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For centuries the pamphlet has been the medium of choice 
for agitators, poets, ranters and revolutionaries. Wherever 
people have needed to spread ideas cheaply, quickly, and 
outside of the official press, they have made their own short-
form publications. Most often pamphlets are produced for 
the moment: dissenting ephemera to be quickly consumed, 
and then passed on or cast away. Today, as frictionless pixels 
glide across scrolling backlit screens, the fluttering of paper 
leaves might seem leaden. Yet the pace of contemporary 
media is determined not only by its immense speed of  
production and its cacophony of voices, but also the speed 
with which things are trashed, or disappear, as the crowd 
of each moment falls quickly into the silence of high-tech 
historical forgetting. 

Returning to the pamphlet is a gesture of defiance. Our 
archival work returns so often to the pamphlets of past 
struggles. Returning to the pamphlet means salvaging 
the materials by preserving them in a world that would 
otherwise hide them from view; keeping hold of documents 
that were never supposed to last; and reading them outside 
of their time. But here we are returning pamphlets in 
order to make something new: writing and making once 
again in this tradition, against an official press. If once 
that official press was the newspaper and the book, today 
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it is the monstrous monopoly platforms that guarantee 
that everyone can speak but nobody can be heard; media 
that reduce thinking and action to instantaneous opinion, 
always ready to be washed away by the steady flow of the 
next day’s news. We hope that these pamphlets offer an  
alternative historical time: bringing moments of the past 
into the present, and making some critical space in oppo-
sition to capitalism’s pointless and unceasing dynamic of 
creation and destruction.

The MayDay Rooms Pamphlet Series brings together repro-
ductions of documents from radical history while offering 
a space for extended engagement and critical reflections on 
their contemporary relevance. Each pamphlet will contain 
newly created content – including essays, poems, and illus-
trations – set alongside reproductions of materials to which 
they are responding. 

The first two pamphlets in this series arose from an open 
call for submissions. These have been grouped thematically: 
the first centres on histories of activist film and photography 
in the 1970s; the second on the material production and 
design of printed radical ephemera. Both interrogate the 
histories of social movements that have disappeared from 
view, as they were defeated, left by the wayside, or pushed 
underground. In unearthing this important material, and 
once again presenting it to the public, we hope to fashion 
a perspective that allows new social movements to find 
courage and inspiration in the struggles of those who have 
come before them. 
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In the first vignette of One Way Street, Walter Benjamin writes 
that literary effectiveness can only come into being through 
a strict alternation between writing and action. He argues 
that inconspicuous forms such as leaflets, newspapers 
and placards allow this more than the “pretentious 
universal gesture of the book.”  This second issue of the 
MayDay Rooms Pamphlet series explores the relationship 
between action and print media bringing the  processes 
of production and design of political ephemera from our 
archival collection into the foreground. 

When Benjamin noted down this thought in the 1920s, 
radical publishing was an industrial pursuit. Although 
placards might be daubed with paint, presses the size 
of factories printed the newspapers that Lenin extolled, 
and they were delivered into the hands of the people by 
parties who hoped to seize state power. The middle decades 
of the twentieth century saw world-historical shifts that 
changed all that: the left’s confidence in the Communist 
Party declined after Khruschev’s Secret Speech in 1956; 
in the West a ‘new left’ rose to prominence; resistance to 
the Vietnam War and nuclear weapons saw the birth of 
the counterculture; great civil rights movements exploded 
into being in the US and in Ireland; the decolonial struggle 
wrapped around the world. Meanwhile, the dreamworld 

MayDay Rooms Pamphlets: 02
Agitprop Notes   



Agitprop Notes  9Agitprop Notes  8

community centres, squats, radical bookshops, and even 
comrades’ houses. These became a vital part of the ecology 
of social movements. There was a dialectical interplay here: 
not only did these new forms of media serve an increasingly 
decentralised, subcultural left; but that this new left 
was forming itself in and through new modes of media, 
developing from the mass party, to the social movement, to 
the counter-public sphere.  

Both Jess Baines and Nick Thoburn have written about 
“socialist-” or “communist objects” in describing radical 
print production. Baines proposes that, “in contrast to 
the enslaved, sedated and ‘finished’ thing-possessions of 
bourgeois commodity culture, the socialist object would be 
a co-worker, an active and equal comrade and like its mode 
of production, enriched the bodies of the socialist project’.
The pamphlet is not intended as a static commodity, but as 
a type of movement and production which gives material 
form to types of organisation, experimentation, orientation 
and authority. The contributions to this publication were 
chosen from an open call. They showcase the variety of 
print culture during this fractious period by considering 
the importance of controlling the means of production 
and communications and demonstrating that ongoing 
experimentation in forms of propaganda remain vital. 
Reproductions of original documents from radical history 
sit alongside these new works, offering an opportunity 
for extended engagement and critical reflections on their 
contemporary relevance. 

Social Commontating’s The Irish Question shows us that 
political print culture does not have to be relentlessly 
serious. Instead, content and design can be vivid, funny, 
cutting, tender and through this, deeply powerful. 
Resistance Comics, the work of political cartoonist Brian 
Moore (aka Cormac), was used as a starting point to create 
a series of responses, to probe and provoke the enduring 
neo-liberal and imperialist approach to the governance of 
the North of Ireland by Britain and the Republic of Ireland. 
Resistance Comics was part of the wider Underground 
Comix movement of the late 1960s and 1970s. Although the 
movement is most associated with figures such as Robert 
Crumb in the US, reprints of his comic strips featured 
in British publications like The International Times and Oz 

of full employment shuddered to a halt. When students 
formed a vanguard in 1968, few predicted  that this was just 
the beginning of the final decline of heavy industry in the 
West, although the agitators in Italian auto plants might 
have sensed it.  

The end of one stage of industrial capitalism was presaged 
in the formation of new, informal modes of publishing. 
In the radical underground a new and unexpected 
domestication of the technologies of print occurred. The 
single centralised printers of the old parties gave way to 
hundreds of Gestetner machines – cast-offs from the new 
bureaucracies of 1950s offices. In Paris, the most striking 
graphics produced in the uprising were screenprints by 
the Atelier Populaire. In Britain, similar poster workshops 
emerged in squats, while small offset litho machines could 
outpace the old hand-operated letterpresses that had been 
favoured by poets and artists. 

Tens of thousands of pages were cranked out on these 
devices. Propaganda was often produced in haste, intended 
only for the purpose of mobilising people and not to be 
kept. These informal media covered strike actions, liberation 
campaigns, local groups and upcoming action. Few 
publications had individual authors. Instead they appeared 
under collective names and pseudonyms, or were simply 
published anonymously. 

By considering modes of production in radical publishing, 
we aim to counter recent attempts to aestheticise the print 
culture of the 1970s and to commodify its products into 
artworks ready for the jaws of the market. We see this 
graphic and cultural production in the service of political 
action, not the other way around. Primarily, print was a 
means of communicating widely, using the means available 
to political groups. Yet these modes of production became 
integral to how organisations and collectives constituted 
and reproduced themselves. Groups joined together to 
set up radical and community printing presses in order 
to circumnavigate an otherwise commodified and hostile 
system of media production and distribution, in which 
it was difficult to publish subversive ideas. Even then, 
the early years of the underground press were marred by 
criminal trials on grounds of “obscenity”. Self-organised 
production and distribution networks emerged from 
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magazine. Meanwhile,  the French Situationist practice 
of détournement of comic strips influenced the left print 
culture in Great Britain and the North of Ireland. 

The style and production of Resistance Comics mirrors 
aesthetic trends in global movements of counterculture 
but articulates this through local struggles. Screen-printed 
in rainbow colours in Belfast in the mid-1970s, it offers 
vibrant narratives of disobedience to British Imperialism 
and treatment of the people of “Ulstah”. Surrealist images 
walk the cells of the comic strip giving us lessons on 
feminism, socialism and anti-imperialism. However, unlike 
much satire, Cormac’s characters demonstrate a fierce 
commitment to politics expressing solidarity with the 
lives of people struggling in the North of Ireland. Social 
Commontatings’ new work is a kind of détournement, 
which puts Cormac’s characters in conversation with a 
series of defeated and sardonic characters, alienated by the 
present reality in the North of Ireland. Extracts of text in the 
form of questions, statement and inner-thoughts from the 
speech bubbles in Resistance Comics such as “speaking as 
a proxy of the Irish working class, I condemn the capitalist 
pig dog lackeys of the imperialist etc etc etc” or “and what 
was happening in the minds of the average British citizen? 
Them bleeding Irish on telly again.” These are coupled with 
disinterested observations made by Social Commontating’s 
sparsely drawn figures. The people in the comics comment 
on power-sharing, lifestylism, and a deferral to the political 
solutionism of capitalism, but all hints of rebellion are 
lost (“we are now so ‘post-protestant, post-catholic and 
post-sectarian; it goes with our sourdough bread. We are 
going through a rebrand.”). 

Esther McManus’ graphic work Getting the most out of a 
duplicator focuses on Big Flame, and in particular their 
pamphlet Agit-Prop Notes from which our own publication 
takes its name. Taking up the mantle of the practical and 
skill-sharing elements of collective production, McManus 
interweaves fragments of text from the 1970s pamphlet 
with sequences of new comics.This technique highlights 
a resonance with contemporary struggles and methods of 
producing DIY publications, particularly popular stencil 
duplication methods like Risograph and silkscreen. 
Instructions such as “put the date at the bottom” are 
coupled with lines such as “as Marxists we should have 

a sense of our own history, extenuating how processes 
of print and duplication have an important political 
dimension.” The piece brings these processes and politics 
into the present, using the form of comics to bridge the 
gap between Big Flame’s publications and contemporary 
conditions. The graphics fluctuate between the aesthetic of 
an instructional manual and that of a scrapbook; it relates 
the work of the duplicator to that of the machine of choice 
for contemporary DIY political print-culture, the Risograph.

McManus’ work exemplifies Big Flame’s approach to 
collective production and low-cost design-principles. 
Boundaries between activities are not distinct and 
propaganda, as a medium, by which radicals reproduce 
themselves and their cultures. The original Agit-Prop Notes 
is reproduced alongside the piece. The pamphlet remarks, 
“One-learns about duplicating or layout by doing it and then 
only do the lessons of other people’s experience start to 
make sense.” McManus builds on this relationship between 
doing and knowing, and shows the ongoing importance of 
collective practical experience, productive processes, and 
knowing the limits and qualities of your physical materials.

Guglielmo Rossi’s essay You Must Live Your Politics addresses 
the intersections of design, politics, and propaganda-making 
on the radical left in the 1970’s. His study also focuses on 
materials produced by Big Flame, alongside its splinter 
group, East London Big Flame. Rossi’s essay refuses 
contemporary trends, either to simply reanimate the 
politics of the 1970s, or to aestheticise the products 
of these political movements into venerated artworks. 
Instead, he offers a visual and political analysis of activist 
materials, demonstrating how provisional, low-cost 
principles of design were formed out of the politics of 
collective production, and how ‘prefigurative politics’ 
became decisive in the principles of design. Propaganda 
and communications are treated throughout as a medium 
through which political movements flow, and out of which 
they produce themselves. His essay offers both an account 
of how the politics of this time differed from earlier 
radical political movements, with new commitments to 
libertarianism, inclusiveness, and the politics of everyday 
life; and and explanation of how the groups involved used 
emerging print technologies to create the grounds through 
which this politics could be both lived and communicated. 
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The essay considers how this nexus of collective making 
and collective politics can be traced in the ephemera that 
these movements left behind, albeit in a world in which 
prefiguration never arrived at a figurative politics proper. 

The reproductions of materials drawn from the MayDay 
Rooms Archive that accompanies these new works 
showcases the different functions of political print 
production and distribution in the 1970s. Arnie Mintz’s 
illustrations provide a biographical account of working 
in the print industry in the UK and organising during 
the Wapping Dispute. Mintz’s work shows how workers 
can subvert print to organise, build their own power 
and resources, and communicate with workers in other 
branches of industry. The pamphlet about Union Place in 
Stockwell shows how skill-sharing around technologies 
such as print, audio and visual production could help build 
communities in struggle, moving away from an idea that 
these technologies are imposed on people, but rather seeing 
them as the basis of something that people do together. The 
final archival section reproduces documents illustrating the 
breadth and variety of radical booksellers, local political 
presses, newspapers, print workshops, and countercultural 
libraries in the 1970s.

Agitprop Notes 
: text no. 1/3

The Irish 
Question

SOCIAL COMMONTATING
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Resistance Comics

Resistance Comics hailed from Belfast and ran for ten issues 
that appeared between 1975 and 1978. They were the work 
of revolutionary cartoonist Brian Moore (1946-2011). Brian, 
who used ‘Cormac’ as his pseudonym, was radicalised by 
what he saw and experienced on his home streets that were 
under military occupation, and became a left wing political 
activist. The characters that Moore invented include Paddy 
O’Looney and Red Biddy; the issues contain a regular comic 
strip titled ‘Revolution by Proxy’. The cartoons were incisive 
and hilarious, showing the reality of living under British 
rule and exposing the contradictions of the operations of 
the regime in the North of Ireland. After Resistance Comics, 
Moore’s work appeared in An Phoblacht, Republican News, 
Socialist Challenge and Fortnight magazine. A collection, 
Cormac Strikes Back: Resistance cartoons from the North of Ireland, 
was published by Information on Ireland (IOI) towards the 
end of 1982. 
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Big Flame: Agitprop Notes 

Big Flame started out as a rank-and-file newspaper in the 
early 1970s, and gradually developed into a revolutionary 
socialist feminist organisation. It continued to issue a 
monthly paper and in each edition the following ‘Basic 
Points’ were reiterated: building a political practice based on 
the mass of the working class, not merely its representative 
layers; combating reformism; ‘the social factory’; class first, 
party second; for the autonomy of each specifically oppressed 
sector; and a non-sectarian and non-authoritarian political 
method. Big Flame groups were soon established in London, 
Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester. Close links were forged 
with Italian struggles and ideas through relationships with 
Lotta Continua. Big Flame was particularly notable for its 
internationalist perspective and for the key role it played in 
supporting the ‘autonomous movements’ of women, Black 
and LGBTQ people.

Agit-Prop Notes was compiled from Big Flame’s internal 
documents in 1979. The sections of the pamphlet reproduced 
here focus on print production, however the pamphlet also 
includes a wide spectrum of ‘do’s and don’ts’ for political 
activities ranging from organising a local demo or writing a 
leaflet, to organising a creche or winning a strike. 
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• Adipiscing elituismelod dolor amedipiscing elituismelod dolor amet 
lorem ipsum dipiscing elituism telod dolor amet consectetuer elit. lorem 
ipsum piscing elituism telod dolodipiscing . Loismelod dolor amet lorem 
ipsum dipiscing elituism telod dolor amet elituismelod dolorm ipsum 
dipiscing elituism telod dolor amet consectetuer elitsectetuer elit
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Agitprop Notes 
: text no. 2/3

Getting The 
Most Out of 
a Duplicator

ESTHER McMANUS
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Union Place

Union Place was formed in 1974 in North Lambeth with the 
aim of providing a meeting space alongside facilities for 
publishing and printing for local trade union branches, a 
tenants’ association, and other community organisations. 
The space helped people learn how to use these 
technologies, and demonstrated how organisational uses of 
media such as leaflets, posters, photographs, and video tapes 
can transform the community. Groups that used the space 
included Walworth Pensioner Action Group, The Black 
Parents Movement, Kennington and Camberwell Claimants 
Union, a food co-op, a women’s health group, and Bonfire 
Press, which published a monthly newspaper “reflecting the 
views and circumstances of workers and wageless tenants 
and homeless in the area.” 
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It is important to talk about examples from past experiences, 
showing how direct action has been used to upset the norm 
and to revolutionise established ways of thinking and living. 
Referring to the history of black radical feminist groups in 
Feminism, Interrupted: Disrupting Power, Lola Olufemi suggests 
how “it’s easy to get radicalised just by paying attention to 
experience.” 1 The experience Olufemi refers to – of black 
radical feminist groups – denotes certain kinship to the one 
at the centre of this text. Important to both is the idea that 
theory doesn’t appear only in academic literature, but can 
be lived and shared. From this perspective direct action 
becomes a way to rehearse and enact an alternative vision of 
society – and community organising is understood as a way 
to procure immediate change in a group’s material 
circumstances – in opposition to capitalism’s hegemonic 
power and the inequalities it sustains through race, class 
and gender divisions.

Olufemi’s book further reminds us that the UK government’s 
austerity measures of the past years have most severely 
affected vulnerable people. While long-standing issues of 
social inequality have become prominent during the current 
pandemic across mainstream political discourse. In this 
context, the imperative statement you must live your 
politics and the past experiences of left libertarianism it is 
associated with, are still relevant today. These are an 
example of how politics can help to imagine and articulate 
ideas – considering collective organising as an alternative to 
the parameters around which life is defined and organised 
through welfare, legislation and other services provided  
by the state.

This text looks at a number of ideas and practices that 
informed the work of activist groups of the alternative or 
libertarian left in 1970s Britain. The politics of this 
movement are discussed through a variety of materials,  
part of MayDay Rooms’ archival collection, with the aim  
of illustrating the entangled relationship between the 
processes followed by the producers of publications, their 
political values and visions for the future, and the graphic 
and visual qualities of their print production. The material 
considered, often crammed inside boxes weighing on the 
archive shelves, is varied: loosely bound pamphlets, 
magazines and newspapers, typewritten bulletins, leaflets, 
newsletters and meeting notes, mostly produced by short 

lived groups and political organisations. Across various 
formats and different page extents, a number of common 
traits also stand out: these documents are mostly printed  
in single colour (usually black); are characterised by dense 
blocks of text, yellowing pages and include scarce and 
poorly printed visuals. Seemingly unpretentious, these 
aesthetic and material qualities underline the documents’ 
ephemeral nature, suggesting a sense of urgency that 
prompted their production, and indicating the economy  
of means characterising their making. 

Focusing on the interplay of political ideology, group 
organisation, and the form and content of printed publica-
tions produced across the decade, this text builds on 
literature spanning across a centuries-long history of radical 
publishing and political activism. Broadly speaking, this 
literature voices the relationship between print and protest, 
it affirms the importance of publishing to the dissemination 
of Socialist thought, and the role of publications as agents of 
group formation, identity and coherence. Across political, 
cultural, and alternative media studies, the context of the 
1970s is often described in terms of the numerous independ-
ent groups active outside the spectrum of party politics and 
populating the left-wing political scene. This is a narrative 
which runs in parallel to ongoing changes in printing 
technology: becoming increasingly popular across the 
previous decade, electric typewriters and small-scale offset 
lithography allowed a renewed access to the means of text 
composition and print, and also determined a steady 
increase in the production of radical publishing.2

Within the political and technological context described, 
my interest verged towards the publications’ making- 
processes and the social relationships surrounding their 
production. As offset lithography became a relatively 
affordable and simplified process, a wider range of people 
gained access to design and printing technology. And 
because the skills and knowledge required by printing 
changed, the boundaries between authors and producers of 
publications also changed – becoming narrower. Holding 
this view while moving across different sources, this text 
investigates different ways in which the interplay between 
political thought and print occurred. After an introduction 
to the British social, political, and economic context of the 
period, my analysis focuses on the organisational practices 

1   Lola Olufemi, Feminism, 
Interrupted:Disrupting Power, (London: 
Pluto Press, 2020), p.34. 

2   The rise in demand for printed 
documents for internal business 
communication emerged with the 
increase in office work during the 
1960s. In order to fulfill this demand, 
small-scale offset lithographic 
printing – which could usually print 
A4 or A3 paper formats – developed 
in conjunction with another piece 
of office equipment, the electric 
typewriter. Print historian Michael 
Twyman described the impact of 
typewriters on “the growth of small 
lithographic printing units within 
firms and other organisations 
beginning from the mid-Twentieth 
Century – when typewriters started to 
be used for making original artwork 
to be photographed and printed by 
offset lithography.”
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of the left-libertarian organisation Big Flame and on selected 
publications produced by the East London group part of Big 
Flame (ELBF) in particular. Through the narrative, my 
personal interest was driven by the creative approaches of 
Big Flame members towards collective work, collaboration, 
and by the following questions: what were the strategies 
employed by group members in making their publications, 
with the aim of operating consistently with their political 
vision? How have the different aspects of the publications’ 
production – such as writing, editing and design – been 
affected during this process? And how have these processes 
informed the publications’ visual qualities, revealing close 
relationships between their form and content?

The Making of Socialism and the Making of Publications:
the Organisation of Media Production Around Political 
Ideology 

Over the past decades, some of these question have been 
discussed within the field of cultural and alternative media 
studies – considering forms of publishing produced at the 
intersection of social movements’ organisation and media 
communications. Literature on the topic has generally 
considered ‘alternative’ the forms of media produced outside 
mainstream institutions and networks,3 and defined as 
‘radical’ those media communications expressing “an 
alternative vision to hegemonic policies, priorities, and 
perspectives,” and generally aimed towards social change. 4  
Media and communication scholars Chis Atton, Nick Couldry 
and John Downing, who developed significant ideas in the 
field, have stressed the fundamental role played by alterna-
tive and radical media in expressing the views of social 
groups not represented in mainstream media. Yet, key to my 
interest in the publications’ making-processes is the 
transformative potential that radical media had over the 
practices of media production. This is a point that Atton 
expressed in reference to the production of text, visuals and 
distribution processes, further suggesting that these practices 
are socio-cultural processes that can deeply affect traditional 
notions of “professionalism, competence and expertise.” 5 

In the context of the 1970s, the technological change 
described earlier – involving simplified design and printing 
processes, and increased access to skills – becomes particular-
ly meaningful in relation to the publishing activities of 

collectives and groups sympathetic to left-libertarian 
thought, because of their radical approach to organisation. 
These groups are generally characterised by a refusal of 
social order in favour of a non-hierarchical and collective 
structure. Often they follow the belief that the more 
informal decision-making processes are, the more responsi-
bilities are shared the across group members, and the more 
external participation is encouraged, the more closely they 
will come to resemble the ideal of democracy shared by 
group members, and foster ideas of social empowerment 
and emancipation. 6

This way of organising defined a different approach from 
the communication model of traditional left-wing groups. 
Two distinct approaches are distinguished by Downing in 
Radical Media: The Political Experience of Alternative Communication 
(1984): the ‘Leninist’ model and the autonomous model of 
communication. The first one followed Lenin’s vision of the 
newspaper as an organ of the party – here the press 
performed the role of transmitting the perspectives and 
priorities of the party, its philosophy and goals, and relied 
on the party’s finances to subsist. 
 
The autonomous or self-managed model was instead 
characterised by the participatory approaches to media 
production introduced earlier. Becoming commonplace 
across libertarians from the late 1960s into the 1970s, this 
model provided a framework to independent groups whose 
financial resources were limited and that largely depended 
on volunteers and unpaid labour. 7

Describing the extra-parliamentary left scene as a “maze of 
ideologies and party lines,” further insights in reference to 
the contrasting visions of political groups come out of the 
encyclopaedic guide Alternative England and Wales (1975). 8

Structured as a directory of themes and resources to 
alternative living across intellectual, practical and spiritual 
subjects, the book highlights a key difference in the groups’ 
structure. On one page, traditional groups organised 
according to the theories of Marx, Trotsky, Mao and Lenin, 
and were characterised by a leadership party structure. 
On a separate page, the alternative and libertarian left is 
described as non-hierarchical, and characterised by groups 
that often come from a Marxist tradition “but do not follow 
rigid party organisation.” 9

3  Chris Atton, Nick Couldry, 
‘Introduction’, Media, Culture & Society, 
25:5 (2003), 579–586 (p.579).

4 John Downing, Radical Media: 
Rebellious Communication and Social 
Movements (London: Sage, 2001), p.v.

5  Chris Atton, ‘Alternative Media’, in 
Encyclopaedia of Social Movement Media, 
ed. John Downing (London: SAGE, 
2011), p.16.

6   This approach to organisation 
was heavily criticised by American 
activist Jo Freeman in The Tyranny of 
Structurelessness, available at http://
www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.
htm [accessed 7 October 2020]. 
This influential text argues the 
impossibility for a group to establish 
the conditions to work collectively 
outside a hierarchical structure; and 
that power structures within the 
group “will be formed regardless the 
abilities, personalities, or intentions 
of the people involved.” The first 
version of the article was presented 
at a conference held by the Southern 
Female Rights Union, in May 1970, 
and was subsequently edited and 
published in several journals: The 
Second  Wave, 2, 1 (1972); Berkeley 
Journal of Sociology, 17 (1972-73), 
pp.151–165; and Ms. magazine, July 
1973, pp.76–78

7   Comedia, ‘The Alternative 
Press: The Development of 
Underdevelopment’, Media, Culture & 
Society, 6:2 (1984), 95–102 (p.97).

8  Nicholas Saunders, Alternative 
England and Wales (London: N. 
Saunders, 1975), p.269.

9  Ibid. Big Flame, is included for 
the first time in the 1975 edition 
of Alternative England and Wales, and 
is described as an independent 
revolutionary organisation ‘strongly 
believ[ing] that the revolution can 
be won within the community and 
factories through collective action’, 
while being non-sectarian and non-
aligned

http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
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Trust, the pamphlet opens with an evocative tone and 
words running across multiple pages in stencilled capital 
letters (see illustration). The text proclaims that “we no 
longer just have to consume / we can create what we need.”12  

The various pages introduce a number of printing methods 
that could be learnt quickly at low cost, affirming the 
political value of printing as a practice embedded in 
everyday struggles, and sustaining the demystification of 
printing knowledge as a form of empowerment. By doing it 
yourself, everyone, “secretaries, clerks, errand boys, even 
managers,” can become printers, affirms Zeitlyn.13

 
The view of politics at the centre of everyday life resonating 
through these pages defines another key aspect of 1970s 
libertarian culture. The focus on everyday issues is part of a 
legacy originating from the anti-authoritarian writings of 
the Situationists, and the counter-cultural and self-manage-
ment movements emerging out of the May 1968 protests. 
Central to the counterculture was an understanding of 
cultural and political issues as inseparably connected, and 
the consideration of culture as representative of both: the 
realm in which politics is developed, and the process 
motivating and lending meaning to political action.14  

The Situationist International’s founder Guy Debord wrote 
fiercely about how modern consumer society is an alienat-
ing force driven by capital, which obstructs people from 
their real needs and desires.15  Meanwhile Debord’s comrade 
Raoul Vaneigem placed the struggle to build a society that 
rejects the cult of the commodity within the realm of 
everyday life, beginning with individual social emancipa-
tion and with the ordinary way in which people relate. In 
his words, “anyone who talks about revolution and class 
struggle without referring explicitly to everyday life – 
without grasping what is subversive about love and positive 
in the refusal of constraints – has a corpse in his mouth.”16 

Vaneigem’s words and Zeitlyn’s guide to printing seem to 
reverberate together, as Vaneigem places the need of 
industrial societies to produce in absolute opposition to the 
human need to create.17

 
Beyond libertarian radical politics, the understanding of 
everyday life at the centre of the political debate, charac-
terised an ongoing and broader shift in left-wing political 
thought: it marked the distinction between an ‘old Left’ 
and a ’new Left’. A traditional position, which focused 

Writing about printshop co-operatives from the period, 
media scholar Jess Baines described how organising 
non-hierarchically worked for a whole network of radical 
printers, publishers, and distributors of political content. 
Fundamentally, the rejection of group structure was 
interpreted by this network of people as an opportunity to 
express their ideals not only in what they produced, but also 
in the way they organised.10 And the entwined view of 
theory and practice emerging from this history emphasises 
the role that both the publications and their making-pro-
cesses played as part of the culture of the period. Fuelled by 
creative energy, this culture of activism urged people to 
“take control over someone’s own life” against the ills and 
alienation inflicted by life in a capitalist society. Hence, 
publishing and printing were interpreted within this vision: 
as part of the process towards “liberation.”11  The pamphlet 
Print: How You Can Do It Yourself (1974), a do-it-yourself manual 
of tools, techniques and practical advice about printing 
processes, loudly voices this fervour in regard to design and 
print. Written by teacher and printer Jonathan Zeitlyn and 
published by the community arts organisation Inter-Action 

10  Jess Baines, ‘Free Radicals’, Afterall 
Online, https://www.afterall.org/online/
radical.printmaking#.XuIacWpKgWp 
[accessed 11 June 2020].

11  Jess Baines, Tony Credland, and 
Mark Pawson, Doing it Ourselves: 
Countercultural and Alternative 
Radical Publishing in the Decade 
Before Punk in Ripped Torn and Cut: 
Pop, Politics and Punk Fanzines from 1976, 
Manchester:Manchester University 
Press, 2018,p.31.

12  Jonathan Zeitlyn, Print: How You 
Can Do It Yourself (London: Inter-Action, 
1975), pp.2–5.

13   Zeitlyn, Print, p.2. Jess Baines 
writes more comprehensively about 
this pamphlet in the two articles I 
have referenced.

14  Timothy Brown, Lorena Anton, 
‘Introduction’ in Between the Avant-
Garde and the Everyday: Subversive Politics 
in Europe from 1957 to the Present, ed. 
by Timothy Brown and Lorena Anton 
(New York: Berghahn, 2011), p.2.

15  Guy Debord, Society of The Spectacle 
(London: Rebel Press, 2014), p.16.

16  Raoul Vaneigem, The Revolution of 
Everyday Life, p.11

17  Raoul Vaneigem, The Revolution of 
Everyday Life, p.37
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on economic issues of the working class and on struggles 
around the workplace, contrasted with new framework of 
values – encompassing the interests of various movements 
and social groups. Authored by three influential intellec-
tuals of the period, Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams and 
Edward Thompson. The New Left May Day Manifesto (1967) 
argued that “all the issues – industrial and political,  
international and domestic, economic and cultural, human-
itarian and racial – are deeply connected.” 18 A list of social 
movements and groups reflecting these issues, and defining 
the intricate scenario described, can be read a decade later 
in the introduction to Beyond the Fragments: Feminism and the 
Making of Socialism (1979). To form an incomplete inventory, 
activist Hilary Wainwright noted “the women’s movement, 
solidarity movements with international struggles, many 
shop stewards’ combines […] local action committees, 
the antifascist movement, theatre groups, alternative 
newspapers, militant tenants, squatters and community 
groups.” 19  Together with pointing towards a number of 
actors becoming the centre of political action in the years 
following the publication of the New Left May Day Manifesto, 
the list shows some of the personal concerns raised, and the 
different expertises and experiences of these groups.

Widespread disillusionment with traditional left-wing 
parties comes up regularly across printed articles in radical 
journals from the period. The occurrence of libertarianism 
is here described in tune with the New Left interest in 
minority groups, women’s, black, and gay liberation 
movements, and as a response to the failures of ‘orthodox 
Marxism’ to deal with these superstructural societal 
issues.20   The article ‘Dancing on Lenin’s Grave – The Party 
Ends’ (see illustration) in the magazine The Leveller (October 
1977) describes the growth of this scenario as evidenced by 
the proliferation of the ‘non-aligned’, community press, 
movement bookshops, action groups like the National 
Abortion Campaign, the Women’s Liberation Movement, 
the “information explosion” of research groups and advice 
centres, and agitprop cultural projects.21  These were all 
initiated by autonomous groups of the British Left. The 
death of the party coincides with a shift in revolutionary 
perspectives: beginning from the understanding of daily 
life and political activity as deeply entangled, and of 
activism as motivated by personal experience: 

18  New Left May Day Manifesto 1967 
(London: A group of socialist workers, 
1967), p.2.

19  Sheila Rowbotham, Lynne Segal, 
Hilary Wainwright, Beyond the 
Fragments: Feminism and the Making 
of Socialism (London: Merlin Press, 
1979), p.9.

20 The disillusion towards traditional 
left-wing parties is also identified 
with a number of international 
events dating back to 1956 and 
sparking widespread disaffection 
with the Communist Party in Britain: 
Nikita Khrushchev, first secretary of 
the Soviet Union, revelation of the 
atrocities of Stalinism during the 
famous ‘secret speech’ that took place 
during the twentieth Congress of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (25 February 1956); the brutal 
repression by the Soviet-installed 
government during the Hungarian 
Uprisings, and the British-French 
dispute in Egypt over the Suez Canal. 
The lineage of the new Left is detailed 
by Holger Nehring in ‘Out of Apathy: 
Genealogies of the British New Left in 
a Transnational Context, 1956–1962’ 
in Between Prague Spring and French 
May: Opposition and Revolt in Europe, 
1960–1980, eds. Martin Klimke, Jacco 
Pekelder, Joachim Scharloth (New 
York: Berghahn Books). pp.15–31

21  ‘Dancing on Lenin’s Grave – The 
Party Ends’, The Leveller, October 
1977, p.14.
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Organisation tends to take the form of coordination 
of activities around specific projects rather than 
propaganda around a theoretical programme. 
Structures assuming particular tasks arise from 
particular circumstances and disband when those 
circumstances change. National or broader-based 
organisation tends to be in a network of horizontal 
links rather than in top-down structures. The accent 
is on doing rather than demanding. 22

The article emphasises the idea of practice being the 
focus over theory, and the understanding of revolution 
“as a process, which manifests itself in all areas of 
human activity” – with the central aim of breaking up 
forms of power in all its manifestations. 23

 
A similar vision towards the building of an anti-capital-
ist movement is at the centre of the introduction to the 
journal published by Big Flame (see illustration) titled 
Revolutionary Socialism (winter 1979–80). Feminist and 
socialist activist Lynne Segal describes the shifting away 
of libertarian politics from the Leninist model of the 
party – considering its hierarchical structure too 
similar to the power structures and hierarchies defined 
by the capitalist state. Instead, the alternative vision 
developed by libertarians had the objective of offering 
immediate change to people’s lives, and the libertarian 
catchphrase “you must live your politics” summarised 
the ideal that “to change your own life and the world 
about you now is an important part of building for 
socialism in the future.” 24

 
Expressing this precise set of ideas, the term ‘prefigura-
tive politics’ implied that ‘a vision of the future is 
meaningful only if it is acted upon in the present.’ 25 

Hence, the rejection of forms of organisation reproduc-
ing power relationships typical of capitalism, the 
favouring of non-hierarchical and egalitarian approach-
es to organisation, and the interpretation of revolution 
as a process affecting all aspects of everyday life, evolved 
as part of a prefigurative approach. 26  When applied to 
editorial and design processes in the production of 
pamphlets and journals, the idea of prefiguration also 
informed the visual forms and aesthetic qualities of 
publications.

22  ‘Dancing on Lenin’s Grave – 
The Party Ends’, The Leveller, October 
1977, p.14.

23  Dancing on Lenin’s grave-the 
party ends, The Leveller, October 1977, 
p.14.

24  Lynne Segal, ‘Introduction’, 
Revolutionary Socialism, (Winter 1979), 
p.4.

25  Barbara Epstein, Political Protest 
and Cultural Revolution: Non-violent Direct 
Action in the 1970s and 1980s (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 
1991), p.16.

26  Sheila Rowbotham, Lynne Segal, 
Hilary Wainwright, Beyond the 
Fragments: Feminism and the Making of 
Socialism (London: Merlin Press, 1979), 
p.132.
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For instance, the cover design of Revolutionary Socialism (see 
illustration) exemplifies some of the aspects discussed so far. 
On the one hand, the diagonals sectioning the page recall  
the tradition of early-Twentieth Century Soviet propaganda 
designs produced by artists such as Aleksandr Rodchenko. 27 
On the other, the geometry created by these graphic elements 
defines a dynamic template showing a diverse set of images 
and text. Cut-out pictures of children and of a parent holding 
an infant are combined with titles running across the page – 
referring to collective living and organising, childcare, health, 
and life in the community. Showing a very different subject 
matter, the cover of the first issue of Revolutionary Socialism (July 
1977) reflects a similar set of values (see illustration). Policemen 
arresting protesters in the crowd are pictured as an oppressing 
force, however, it avoids showing explicit tension or violent 
action – the confrontation pictured resembles an ordinary 
dispute – and the officers are the oppressors of a revolutionary 

27  See in particular the designs 
produced by Aleksandr Rodchenko, 
for the journal Novyi LEF, (1928).
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Furthermore, the fracturing of working class cohesion as a 
consequence of deindustrialisation, together with alienation 
within local communities, gave rise to nationalism and 
racism – aspects that came to be considered a “symptom of  
a catastrophic breakdown of behavioural standards and 
means of control.” 34

Big Flame, East London Big Flame and Publishing as a 
Prefigurative Political Form 

Within this history, the revolutionary socialist organisation 
Big Flame was founded, firstly as a newspaper in 1970 in 
Liverpool. It remained active between 1972 and 1984 as a 
federation of groups across different cities. Throughout this 
time, Big Flame published the monthly newspaper Big Flame, 
the biannual journal Revolutionary Socialism, thematic 
bulletins, and single issue pamphlets. Circulation figures for 
these publications were difficult to source, however, a 
discussion bulletin from 1978 reports a modest number of 
newspaper paid-for sales: between 1,700 and 1,800 copies, 
together with ongoing financial deficit and difficulties with 
editorial organisation and distribution. 35

 
Across a prolific production of printed material, the groups 
that composed Big Flame spent considerable time analysing 
their position and relationship to the larger movement.  
Their views are described as ‘Libertarian Marxist’ and 
generally concerned with the abolition of capitalism, private 
ownership and private means of production – in favour of 
communal or co-operative ownership and management. 
This position privileged voluntary association and individual 
judgement as a way of questioning authority and state power 
– which were seen as obstacles to freedom and social equality. 
Furthermore, Big Flame’s political programme considered 
issues of freedom and social equality in relation to the 
demands of different social groups, whose concerns involved 
gender and sexuality, class and immigration, embracing a 
range of subjects at the centre of different struggles.

To maintain a coherent political vision in its membership, 
the organisation’s views are repeated across meeting notes, 
internal circulars and in published documents for external 
readers. A summary of the consistency between the various 
groups is defined in the document ‘What is a Big Flame 
Group’, written in preparation for the organisation’s first 

process as part of the protesters’ everyday routines. The titles 
at the bottom of the page, referring to a number of struggles 
abroad (Argentina, Portugal, Middle East) caption the image 
pointing towards the extent of the revolutionary movement, 
by placing this everyday scene into an international 
perspective.
 
Returning once more to the idea of prefigurative politics, 
the value of the word ‘making’ in the title of Beyond the 
Fragments: Feminism and the Making of Socialism, expresses a 
similar prefigurative vision. Feminist historian Sheila 
Rowbotham explains: the desired socialist society “cannot be 
separated from the process of its making,” and socialism is a 
process to be worked towards. 28  Published the year of 
Margaret Thatcher’s election as Conservative Prime Minister, 
the book voiced the need for a united movement concerned 
with the issues of workers against the managerial class, 
women fighting sexism in culture and the division of 
labour, and Blacks agitating against racial discrimination. 29

Finally, the context described so far – characterised by the 
reshaping of Left ideology, the development of libertarian-
ism, and the growth of radical publishing – must be framed 
in conjunction with the most severe economic crisis since 
the 1930s. To determine the tense economic climate of the 
period were the severe oil price increases during the winter 
of 1973–74, the rationing of energy via power cuts as a 
consequence of the coal miners’ strike, high inflation rates 
and widespread organised industrial action. Talks of 
industrial decay and strikes became ordinary, civil and 
industrial unrest were perceived as the failure of politicians 
to govern effectively, and the unions were seen as organisa-
tions with the political potential to overthrow governments 
in 1970, and in 1974 and 1979. 30

Looking at London in particular, the long deindustrialisa-
tion process occurring between the late 1960s and the 1980s 
characterised the deconstruction of the city’s industrial 
base.31  Unemployment increased steadily through the 1970s, 
affecting in particular unskilled and semi-skilled workers. 
Many industries connected with the docklands area of the 
city disappeared with the closure of the docks (1967–1981) 
and the relocation of passengers and cargo to Tilbury. 32 

Manufacturing jobs also fell, from 1.09 million to 0.63 
million between 1971 and 1982 – a drop of 42 percent. 33

28  Rowbotham et al, Beyond the 
Fragments, p.50.

29  Rowbotham et al, Beyond the 
Fragments, p.4.

30  Black, ‘The Benighted Decade?’, 
p.8.

31  Jerry White, London in the 
Nineteenth Century: a Human Awful 
Wonder of God (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 2007) p.75.

32  White, London in the Nineteenth 
Century, p.75.

33  Roy Porter, London: a Social History 
(London: Penguin Books, 2001), p.424.

34  Black, ‘The Benighted Decade?’, 
p.4.

35  Big Flame, Big Flame Discussion 
Bulletin (Liverpool: Big Flame, 1978). 
Unpaginated.
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Differently from the duplicated document and bulletin 
mentioned, whose circulation was restricted to an internal 
audience of Big Flame members, the short pamphlet An 
Introduction to Big Flame: Our Politics, History, Structures and 
Publications (1978) gathers together the basic points ofBig 
Flame’s activism. 38 The pamphlet (see illustration) had the 
propagandistic function of introducing the group to the 
broader public. The text is characterised by short program-
matic statements resembling the archetypal textual form of 
the manifesto. However, in describing Big Flame’s position, 
the “basic points” are detailed not as a programme per se, but 
as the key elements to distinguish Big Flame from the main 
tendencies on the British Left.39  The points express Big Flame’s 
independence from political parties and its non-authoritarian 
position – describing the intention of “building a political 
practice based on the mass of the working class” – prioritising 
the political recomposition of the working-class movement 
over traditional working-class institutions, such as the unions 
and the Labour Party. 40  The brief statements voice the aim of 
building a revolutionary movement rooted in everyday 
struggles – and amongst these, declare support for “the 
movements of women, black, and gay people.” 41 

 The revolutionary organisation must locate its activity  
in the community and social sphere in response to the 
changing composition of the working class and the 
structures of capitalism. We have to look further than  
the factory to have a total politics and reach all sectors  
of the class. 42

The changing nature of capitalism in relation to the economic 
crisis, industry’s relocation and the consequent increase in 
unemployment and racism, sustained Big Flame’s aim of 
taking part in a broad range of social issues and struggles, 
relating socialist politics to the problems of personal life, 
sexuality and culture. Repeated across multiple texts, the idea 
of Big Flame not being a party or its embryo, together with 
the need for a revolutionary party as “a product of a new level 
of mass struggle” to recognise as equally important the 
concerns of the working class and of other social groups. 43

Emerging from the report of the first national conference in 
1975, and followed up in the Discussion Bulletin 28/10/1978, 
is a debate around the structure of the group. At the time, 
together with the original Merseyside group, Big Flame had 

conference in 1975. The following statement, also reprinted 
in Big Flame Discussion Bulletin 28/10/1978,36 defines the vague 
minimum requirements to start a group, and the general 
ambition of the organisation as follows:

the form and content of [a] revolutionary organisation is 
determined by the stage of [the] class struggle and the 
tasks it imposes. But the final aim of the revolutionary 
organisation is that of arming and leading the proletariat 
to the seizure of power, the destruction of the bourgeois 
state and the establishment of proletarian dictatorship.37

36 Big Flame, Big Flame Discussion 
Bulletin (Liverpool: Big Flame, 1978).

37  Merseyside Big Flame, What is a 
Big Flame Group, Document written in 
preparation for Big Flame Conference 
March 1975. unpaginated.

38  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame: Our Politics, History, Structures 
and Publications (Liverpool: Big Flame, 
1978).

39  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.3.

40  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.4.

41  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.4.

42  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.4.

43  Merseyside Big Flame, What is a 
Big Flame Group, Document written in 
preparation for Big Flame Conference 
March 1975. unpaginated
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formed branches in Manchester, Birmingham, East and 
West London, and had a fluctuating membership between 
forty and seventy. 44 Organised as a federation of independ-
ent groups with a loose National Co-ordinating Committee, 
members debated the need to introduce a structure and a 
common programme, and the friction between a libertari-
an and a more ‘Leninist’ position culminated with the split 
by the East London group, because of that group’s focus on 
localism and a strong libertarian position. 45

 
Within this debate, divergent opinions and ongoing 
discussions are described as the centre of the collective's 
reality, affecting its operation, development, and determin-
ing an inherently unstable environment. Hence, the need 
for a defined structure emerged as the membership grew 
in subsequent years to approximately two hundred. 
Membership acquisition was granted after a three-month 
period as associate members. This time included “basic 
education, mutual learning and the investigation of 
potential types of activity.” 46 Activities were then described 
as the work of different commissions or focus groups 
shaping the organisation’s structure, including: 
“|Industry, Women, Hospitals, Anti-Fascist, Community, 
Teachers, Students, Ireland, Cultural.” The nomenclature 
of the different focus groups reflected some of the key 
concerns of Big Flame’s politics; it also suggests a 
straightforward correlation between the organisation’s 
values and group structure. 47

 
The activities of different commissions were further 
complemented by a range of publications (see illustration): 
pamphlets were produced with specific focus on the motor 
industry around the Ford plant in Dagenham (London) and 
in Halewood (Liverpool). Various publications documented 
the work of the Women’s Commission; some examples are 
the pamphlet Fighting for Feminism (1975), the bulletin 
Women’s Struggle Notes (1975–77), and the pamphlet We Won’t 
Pay (1973), which documented the rent strikes around Tower 
Hill estate in Kirkby, near Liverpool. 48  The pamphlet The Past 
Against Our Future: Fighting Racism and Fascism (1980) describes 
the work of Big Flame’s Anti-Fascist/Anti-Racist commission 
in response to the rise of the Far Right in the period. 49

 
The collage of images on the cover of this publication (see 
illustration) represents a photo album of the history of 

44  Archivearchie, ‘1975 
Debate: National Organisation 
and Autonomy’, Episodes in Big 
Flame History, No 5. (2009). 
 https://bigflameuk.
wordpress.com/2009/05/19/episodes-
in-big-flame-history-no-5/
 [accessed 21 April 2018].

45  Big Flame, Discussion Bulletin, p.3.

46  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.10.

47  Big Flame, An Introduction to Big 
Flame, p.10.

48  For a list of Big Flame’s 
publication https://bigflameuk.
wordpress.com/publications/ 
[accessed 21 April 2018].

49  Big Flame, The Past Against Our 
Future: Fighting Racism and Fascism 
(Liverpool: Big Flame, 1980).
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racism, showing the New Imperialism period in the 
late-Nineteenth Century, the Nazi Party dictatorship in 
Germany, and more recently the neo-fascist movements of 
the Ku Klux Klan in the United States and the National Front 
in Britain. The photo associated to the year 1980, refers to 
the escalating level of racism at the time, and  
the struggles of Black immigrants. Historian Jerry White 
writes in London in the Twentieth Century (2007) that the 
rise of the Far Right was a symptom of the contemporary 
economic crisis, and because London was not ready for  
the mass migrations of the 1950s and 1960s, “xenophobia, 
anti-Semitism, colour prejudice” spread as “vices of all 
classes,” characterising an increasing antipathy to  
“any newcomer within London’s more settled working class 
communities.” 50

 
In London: a Social History (2001), Roy Porter reports that “of 
London’s 1981 population of 6.6 million, more than one in 
six was born outside the UK,” and racial tension increased as 
a consequence of widespread unemployment and poverty. 51 
This is the context in which The Past Against Our Future was 
published, supporting migrants’ struggles opposing fascism 
and racism as a class issue, as it grew in deprived areas 
inhabited by working class communities. The text describes 
Big Flame’s programme of “combatting racialism within the 
white working class, including the racialism of the white 
left,” and “supporting the growth of an autonomous black 
movement as the first step to real class unity.” 52 

The publishing activity of the East London branch part of 
Big Flame (ELBF) offers a particularly meaningful interpreta-
tion of informal and participatory strategies towards the 
making of selected publications. The group organised 
non-hierarchically, and through its involvement in workers 
and community struggles in the local area. It developed a 
number of prefigurative approaches to publishing, which 
are documented in print. The following paragraphs look at 
the prefigurative political forms that emerge through the 
writing, editorial and design processes adopted by the 
group, considering the different ways in which prefigura-
tion provided a space to rehearse a desired vision for the 
future, with the aim of developing this vision over time. 53  
If this vision emerges through internal relationships, 
political action, and the production of publishing, then 
publications also become a space for the group to reflect, 

50  White, London in the Twentieth 
Century, p.144.

51  Porter, London, p.433.

52  Big Flame, The Past against the 
Future, p.30.

53  Marianne Maeckelbergh, ‘Doing 
is Believing: Prefiguration as Strategic 
Practice in the Alterglobalization 
Movement’, Social Movement Studies, 10 
(2011), 1–20, p.3.
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critique and confront these ideas, and the direct experience 
of the democratic principles they believed in.

The pamphlet titled People’s Food Co-op (1975) was produced 
by a group of women in East London Big Flame together 
with members of the co-operative (see illustration). The 
publication explains the project, its collective organisation 
around the Lincoln Housing Estate in Bow, East London, 
while also documenting people’s everyday life in the area. 
The co-operative formed in 1974 as a reaction to constantly 
rising unemployment, inflation, food prices, and around the 
necessity of procuring affordable food in one of the 
country’s most deprived areas. East London’s borough of 
Tower Hamlets was one of the industrial areas most severely 
affected by the economic crisis of 1973–75 together with 
Hackney and parts of Haringey and Lambeth. 54  With similar 
projects emerging across the city in the period, the 
pamphlet provided information on how to replicate similar 
initiatives elsewhere. 54  Porter, London, p.453.
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On a practical level, the pamphlet describes the different 
tasks involved and the advantages of starting a food 
co-operative: the group met every two weeks, orders were 
agreed collectively and everyone received the same food. 
Participants aimed to share jobs: food buying; the organisa-
tion the food into boxes; and the fetching of orders “as 
equally as possible,” although not always successfully. 55 

The co-operative is described as an independent initiative 
from Big Flame, whose contacts are printed small at the 
back; circulation of the pamphlet was presumably circum-
scribed to groups involved in the women’s movement and t 
o the local neighbourhood. 
 
On the one hand, the political message of the pamphlet 
describes the story of a group of people taking action over 
the rising cost of food; on the other, it illustrates the 
co-operative’s experiment in collectivising an aspect of daily 
life, finding ways of sharing, and building a local solidarity 
network. Starting from food and energy prices, the 

55  The text refers to instances where 
a limited number of people could 
drive, and could therefore execute 
only the same duties. In other 
instances women with full-time 
jobs could commit less time and 
contributed less.
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co-operative expanded its critique towards living conditions 
around the Lincoln Estate, considering rent and the 
disrepair of social housing, health and childcare, and 
solitude and isolation in the home. Members of ELBF vividly 
describe these aspects as “the politics of everyday life.”  
They denounced the way in which capitalist production had 
increasingly invaded areas of social life (including the home, 
schools, social services), and how work and family were both 
playing a role as part of one system: “the social factory.”
 
From a design perspective, the handwritten logo on the 
cover illustrates the project’s political stance, while the 
subtitle “Lincoln Estate, Bow”, places it within East 
London’s tradition of working class militancy of trade 
unions and tenants’ unions. The striking aspect character-
ising the 16 stencil-duplicated and stapled sheets, consists 
in the extensive use of quotations constructing the text’s 
narrative. The blocks of text are extracts from interviews 
made by co-operative members interviewing each other 
(see illustration). Interviews were transcribed, edited and 
selected for the publication, and the page layout intention-
ally draws attention to this participatory process. 
Extracts appear loosely positioned on the pages, black and 
white illustrations fill the gaps in between the extracts, 
and the speech bubbles appearing on the cover – and 
sporadically inside the pamphlet – further highlight the 
idea of multiple voices speaking, with the narrative 
developing as a conversation. The process of producing the 
publication is explained on the back page as follows: 

As soon as any group starts to write anything, problems 
of who is best at doing it, and who’s had most experi-
ence come up. Those who don’t participate in writing 
feel left out and distanced from it, those who do feel 
over-responsible. We tried to get round this by ‘inter-
viewing’ each other on tape and putting what we all 
said in the pamphlet. […] This makes the pamphlet a 
product of all of us, if still an unequal one in some 
respects. We also think that this way of writing makes 
the pamphlet more lively and real than many political 
documents. 56

Interviewing emerges from this description as a methodolo-
gy to overcome issues related to skills, confidence, and 
experience – aiming to develop a process that is “as inclusive 

56  East London Big Flame, People’s 
food Co-op, unpaginated, MayDay 
Rooms Archive.
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as possible.” Rooted in the needs described earlier, together 
with transforming the routine of procuring food for a single 
household into a public process, and collective shopping 
into a form of resistance, the pamphlet’s production follows 
a similar, collective and prefigurative process. The publica-
tion provides participants with the know-how of collective 
organisation and decision-making, while also being  
the product of a similarly democratic process, which 
ultimately shaped the pages’ visual language. 
 
Tape recorders, used by co-operative members in the making 
of the pamphlet, figure amongst the technologies that 
transformed publishing into a do-it-yourself production. Ken 
Worpole refers to them as part of the tools “that have taken 
the mystery out of newspaper, magazine and book.” They 
became essential to the oral history projects and his work as 
a publisher at Centreprise, the community bookshop that 
opened in Hackney in 1971. 57  In the hands of members of 
the food co-op, tape recorders allowed the group to pursue a 
vision that challenged the centralisation of power in the 
hands of writers, editors and designers – favouring a 
collective and open ended process aimed at democratising 
and demystifying the printed medium.

A different process informed the publication of Fact Folder 
(see illustration), a series of publications authored by 
members of ELBF and produced in 3 issues between 1972 
and 1973. Fact Folder was conceived as a counter- 
information archive of research material for militant 
organisations. Structured as separate case studies, each issue 
shows numerous pages of densely typewritten text, 
packaged inside a paper envelope and seemingly ready  
to be posted. Amongst the sources used in the writing are: 
government and company reports; trade union papers; and 
articles from mainstream newspapers (also described as “the 
capitalist press.”) Appropriated as newspaper cuttings, some 
of these visibly stand out against the text-heavy pages, and, 
together with reproductions of maps, provide the scarce 
number of illustrations included.

The focus of the series is “the organisation and development 
of social conflict in UK’s industry and elsewhere,” through 
an analysis of the changes in the economy as a consequence 
of the crisis. 58  Through the pages emerge a number of 

57  Ken Worpole, Writing (London: 
Federation of Worker Writers and 
Community Publishers, 1978), p. 243.

58  Fact Folder 3, (Wallasey: Big Flame, 
1973), introduction.
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Unions, A Load of Bullshit: A Counter-Report on the Right to Live 
(1972). 61 The cover of this journal is also designed as a 
facsimile of a Government document. A third pamphlet, 
titled Women and Social Security (1977) and published by the 
Claimants Union in Manchester, shows a variation of the 
same logo. On the back cover the protester wearing the 
balaclava is replaced by a woman, indicating how the same 
design was adapted to different contexts, and in solidarity 
with the struggles of different social groups.

The second issue of Fact Folder mentions that only 400 
copies of the first volume were printed, and announces its 
intention of “producing articles with militants and friends 
involved in different struggles,” in order to increase 
external participation in the project. 62 A con- 
tribution from a London dock worker is therefore featured 
in the following issue. The article was produced following 
an editorial strategy called ‘workers’ inquiry’, a technique 
that Big Flame adopted from the Italian Autonomia 
movement. Workers’ inquiries consisted of information 
exchanges between militants outside the factory and 
factory workers: Big Flame members recorded conversa-
tions with Ford workers about issues in the workplace 
– such as long working hours, low wages and poor working 
conditions – and used this content to produce agitational 
material, such as leaflets and newspapers to “feed back 

insights on ELBF’s thinking around working class struggles; 
and the relationships of the group with communities in 
East London, foregrounded in People’s Food Co-op, extend here 
to a number of national and international connections. 
Research around the River Thames area, described as a 
geopolitical space of production and transportation, 
expands from the port of London to its industrial surround-
ings – and from the disputes of Ford workers at the 
Dagenham plant, to the struggles of employees in Germany, 
the United States, and Latin America. Together with 
monitoring the social fabric and industrial development of 
East London, this research looks at the changing conditions 
of working class communities considering different aspects: 
industry’s expansion and contraction during the years of 
the crisis, industry’s geographical relocation and relation-
ships with other capital, changes in work organisation and 
the impact on workers, alterations within the profession 
because of technological change, the de-skilling of job roles 
as a consequence of automation, changes affecting the 
relationships between skilled and unskilled workers, and 
migration and unemployment in specific regions. 59  Single 
case studies appearing across the three issues include a 
report on the ongoing struggles of Ford workers in Britain, 
housing disputes across the country, dock workers’ strikes, 
and chronologies of strikes in the UK.

The format and the design of Fact Folder are particularly 
interesting to consider as they support the series’ subversive 
aim on multiple levels: the A4 brown cover-envelope suggest 
the format of legal documents to send as correspondence, 
while the name ‘Fact Folder’ hand-written excessively large 
on the front, reads as a caricature – playing around with the 
publication’s content, format, and scope. The crest in the 
top right corner further describes the documents as a 
Government report parody: repurposing the British Royal 
coat of arms, the emblem is here reproduced with a worker 
(to the left) and a protester (to the right) attacking the lion 
and the unicorn – while the band running across the Royal 
emblem shows Mao Tse-Tung’s dictum: “If you don’t hit it,  
it won’t fall.” 60

The same version of the emblem was used across pamphlets 
of the Claimants Union in the same period (see illustration), 
such as the Claimants Handbook for Strikers (1973), and the 
third journal of  the National Federation of  Claimants 

59  Fact Folder 3, introduction.

60  Mao Tse-Tung, ‘The Situation and 
Our Policy After the Victory in the 
War of Resistance Against Japan’, in 
Selected Works, 6 vols (Peking: Foreign 
Languages Press, 1961), IV, p.19.

61  The publication is a response to 
Henry Fisher’s inquiry into social 
security benefits abuse.

62  Fact Folder 2, (Wallasey: Big Flame, 
1972-73), p.2.

63  Ed Emery, personal interview, 19 
January 2018.
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into the plant’ the following morning.” 63 
As a strategy, workers’ inquiries reflected an editorial 
approach which combined “knowledge production and 
political intervention:” 64 using qualitative and quantitative 
research methods as weapons of class struggle, Big Flame 
aimed to produce over time a movement of workers that 
could expand autonomously inside the factory. 65  Using the 
leaflet ‘Take a Ford Job’ (see illustration) as an example, it is 
possible to see a number of concerns raised by ELBF in 
solidarity with Ford workers in Dagenham. The leaflet 
reproduces a Ford job advert (see illustration), together with 
a number of personal issues faced by workers: dealing with 
stress and health problems from working on the line; 
anti-social hours affecting family life and relationships; and 
issues with mobility unsettling workers by breaking up 
friendships, solidarity networks and people’s sense of place. 
The leaflet had the purpose of developing relationships 
between workers who felt unsupported by the traditional 
trade union structure, especially immigrant workers from 
different racial and ethnic groups. Reproduced in the top 
right corner is a subverted version of the Ford logo, reading 
‘Fraud’ in a similar writing style. 
 
The same version of the logo appears in the pages of  
Fact Folder, and of other publications reporting workers’ 
disputes in the motor industry. It was also reproduced on 
signs, leaflets and t-shirts worn by protesters during  
pickets and go-slows at different Ford plants, nationally 

64  Fabrizio Fasulo, ‘Raniero Panzieri 
and Workers’ Inquiry: The Perspective 
of Living Labour, the Function of 
Science and the Relationship Between 
Class and Capital’, Ephemera Vol. 14: 3 
(2017), 315-33 (p.315).

65  Joanna Figiel, Stephen Shukaitis, 
Abe Walker ‘The Politics of Workers’ 
Inquiry’, Ephemera, 14: 3 (2017), 307-14 
(p.307).

66  Emery, personal interview.
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and internationally. 66

So far, People’s Food Co-op offered a starting point to talk about 
prefigurative politics as a rationale to challenge the 
structure and design of a conventional publication. Fact 
Folder, meanwhile, used workers inquiries as a collaborative 
process and presented different ways in which ELBF 
members appropriated published material and subverted its 
meaning. One more publication to spark considerations 
around editorial and design process as prefigurative forms is 
Red Therapy (1978). The pamphlet was named after a 
leaderless therapy group formed in 1974 and involving 
members of ELBF together with former members of the 
Communist Party and the International Socialists. Illustrating 
a different aspect of the group’s practice, Red Therapy 
introduces the difficulties faced by the group as they 
attempted to prefigure their political vision.
 
Together with full-time political activists, the group involved 
teachers, social workers, building workers, film-makers, a 
hospital porter and other people involved in Big Flame’s 
activities around East London: the disputes at Ford in 
Dagenham and Lesneys’ toy factory in Hackney Wick,  
the food co-operative and a children’s playgroup near the 
Lincoln Estate. 67  Red Therapy formed to explore the 
borderline between politics and therapy, described in the 
text as “the synthesis of the personal and the political.” 
Alternative therapy figures as an aid to the group in coping 
with personal struggles, by bringing together and making 
relevant to each others’ political commitments and 
personal issues.68

 
Instead of being a remedy to aid recovery from illness, the 
group envisioned therapy as a form of self-improvement and 
a means to resist the emotional stress caused by modern 
society. From this perspective, mental illness represents a 
form of revolt employed by our body in response to the 
conditions imposed by society, together with being a “major 
area of social control, capitalist marketing and profit-mak-
ing.” 69  The pamphlet records the experiences of the group, 
including emotions, difficulties, and contradictions faced by 
members in supporting each other – and the ideological 
stance of Red Therapy appears strongly from the pamphlet’s 
opening (see illustration). To the question “why red therapy?” 
written across two pages, a succinct answer reads in a 
smaller font as a statement: “therapy is for fighting 

67  Red Therapy (London: Red Therapy, 
1978), p.2.

68  Red Therapy, p.17. The group 
refers to ‘alternative therapy’, as 
opposed to the psychiatric and 
psychotherapeutic treatments 
available for people who couldn’t 
afford professional psychotherapy 
in the 1970s. These were commonly 
pharmaceuticals or electroconvulsive 
therapy.

69  Red Therapy, p.4.

70  Red Therapy, p.3.
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internalised capitalist ideology.” 70

The radical interpretation of therapy developed by the group 
and central to the pamphlet is yet another instance of pre-  
figurative political forms of thinking and living. Published 
the same year in the second issue of Revolutionary Socialism 
(1978), the article ‘1968 ~ 10 Years On’ (see illustration) 
describes women’s health groups “with their perspective of 
preventative rather than curative medicine,” and free 
schools “with their emphasis on non-hierarchical learning,” 
as manifestations of the same vision. 71 Prefigurative politics 
is once more pictured as key to the relationship between the 
personal and the political that the group constructed – en-
compassing all aspects of everyday life, the “entire fabric of 
social relationship,” and as part of the process towards the 
revolution.72

Fundamental to the revolutionary process, self-organisation 
and the vision of life lived communally and collectively also 
emerge visibly in the design of Red Therapy. The pamphlet’s 
cover shows a raised fist extending the shape of a heart, 
while the two symbols – the heart and the fist – draw the 
silhouette framing a group photograph of men, women and 
children of different ages. The union of the self and the 
political represented by the photograph and the fist 
punching through a surface recalls a liberating gesture 
rather than a violent one. The collective process of making 
the pamphlet is described as long, “confused and contradic-
tory:” 73  people wrote and re-wrote sections while others 
preferred not to be involved; other difficulties encountered 
included “different levels of expertise and confidence in 
writing, layout, [and the] general articulacy” of different 
group members; people left after having been committed 
for a long time, and others joined the writing and editing at 
later stages. 74   This participatory process can also be observed 
in the page designs: illustrations appear throughout in a 
variety of styles, suggesting that different people might have 
contributed drawings. Page numbers are handwritten, as if 
added at the last minute before printing – perhaps because 
the order of the content was not defined until then. 

Finally, a form of criticism levelled against the choices made 
by Red Therapy members emerges strongly from the experience 
of the group recorded in the pamphlet. Disappointment 
arises from the fact that their way of organising never 
turned out as intended: neither fully collective nor fully 

71  Peter Anderson, ‘1968 ~ 10 Years 
On’, Revolutionary Socialism, Spring 
1978, pp.6–10 (p.8).

72  Anderson, ‘1968 ~ 10 Years On’, 
p.9.

73  Red Therapy, p.3.
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democratic. Included in the ELBF archive collection, the text 
‘Thinking Autonomy’ introduces a key contradiction faced by 
libertarians in negotiating their understanding of ‘the 
personal’ and ‘the political’ as overlapping entirely. As people 
attempted to interpret all areas of their lives politically – 
following the mantra “you must live your politics” – 
the impossible distinction between activism and other 
spheres of personal and everyday life also became part of 
their struggle. 75 The need for therapy emerged from this 
conflictual relationship and out of a process that over time 
proved exhausting – as group members strove to define a 
vision of autonomy in which they believed, and that was also 
practically viable. Discussions around the “confused and 
contradictory process” of writing and designing the 
pamphlet define an approach that fits this troubled vision – 
where the experimental ways of living and relating developed 
by the group are reflected in the group’s prefigurative 
publishing practice.

It remains difficult to assess the group’s success in prefigur-
ing its vision and the effectiveness of prefigurative politics 
as a strategy. Similarly, it is difficult to estimate the value of 
prefiguration in successfully sharing tasks and responsibili-
ties equally, and in allowing members to significantly 
develop personal skills. Nevertheless, the publications 
discussed illustrate the pervasive presence of Big Flame’s 
politics across theoretical ideas and the publishing practices 
employed by its members. In the specific case of ELBF, 
publications don’t only complement the group’s direct 
action; they become a tool to democratise and collectivise 
activities such as food shopping and psychotherapy, while 
demonstrating processes that seek to democratise the 
communication system itself. The participatory editorial 
processes applied to the production of the People’s Food Co-op, 
Red Therapy and Fact Folder, consisting of interviews, 
collective writing and workers’ inquiries, attempt to 
prefigure the vision of the group by removing the “temporal 
distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in 
the future,” and interpreting “the real and the ideal as one 
in the present.” 76 

The editorial and visual approaches of these publications 
further resemble different genres: Red Therapy echoes the 
language of a fanzine, People’s Food Co-op follows the imagery 
of a comic book, and Fact Folder the parody of an official 

report. All together, because of the collective processes 
described, the publications also demonstrate a hybrid 
relationship between authors and producers: a relationship 
characterised by the constantly changing circumstances 
within the group, and by the ongoing tensions to which the 
group had to respond and adapt. 

The mixed background, experiences and skills of different 
members also define a group’s set of resources, and its 
potential to develop experimental approaches to produce 
content, edit and design. Finally, the experimental and 
never-settled environment described also takes shape as an 
aesthetic feature visible in print. We can therefore think of 
the political vision of ELBF becoming ‘objectified’ in the 
pages of its publications. Here, linguistic meanings, making 
processes, and graphic expression, can be considered as 
tangible manifestations of the politics that prompted them.

The collective processes that are embodied in the archival 
sources I have described provide an illustration of the lived 
experiences of a small-scale group of activists, while also 
showing a vision towards autonomous and communal life 
that feels as valid nowadays as it was three decades ago. It is 
difficult not to think about the call for radical change 
emerging from Big Flame’s publishing in relation to the 
current situation controlled by the global pandemic. As the 
media speak about society’s desire to “go back to normal,” 
the radical vision at the centre of these old and poorly 
printed pamphlets provide a history of how we might also 
not do that.

74  Red Therapy, p.3.

75  MDR, East London Big Flame, 
Thinking autonomy, unpaginated.

76  Maeckelbergh, ‘Doing is 
Believing’, p.4.
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Archive supplement no. 4/5

Arnie Mintz 
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Arnie Mintz

Arnie Mintz was a printworker who arrived in England 
from Canada in 1978. He secured a job in a Fleet Street 
printshop, where he worked on one of London’s dailies. 
Often described as the “last Bolshevik”, he was heavily 
involved in the Wapping Dispute, where he found himself 
surrounded by left-communist and anarchist groups. During 
the strike, Arnie was one of the driving forces behind Picket. 
This weekly bulletin initially circulated news and details 
of demos and meeting dates between the striking workers. 
The work included here provides a biographical account of 
politics in North America in the late-1960s and 1970s and  
in the UK in the 1980s. 
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Archive supplement no. 5/5

Radical 
Bookseller 
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Radical Bookseller

In the next section we have reproduced documents 
showcasing the breadth and variety of radical booksellers, 
local political presses, newspapers, print workshops, and 
counter-cultural libraries in the 1970s. These include: The 
Public Library, a collection of 80,000 documents from 
radical movements set up in 1973; Islington Gutter Press, 
which was founded in 1972 and described itself as “the 
paper that fights on the people’s side and print what the 
other try to hide”; Moss Side Press in Manchester, which 
was set up in the late 1970s to provide cheap printing from 
local community groups, tenants association and political 
groups; See Red Women’s Workshop, a collective producing 
posters for the women’s movement; and finally Radical 
Bookseller, a magazine started by an ad hoc committee from 
Hebden Bridge, which “burst on to a startled world” and was 
packed full of “essential information about left publications, 
news, reviews, previews, publicity launches, TV tie-ins, 
writer signing sessions, cartoons and gossip!”
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CONTRIBUTORS

Social Commontating Born and raised in Belfast, Social 
Commontating is a Pamphleteer and Programme Leader of 
BA Graphic Design at UWE Bristol. You can see the work at 
socialcommontating.com and @socialcommontating. 

Esther McManus makes books & comics that explore personal 
& collective relationships to history, often informed by 
archival research. She is interested in print’s historical role 
in the production and distribution of knowledge, informed 
by a background in silkscreen and risograph printing.

Guglielmo Rossi is a graphic designer and educator based in 
London. He runs a small design studio called Bandiera 
(bandiera.co.uk), teaches at the University of Greenwich, and 
is part of the Print! Research Group based at MayDay Rooms. 
His research explores the interplay between radical politics 
and the printed medium, looking at the social and 
technological context surrounding the production of 
journal, pamphlets and other printed material directed 
towards social emancipation and change.
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