No. 18, December 1995. This essay 
lays clear the continued necessity for class 
compositional research, and provided the 
inspiration for the Class Inquiry Group’s 
foundation.

Functioning alongside Red Notes, and 
sharing many of its enthusiasms, existed 
Big Flame, an organisation of libertarian 
socialists active between the years of 1970-
85. Big Flame emerged out of the urgency of 
student unrest associated with the global 
events of 1968. As Max Farrar, a former 
militant within the organisation, has 
suggested, Big Flame provided an outward 
facing and organised expression for the 
concerns of a wider ‘left libertarian’ 
milieu. Like Red Notes, Big Flame were keen 
to incorporate the insights and lessons 
drawn from the Italian workers’ movement, 
establishing a series of ‘base groups’ around 
factories and communities through which they 
organised. Bulletins and inquiries were a 
regular feature of Big Flame’s work, and I 
include examples drawn from their ongoing 
work in and around Ford motor plants as 
another example of accessible, strategic and 
combative writing. 

While the incorporation of Italian 
workerism links the above two projects 
together, other influences that drew 
similar political conclusions to those 
of the Italian workerists also helped to 
guide this tendency. Of importance to the 
developing sensibilities of this milieu were 
the writings of the libertarian socialist 
organisation Solidarity, active in the UK 
between 1960-1990. Inspired by the French 
Socialisme ou Barbarie group and its 
intellectual leader Cornelius Castoriadis, 
Solidarity’s militants busied themselves 
producing intervention papers addressing 
workers in struggle, in line with their own 
beliefs in workers’ self-organisation and 
their radical anti-Leninism. While a marginal 
voice on the revolutionary left, when held 
against the larger Trotskyist organisations 
of the 1960s, Solidarity’s emphasis on the 
‘workers point of view’ found resonances with 
those looking toward the Italian working 
class for inspiration. I include an extract 
from a Solidarity publication ‘Why I work at 

Ford’ that was later reproduced by Big Flame.  
This stands as an example of the continuity 
of ideas and approaches permeating the 
European radical left during the long 1960s.

While Big Flame would eventually 
dissolve during the Thatcherite assault on 
organised labour in the 1980s, base militancy 
continued to exert a revolutionary pressure 
throughout the decade. ‘Picket,’ a regular 
bulletin that ran throughout the Wapping 
print-workers dispute of 1987 attests to the 
maintenance of a rank and file militancy 
unmediated by official union orthodoxy. 
Produced by rank and file workers, Picket 
is an example of a combative and an ‘on the 
offensive’ workers writing, sadly absent 
from the struggles of the present.

Alongside historical material I have 
chosen to reproduce two inquires undertaken 
by the Class Inquiry Group and a selection 
of bulletins we have recently produced with 
workers, which register the continuity of 
approaches and styles between the past and 
the present. This includes a full run of the 
‘University Worker,’ a bulletin we produced 
and distributed during the UCU pension 
dispute of 2018. This played a significant 
role in holding together rank and file 
militancy during the dispute and served 
to convince us of the continuing radical 
potential of the workplace bulletin.

 A key has been provided to help the 
reader distinguish between past and present 
materials. Nevertheless, the articles and 
bulletins produced within this pamphlet do 
not follow a linear chronology in their 
presentation. By presenting material in 
this manner, jumping between the past and 
the present, it is hoped that different 
interpretations, fresh connections or 
alternate readings of this material can 
be established, which an authoritative and 
linear account would exclude. It is hoped 
that the prescient lessons contained within 
this tendency’s history remain as discernible 
and as concrete as the lessons that could be 
drawn from a linear narrative. 
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No Politics Without Inquiry! (1995)

A Proposal for a Class Composition Inquiry 
Project 1996-7.Initially published in Common 
Sense, No. 18, December 1995.

This article is a direct appeal for like-
minded people to come together in a project of 
shared political work. The idea is: to muster 
all available forces to work on a militant 
class-composition study project. This is to 
inform, and to be the basis of, possible future 
political organisation.

Prelude
A small group of friends. We celebrate 

Mayday each year. We look forward to the day 
when everyone makes May 1st a dayoff-work-day, 
to celebrate struggles past and present - to 
meet, to eat and drink, to sing and dance… 
[Incidentally, Mayday 1996 is a Wednesday. 
Don’t just let it pass. Celebrate it. Mayday 
as a time for reflection. Look at the past. 
Plan for the future. So what happened this 
year?

Mayday 1995: Friends reported that the 
TGWU branch at the Ford-Dagenham Assembly 
Plant voted explicitly against taking the day 
off work on Mayday. For fear of being “in 
breach of contract”. That is how things have 
changed.

Mayday 1995: A hundred thousand workers 
marched in Turkey to celebrate Mayday, despite 
the massive presence of armed Turkish police, 
who had killed people on previous marches. 
That is how things have changed.

Mayday 1995: For our part, we ran up the 
red flag in the back yard. We marched with 
the Turks and Kurds (as usual, just about the 
only people marching in London). A few friends 
round for supper in the evening. And we sang 
the old songs of struggle and resistance.

But absolutely, categorically not enough. 
Some of us feeling an urgency. A drive for a 
particular kind of work. A deepseated wanting. 
A need to know what is happening. Because 
something is stirring, all around.

Twenty years, perhaps, since class power 
was last winning. We’ve lived the years of 
defeat. Years of impotence. Years of anger. 
The rich getting richer and life’s been shit 
for the rest of us. The foundations of working 
class power systematically destroyed. No 
doubt. We’ve been on the losing side.But in 
some vaguely definable way, class power is on 
the move again. We’re picking ourselves up out 

of the wreckage. And the question is: how do 
we regroup, gather strength, mobilise social 
forces for a project of winning rather than 
losing?

A Small Proposition
The old class forces have been taken 

apart. World-wide. “Decomposed”. New class 
forces are emerging. New configurations. This 
is what we call a “new class composition”. 
Nick Witheford offers definitions, and their 
history, elsewhere in this issue of Common 
Sense.

The new class composition is more or 
less a mystery to us (and to capital, and to 
itself) because it is still in the process 
of formation. Eternally in flux, of course, 
but periodically consolidating nodes of class 
power.

Before we can make politics, we have 
to understand that class composition. This 
requires us to study it. Analyse it. We do 
this through a process of inquiry. Hence: No 
Politics Without Inquiry.

The Proposition Stated in Other Terms
Relations between capital and labour have 

been radically restructured during the past 
two decades, in favour of capital. Labour is 
being recomposed into new circuits, cycles and 
patterns of production. A new class composition 
is being formed, world-wide. In time, this 
class composition will begin to assert its 
interests - in its own new circuits, cycles 
and patterns - of opposition, of struggle. At 
that point, mere technical class composition 
turns into political class composition. It 
becomes real power, political power.The 
enemy constantly studies class composition in 
order to fracture it, break it, disperse it, 
permanently dissipate its strength. We, for 
our part, study class composition in order to 
strengthen it, consolidate it, turn it into a 
real basis of power.

The old compositions and their associated 
bastions of class power (miners, auto workers, 
dockers, steel workers etc) have been broken 
down. New class compositions (information 
industries, services etc) are being built up. 
Before we can be active in building the class 
power of these new compositions, we have to 
know who they are, where they are, what are 
their conditions of work and life, and around 
what issues, slogans, struggles they will 

No Politics Without Inquiry! (1995)
 by Ed Emery
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mobilise during the coming years.
And at the moment we know just about 

fuck-all.
So: an invitation to comrades far and 

wide to join in a process of INQUIRY.
The Conference of Socialist Economists as 

a Possible Base
After the 1994 Conference a group of us 

in the CSE set up a “Working Group on Work”. 
Our interest has been in the changes taking 
place in work, and struggles arising from 
these developments. Similar work has developed 
previously in CSE.

For example, in the lead-up to the 1976 
“Labour Process” conference. This analytical 
work was particularly strong around the motor 
industry, and led to useful organising activity 
in that industry.

CSE Conference provides one useful forum 
for mobilising these kinds of collective 
energies. There are people who could build a 
base for a serious project of class composition 
analysis. Each contributing some small part of 
the overall inquiry.

Thus part of my purpose is to propose 
a “class composition” theme for a future CSE 
Conference. Perhaps for 1996. Left to find a 
title for it, I would propose:

“Class composition: Studies of changing 
relations between capital and labour. Global 
restructuring and the rebuilding of class 
power.”

We might all, each in our own way, 
undertake to make small contributions of 
insights, towards building a pool of knowledge 
in these areas.

Need for a Network of Research and Action
However, the project needs a far wider 

base.
I could pretend to speak for a group, an 

organisation, a world political perspective. 
I am none of these things. I speak merely 
for myself, and for the particular baggage 
of historical and political experience that I 
carry with me.

I am convinced that serious revolutionary 
politics is impossible without a committed, 
detailed, daily work of analysing and 
understanding class composition, in all its 
varied and changing forms. This work needs to 
be undertaken by large numbers of people, and 
its methods and results need to be coordinated 
by a process of regular bulletins and regular 
meetings. It is only lack of political 
imagination, a sense of defeatism, and basic 
human laziness that stand in the way of our 
doing it.

A Momentary Diversion: My 
Envy of the Scientists

In recent months I’ve been reading 
physics books. Atoms, particles, astronomy, 
cosmology, that sort of thing. A new wave 
of popularisation in science. Exhilarating to 
ride this wave. Huge and wonderful discoveries. 
Old ways of thought turned on their heads. 
A lot of nonsense thrown out of the window. 
The whole essence of “being human” is being 
challenged, redefined.

I watch these scientists working. 
They have teams of researchers. Networks 
of international contact and cooperation. 
Extraordinary machines for observation and 
analysis. Confidence and enthusiasm. Reaching 
out to audiences that are not familiar with 
their language. Creating new public languages. 
And in the process you find them celebrating 
and documenting the development of the 
intellectual history of their discipline.

I am deeply envious.
Once there used to be a “science of class 

struggle”. After all, class struggle is as 
available to scientific analysis as any area 
of the physical world. But the science of 
class struggle got itself a very bad name when 
it transmuted into “scientific socialism” and 
Stalinism.

The science of class struggle never 
recovered from that. It had a brief and glorious 
resurgence in the Italian revolutionary Left, 
as scienza operaia (“working-class science”), 
but the prevailing anti-scientism of the 
post-1968 Left sank any notion that the class 
struggle could be approached scientifically.

I hold to that idea of a scientific 
approach.

Another Momentary Diversion: 
The Rhetoric of War

The miserable debacle of state socialism 
in the “communist” world has deprived us of 
great chunks of our language. Who are we? What 
are we? How do we describe ourselves? What is 
our politics?

Where do we choose the words with which 
to name our politics. Communism? Socialism? 
Revolution? Redistribution of wealth? Social 
reform? Working-class autonomy? Class war? 
There is a problem here. These names are all 
variously tainted by previous associations.

So at this time I prefer to give the 
project no name.
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Except that I believe that we must see it 
in terms of war.

War is being waged on us. Class war. 
(Sometimes literally, by military means.) 
We would do well to respond in the language 
of war.The rhetoric of earlier communist 
and anarchist movements always had a strong 
military flavour to it. But the notion of war 
is less than fashionable nowadays.

When I say “respond in the language of 
war”, of course I don’t mean rushing round 
killing people. I mean that we begin to 
speak (once again) the language of tactics, 
strategy, fields of battle, mobilising of 
forces, application of technologies, and a 
theory of war.

I find that the joining of these elements 
provides me with the bones of an operating 
system. On the one hand, a notion of a “science” 
of the class struggle. And on the other, a 
notion of the class struggle as a “war” within 
which we have a part to play. Plus, as a basic 
foundation, the conviction that if you’re not 
part of the solution then you’re part of the 
problem.

Moments of Crisis and 
Dislocation: No Politics 
Without Inquiry

You might object to the notion of a 
somehow “objective” science.

You might object to the notion of “war” 
and its associations of militarism.

You might object to the notion of 
disembodied intervention in the body politic.

You might say that the very notion of 
an “Inquiry” is a nonsense without a prior 
questioning of the self-stance of the 
“Inquirer”.

I agree. All these notions are deeply 
problematic.

In answer to the objections, I say let 
us take these notions and problematise them. 
Frankly. Enthusiastically. Without fear. Then 
see where we go from there.

So this article proposes an Inquiry, 
in the hopes of generating small amounts 
of discussion, and perhaps also generating 
practical activity.

To this end, we might look briefly at 
earlier instances of the Inquiry, to see 
whether they offer insights regarding method, 
content, ways of approaching knowledge etc.

A note, here. We are not starting from 
a basis of nothing at all. Even a minimal 

glance at the literature makes it clear that 
the Inquiry has a strong and substantive 
intellectual pedigree.

For example: Marx… Lenin… Luxemburg… Mao… 
Not to mention the US National Commission on 
Civil Disorders (1968).

Over the years I have done amounts of 
work on class composition analysis. Some 
of this work has appeared in Common Sense 
[Sergio Bologna on “The Historiography of the 
Mass Worker” in CS 11 and 12, and his work 
on “Nazism and the Working Class”, CS 16]. 
During this period books and pamphlets have 
accumulated on my shelves.

During the years of defeat my view of my 
books and pamphlets has oscillated (daily) 
between seeing them as a precious historical 
resource for the furtherance of struggle, and 
as useless mounds of paper taking up space.

Anyway, in preparing this article I 
went fishing in my library. I pulled down 
volumes fat and thin. Dusted them off. To 
see what they had to offer, as regards class 
composition analysis and the possibilities of 
a new communist project.

What I found was that, at each major point 
of crisis and dislocation in the development 
of capitalist society, various kinds of people 
have instituted mass social inquiries. Their 
intention has been to document and research 
the attitudes and conditions of life of the 
oppressed masses. As a political project.

Studies that ranged from Chinese peasants 
labouring under feudal despotism to the Black 
proletariat of the racist ghettoes of Newark 
and Detroit. Studies of various kinds. London 
housewives. FIAT car workers. The shifting 
masses of migrant labour toiling across whole 
continents. The collective flux of intellectual 
labour energies concentrated on the Internet.

In short, at certain points in history 
people have felt the urge to ask: Who are we? 
What is happening? How have things changed? 
Hence the Inquiry.

It is generally at points of fracture, 
crisis, restructuring, dislocation of 
capitalist development etc that these Inquiries 
come about. And the Inquiries see themselves 
as a prelude, a precursor and a precondition 
of politics.

We are living such a period right now. 
And the need for an Inquiry is urgent. It is 
not an optional extra. It is fundamental. In 
short: No Politics Without Inquiry.

Contained Excitement
I offer below a small list of some of 

the material I found on my shelves. The list 
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is not comprehensive. It is indicative. It 
indicates the kinds of treasures that are in 
store when one begins researching previous 
exemplars of the Inquiry. Source materials for 
a science of class struggle. Method. Content. 
Theoretical framework. Epistemological basis.

The class struggle Inquiry is a scientific 
discipline unto itself. Related to other 
disciplines, but with a peculiar fire all its 
own. Extraordinarily exciting. Ill-considered 
trifles, a marginal field of human knowledge, 
lost and buried chapters from forgotten books, 
but at the same time the very basis of a 
political project. An incitement to action.

It would be good to produce an annotated 
bibliography of the Inquiry, together with a 
commentary on its intellectual history. The 
antecedents, the past practices, reflecting on 
future possibilities. Given time and energy, I 
might do this during the coming year. For the 
moment I shall contain the excitement sparked 
by these texts. I offer a few bits and pieces 
from examples of the Inquiry as conducted in 
the past 150 years. Very brief.

Some Previous Examples of “THE INQUIRY”
The Inquiry has its own typology. It has 

varieties of genres, varieties of intention. 
Some are produced by the state. Others are 
produced by political organisations, by way 
of external intervention. Others are produced 
from within the ranks of organised labour. Yet 
others are the product of people’s observation 
of their own condition. Earlier examples 
include:

Karl Marx: The Workers’ Inquiry
In the later years of his life, Marx 

prepared a comprehensive questionnaire 
designed to elicit the conditions of life 
and work of the labouring classes. [It was 
republished in Detroit in the early 1970s, 
with a view to promoting this kind of militant 
research in the auto industry. And again, only 
last year, in Italy.] Here Marx outlines the 
project:

Not a single government… has yet ventured 
to undertake a serious inquiry into the position 
of the French working class. But what a number 
of investigations have been undertaken into 
crises - agricultural, financial, industrial, 
commercial, political!

We (shall organise) a far-reaching 
investigation into facts and crimes of 
capitalist exploitation; we shall attempt to 
initiate an inquiry of this kind with those 
poor resources which are now at our disposal.

We hope to meet in this work with the 

support of all workers in town and country who 
understand that they alone can describe with 
full knowledge the misfortunes from which they 
suffer, and that only they, and not saviours 
sent by Providence, can energetically apply 
the healing remedies from the social ills to 
which they are a prey.

We also rely upon socialists of all 
schools who, being wishful for social reform, 
must wish for an exact and positive knowledge 
of the conditions in which the working class 
- the class to whom the future belongs - works 
and moves.” (Marx 1973, p. 4)

Inevitably this brings to mind the fifteen 
pages at the start of The Communist Manifesto 
that provide the classic statement of the 
class-composition analysis (“Bourgeois and 
Proletarians”) that led into the organising 
project of communism:

The essential condition for the existence 
and for the sway of the bourgeois class is 
the formation and augmentation of capital; 
the condition for capital is wage labour. 
Wage labour rests exclusively on competition 
between the labourers. The advance of 
industry, whose involuntary promoter is the 
bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the 
labourers, due to competition, by their 
revolutionary combination, due to association. 
The development of modern industry, therefore, 
cuts from under its feet the very foundation 
on which the bourgeoisie produces and 
appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie 
therefore produces, above all, are its own 
grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the 
proletariat are equally inevitable.

And, in among all this, we also have to 
consider Engels’ The Condition of the Working 
Class in England in 1844, the precursor of 
Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People 
of London (1902) and Henry Mayhew’s London 
Labour and the London Poor (1861). Not to 
mention, in our own time, Gareth Stedman Jones’ 
Outcast London: A Study in the Relationship 
Between Classes in Victorian Society (1971).

Lenin and Luxemburg
Lenin. The Development of Capitalism in 

Russia (1898). A huge work - the bibliography 
alone runs to some 500 titles, begged, borrowed 
and perused both in prison and on the road 
into exile. Three years of work to provide 
the analytical grounding of the Bolshevik 
project. Detailed work on the composition 
of the labouring classes in Russia. And the 
potential for politics:

The increase in the number of peasants 
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thrown into the ranks of the industrial and 
rural proletariat… The population of this 
‘corner’ - ie the proletariat, is, in the 
literal sense of the word, the vanguard of the 
whole mass of toilers and exploited.

Rosa Luxemburg. The Mass Strike, the Party 
and the Trade Unions. Rosa, released from 
prison and recuperating in Finland. Extending 
the analysis of the proletariat and its real 
movements and interests.

We have attempted… to sketch the history 
of the mass strike in Russia in a few strokes. 
Even a fleeting glance at this history shows 
us a picture… Instead of the rigid and hollow 
scheme of an arid political action carried out 
by the decision of the highest committees and 
furnished with a plan and panorama, we see 
a bit of pulsating life of flesh and blood, 
which cannot be cut out of the large frame 
of the revolution but is connected with all 
parts of the revolution by a thousand veins. 
(Luxemburg 1970, p. 43)

US Riot Commission Report
An example of a state-sponsored class 

composition analysis. In 1967, in the wake of 
the riots in Newark, Detroit and other cities, 
President Johnson instituted a commission of 
social inquiry, whose report was published 
under the title “What Happened? Why Did It 
Happen? What Can Be Done?” This documented 
in large detail the experience of the Black 
proletariat living in the urban ghettoes. A 
comprehensive analysis of the newly-formed 
class composition that had rioted in the streets. 
A state initiative. Framed in a rhetoric of 
social reform and repressive control. Over 600 
pages, in the popular edition.

Its Introduction reads:
…An extraordinary document. We are not 

likely to get a better view of socially 
directed violence - what underlies it, what 
sets it off, how it runs its course, what 
follows. There are novels here, hidden in the 
Commission’s understated prose; there are a 
thousand doctoral theses germinating in its 
statistics, its interviews, its anecdotes and 
‘profiles’.” The report represents a beginning 
“on a task that beggars any other planned social 
evolution known to human history. (National 
Advisory Commission 1978, p. ix)

[From our side, the Report had its 
counterpart in the seminal Regulating the 
Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare by 
Fox Piven and Cloward, which uses a similar 
class composition approach to document the 
imposition of social control in both the New 

Deal (1930s) and the Great Society Programme 
(1960s). The state project unmasked.]

Mao Tse Tung
And Mao, too. A huge work of wide-ranging 

class Inquiry. And hints as to method. For 
instance, the article “Oppose Book Worship”, 
of May 1930. Uneasy with the authoritarian 
tone, but the man has a point.

No Investigation, No Right to Speak. 
Unless you have investigated a problem, you 
will be deprived of the right to speak on it. 
Isn’t that too harsh? Not in the least. When 
you have not probed into a problem, into the 
present facts and its past history, and know 
nothing of its essentials, whatever you say 
about it will undoubtedly be nonsense. Talking 
nonsense solves no problems, as everyone 
knows, so why is it unjust to deprive you 
of the right to speak? Quite a few comrades 
always keep their eyes shut and talk nonsense, 
and for a Communist that is disgraceful. How 
can a Communist keep his eyes shut and talk 
nonsense?

It won’t do!
It won’t do!
You must investigate!
You must not talk nonsense!”
The Italians
To all this we have to add the mass 

of documentation produced by the Italian 
revolutionary Left movement throughout the 
period of the 1960s-80s. Detailed, committed, 
militant research and analysis of the everyday 
conditions of living labour. And here was a 
departure. This is not the “denunciatory” style 
of Marx’s “far-reaching investigation into 
facts and crimes of capitalist exploitation”. 
Rather, the analysis is part and parcel of 
an everyday, capillary process of militant 
intervention and organisation. Leafletting, 
meeting, discussion, reworking of analysis, 
consolidation at new levels. Here we have 
the work of Quaderni Rossi, Potere Operaio, 
Autonomia, Lotta Continua etc. Buried, for the 
most part, in Italian-language texts that are 
too rarely translated.

Photography… Song…
And while we’re at it, why stop at the 

printed word? We could include song. Woody 
Guthrie, singing the lives and times of the 
migrant workers of Dust Bowl USA. Alan Lomax, 
collecting blues and prison work songs. Pete 
Seeger and Bob Reiser with their Carry It On: 
A History in Song and Picture of the Working 
Men and Women of America:

Beware! This is a book of history. With 
songs and pictures, we try to tell how the 
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working people of this country - women and 
men; old and young; people of various skin 
shades, various religions, languages, and 
national backgrounds - have tried to better 
their own lives and work towards a world of 
peace, freedom, jobs, and justice for all.

And photography. For example, Sebastiao 
Salgado’s incredible Workers: An Archaeology 
of the Industrial Age, which he defines as a 
work of “militant photography”.

And Jo Spence, in Putting Myself in the 
Picture, where, among other things, she charts 
the process (a labour process, in the arena 
of reproduction) of her own death from cancer. 
Bringing the Inquiry right home into the front 
room, into the family:

Photography can only attempt certain 
things compared with other media, but its 
radicality lies in the fact that we can produce, 
possess and circulate snapshots by ourselves, 
for ourselves and among ourselves. It is there… 
that the future of photography lies for me. If 
we truly want to democratise how meanings are 
produced in images… we could start by telling 
our stories in different ways…

We are in Good Company
Elsewhere in the world there are active 

examples of this kind of militant Inquiry 
activity.

In Germany, for instance, there is a 
network of militants in various cities, 
connected by computer links, and producing a 
monthly national bulletin, Wildcat-Zirkular, 
which gives detailed reports on struggles in 
the various localities.

In Italy, in November last year, the 
group Collegamenti organised a conference in 
Turin, under the title Inchiesta, conricerca, 
comunicazione diretta ieri e oggi. Per una 
coscienza sociale e un intervento politico 
di base (“Inquiry, Co-Research and Direct 
Communication. For Social Awareness and 
Grassroots Political Intervention”). This 
conference dealt with the history and present 
practice of the Inquiry in Italy and Germany.

In France, a group of comrades around 
the journal Futur Anterieur have been holding 
regular seminars and producing materials on 
the changing class realities in France and 
Italy (see my paper for CSE Conference 1994).

In the USA, Collective Action Notes, 
published out of Maryland, documents struggles 
worldwide, and aims to build an international 
network of contacts.

And in Britain there are the regular 

bulletins produced by Counter Information 
and others, drawing together class struggle 
information from across the board.

All of these provide useful pointers. For 
us the project would probably be along the 
lines of what Wildcat is doing in Germany: 
To set up an intercommunicating network of 
militants doing more or less detailed work 
on class composition in their local areas; to 
meet as and when appropriate; and to circulate 
the results of our collective work.

I am happy to act as coordinator in the 
initial stages of any such project. At some 
point a national meeting should be called. If 
you would like to be involved in developing 
the idea, write to me:

Ed Emery, c/o Common Sense, P.O. Box 311,
Southern District Office, Edinburgh EH9 

1SF.
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  Has a wave of conflict between 
food platform workers and 
bosses spread across Europe?

Militant research into food platforms 
matters for two reasons. First, the segment 
of the capitalist class that owns these 
platforms have been early adopters of 
algorithmic management technology, which has 
transformed the labour process of traditional 
food delivery through the automation of 
supervision. Second, platform workers have 
resisted the conditions created by this 
reorganisation of the labour process, leading 
to a widespread series of skirmishes between 
workers and bosses.

Despite this combination of technical 
and political importance, most militants 
have a limited understanding of the actual 
dynamics of worker resistance in food 
platforms. Either it is seen as catch-all 
case study of worker resistance in fast-
changing technological conditions, or as a 
confusing marginal phenomena. Both of these 
misunderstandings have been challenged 
by the emergence of a current of workers 
inquiries into food platforms. These 
inquiries have developed serious insights 
into the reorganisation of the labour process 
and resulting worker resistance. Because 
of that research we can understand the 
preliminary outline of the class composition 
of food platforms. Now we have an opportunity 
to go further.

Worker resistance on food platforms 
is spreading between countries. Back 
in August, I first argued that we were 
seeing a transnational wave of action and 
organisation. In the months since, strikes 
and protests have spread to the Netherlands 
and Belgium. But so far this wave of worker 
resistance has been difficult to analyse. 
The lack of hard evidence about the quantity, 
location and intensity of strikes and 
protests has proved to be a serious barrier. 
This article attempts to get past the 
problem. To do so, it presents the results 
of a small research project which aimed to 
collect the hard evidence we are missing.

Data From Below
Before workers get organised, they 

need to understand their own situation. 
This kind of research is not a specialised 
academic function, it is a basic part of all 
class struggle. This is the first step in 
a workers’ inquiry. This article presents 
the results of a workers inquiry project to 
collect data on strike action and protests 
by food platform workers. It aims to allow 
workers and their supporters to understand 
their own situation, and then to act on it.

Official strike statistics do not 
sufficiently describe worker resistance in 
food platforms. The workers have irregular 
employment status, and they tend to use 
informal strikes and protest tactics. This 
makes data collection based on formal trade 
unionism ineffective. We can assume that 
the bosses of food platforms are collecting 
private statistics of some kind, but these 
are not accessible to workers. As a result, 
working class knowledge of the scale of 
resistance has, so far, remained both local 
and partial. But a process of worker-to-
worker communication can overcome this 
isolation. Lots of different local areas of 
knowledge can be collectively developed into 
a big picture.

This research project aimed to 
facilitate that communication. The 
participants were all workers and supporters 
involved in a European food platform 
network covering seven countries: the UK, 
Netherlands, Germany, Spain, Belgium, France 
and Italy. The members of this network 
were asked to report their own strikes and 
protests. These reports had three elements: 
a description, an estimate of the number 
of workers involved, and links to media 
coverage or discussion by participants. The 
reports were then added to a collectively-
edited timeline, which provided the 
information for an independent dataset on 
worker resistance.

This methodology has some clear 
limitations. The European network has a 
varying level of connection with workers 
across different countries. We will 
inevitably have missed out some strikes 
or protests. This incompleteness is not 
helped by the form worker resistance in 
food platforms usually takes. Its common 
features include distributed leadership, 
disconnection from trade unions, and 

The wave of worker resistance in 
European food platforms 2016-17
      Callum Cant 
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spontaneous mobilisation in response to 
working conditions - all of which make data 
collection more difficult.

The metric I have used in my 
analysis of the dataset is the total 
number of workers mobilised per month. 
It has its own flaws. There are two 
instances of multi-day mobilisation: the 
August 2016 London strike and the March 
2017 Marseilles strike. In both these 
cases, workers kept on striking for 
days at a time. But this metric records 
them as if they were only on strike 
for a day. The metric also collapses 
the distinction between strikes and 
protests. Strikes and protests are 
different forms of action, but every worker 
mobilised counts for the same amount. These 
flaws are frustrating, but also somewhat 
unavoidable. Data from below is never going 
to be perfect. What matters is if it is good 
enough to contribute to the expansion and 
development of worker resistance within food 
platforms.

Intensity and Synchronicity
Altogether, the dataset covers 41 

incidents across 18 months in 7 countries 
involving an estimated 1493 workers.

Figure 1.  
Number of Reported Incidents per Month

 
From July 2016 to December 2017 there 

was a clear upward trend in strike or 
protest incidents per month. But the trend 
in overall intensity of these incidents is 
less clear. When we look at the estimated 
number of workers mobilised per month, the 
sporadic nature of worker resistance becomes 
more evident.

Figure 2. Total Workers Mobilised Per Month
 

The last 18 months have seen three 
sporadic peaks of mobilisation, even as the 
overall number of incidents trends upwards. 
The first is summer 2016, the second is 
spring 2017, and the third is winter 2017. 
Taken as a whole, we can see for the first 
time the scale and dimensions of the food 
platform workers’ movement on a transnational 
scale. When we analyse the number of workers 
mobilised quarter by quarter to iron out 
some of the variation, the trend becomes 
clear.

Figure 3. Total Workers Mobilised Per Quarter

 This upwards trend in incidence and 
intensity of food platform worker resistance 
wasn’t flat across all seven countries. The 
big picture is made up of specific local 
movements, with their own cycles and trends.
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Figure 4. Total Workers Mobilised Per 
Country Per Month

 
With this national data, the peaks 

mentioned above become easier to understand: 
they are the result of coinciding local 
movements.

The first peak is a result of the first 
UK (London) and Italy (Turin) strikes. It is 
followed by a total decline in mobilisation 
in November and December 2016.

The second peak is the result of a 
second wave of UK mobilisations (Leeds 
and Brighton) and French mobilisations 
(Marseilles and Paris). This time, however, 
it was followed by mobilisation in Germany 
(Berlin), Spain (Barcelona, Valencia, Madrid) 
and again in France (Paris, Bordeaux, Lyon).

The third peak is of lower intensity 
but remarkable synchronicity. Mobilisations 
in Brighton, Amsterdam, Brussels, Bologna, 
Turin and Berlin all occur in the same 
month, November 2017. No single country 
experienced a noticeably large mobilisation, 
but combined, the effect was just below that 
of the UK and French mobilisations in March 
2017 (see fig 2).

The locations of all 41 incidents have 
also been mapped by French workers.
Figure 5. Map of Total Reported Incidents

 This data allows us to answer the 
initial question posed by the project: has 
a wave of worker resistance taken place? A 
‘wave’ describes a number of interconnected 
instances of worker resistance. This 
independent dataset shows three trends. First 
is an increase in incidents over time. Second 
is a sporadic month by month but consistent 
quarterly increase in the total number of 
workers mobilised. Third is an increase in 
the synchronicity of mobilisation across 
all seven countries. Together these trends 
confirm that a transnational wave of worker 
resistance has taken place. However, this 
confirmation does not provide any guarantees 
about the future. Will the wave continue? 
That question that can only be answered 
by the self-organisation of food platform 
workers.

Strike proneness, migration, 
and restructuring from above

Food platforms rely on a specific 
organisation of the labour process in order 
to exploit labour-power for profit. They 
have their own technical class composition. 
This composition includes one key element: 
algorithmic management. The digitisation 
and automation of labour supervision is the 
defining feature of the terrain of class 
struggle in the sector. But algorithmic 
management is spreading across many more 
sectors of capitalist economies. Hermes van 
drivers, supermarket night workers, and 
Amazon warehouse agency workers all share 
a similar form of management. Algorithmic 
management costs significantly less than 
employing human supervisors. This means 
that despite losses in efficiency and the 
potential for increased worker resistance, 
food platforms still extracta greater amount 
of surplus value extraction per unit of 
capital.

This means that struggles in sectors 
already defined by algorithmic management 
have additional significance. Future avenues 
for the development of worker resistance 
are being tested in these laboratories of 
massification and class struggle. Recent 
strikes in Amazon and the food platform wave 
of worker resistance have to be understood 
with this in mind. In Belgium and Italy,food 
platform workers from Deliveroo, Foodora and 
Giovo deliberately struck on Black Friday at 
the same time as Amazon workers. They wanted 
to bring together the struggles of workers at 
the coal face of the 21st century.

Callum Cant
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An analysis of the transnational 
circulation of struggle challenges 
technologically determined pessimism. 
The assumption that increased technical 
control of the labour process by bosses 
will inevitably lead to a reduction worker 
resistance is unfounded. The level of 
class struggle has always been, in the 
final instance, determined by politics. 
The transition from technical to political 
composition is understood as a leap for just 
this reason.

The example of the assembly line is 
instructive. As this new organisation of 
the labour process was developed throughout 
the early 20th century, many in the workers’ 
movement predicted their own irrelevance. 
The deskilling of manufacturing was a direct 
attack on the working class and their ability 
to organise. And yet, the assembly line did 
not resolve the class struggle in the favour 
of the bourgeoisie. Worker resistance found 
a new form, and by the 1970s capital was 
scrambling to abolish a class composition 
that had given rise to global working class 
militancy.

Strike proneness in the UK is a useful 
indicator of the comparative potential for 
worker resistance in food platforms. A 
rough estimation suggests that approximately 
42% more working days were lost to strike 
action per worker in Deliveroo than in 
the total UK workforce over the peiod from 
September 2016 to August 20171. This kind 
of initial speculation suggest that in fact 
algorithmically managed workers can, in 

some contexts, be more strike prone than 
their human-managed counterparts. Further 
research on this front is essential before 
we draw conclusions, of course, and worker 
resistance takes more forms than just the 
strike. But the possibility is there.

Research is also necessary on the 
specifics of migration and food platform 
struggle. In the UK, migrant moped riders 
have been at the forefront of the largest 
strikes in London, Bristol and Brighton. 
Similarly to the Italian logistics sector, 
migrants forced into low waged, insecure 
work have taken the lead in the struggle. 
Further nationally-bounded research on the 
relationship between platform work, migration 
and urban unemployment is necessary before 
we can fully understand this leadership.

Conclusion
The very first day of 2018 saw a 

Deliveroo strike in Haarlem, the Netherlands. 
The strike was scheduled to start at 5pm, 
but by lunchtime so many workers had already 
signed out that the app ground to a halt. 
January has also seen strikes and protests in 
Belgium and France.

 Worker resistance in food platforms 
is unlikely to continue in a linear fashion. 
Conflict is always, by definition, unstable. 
However, it seems at least possible that 
this transnational wave of resistance amongst 
precarious labour will continue. In order 
for that to be possible, further development 
of transnational worker coordination and 
organisation will be an essential step.
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Notes on an inquiry of the cleaning sector 
in London and grassroots resistance

Introduction
The cleaners’ struggle at the London School 

of Economics (LSE) had a resounding effect on 
the radical and trade union left. How could it 
not? The cleaners seemed to reverse history, 
beating the tide of precarity and outsourcing 
‘at a time of stigmatization of migrant workers 
and weakening of trade unions’.1 After ten 
months of campaigning with United Voices of 
the World (UVW) - including seven strike days, 
several demonstrations, and two occupations - 
the cleaners not only achieved their demands 
of equal terms and conditions with in-house 
staff, but forced the LSE to employ them 
directly.

The struggle was spectacular, in every 
sense of the word. Black, migrant, precarious 
workers rebelled against exploitation and 
invisibility in the belly of the neoliberal 
beast. It was their turn to speak - and they 
did so outside of Unison and the official trade 
union recognition agreement. The student-
run Justice for Cleaners campaign helped to 
organise this spectacle, which publicly shamed 
the university and disrupted its day-to-day 
functioning. This was the winning tactic. 
But however many solidarity breakfasts we 
organised, however long we spent on the picket 
line, we maintained a feeling of cluelessness. 
This turned into an awareness that the picket 
line - the spectacle - was only half of the 
story.

We decided to inquire into a world which 
remains unknown and of not much interest to 
the Left: the world of the cleaner in the 
workplace. Next to none of the coverage of 
the strike deemed this world significant.  
We insist this should be our starting point, 
however routine or banal it might seem to both 
cleaners and other activists. Because here 
lies not only the production of clean space, 
but of rebel workers.

We tried to see the workplace from the 
viewpoint of militant cleaners. The premises 
for this article were given to us by B. when 
she first spoke at an open meeting: “We are in 
slavery. The only thing they have not done to 
us is shackle us and whip us. But by words we 
are whipped, by tools we use we are whipped.” 

The first two parts of the article deal with 
these whips and shackles.

The result was these scraps of inquiry, 
based on long interviews with three militant 
UVW members. We know that they are not 
reflective of the entire workforce. However, 
we hope these notes can be the starting point 
for a wider process of co-research with London 
cleaners, who at least since the beginning 
of this century have formed some of the 
city’s most tenacious and far-reaching waves 
of working class insubordination.3 We want 
to document the entire cycle of these waves, 
looking beyond their crests and crashes to 
those deep swells which were generated far 
from here - in Colombia or Jamaica - gathering 
energy underwater, only to reemerge with a 
spray that drenches the highest and mightiest 
of institutions. The final part of the article 
is therefore dedicated to resistance, starting 
from the self-organised refusal to comply, 
which we believe to be present in any office 

or university.

Exploitation: Work intensity
The system of outsourced cleaning is based 

on competition over the client’s contract, in 
this case the LSE. Outsourcing companies vye 
over the provision of the cheapest service, 
while at the same time maintaining their own 
profit margins. The real ‘competitivity’ of 
firms therefore hinges on two factors: the 
immiseration of workers and the squeezing of 
their labour. The first is the payment of 
poverty wages,4 the second is compulsion to 
work harder. Outsourcing companies race to 
provide the most clean space in the fewest 
possible hours, for the least amount of money. 
The enforcement of this low pay and high work 
rhythm is often achieved by violent ‘extra-
economic’ means, which we will deal with later.

At the level of work organisation, the 

Rebellion at the LSE:  
a cleaning sector inquiry
 by Achille Marotta, Lydia Hughes
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basic methods of increasing the work intensity 
(the rate of exploitation) are the following: 
1) the expansion of space to be cleaned by the 
same number of workers; 2) the reduction of 
the number of workers tasked to clean the same 
space; and 3) the reduction of time in which 
workers must clean the space.

One worker we spoke to began working in 
the library for the outsourcing company ISS 
in June 2009, along with three others. Within 
three months, the library workforce was 
reduced from four to two. This 100% increase 
in work intensity eventually forced him to 
take several months off due to physical and 
mental exhaustion: “I could not sip even water 
for the 8 hour shift I was doing”.

When the LSE did not renew the contract 
with ISS and went into ‘partnership’ with 
Resource Group, the library staff was increased 
again and this exhaustion was diminished. But 
work was intensified in other ways. Whereas 
before specialised deep cleaning - such as 
unblocking toilets - was done by external, 
trained ISS staff, now the LSE and Resource 
expected cleaners to do it. In other parts 
of the campus, work intensity as a whole was 
increased through all the methods mentioned 
above. Within a few months, cleaners organised 
in the IWW cleaners’ branch - a precursor to 
UVW - staged a protest with the following 
demands:

• Stop the LSE from reducing the 
cleaner’s working hours

• Stop the LSE from intensifying 
the cleaner’s working day

• Stop the LSE from giving with 
one hand and taking with the 
other

• S top  t he  LS E  f r om 
treating the cleaners like 
second-class employees 

Publicly expose Resource’s management’s 
inveterate practice of racist bullying

The characteristics of this protest 
- including a disruptive samba band and 
chanting, as well as direct confrontations 
with management - had many similarities with 
the struggle that would shake the campus five 
years later. While a few of its participants 
would also play a role in the 2017 strike, 

only Latin American cleaners joined the IWW, 
and not the Caribbean and African migrants who 
would come to head the UVW strike. While the 
2017 campaign focused primarily on achieving 
equal terms and conditions with in-house 
staff, one of its demands was also a review 
of workers’ workload and the disciplinary 
procedures used to enforce it.

Throughout the past years, cleaners also 
witnessed a growing work intensity through the 
university’s increase in student numbers: more 
people, more dirt, more work. Added to this 
was the use of university space for catered 
commercial and academic events as well as 
‘customer service’ facilities. This, combined 
with the ceaseless redevelopment projects, 
expanded the space to be cleaned.6 All of 
these are examples of the ‘neoliberalisation’ 
of the university, a process that could 
potentially create common demands between 
cleaners, students, and teaching staff.7

Health effects
The greater work intensity is well-known 

to consume the bodies of cleaners with a whole 
host of physical ailments. Until the recent 
victory, these issues were worsened by the 
deadly Statutory Sick Pay of only £89.35 a 
week, which is received only after the third 
day of illness. The campaign particularly 
emphasised the case of M., who was hospitalised 
after injuring her knee in the library whilst 
working. After taking four days off, she was 
forced to come back to work to support her 
family, causing her knee to swell. And as if 
this was not enough, during a five minute rest 
to cope with the pain, M. was photographed by 
a manager and given a disciplinary.

These kinds of health problems caused 
directly by the work and the paltry sick pay 
can be found across the city’s whole cleaning 
workforce. The low wages and high costs of 
living in London - rent above all - mean that 
workers simply cannot afford to take days off 
sick. Permanently disabling and even fatal 
cases have been made known to us, and when it 
comes to mental health issues, the conditions 
are equally appalling. One could write a whole 
study of how such progressive institutions as 
the LSE expend the bodies and minds of the 
working class in London.

Division and discipline
Compared to say, a factory assembly 

line, cleaning work can allow for a degree of 
mobility around the workplace which escapes 
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the levels of monitoring sought by management. 
This is particularly the case on a larger 
and more scattered structures like the LSE. 
The most militant cleaners used this to their 
advantage to organise the strike: discussing 
in person or through WhatsApp, convincing 
colleagues, and distributing union membership 
forms were all possible during work hours.

But this relative independence varied 
widely according to the shift and building, 
even on the same campus. In other cases, it 
became clear to us that these 
techniques of exploitation 
did not just consume workers 
in the direct sense, but 
divided them politically, 
decomposing them as a 
workforce. Cleaners that are 
isolated, overworked, and 
dispersed around the campus 
are good for management. This 
busy loneliness prevents 
the everyday correspondence 
which forms the basis of 
workers’ power. Inversely, 
defeating work intensity 
gives workers more freedom 
to organise during working 
hours.

As conspiratorial as it 
might sound from the outside, 
this is a tendency that workers recognise. 
From the cleaner’s viewpoint, each form of 
work organisation appears not as a neutral 
fact but a political technique of discipline 
and division. Take, for example, the system 
according to which the day shift begins only 
an hour after the morning shift ends: a 
cleaner who works the former described this to 
us as “another propaganda of not letting the 
people come together and know how to get to 
talk and discuss things”. It took the strike 
for workers to finally meet each other, after 
years of cleaning the same building. Despite 
our attempts through solidarity breakfasts, 
we were equally unable to engage many cleaners 
who worked this 6am-8am morning shift, in part 
because they literally ran to other jobs.

To this we should also add the use of 
overtime and cover shifts. Because contract 
hours are relatively low, workers often 
depend on the assignment of extra hours, which 
are granted at the discretion of the bosses. 
This can create competition between workers, 
forcing them to stay in favour with management. 
In practice, this system has same effect as 
zero hour contracts by creating dependency, 

leaving workers vulnerable to abuse and fearful 
of speaking out.

A similar example is the use of touchscreen 
tablets, on which cleaners have to check off 
tasks as they complete them. One cleaner 
suggested that its function was for discipline, 
and that they could always use the microphone or 
camera to spy on workers. Yet - to the chagrin 
of our interest in “computerised Taylorism” 
- everyone dismissed the relevance of these 
tablets. No one knew how they worked or who 

looked at the data. Nothing seemed to have 
ever come out of this supposedly disciplinary 
technique. Management didn’t even train 
cleaners to use them properly, and cleaners 
made all sorts of technological blunders, 
intentional or not. We can only guess, but 
perhaps the tablets are simply a way to extort 
more money out of the School, fooling them 
that the provided service is more rationalised 
than it really is. At least for now, they have 
not replaced the necessity of radios as a tool 
for organisation and supervision.

 

Oppression
So far we have limited ourselves to the 

realm of economic competition: competition in 
the squeezing of human labour. Already this 
legal system of outsourced work organisation 
elicits the harshest criticism from the 
workers: “it is an embarrassment for LSE to 
keep having slave masters in the 21st century”. 
These are the fundamental whips and shackles. 
But the system is also a breeding ground 
for ‘extra-economic’ means of coercion which 
are themselves instrumental to exploitation. 
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Bullying, racism, sexism and homophobia fester 
in the system, reproducing themselves by their 
own logic.

Racism, clientelism and documents
All UK universities exhibit a clear racial 

division of labour. While tenured professors 
are overwhelmingly white, further down the wage 
scale the workforce becomes more likely to be 
migrant and of colour. This is particularly 
clear with the in-house/outsourced divide, 
which LSE cleaners continually described as 
nothing less than segregation, a two tier 
workforce. This can be seen in the video, 
shot by the UVW secretary, in which black 
cleaners described being unable to use the 
very cafeteria they clean: view it here.

National and ethnic divisions are also 
felt within the cleaning workforce itself. 
Lower-level managers - who in recent years 
have all been Nigerian - tend to hire workers 
from their own ‘community’ and favour them 
over others in the assignment of hours. These 
workers tended to be absent from the UVW 
picket lines. Workers we talked to explained 
this through the relationship of patronage/
clientelism the Nigerians 
had with their managers, 
a relation which begins 
outside of the workplace, 
through family and other 
community relations. 
There is a story that goes 
around the workforce about 
the recruitment process: 
“at the sessions at church, 
[the manager] would stand 
up in the end and say 
‘anybody who wants a job, 
come to LSE’. And she’s 
most probably vetting them 
first to see if they’re 
legit, and if they aren’t, 
yes come in.”

The clientelism is 
particularly strong for 
these ‘not legit’ workers, 
those with irregular documents. It was 
repeatedly claimed that managers were taking 
money from workers as a guarantee that they 
would maintain their hours and job. We were 
told about cases of workers who worked long 
hours and still struggled for money, while 
those who refused to pay were summarily laid 
off.

Outsourcing companies may formally be 
against corrupt managers taking money from 

undocumented workers for their personal gain, 
but as long as it divides and disciplines 
the cleaners, it benefits the multinational. 
The blackmail of being reported keeps workers 
docile, while favouritism keeps them dependent 
on the boss, dividing the workforce along 
lines of ethnicity, language, and kinship.

We therefore have to reject the idea 
that this is a problem of the backwardness of 
African migrants in an otherwise rational and 
meritocratic European institution. It is the 
poverty of London life which forces people 
into these relations of dependency. Without all 
this, outsourcing companies’ profits would be 
significantly lower. Ultimately it is Noonan 
who gains the most from this system, and the 
LSE did everything possible to protect it.

Homophobia and sexual harassment
The same argument has to be made with 

regards to other forms of abuse. It is 
convenient for the company to explain sexism 
or homophobia in terms of the national culture 
of migrant workers. When Daniel - a leader of 
the strike and himself a Kenyan migrant - was 
suffering heavy homophobic abuse at the hands 
of his coworkers, Noonan’s account manager 

just told him: “it’s in their culture”.
This disregard of abuse is financially 

motivated: if a grievance was upheld, the 
company could be found liable for thousands of 
pounds. Thus, while the company was comfortable 
with sacking three cleaners who left work 
an hour early,8 Daniel’s abusers were left 
untouched. The low sick pay and annual leave 
meant that Daniel was unable to take time 
off to recover from the mental health issues 
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inflicted from this abuse. Instead, he was 
offered to move to another Noonan site.

But Daniel decided to stay and struggle. 
The collective victory at the LSE laid down 
the conditions for his battle: thanks to the 
newly won sick pay, Daniel was able to take 
time off to recover. He took Noonan to court 
with the demand to have the bullies sacked. 
His tribunal ended on the 18th of January 2018 
and we will know the verdict in a month - after 
the publication of this piece.

Management’s tolerance of abuse, together 
with the conditions of the contract, also put 
women in a particularly vulnerable position. 
Cleaners explained to us that sexual harassment 
was routine and embedded into the shift system. 
Workers’ dependence on managers’ assignment 
of hours left them particularly vulnerable to 
these individuals. Abusers would assign women 
to particular buildings and assault them at 
times when they knew they would be alone. One 
of the many reasons why women were on the 

frontline in denouncing the entire structure.

Rebellion
In such a system, it should be no surprise 

that struggle existed prior to UVW. Even 
alongside all the divisions, workers resisted 
management on a daily level: standing up to 
management’s bullying, refusing to carry out 
extra tasks, working slower so as to not be 
assigned more work. These everyday forms of 
resistance may be short-lived, confined to few 
workers, but they exist as a result of direct 
experiences in the workplace, and tempered 
those fighters who would come to lead the 
strike.

At the same time, more powerful struggles 
circulate throughout the working class. One 
kind of these is the union struggle in London. 
When three LSE workers were fired for leaving 
work an hour early, one of them contacted 
an organisation they had heard good things 
about. After a few months, UVW had the ‘LSE 
3’ reinstated. This success story spread like 
wildfire through the workforce. UVW was known 
to be a fighting union and LSE cleaners joined 
in their dozens.

Another kind of struggle is the kind 
which circulates internationally, brought 
across the world by migrant workers. The 
movement of London cleaners, now spanning 
two decades and several union organisations, 
would probably not have been possible without 
the experiences migrants had in their home 
countries. As an example, we briefly discuss 

the life experiences of struggle of B., one of 
the leaders of the LSE cleaners’ strike.

The making of a militant
B was born in Jamaica, where her family’s 

land was bought out by an American Bauxite 
mining corporation. Looking for work, she 
migrated to the Dutch territory of St. Martin 
in the Antilles, where she joined UFA, a 
militant union led by Willy Haize. Haize 
became a workers’ leader in the 1969 Curaçao 
revolt, which began when outsourced workers 
at Shell Oil demanded equal wages with in-
house staff.9 In 2007, B. organised workers 
into UFA in a building supplies store she 
worked at. When management tried to frame her 
by suspending her for using a cell phone, she 
organised an immediate wildcat strike with 
all of her 14 colleagues. They did not walk 
back in until they had secured the right for 
workers to communicate by phone during work 
hours.

 

B. on the picket line with Willy Haize

In 2008, she began working for ISS at LSE, 
and immediately began struggling against the 
bosses. She spoke up and refused to comply, and 
paid for this by not receiving cover shifts. 
Everybody knew her face, and regardless of 
their nationality they would seek her out for 
advice:

“Sometimes I would just encourage them. 
Or I would just tell them you need to write 
this, you need to do this. Or sometimes I 
even wrote to the managers myself. And I said 
“Listen, what is happening in this university 
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is unlawful.’ I even go on the website, I 
check with ACAS. I go to the Citizens Advice 
Bureau to get legal answers. And I come back 
and I say look at this. This is it.”

After two years away from the LSE, B. 
began working for Resource in 2012. She joined 
Unite with a group of other cleaners, including 
Daniel, but failed to get anything off the 
ground. Unfortunately they were unaware of 
their Latin American colleagues organising in 
the IWW at the same time.

In 2013, independent of any union, B. won 
12 days extra holiday pay for cleaners working 
weekend shifts, after discovering they were 
only receiving leave for weekday work. She 
explained: “This is it. You can’t take away my 
rights. Honestly. When it comes to my right I 
will die for that.” In 2016 - after her friend 
and two other laid off cleaners (the “LSE 3”) 
were reinstated thanks to UVW - she met Petros 
Elia (the General Secretary of UVW) and they 
drank in the Shakespeare’s Head (a pub near 
LSE) to celebrate their victory:

“I went over there was I said Petros let 
me tell you something. I can’t applaud you 
much more. Wonderful job. I said as of today 
I, [B.], am going to join your union. […] And 
I am going to organise. Watch. Yous is going 
to become the main one in here, to represent 
us […] you will see, I am going to recruit.”

Indeed, the recruitment was not led by 
the union, but by B. and others like her. 
The victory of the LSE 3 provided a powerful 
example to convince people to join. From then 
on, UVW provided a space to bring together a 
group of militant cleaners, holding regular 
meetings to organise for industrial action.

Workers and unions
When B., Daniel and others went to Unite 

in 2012, they were told that they needed 20% 
of the workforce to join the union for them 
to take any action. Such procedures lagged 
behind the more militant workers, and fail to 
engage those who have doubts. B. simply said 
‘I wasn’t impressed.’

Meanwhile, the LSE Unison branch was 
loathed by the most militant cleaners. It was 
dismissed as being part of management, and 
cursed in the same breath as Noonan and the 
LSE. Many had never heard of Unison before the 
dispute, while those who had were not wooed 
by them.

As the struggle proceeded, Unison assumed 
the role of mediator between LSE/Noonan and 
the cleaners, of which they represented only 
a handful. They established a ‘formal three-
way partnership working arrangement’11 to 

negotiate the ending of a dispute they had 
no control over. The rage of the cleaners 
was never channelled through Unison, only 
towards them. The cleaners refused to accept 
Unison’s role and actively rebelled against it, 
interrupting branch meetings and holding signs 
on the picket lines denouncing them.

What explains the failure of the recognised 
unions on campus? We can first of all note that 
they began from above. Their starting point 
was the negotiation table, for which workers’ 
activity was only a pawn. At the end of the day, 
they believed that workers did not have power, 
that they could not win. This was revealed by the 
fact Unison members were spreading information 
among workers that they could lose their jobs 
if they joined the picket line, effectively 
placing them on the same side as management.

Meanwhile, UVW began from below: from 
the perspective that workers can immediately 
struggle for their rights and win through 
direct action. It unconditionally supported 
and encouraged the initiative of cleaners, even 
if they were in a minority. The strategy of 
moving straight to direct action tactics such 
as strikes, protests, and occupations gave 
strength and confidence to workers, bringing 
them into direct confrontation with their 
bosses rather than mediating between the two. 
Negotiations only dealt with the question of 
when, not whether, their demands would be met. 
This confidence in struggle until victory could 
be seen from the most militant cleaners, who 
did not fixate their slogans and speeches on 
the particularities of terms and conditions but 
on the more radical demand of ‘equality’.

In fact, improved terms and conditions 
were only a part of what mobilised cleaners. 
Central to UVW’s discourse and culture is 
the reclaiming of dignity and respect which 
- in a workplace and sector where bullying 
and discrimination are endemic - struck a 
chord with the daily experience of cleaners. 
To this we can add UVW’s main slogan - “No 
longer invisible!” - which resonated with 
the alienation that cleaners experience from 
the product of their labour: not just clean 
space, but the people who use it. Despite the 
fact that teaching, studying, and researching 
would not be possible without hours and hours 
of cleaning work (a fact that cleaners are 
fully aware of), cleaners are treated as 
ghosts. This alienation was compounded by the 
racial division of labour. Thus UVW meetings, 
protests, and pickets became not only sites of 
organisation and struggle, but places where 
workers could, for once, make themselves 
visible and make their voices heard.
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Moving forward
This struggle for a voice, dignity, and 

respect is more revolutionary than any demand 
for better pay or terms and conditions. A 
wage rise can be negotiated and conceded, 
but real dignity and respect would require a 
complete revolution in how the university - 
and ultimately society - is structured.

The demands and actions of the cleaners 
contained the seed of workers’ power. It is 
the recognition of this striving for power 
which gives UVW and other militant union 
organisations such an appeal to outsourced 
migrant workers across the city. Our task 
today is to take workers’ will to power and 
make it permanent. We need to create direct 
coordinations of workers which can concentrate 
and spread this offensive struggle to other 
workplaces and sectors of the workforce.

To this end, we have been working on a 
monthly bulletin called Precarious Notes for 
outsourced and precarious workers. We hope it 
can be used as a medium to circulate struggles 
across the class, and reflect on tactics and 
organisation.

But we also hope that research can be 
returned to working class organisation as 
a guide to action. We see these scraps of 
inquiry as the beginning of a larger project 
to understand the political economy of the 
cleaning sector, the changes it has undergone 
since the early days of outsourcing and the 
various kinds of struggles cleaners have 
waged, ever since the Cleaners Action Group 
in the 1970s.12 To this end we have compiled a 
questionnaire for the cleaning sector (found 
below), focused initially on universities, 
adapted from those of our comrades in the 
Angry Workers collective .13 We provide it 
below as an initial framework for anyone who 
wishes to take up this proposal for inquiry 
into cleaning work, and urge you to get in 
touch with us to plan this out.

Footnotes

1. Acciari, Louisa and Davide Però, 
2017. On the Frontline: Confronting 
precariousness, outsourcing and 
exploitation - lessons from the LSE 
cleaners.

 

2. As a partial exception, we can cite 

Virginia Moreno Molina’s three-part 
series on The Prisma (see especially 
Cleaners in struggle: Where are their 
rights? and Cleaners: the 21st century 
slaves? ) for their longer interviews 
with several striking cleaners. In 
addition to these articles, we 
recommend our friend Joe Hayns’s 
chronicles of the picket lines in 
Novara Media and Jacobin Magazine.

  

3. A history of this wave of struggle from 
the perspective present article will 
have to be saved for the future. For an 
introduction, we recommend Richard B’s 
excellent Crisis in the Cleaning Sector 
(2013). 

 

4. In the ‘wage’ we also include that 
portion beyond the hourly rate, i.e.: 
sick pay, holiday pay, pension and 
maternity/paternity/adoption leave. 
The LSE struggle broke out over these 
‘terms and conditions’ - which were all 
at the legal minimum - in spite of the 
university’s London Living Wage policy. 

 

5. IWW, 2012. URGENT PROTEST!!! Justice 
for the #IWW #Cleaners at #LSE! Weds 13, 
1PM. See also Peter Marshall, 2012. LSE 
Cleaners Protest.

  

6. One militant worker who cleans 
the library cited to us the recent 
transformation of the majority of the 
Ground floor into the “LSE LIFE” centre, 
a “pioneering facility dedicated to 
students’ academic, personal and 
professional development” which has 
had over 200,000 visitors in its 
first 9 months, and therefore takes 
significantly more work to clean than 
the bookshelves which previously took 
up the space but for which no more 
time is allotted for cleaning. http://
www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-
LSE/2017/06-June-2017/TEF  

7. As public funding has been cut, UK 
universities have sought to rebalance 
their budgets by increasing the 
proportion of international students 
forced to pay exorbitant fees (now 70% 
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of the LSE student population) and 
investing into infrastructure which 
can be capitalised, or capitalising 
existing infrastructure (consider 
the use of halls as hotels over the 
holidays). The cuts are particularly 
significant for the LSE, due to the low 
level of funds available to the social 
sciences and the university’s student 
satisfaction rate, one of the lowest in 
the country. Last summer, it received 
the lowest classification of “bronze” 
in the government’s Teaching Excellence 
Framework (TEF). If its classification 
does not go up, the LSE will not be 
able to charge undergraduates more 
than £9,000 a year. It is in this 
context that we have to see its recent 
decision to opt out of the TEF . A 
bad reputation risks jeopardising its 
most valuable asset: international and 
postgraduate students who attend the 
School for the marketability of its 
degrees in the business and financial 
world. In other words, the LSE risks 
a crisis which they may seek to offset 
through the diminution of the pay and 
conditions of its staff, a process 
from which the status of ‘direct 
employee’ does not provide protection, 
as precarious teaching staff know all 
too well. The key point is that this 
process can provide the basis for 
the mobilisation of other university 
workers and students, if these groups 
can learn to replicate the effective 
political behaviours of cleaners. The 
upcoming UCU strikes, for example, 
could make much use of loud, militant 
picket lines which bring in different 
groups and truly disrupt the day-to-day 
functioning of the university.  

8. UVW, 2016. Breaking News: “LSE 3” 
Reinstated  

 

9. Mark Kilian, 2012. Curaçao 1969: eiland 
in opstand . See also Joseph H. Lake 
Jr., 2004. Friendly Anger: The rise of 
the labour movement in St. Martin.  

10. The Daily Herald. Wednesday, May 23 
2007. Front page. 

 

11. Young, Andrew. 2016. Dispute between 
LSE cleaning staff and external 
contractor Noonan.   

12. See May Hobbs, 1973. Born to Struggle; 
and Sheila Rowbotham, 2006. Cleaners’ 
Organizing in Britain from the 1970s:  
A Personal Account.  

13. Angry Workers, Questionnaire for 
workplace reports II  
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The following pages are a selection of bulletins which ran for the 
entire length of an industrial dispute.  This includes a full run of the 

‘University Worker’ a bulletin we produced and distributed during the 
UCU pension dispute of 2018 and a selection of Picket,’  a regular 

bulletin that ran throughout the Wapping print-workers dispute of 1986.
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