Something sbout the area

The way we organize in East Lordon is based very much on our under-
standing of the area we are working in, but on the whole we tend to %k
take this understanding for granted, forgetting that other pecople
won't necessarity know what the East End is like.

Well, until around the time of the war, the main findustry in this part
of Bast London (roughly the same area as the borough of Tower Hamlets)
was the docks, and a number of sdallish ‘family businesses® 1like Tate
and Lyle's, Charrington's, Bryant and May®s. The borough was one of
appalingly bad housing conditions, narrow gtreets of decaying slums and
grim pre-war tenement blooks. The level of militancy and class consc-
jousness was traditionally high, both in tne workplace and in the
community. In fact it was partly the militancy of the dockers which
forced the employers to gradually cloge down the docks, and to cut the
labour force, transferring work to the container terainals further

down the river. With thne clogedown of the docks and the Iabour councils’
policy of total slum clearancem and rebuilding after wartime boabling,
the character of the East End was radically changed, and old patterns
of militant organisation broken up. This shouldn't be seen so much a8

o capitalist conspiracy to break up pockets of working class militancy
as an attempt to recoup and contain struggles for higher wages and R
decent homes.
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Anyway, although the character of the East End wns transformed, people
reshuiffled into anonymous new estates or out into the suburbs, forced
to travel further away to work (especially to the industrianl estates
groiing up eastwards along the river through Barking and Dagenhanm ete.)
a lot of the old sense of communily and militancy has survived. The
organizations of the labour movement have been largely responsible for
this survival, the Labour and Communist parties, and the *rades unions
Maybe Tor this reason they sti1l tend to; dominate the political life
of the area, bpoth in worxkplaces and in communities, Tor instance the
T 1968 rent strikes, and more recent battles agdinst the rédevelopment
p COPCS als Por dockland. Put much of the reveolt is al a more basic lev-
» partly mediated through labourist and reformist bodies, partly in
: *~~ccwf110 with them. For example there are stlll wnqle .strests and blo-
"blocks "aereaexnrgone Znows exactly when uhe elec rlcity-meter man is
“ - coming, dnd where.a whole community will turnm opt to prevent an ev1ct—
| ionw-And mers resdenily there has been 2 groindsvell of SEE;—O“gdﬂlSdtm
icn of the thoveands of homeless peonle in the area, which is forcing
a gruadging recognitica frecm the traditional labvour movement.

We mighs say. then, that there ezigt three levels of prganisation in
the Last end, walch al pieseat co-cyizt more or less eagily, and bet-
ween whici & whole network of political rslationships 1is already est-
ablished. There are thooe wvgrts ol the old labour movement which have
rore or less carricd over cince the war - the Labour Parvy, C.P., local
branches of tradzs unlons, and tenants asseociatizns. Then therc are the
newer organisations, foonsored or cncouraged indirectly by the state &
throvgh social work agencies - Offloldl &quLter* aggociations, CIDIPs,
adventure praygrounds dnd-y sv.ohielutbs, law centres eto. Iastly, always
partly mediated by these labourist and coclal work agelcies, and partly
pughinzg “hem further and further to the lei't, thers nre the struggles
of the wciiing eclasg FTov higher agen, dzceat hores, room for the kids
o play, welfare faetlitics and bernelits, some Rind of ccommunal cultu-

ral life.

For une as I,Vu_“,JOWW?f wonen worklng in this area, it has been essen-
tial Tor us %o earve oul & position lor ou u01ve¢ in this existing
structure of politvical relaticnshlps. Until this happened, we were
aivuarn 'ont in the ccid?, and we welld leatn about important strusgles
happentrs juse o 707 rtreats avay through the Jaunélcﬂa reports In the
local paper, We nezded a position from which we could intexvenc and be
Jon the grapevine® of local militancy. The Tooa coop, because everyon
'3is‘intome vted in it, nas pub vs in touch vith a lot of the nolitieal
Zife ol the:avea, and nas gometinesd crnabkled uvs To make 1inks between
difTerent sbrugslea. L
. * Organising with wonen dkaﬁu L;dug ayosvnd ehopping.
and ayound hcvsirg has eaabled us to 2 integrabcn into Tthe daily life
and Llae dalily struggles of the area, +o e a paxrt of existing net-works,
and ©to be ablc to understand sud vze thogse netwoiks. It has been
Inporiant for us to bhecome one of tne rercozuized pelitical forces
workting in the area. .



EAST ILONDON: THE IINCOLN TSTATE FOOD CO-CE

The food co-op has been going for nine months, and we thought it was
time we hried to urite some notes on oul experiences working in it.
Dirfersnt nections hnave been writtel by diff=rent members of tThe group.
past anrd present.

History and Tevelopment

Just berore Christmes 73 was a tine when everyone was talking about
rising pwlices and it was politically a very sore point. All the talk
in bus queues wan about how Lo muke ends meet and all the political
grops took up tie guestion as a soft option on how to zet 1n touch
with womzn. We uweie no exception and put out a leaflet in our local
mrket aboub rising prices and profiia. - Wz had recently moved to the
Enat Ead of Tondon and were searching for sone wWay to relate to housing
estnces as institutions where women are used to house, clean, feed and
reproducs the workiag clasg er.aapitQ&.,and for some way of subver-

o

ting tnis Ffactory-like process.

The leaflet guve stablctics comparipc bthe eflects of entry in the EEC
and the worid commodity saoritage. which meant rising prices, with the
inorence ir. prodvebtivity and speciiiation, which meant rising profits

for capitailists. We aloo described -now other women had got together

to oryaniee pickets and Loycotts, and suggested solidarity with every-
one ..tong tha chain of food production and cons@mption; factory

woykers. shopworkers. housewivesn, shoplifters. It was clumsy, not
pecnuse the connections werve false, but bersauue we had no way of making®
thakt solidarity renli. After a few Saturdays in the market, we called
ai open neeting, and,of gonurge, noboady came.

Deaovuliced, thinze were guielt over Cnristras. Thinking it over, we
decided Lo abarndon the model of a- Yeampaign® over puIsEm prices,
snethner Local or natienal, and recognised that this was not a way o
ctayt org ' ising with woudn in tha aredi.s Yo daecided to base our
antivity on one single estate where we alre:ddy knew people through the
Shrewsbury 24 Defence Croup and the: Clainants’ Unjon. In spite BIXBBRE
5 our reservabtions about the “roformist? naturs of fond co-ops, We
qsoided to miovt oue, drvawing on Three politlcal historlies: :
1) £ local rast Londen "heaith rood® co-op, which bought brown rice.
veretablas, ete. The soclal relationshipe that exlisted around this
colleative shoppiang ware good, Dub ine kind of ® food that was
bouzht snd the inascesgible place-it wag held iu nmade 1t closed to most
vork.ng clase pecnle. It mossly imvolived otudents and squatters.
2) The red mayvkebs in LR Ttaly. whico were tne model for the Red Spot
- Market stavxted by ecomeades in Vosl Iordon. . ‘The Red Spot Market
encolurazed us by showing tne-feasibility.of'doiﬂg a food co-op wlth
working clas wWopen, buh We werc lean concerned with establishing X' a
Spuvliic “presence™ and nore concerncd with getting a nunber of wonen
actively iavelved in rurning iti— even BEXLEANBIRIERE if it meant
thab we made fewer fpolitical’ noints at firgt.
3¥ A theory that iny any prﬂcticeP people should have some material
@ain for what they do, and mov sypech people to be militant for
et ther huracucyatic (i.e. more taik than action) or ideallstic reasons.
e ider wag thabt Ffoosd wolld he actuonlly choupey pought coklectively
and so -Woman would be involwed who wouldn®t cone into a "political’
e coapelsn agatnst yilsing prices. We mecognize the ilmportance of
starting whete peopln are oh. and orgonising around thelr immediate
reeds as they oxpoericnhce khem from Guy to day under caplitaliosnm.

Hera's what wo did: : ‘
st Pogether With ong of the women we knew, who 1s the wife of a

CF nil.ovant, we urotd & ghort “eaflet and distibuted 1T on the estate.
AL tne Pirst meeting . there were only the 3 women we Knew and sone
Felcncs of bhelrs. We began the Food wn-op by nving an open session
ol “1e gresn at the boblton of the TIats, selling off goods wed bought
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at cost pr.-ce. Tes =lbustlon was gre =%, lobs &8 women came out Lo sce what
was going on and to buy. It was a gunny day, with kids playing on the grass.
The local shopkeeper, who lives on the estate, also came nut, besifle herself
with frustration and anger, and nade a splendid 1ntervention. It 21l came
out .of her mouth, betier than any leaflet could ever say, that she was really
angry and frighiened Beocause women were organlsing together and she would no
longer. be able to rake money out of other people's needso

The food co-op built up gradua 1y o rer the summer, every other Saturday ue
would sell off food bought in bulk-on. the green. We had meetings to arrenge
1t, held in éifferent women's flats the Wednesday beforehand, and 1€ was a
whole processgs of getting to know women on the estate and them gstting to
xnow each other.From the start, 1t was organised as colleonlvelﬁ ag p0381b¢,
As we became nore of & gIOUD, dnd recognised that it was friendships and not
selling on the green that was drawing more people inteo the co-op, we
concentrated nore on getting our own orders and sold on the yxmme green oniy
to get —id of surpius. Different. Women came to. the meetings depending on
whilch tower Dbloclz it wos held in, and thet was how we realisged just how ZEEIT
Jg sgated the estates are. Even now, there's onw whole zide of the éstate i

that w2 hardly ever meet and when we onée moved the selling Jrom one green
pace o another, a whole lot of women came by who'®d never heard of us belore
although the food co-op had been running for weeks, .

Au thin pOWHU, AT might be useful to glve a short descriptlon and history of
she estate. Il houses about 2,000 families, mostly in lowrise but with two
tower blocks.There are lawns around the tower blocks but they're very small;
there used tc an adventure playground but that has been allowed to run fuEzm
derel;ct; other facilities include o small swing park. a playgroup with a lor
walting 1list, and a youth club which some parents on the estate fought to se
up. Some¢ of vhe women involved in the food co-op were involved in setting it
up. There are two expensive corner shops on the estate, and a small row of
shops nenrby but no laundrette. Most women walk 1% miles to one of the sirar
markets to <o their shopping.

The estatz wen invelved in the 1969 G.1..C. Tent strike against an increase 1irn
rent, but like alil the others it had petered out in a legal wrangle as to
vhether the rent increases were allowable by law. This had affected people’cs
sEperienca 1. in two 5mportanu ways. One was the tenants® committee, which wa
disbrusted because it had been responsible for colliectihg the contributions

- towards the legal exzpenses, and wag blamed for the privatiued way in which
this whs done; eo that finally no-one knew who had paid the increases and
who wad gtill on % rent strike.  The community centre had been taken over
b Zhim thb remnants of this tenants' committee, and so was effectively out
of everyopo s contrel... I¥'s run by a cligue of friends, the tenants have to
pay to ufe the hall fou socials, and the tenants' comilttee wouldn't hear of
us uzling the hall for a food co-op. The second effect was that the women wex
very.pescimistic about people supporting each other. Having had one bad RXRS
cxperience of collective action k= breaking down, they didn't want to go
through that agsin. You could say, though, that that kind of distrust is an
axperience that 1 capitalism reproduces every day, and always has ©o be
“roken down, bub thiz wag the particular history that women on the estate
re‘ferred‘.'toa ' '

ThP esta be Tacg dl;o secn as a pretty dumpy estate, particularly the hiﬁhu*lse
parts; peon:a Gidn't want te stay too long there, didnt want to fighc b A
around iv bub just move on, 8o with the high turnover people didn't get to
know each othexr too well.

So our 1n;"*a1 role was an organisational one, taking overall responsibility
Tor getting the food co-op together, doing a lot of tThe running around in
cars, cheoking out on the. legnl situation. It was also 1mpo ~tant that we
took the initiative. The mw women on the estate thought 1% was a good idea,
but were worried about committing themselves to something when they®d have i:
live with it afterwards. They were afraid of being nmade to look silly and
never being able to get away from it, In fact, when the shopkeeper came out
and begen sheoting ke mouth of £. 1L wes ene of the wemen ra U setaco,
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who's well known for her militancy, who was ploked out amil xiaxxzd mRR as the
troublemaker and slagged off at the Joana? hin~~ cnaalon,

X8 I3 pemkisxs seniinnsd syey kke xnmmﬁxxxnx kaxe keid Zhe gexeR kemekkery
nEkE py PEAYIXEXIXY tnxxﬁEXHM L3, dxxxxngi BER kxkxﬂg xxspmnaxhiitﬁx Rax ke
wxgexsy axnd somswiens’

As the meetings have oouulnuca over the sunmer,  we have held the food co=-op
together by doing the driving, by taking responsibility for the orders, by
making sure that the next meeting was fixed up and that someone was doing all
the jobs, by initiating social activities, and by maintaining a constant pres-
ence at times when the co—op looked like being split up by persondl antipathi-
.es, jealousies etc.

As we always had problems vettlng a large enough float to buy in bulkm we
organised a jumble-sale. This was something of a turning point, because khix
“it was .mainly organised by the wémen on the ET estate who were- far nore expert
than we were at jumble sales. :

After the summer period, we had stopped selling on the green altogether, and
concentrated on improving the practical and collective ® aspects of the co-op
( we deal with this in detail later.) One of the main practical problems was
having. a place to dikribute and store food ~ for some time we had felt
dissatisfled with using. peoplefs flats each week - humping sacks of potatoes
and boxes of tinned peaches on and off 1ifts to the 17th f1lor becomes the
‘kind of martyrdom we can all do without. The obvious place yo use Would have
"been the community hall, but this would have involved a real fight with the
so—called tenants? committee. This was one of the ways in which we hoped that
the co-op could develop into a more confrontational group, but we didan't feel
strong enough because there was a victous circle - in order to fight for the
hall we needed more memhers, bubt we couldn't expand the co-op without first
. having blgger premises. So wWe begun tentative negotiations for a G.L.C. short
. Tife shop front, but in the meantime a woman joined the co-op Who lived in a
- converted shop. This made running the food co-op much easier for everyone
involved as there was less carrying and we can leave stock there; but it
involved all of us in a certain amount of confrontaetion with her husband, and
it still hasn't solved the problem of finding a place which & is large
enough for a bigger food co~op. ,

There have been a number of off-shoots from the food co-op: some women have
- become . involved in the women's self-help therapy group, which started at our
.now—defunct local women's centre; some have become involved 1in the small -
co-operative playgroup which we have been running for over a year, in a
sguatted house near where we live, about a mile from the estatex. All the
women seem to see the social dide of the co-op as important, which means both
the discussions we have at the neetings’ and doing things together outside the
food co-op. We have been to see plays at the local left-wing thedtre, and to
see "Goup pour Coup%. There is a network of partics, R28x womenf's dart team
matches, Shresbury: soclals, etc. Recently we have been trying to make links
“between women in the food co-op and people involved in a mass squat of
homeless local families in an empty council block opposite the food co-op
egtate. This has proved more difflcult than we thought, for reasons we‘ll go

{ into later. o - and on the driving trips) . : _
' Qeveral people have xxE come along to meetings/to see how the food oo-op is
“run? in this way we have helped some students. in Deptford and a group of
working class women we knew in Camden to set up food co-opg slimilar to ours.
There has been a preliminary meeting about setting up a food cow-op on the
Isle of Dogs, and ever since a woman in the food co-op got the nurses inter-
ested while she was in St. Andrews hospital , we hagve thought of that as a
podsible way mg of getting in touch with hospital workers though we haven't &
" had time %o follow it up.
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Internal Organisation of the Fébd Co-0p

We have put a lot of effort into the internal organisation of the food co-op,
trying to make it as non-hierarchical and #_shared as possible. About 15
women are involved from the estate nand nearby areas, apart from the RXg EFiamz
L.5 Big Flame women., It°s; grown in numbers since the beginning, with some
turnover and different cliques dominating at different times; about five wonmen
have left for a variety of reasons, and new ones have come through personal
‘sontacts and a very Tew through our attempts to publicizZe the co-op. The . -
1imit on size is because of the amount of food we ¢an physically cope with,
but we have come to see that there are advantages in a small co-op as it means
we can raise questions that wouldn't otherwise be possible: ' :

We do the shopping at a cash'ntcarry (meat, cereal, catfood, washing poweder,
cheese, biscuits, ete.) at a salvage warehouse (very cheap tinned food) and
at. a potato and egg mzk warehouse which mm= @x is a -direct outlet from a farm.
The money turnover 1is roughly £100 each tTine. : : : -

A1l the wemen have children, with every variation from oné grown-up child
1living at home to four or five young ones. All except about three of the:
women work out side the home as m=mX well - 4as hospital ancillaries, in a
local cake Tactory, cleaning offices., home helps, gchool meals assistant,
secretaries, shop assistant, =mmAx playgroup leader, and school teacher, One
women did oubwork. Some of this work is. part-time, but in at least five cuses
1t is full time. One woman was doing night shifts, and one woman does early
morning cleaning. This means the women are worklng really hard, it says
sometliing about their economic situation and priorites, and has led us to
think about ways of relating to those work situations.: S

Most of “the families are living 1n ¢.L.C. or Tower Hamlets flats or MAXXRRER
maisonettes, and so are not on the waiting list. However, all of them have .
had histories of living in bedsits, moving around, pressurizing the eouncil,
‘and taking the kids into the housing departmcnt.  Three of . the women were or
wf are’ 1iving in old short-life property. and arée on the & waiting list.: Some
people, especiallyin the large tower blocks, have asked for a transfer,
ugually out of the area. .

Uamyxn® hhw HONER X We tend to have @ picture of the ngypical working class
family™ « white, respectable, in their thirties or forites, with 2 or 3 kids.
it is not clear how thw recomposition of the working ¥X® ckass has affected
Fast London, but it is ¢clear that the women in the food co-op at least do not
confdrm to that picture. Some of the women are black, some arein mixed.
‘marriages, some are in one-parent familes or are living with a man they're
not married to, several are Jewish, one 1is into the Maharaji Ji, and several
are in the C.P. It may be that the contradictions of these women's situation
(like the contradictions which led many of us into the wonends moevement) are
sharper and FTHEEY HA¥E IRBE %% ImEE B ke mf rEEREEkaITiy their margin-
ality somehow makes 1% ‘edsler for them to organise out side the home. But

this *marginality” does not epply to all the wonen. :

Some of +the women are consciously political and militant in thelr attitudes,
etc., some not so much. A great deal of individual anger, protest and fight
31s expressed at The conditions of life on the estate, the Council, the S5.S.,
their husbands. otherpeople’s children.  One of the things we try to do is
draw out the common. elements in people’s experelence and in their anger, so
that it becomes more than just indivfidual, and so that 1t floes not. divide gpE®m

‘people from each other.

Meeting are usually well-attended; they’re held in someone *s flat every fortam
night in the eveningz. The neeting place is changed each time. so that people
vigsit everyonec's home and no--one zgets to be particularly associated with
having the meetings. People write out their orders together at the neeting,
and there is usually discussion about what people are gettling, what was good
or bad last time. Money is put in the £3wk float. The various ExREE X EBXEE
¥mkm tasks - going to the different warehouses, packing up, weighing the nee



g .
#.1d checse, etc. - are Shu.‘cc:‘,-d’f;anﬁ. © One hi:‘z yreGlom L3 there only lowr of ‘us
can drive - none of the women on. the eSta+ can, Though gomne of their husbands
ave cars and a few are learning. Tals has m~ant that we have taken more
”ﬁsnonsib*litr ~han we uanbed for getting the food. Howesvel. we oliways meke
uure LwO Doople at loaph goo to each sarendouss, ineluding cme Lin-driver. We
e go;ng so sAve Sviving lesgons Lo some Ol ,he ROLE. - This ir :obably an
LpOfLﬂﬂJ thirg to; anyore cetting up ancther food co«on e tjl_i atout. Tae
food i3 packed up Invo iﬂd‘V1dhl orders and peopie cois to colleect it on
;aturd“f nornirz and settle their bille, Ve chec each Oiﬂ““"“ gums. Al
this involves a high degree -cf T‘Uu~; a3 3”1ﬁ11j among worsn wao haven®t the
axperience of collecetlve 1livipg ina® we have - o R
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zo o fer a leag tine
would e needsd jasb Tor dealing G100 the .rood. Gettlf:'b 2 Lden of zharing
and rotating iuc %%k taske sccepted and cperatlwe has nol DEEN ensy - but it
hag gradnally harpencd. We stilli take most of uin FoH ‘ for naking

17 4t the meetings - both crdgring and coiisoting ine food - thers le always
a lot of discucsien ard they /LinEi e~ much longer Than
id

gure T3 ”“¥" are caveved and ln thatv muy i are rother 4 i nont at the
wotings. This ig parbly becauvss of oux nalwral role in 4T 03, Luv algoe
Dﬂcausa of the nore ;uﬂdamenlai proviens Cil ue Teing tne rnuu;uVO“q of the fa
ood co-op and how wWe see ﬂ4W“¢’"eq ag Lutmwmule . We aie very ccrsclious thi:
it cotld turn 1n*o a service provided LY scme peop*u for oiuers and have triad
hard to ensuve that auaoev notq Sometlimes e have feli thalt our aprarent sclfe
sonfidence, e =iy o%c. covid be relnforelig othex mwounaneg' iatk of confifence
‘n therseives. To eagure fpic hoesu®? harpen we have sa po e sensitive in

the ways we aave suggestad newn activities, not expeuwlnq "Peczle to speak ouv
in front of Qveryone uL & meeuuwrg und L :ing gue thav new people know
exactly what's qarneningo Also we hauo tiied to chow ocu. OuWD feelings of
watogetherness, tlredness en -5, vhen e Lq» £ that way;rather Than alweys
tmlrclng we have 1o be efficlent. ethusd nstic, cheerful and ¢ correct as par’s
o the vole of molltisni fu%er emer. Mis pDroblem L 6o *csﬂnlv not a statlic

2, it changes as pecople de nore bhlage in po Tocd comcn. @ee how we llve,
o other Lhinma miol Ax 3 th one-way - on tho estave have axilis taas
e 40 NoL B«L- Tne moner exactliy right, and fec .S ni ~opeless atl!
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,ut many women have gol a 1ot o¢ confidense and Suprort in nuestloning their
1aqbana¢° attitudey and ﬂmrccp ons of bthem, as o Destlt o thelr "nvolvemenu
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In the food co-op and associated activities. One woman whose hiisband orders
her around quite a-bit answered him back when he came into Zhnx¥wsi £zm a
irecent meeting which was held at her flat - "Get your own sugaril™ -~ and lookec.
round all of us for support. Another women who has been the wife of a C.P.
nilitant . for about 15 years had never been leafletting hergelf ever until a
sltvation which oame out of tae food co-op. When wz started using the shop-
front of one women's house for keeplng food, her husbond became guitec recent-
ivl about having a whole crowd of women turning up at his place - delivering
food,. packing it upr indo boxes, collecting it.... He objected to her going to
reetings, wouldn't pick up the kids from playgroup, and the co-op became part
of their on-zoling battle about her performing her rolie as mother and housewife
18 he défined it. ¥t looked as if wed have to move out., One night she came
> the .pub with us alter the meeting, and when we got back her husband had
.ocked her out - we waited nervously in the car while sae bangedon the door,
wondering if we’d gone too far - bubt finally she was let into the house,. These
are just a few examples of the way the whole questionm of women's roles gets
raigsed through the co-op. ye in Big Flame also get strength and conflidence frow
crganlising with women & deveioping our own politics independently ol men.

‘

There are not a lot of precedents for organisaing outside the industrial
gitvuation. One thing we have learned ( if we didn®t know it already) 1s how
rgeless most conventional forms of propaganda and publeitiy are in mobilising
a2d involving women in this situvation. Only one pecroen haz jrinad the focd
co-op through our leaflets ~ the rest all tarough netwoirks of pexrsoanl conbte
nects, or by doing other things with us. lgo we have found that neetings do
rot wort at all accoprding to *the model evolved in imale leftv polivicse:: mmrm
CEREER RYARE mk omuxit where one percoa taiks at a time, there 1s ncme kind of
cpéenda, and clear declsions are reached after Rkzmenwk a focuse~d discussion.
Zometlimes There is a choice between pushing for everyone to concantrate on one
~uestion (should we sell on the green? should we get eggs atv a different
slace if the price goes up?) , and letting a m much more intercsting and
cnergetic discussion develop as different groups and individuals tallr to one
amother abovt what km memk Immmiismks they most want to talk about, which may
2e eggs kmmxXZfEux or childecare or the 1ifts. I¢ ralces the que~tion whethex
Tadberdodvodkneshing exa swkfeh¥e the traditional meeting is a sullable model
sor orgarisaling in this situation. Ceriainly making dscisions, suztaining
inv@lvement and widening the scope of the focod co-op denznia a great deal on
*ad¥dual visiking, valking, ete. ’

it-gether, the food co-op has been very important for us ae women militante
‘o developing ovr understanding of how we can work politlicaliy . Our own
*ratories from the women®s movement has made ug vnwilling to apprear as an.
~teranal political grouvp, mouthing slogans for situatlons we had no direct
—.volveément in. The food co-op has provided regnlar and naterial contact with
working clase women vver something of immedliate and ieald concern to us all.
Cheap food and shared shopping and housevork is something we wandoed aaxhew fx
wrould anyhow be organlsing ourselves to get, and thils lessens the us,them o
‘nside/outside apsects of many left group interzentions. It has teen
relatively easy to talk without feeling we are just relating to other people’s
“: rather than our own experience. Breaking down isolation between people and
amilies, making friends in the area, 1s also a need of ours, and the food
an-0p has been very effective in this way - one women on the estate hardly
smew anvone before she joined, and therz avoe otuer errmplec. iz bave met lots
nf riends and comrades through it.

“atting o know people through the food cowop has teen part of a process of
~hange for us individvally. It has helped us understand differences that we
ng middle class women often feel frorm working class women. It has often besn
quite challenging, forcing us tp examine and change some of our ways of .
relating to people. Given our class position, and our marginality as revolud.-
ionaries, these effects of the co-op on us are very important in evaluating i~
Mhat we have learned through the food co-op has also given more reallty to oun
nolities generally -~ it has helped us understand how caplitalism affects every
1oment of our day. and the oppressive exploitative relatlonchips 1t produces
“ar to day. Organisming round housework is the beginning of making 1t'p9531b1
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- p women to fight back, overcoming women's “passivity" - a bourgeols deserir
-ion of the fact that as a wife and mother you have to run to stand still.

on the whole, we have not put ourgelves foruard ag Big Flame, nor talked abont
Big Flame as such. Most of the women on the estate know we are part of a
political group, and some, especially the C.P. women, know it as Big Flane,
The fact that "we want to do something in the arvea®™ does not secenm atrange her
ag it would in many other laces for historical reasons. A few of the women
could be regarded as being part of Big Flame in that they do a lot of things
i7ith us, and share our perspectives in the food co~-0D, bu? it has never seema’t
wmportant to push this issue. Most of the reagons fox this ret}cence are.to

5 with not wanting to appear as external politicos, using people for their
wn endg, and our wanting to learn how to be inside ongoling gtruzegles.

The Food Co-op as an Area Group , Poes our politicgﬁhave to ke confrontational?

4t the beginning we'd seen the food co-~op as a way of building a base and get”
ing to know some women in the East End. We realized that this was the.mostT
promising starting point for us wotking in the community. We®d seen the faile
vre of paper organisations like EEDAG (East End Docklands Action Group =~ an
area=-wlde grouping supposed to fight lssues around redevelopment). We®d had
discussions with women from Nottingham Womens Liberation who like us had stal .
edf o prices campaign but had used "official channels” 1like tne Trades Council
and had had support from women trades unionists in picketins supermarkets; bui
found that this did not lead on to support from women on estates or any forn
of ongoing and developing struggle. A1l this mean® that ve hoped that out of
the women organising in the food co-op, breaking down the isolation and mIyir:
mistrust on the estate, that the group would begin to melate to other more
spectacular or confrontational struggles in the area, e olso wanted to see
whether we could develop the ideas some of us had Trom the womens movement an.
therapy groups with working class women. : : o

0
outside thé/family
ghss%ﬁfelopment into confrontational strugglze ‘has not happened for several‘
EfESp e of recognizing early on the isolation of women on an estatve and the
demoralization of the rent strike, we underestimated the amount of time it oo
takes to build up any sort of organisation and solidarity. This meant that whe .
jgsues came up which could have hmmm become focusses for collective confront..
ation and might have turned the co-op into the basis for a tenants® action
group -~ €.8. the community hall, the dustman®s strike, the stinking drains in
the tower blocksy and periodic sewage floods, the insects and the dangerous
roads - people were full of complaints and anger but were not ready or confid-

ent enough to take collective action. The history of ®tha fogl ©0-0D, coming ou.
of an attempt to organise round rising prices. meant that from time to tlme wo
discussed ways of taking more militant action against supermarkets - some of =
the women were really interested in this, but for some of us anger over rising
prices has been defused by getting cheap food through the co-op. Our discussie
ong also raised tricky questions of how many people would need to Dpe involvad

to give the actlon any eredibility, and where the real targets are.

We also have to seek this in a broader context - to recognlize that during. the
period we have been working in the food co-cp, wages militancy and individual
or "passive® resistance in the community (e.a. “rixing” your electricity - rent
arTrearsS...) have been the main weapons used by the working class to fight back
against cepitalism. Where there has been direct action in the community it bhas
been taken by those people who have no alternative = 1l.e. those people who kEEX
have no home % rather than those who have unsatisfactory, overpriced homes. AT
the moment (Dec 1974) there 1s still a gap between these two gruups of people.
This came out really clearly for us H%Eﬂ sl Bast End families. known as 2RmoX
Upaceless Homeless® squatted an empty/block of flats just opposite the Lincoln
wstate. Some of the Bag Flame women went over bto talk to them and we tried to
UerkToNt Whym XL YLuriAtmy ItmE® X EYEN EAXeREYE ¥ OANmR ERVRD ARXINBXRIRERY UFTLF
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work out ways of building links = even to start a fooc co-op An the block, fuiiw. -

vhich is called Smmmmex Sumner House. Several focd co-op women wzxn inxeiyed
WIZY WE TN EBIFINE X3 ¥EA ¥ Sunbkix Huwez Wikl kEE SuMnzr HOnsE pESpiEy mEd
emal xmnght kkere zkiidreExin g kidx €hxininex gEyky came and brought their
¥.ds to a Jjumble sale and a kilds Christmas party ujjich.we helped -the Sumer..... .
House people to organise. But many of the women in the fesduwgoxmprpdniagsnon¥
relationship between themselves and the Sumner House "zjuatters®. Possiblg one
reason why they don’t want to associate themselves closely with themfummszr is
because the Smrex-Harse prxpiexee homeless Sumner House people are in

precissly -the situation that they most fear to be in themselves. Sincce people
In the food co-op got flats from the GLC wikmr often after years on the housivg

list, they still believe that the housing list is a reality and that sguatting
a block .of flats, which could be used. to rehouse people from the 1list, is
jumping the housing queue; in the sams way, pony women. have thelr names dowm
Tor housing transfer and half believe that thia will happen (every now and
then one family does get o transfér, which reinforces the myth). Gradually thee:
nyths are breaking down - Tower Hamlets Coumecll ig- now running A housing XmkiT
lottery for young homeless couples, which confirms the fegling that getting =
house. is a bit lilkc winnhng the football pools. The mass squalb ot Sumner Hovso
13 now organising against eviction and the other .squatters 1n the area have
takem-the initiative in trying to set up a Housing Action Group amongst benans.:
and Squatters all over. the borough. It seems likely that when the.xent freeze
cnds in March, tenants will begin to organise collectivelt again around rent
increases, In Fast London Big Flame, we have sean the importance ol bullding v
a4 strong =me area grouping; some men from the group are now gotting involved i
Sumner House and the Housing Action &zkmm Group, briaging the experience and
contacts they have developed through thelr activities with building workers or
the East End Shrwwsbury Defence Committee over the last yeare.. o

This situ Yo hag Led” . sestien vur sciuse of whal iz a “recel' interventlic
We areiiﬁiégggnigg iidhéﬁséﬁo%i, childeare and other Tamily relaticnships, bu.
we've often had s sense of this not being the "real® intervention, because we™
applied mk standards which we now see as false. If and when struggles in the
area do-become more cbviously confrontational, this will only mean that--.-.. ..
questions of housework, childcare and family relationships; are” ralsed’even: -~
more.pressingly, as We have.seen in previous struggles, like on Tower Hill.

It is-within this pevspective that we have tried to work out ways in which
orgemising in.ihe food co~-op could be developed..We have had lots of--differeny
ideas whieh weiare still in the process of evaluating and discussing - develop-
ing the soctal pspeotjof. the-food co~op by showing films, Red Ladder theatre,
soclals—ete, hap gseemed-a good idea as many of us, on the estate and in Blg
Flame feel that'a soclal life is one of the most pressing needs that we ask
from. any palitical activity we're involved . in. Against a background of Bingo,
it*s important that we try to.build some kind -of local revolutionary culture,
and see-our lelsure ag another area of our lives which has to be reclaimed fr
capltali . Ib¥s trye thet solidsrity -s-bullk up through strussle, but it is
consolidated through b shared mm¥ social life. Thewe are.alrgady strong soci-
links betwean militants in this area , for example the E.l. Football League,
but these could be,extended.snd the conbtent made more overtly political.

Other possible devalopments: of the food co-op are enlarging the food co-op or
uay of building up n big group of women Who would be in a better position to
take-action on the estate, in a general Tower Hamlets Housing Group, or aroun:
prices; starting & women's centre on the ‘estatex as a way of inecreasing the
social activity between women and having premises where pmERIE women. can de
things ‘together, have access to women’s iiterature, ctc. ; trying ©o encourgg?
the setting up of food co-ops on ﬁevernl"eitatei %n.tpg-area is anu%g of g;i;u~
-ing - 3 ; : : as a tenants® aciion group o ¢ estate.
xﬁ§x§§§§§§x§§32§§§§§»Egﬁgnar gggﬁigﬁdgpendently of'thg foog cuopf?ough buildi-
on it, and-linking this with theé bullding workers action group wihich develore

from the Shrewsbury Defepce Committtee.
e . B et 4 \

“As Bast i a5 : .fonal working class area with a history -of militancy, _
we have'g%ggggdigrgmtgagg%ferent poin% in our organising than ue glgnt have ¢ .
in another ares. The offeets.of this can be seen in what we've writtenx here.

T ' ' ' '
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Teononic and Political Backzround

We mms#t need to be able to understand and integrate what we know about workers?®
struggles in production, to struggles happening outside of production. We

tend to pose this as a problem for industrial militants - "what about the com-
munity? what about the family?® - forgetting that it ig a problem for us toc.,
ve need to show how food prices, rents, the family, schools and hospltals are
economically integrated into capitalist production and to the struggles in gEX
zroder production. '

The pericd during and since the war has seen many changes in the structure and
organisation of capitalist society - changes which arise more or less directly
out of working class militancy in the period between the wars, and which affec™
the nature and dirvection of working class militancy in the pressnt period.

The  important change 1is in the orgunic composikion of capital, that is, in the
proportion of capital invested in plant and machinery (which is inereasing) to
the proportion of capital snvested in labour power (which is decreasing). U&
Workers® militancy over wages has always driven capltalists to invest more in
machinery. Mechanization has made labour more productive ( you can make 20 ®
dresses with a sewing machine in the time 1t takes to make one by hand), S0
capitalists have been able to meet demandsg for wage increages, by preoducing =z
and selling more commoditles. B

A consequence of thls change in the organic composkiion of capital is that the
biggest profits can be made in the industries which are mowt capital intensivr
and this has meant that industries which arc labour intensive and hard to
mechanize are not so profitable. Mese include puillding. food productlion,
transport, medecine, and fuel production. Naturally enough the capitalists,
wanting to invest thelr money as profitably as possible, have sended to with-
draw their investament from these areas, into the She areas of mass production.
However, it is these unprofitable 1abour-intensive industries which often B¥r™
produce the basics o 13fe; in partieunlar, Shey ave often essential to the
reproduction of labour poder. and therefore of the whole capitalist system
itseif. :

At this roint, the state, s the collective prain of capitalism, intervenes Lo
ensure that the capitallist gyetem does not destroy itself in the chaos and '
anarchy of ‘free competition®, and thig intervention may take the form of
nationalizing and/or subsidizing unprofitable but essential industries, or
interferire in the 'free’ market so that these ipdustries may still operate

in the market @z at a profit. S

Tn Britain, the nationalization of coal, steel, btransporc. and the municipai-
ization of housing and the health service and the BSHETEXEE benefits of the
welfare state ore to be seen ag pert of the new posh-Keyneslan policy of inte
grating the working class into the capitalist systeuw. The state itself undei--
takes to provide che basic essentials for the reproduction and maintenance of
the working class; 1t does this out of taxesy which are paid by the workers.
tut alsc by taxes pald by the companies, which come -out of profits created b
the workers. In effect then, all the welfare stube does, Xk 1is To force the
capitalists to pub Wy enough of their profits to allow thne workers to subsiev
(though even this s2ems too mwch for some oOf them). This guarragteed
subsitence 1o itsel? a major victory for the working class, a culnination of
a century of stiugg-.e; Tut we can see clearly here how this victory is
reshaped by the ruling class into sonething beneficial to the survival of tne
system. Becausge the costs o? this do not come directly out of the wages of
workers, morsover, it has ofsen meant that wages in Britain are reélatively o
lower than those in Europs, racause some of the baslc expenses are subsidized
by the state. ' B ' - s

Food stibsidies are an exacple »f this; food has been cheap in Britain as SO
much of it has come fron the Brpire, and Rif even before the war, food and bron
housing were subsidlzed. With -he diminution of the Empire, production in
Britain has become more importart agaln; farming here 1s already extremely
capital intensive and mechanizei compared with forming in Europes There is T
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peasant class as such, and far fewer labourers per acre than in Europe, partly
because the relativelt high wages of the high-profit industries have attracted
Zpople to the clties,partly because the landowners have been so riithless in
their 'rationalization of farming®. So it has made sense for the state, within
its ‘welfare' framework of providing basics xEREXaYYX¥ cheaply, to subsidize
directly the incomes of farmers, to encourage them to produce in sufficient
quantities (so there will be no scarcities or price rises due bo scarcities),
then to allow the produce to rfind 1ts own price on the market, which 1s fairly
low.
In Burope, the policy of governments has on the whole been to adopt a much more
1aissez-falire attitude. Although they have nationalized fuel, transport and =
other essential industries, they have tended to allow food and housing to find
their own levels on the =m market. Before the last war,when the level of capit-
al investment in industry was still relativell low, this did not matter too
much ,as food and housing were still profitable to produce and go Were prodiced.
More recently, however, food producers in Europe have been finding that the »
prices their produce will fetch on the open market is so low as to scarcely
furnish them with a living. A cubtback in productiocn would create &carcity, and
would force workers off the land into the factories, but on the whole the farm-
workers in Europe have been strongly enough organised to force a different sol-
ution, that known as the EEC agricultural policy. Farmers produce as before,&
the state guarantees a certain price; if, because of overprodction {(too nuch
supply, too little demand) the price drops, the state will buy up the producwh
in order to maintain an artificial condition of scarcity, and so forse the
price up again. (Butter mountaing).
This means that workers in Europe have to pay nearer the market price for theilr
basic egsentials, and on the whole they have made up £or this by a high level
of organization and mllitancy over wages. By fighting for hlgher wages, they
have effectively forced the European capitalists to subsidize the unprofitable
but essential industries. This has been alright while the industrial capitalist:
have been making enough profits to allow this, but in a situation of crisis,as
at present, the level of class struggle which expresses itself directly as wage:
militancy, becomes acute. ' ' A '
It is important to consider the present class struggle in relation to the spco-
ific development of British Capiltalism. In particular, the ‘welfare? policy &
towards food and housing, itself a victory of working class struggle, means k
that maintaining subsisies in these areas, and forcing the bosses to pay for
them in higher taxes,is an important aspect of worklhg class struggle in this
country. Fighting the Housing Finance Act {(which was designed to make the work-
ing class pay directly for the cost of housing) and fighting to keep food chenr
and the health service free are as important aspects of working class struggle
as fighting Tor higher wages. :
In particulsr, at this moment the ruling class, by trying to enter Brtiain intc
the EEC, is ztrying to steal an important march on the workers. They are trying
to adopt the EEC food policy, which will lead to high food prices at unsubsid-
jzed 'market? levels, and hoping that in the interval before wages nilitancy
hag caught up with this (wages militancy, that is, hampered by & whole paraph-
ernalia of legel shackles).the working class will suffer a setback in its stan-
dard of living which will take years of struggle to make up. That is why it is
particularly important at this moment to fight against the lossz of any subsid.
ies. There can se no doubt at all that it i3 the threat of militancy both inr
the form of higr wage demands, and also in the form of social unrest and dires”
action over food and housing, which has compelled the government to retaln some
food subsidies in the face of strong pressure fyom the EEC, and to renegotiate
our terms of entry into the EEC.
It is important that we learn t- see militancy over wages and militancy over
food, housing and welfare as part of a whole cycle of struggle by whish we koo
the capitalists on the run.At tie same btime, 1T is important that the working
class begins to take control ofter resources in the communlity, such as
food distribution and housiag management. We have seen in Chile that when
the middlemen went on strike in an attempt to break the revolutionary
impetus of the workers, the ability of working class organisations in the
community to take control over food distribution proved crucial to the
advancement of the revolutiocn.
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The Food Co-op in a Feminlist Perspective

Working in the food co-op has raised somo ¢ussblons £ us aboul congumerian
in relation ®m to women. Some people have deseribed consumerism as o process
by which wesespecially women, are nanipulated into buying things we don't nec.
co that the capitalists can keep expending their sales. Others see consumeri
a3 a genuine compensation for oppression, a rational self-interested responsc
by women towards at least doing as well out of the system as they can. Some
of the Big Flame women feel that their attitude to consumption 1s fundamentul
different from that of the food co-op women on the T.incoln Estate. But whav
sometimes dilsbtances me fron wompa on the egstate is not our different value
systems { "consumerism® versus "downwards sacianl mability®™) but the differenv
work we perform.

Opor women, buying and wearing clothes and beauty aids is not much consumptis
as work. One of & woman®s jobs in this gociety 1s to be an attractive sexuzl
object, and clothes and nake~up arc Ik tools of the trade... Similarly,
buying food and householfl furnishing is ax domestic task... and appliances ar
cleaning materials are tools taat facilitate her domestic functions. A
washing mashineé does make a nousewife's work sasgier (in the absence of social’
igsed housSeWOTrK)eseossso WICN & WOmMAL gspends a lot of time decorating her home !
herself, or hunting down the latest in vacuun cleaners, it is not self-
indulgence (let alone the result of psychic manipulation) but a healthy
attempt to find outlets for her creative energics within her circumseribed il
role.? - Ellen Willis in "Consumerism” and Womewn from *Women®s Liberation®.
S0 in orgenising with women around focd the cuestion for me 1s not: are ue
organising around thetr/our real needs? (that we cdon't buy makeup wholesale

ns well ag food does not make our need for male recognition in This culture
auy the less real.) The question 18 more: Where do the needs of hovgewifes
meet the needs of single women who have refused housework ag the hardest and
least recognised work there 1s? mhe need for friendship and a collective
identity seems to be one which we all sharc. Tahe core of the food co-op (foxr
me) is the women who enjoy it. This ig where fcminism puts a new perspecti 2
on what 1t nmeans to be active. The wife of a “militant® may have survived
through eonstant seif-negation and putting other priorities nefore herself.
Other women, less overbly political., may be guicker to grasp the food co-op 4
s blow against boring and routinised labour, and part of the process of mzirl:

a 1ife of their own. The services women perforn for nen cannot be subsumod
under a "housework® heading (cf, Power of Women) and their effects op our
tdentity lgnored. We have already pointed ouvt how many of the wWomen who fs&t.
free to participate in the food co~op ‘or are forced to by vhelr economic
position) are, llke the most militant women at Imperial and 1ike several oy
ageparated from thelr husbands; and how many others facc violence from theilr
hushands partly over the issucs_of vigits from other women in the co-op and
xeeping food parcels in thelr flat. The Women's Self-Help Therapy Group hel
us to work out and get in touch with our own needs, but for the fight women
face when we start to make demands bagsed on hose needs, we need a karate
group too. ' '

v

Thig mesns that we can't provide a “feminist perspective® by ourselves. I
could be a priority for those of uc in Big Flame to werk with other feminii
providing & strong area support network . We have the potential for this i
in the Women®s Aid centre. woren's squatting groups. other food co~0pS,
tenants co-operatives like Suruer House. A* the moment these groups are X
separate and,to some extent.mistruetful - but they are a beginning, and onr
next need is to create a strong women's celtre mith Tiims, discuscglionsg,
health groups,legal aid. Feminism brings nsw arens of wonens lives into
political exlstence- for emample wWe can See women's anger at thedr huebands
ag part of our struggle and not a side issue (a8 e.g. IS do and tall back c”
consolidating the family Jjust when its disintegration is a force for changa,.
Ve pub & new value on feelings which vomen may have experienced in igolaticn
ns madness or failure, partly xkxmw through tae writings. films, ideas of tln
existing women®s movement. But this new value has To take on organisatlionn’
forms. For example, a really supportive womens aid centre cHould help us mako
womens® rebeilion against Sheir husbunds into & forse Tor change within tac

e



area, nobt something which forces women, to choosg befween, submissis
%eaving %he ne%gﬁbﬁurﬁooﬁ. ﬁe are Lrying %5 ac 83 o? thé mission and

politics of women’s existing situation, rather than "injecting politics®
into itx (IMG phrase) -~ the move from prices campaign to food co-op
seems to me to have been a step in this direction.

CHANGING SOCIAL RBELATIONSINTHE FOOD CO-OF

Wnen we were talking about starting a food co-op, we were not sure if mam:
people would be interested, because a lot of the women we talked to
around here had already found some kind of individual solutions to xi=
riging prices - getting a freezer, knowlng someone who has a market B
stall, or getting things off the back of a lorry. At the first meeting
it became clear that people were proud of these individual solutions,
which made them feel they were good shoppers and skilfull low-budget
cooks - ®I know a little shop where you can get jam for 12p, it’s
difficult to find.i.eoo® “You don't get eggs from there, do you, I
wouldn®t touch his eggs, I know & much better place...” It was quite
competitive, a Dbit 1like skilled workers who identified with their jobs
and are proud of their skill at being better at it than others. Triere
was also quite a lot of brand fetishiem: #I only use Heinz Baked beans,
~ I wouldn®t touch anything else, I'm funny that way®, which also
carried a lot of »ride, as if it made you more of an individual, more
interesting and specialm, if you go for Daz and wouldn®t touch Chivers’
jam.

Ag the food co-op got going, people began, hesitantly at first, to share
their expertise with one another so the food co-2p could uvse the various
cheap sources of fodd that they had discovered individually. The .
competitiveness gradually changed from %Y know the best place® to "Qur
food co-op Xnows the best place.” Instoad of identifying yourself as a
skilled shopper, you identify yourself as a nenber of a EEXBER ELXWE
strong food co-op. Collective shopping also meant that instead of
choosing your own can of beans, you get whatever beans the people wWho
went to the Cash'n®Carry thought was the best bargain to buy in bulk.
There were complaints at first - "I never use that kind® - but now
pecople mostly accept getting a dilfferent type of cereal each time and
trusting tne choice of whoever did the shopping. A 1ot of individual
identification through skill in shopping in destroyed, and a different
relationship takes its place. Although the food co-op only happens
fortnightly, we get a wide range of goods from tea to toilet rolls, and
and g0 it adds up to a real change in the shopping and conauming
patterns of the people involved. Nobedy lives entirely off food co-op
goods, it probably doesn®t change shcpping at the cormner shop for odd-
ments that you've run .out of, but makes a difference to the blg Saturday
outing to the supermarket. It also changes the relations of the wonen
involved to their husbands in their rcle ag shopper: whereas before

they mimys always did shopping personally for him, there is now a group
of women who make decisions about what to get and who collectively
present some kind of reference point independent of the husband,
questioning his fads and setting vp collectlve norms of consumption of

its own.

There are other ways in which the food co-op breaks down the family as
the unit of consumption. The meat is stored overnight in different
people®s fridges, and the women with freezers regularly find them used
by the food co-op as & uwhole. Whether or not we sec the need for food
- which the food co-op is organiscd around - as necessarily more ®real®
than the need for consumer goodies, which the ® capitalists make more
profit out of selling to us, it is obvious that by each family buying
e.g. & washing machine for themselves, the level of conumption of
hardware becomes artificially high, and this is somecthing we can fight.
I

In our wish to see the food co-op develop into an Gttacking organisat-
ion we have often underestimated the importance of some of these points:
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the ways in which its working challenges patterns of consumption and the
family. The fight against prices is not just agauinst the shops/distrib-
utors/food manufacturers, whose profits we hit only slightly, but also
the relationships which are part and parcel of consumption eg. the family,
position of women. Eveh & mass movement of food coops would only hit the
préfits of certain middlemen, but the organisation of a food coop cun
work towards destroying the fabric of social relations on which the =
survival of capitalism depends.

The very fact of women organising together in this way gives us all a
lot of confidence - that by getting together we can do better for our-
selves by reclaiming one area of our lives from the capitalists, that
we don't have to be passive but can take some control over our own lives
"Every struggle must be regarded in terms of the strength, awareness,
solidarity and autonomy that the proletariat acquires in it, while the
power of the bosses to encroach on our lives 1is reduced,”

Sometimes the Wednesday meetings are just about making out our orders,
but often there are discussions about all kinds of things, - the cond-
itions of life on the estate, 1ifts, drains, bringing up children, the
council, work, sterilization, housing battles, parents and oult own ch-
ildhoods, schools, vandalism, nervousg breakdowns....Ilt became clear that
people needed to have a situation to meet other women and talk. There
are a lot of splits between women, and a lot of lsolation in people? s
lives. It looked like we all needed friends as much as we needed cheap
food. We talked about the idea of having a women®s group to meet for
discussions on the alternate Wednesdays when we weren'’t having the food
coop meeting. What finally emerged ls a women’s gself-help therapy group
which after several months and a few people dropping out, now consist-
ently involves three of us from the food coop (one from Big Flame, one
from Lincoln Estate, one from a nearby estate) and a CP comrade whom we
met through the women®s centre.

I had been doing a lot of reading and practice in my own life around
the ideas of Wilhelm Relch and the Gestalt therapists, and wanted to
bridge the gap between that activity and my other political activity in
the area. This is why I wated to set up something which was a bit 4iff-
erentfrom an ordinary consciousness-ralsing group, though in some wWays
similar. It reflected an understanding that for us to be able to prog-
réss in struggle it's not enough for us to be presented with new gsitu-
ations and new understandings - we also have to change at the level
of our feelings and gut reactions, undoing the conditioning that plays
ag importuant a part in keeping us passive as anything that is happening
in-the present. This means that in the group we do bdy work - massage
and Reichian breathing exercises - and try not Jjust to talk about, but
to locate and express, the feelings that daily 1life under capitalism
makés us feel, but coppels us to control. The group had developed falt-
eringly and its future is still unsure, but some positive things have
come out of it. For example one of us who has always played the role of
being °‘nice’ and °*quiet’® says that she had been getting into her anger
much more, it has been coming out in dissatisfaction at her job, chall-
enging her evening-class teamcher etc. At another time it mightt be one
of us who hag a full-time job expressing physically and non-verbally
the stress she expereinces in keeping at work - which she usually puts
a good face on - and realising how much she needsg solidarity and support
When these feelings have been located it becomes easier to act on the
world according to your needs.

The group has made several outings en masse to the so-called *growth
centres’. These visits have been useful in developing our knowledge of
certgiin techniques eg for body relaxation and awareness, working out
comgiiance with authority roles. acting-out games etc. At the same time
we have disagreed with tha way those technlques are used at ‘growth
centres?, and have made 2 vigorous critique of the way ‘personal growth®
ig defined at these institutions and sold to those who can afford it.
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We nave had discussions btowards working out a clear collective alter-
nasive to these centres and to vallium and BCT as ways out of the emot-
1onal and social impasse capitalism forces us into.

I see people’s consclousness and hence their political actlions as being
deternined by their total material reality -~ their everyday lives past
and present. This 1s different rrom the Trot groups with their clear:
1ine between reallty and ideplogy. and their emphasis on newspapers as
a way of changing pecple’s consclOUSNess. Consciousness 1s complicated
and contradictory, as soclal expergence under capitalism is 1s compli-
cated and contradictory. A kid can hate being caged up in a stuffy clasc-
room, but that feeling is overlaid by fear of Eeing punished if he goes
out of it. be conscioucness nnd the responses that are potentially
socilalst and revolutiounary are the oues We need to draw out and bulld
on, but sometimes they lie deep under layers of self-criticism and int-
ernaliized. repreasion, whichh need o be recognized and worked through.
. T
When we say +wha%t material reallfty Patevmines consciousness., it's impo-
 rtant to underztand whnt that materiual reality includes. IT’s where we
1ive and what work we do, bubt Lu's also the ads we see on The tube. the
television programies we viatoh. the relationships we have. and how we
are in those m - relationships. It ineludes | tng part in: the food-coop.
going to therapy meevings where you can {ind and express youl anger,
and building up relationshipe of_*;ust*and solidarity with other women.
- o -——--‘T._‘:-“_'_. . g M . . .
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These are scme of thé poinbs we would Tilke to tuisc for dlscussions¥

TN THE WOMEN'S COMISSION R -

7. Being in B.F.: how it helps and doesn’t help us to work politically.
2, HWorking as women;:our relationsnip to the WILM.{see sect. of Feminism
. Organizinrg around socialization of housework. _ , - p.9

. Relationshins and differences between organizing where people work
‘and organizang in the community. - = . -

Lo\

IN THE EAST LONDON PRIORITIES MEETING

1. Working as azn ‘ares group’.

2. Further work around Sumner House.

3, Relation betwenn wage siruggles and srganizing in the community.
L,the food co-op 48 & Women's grcup.’ ; '
5, An E.IL. hospital group? :




