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Introduction

You weren't trying to record history. You were trying to make history. ... The whole point of revolutionary film was to make the struggle. (Dave Douglass, Cinema Action)

We declared proudly that we wanted to make our own subjective account. We wanted to make films that were off the beaten track. We wanted to make 'ourstories'. (Lina Gopaul, Black Audio)

This is a study about how two passions, for film and politics, intersected over a period of recent British history to fuel a biting critique of the media industries and inspire models for a radically different kind of cinema and television.

At times, those models had considerable public impact. Their products reached the cinema screen and were broadcast nationally. Even specialist exhibition could mean projection to thousands of workers at mass meetings. Nevertheless, the results achieved by operating outside or on the edge of commercial structures were, inevitably, on a smaller scale than those of the industry they sought to challenge. On these grounds detractors often dismiss the work as insignificant, or defend it in a back-handed way that it is indirectly effective, through a process of trickle-down, because 'important' people are influenced or because the commercial media borrow its themes and take up some of its practitioners. While there is little doubt that elements of yesterday's avant-garde surface in today's mainstream, the argument misses the point in proposing, as a measure of success, incorporation into the system under attack. Certainly, when the enterprise is at its most vital, the aim is to contest the whole territory of the media, and any marginal operation is intended as a base, not a permanent ghetto. Certainly, there is a hazy boundary between incorporation and infiltration, and the relative merit of changing the industry from within or opposing it from outside was a recurring subject for debate. But the change envisaged is fundamental and structural. So, if the project is to be valued at all, it must be for the qualities the mainstream does not digest: for an anarchic variety; for running to extremes; for risking absurdity; for offering glimpses of unknown social worlds; for opening doors to new ways of perceiving what there is and of imagining what there might be.

However marginal the work, it relates to questions which preoccupy a very large public. The high profile given by the press to any shred of evidence about the effects of television testifies to the level of popular interest and suggests there is a widespread consensus that the media have significance beyond making money for their owners. The obsession with supposed bad effects – links with crime, poor school performance – indicates a prevalent distrust of the business as it is. But tabloid press coverage of these issues usually gives little encouragement for public concern to develop into anything but a vague anxiety or the negative reflex of calling for more censorship. The impulse to experiment, to make films and television differently, is a positive response which stems from that same shared distrust.

This movement for change encompasses a tangle of political, economic and aesthetic motivations which are not easily subsumed under a single term. The words used so far – 'film' and 'politics' – need some qualification. 'Film' has already appeared with two different functions: to refer to film-like audiovisual products created by any technology; and to single out the products of a photographic process. For the first meaning, 'moving pictures' would be accurate but cumbersome, and its short form, 'movies' is too strongly associated with classic cinema. So, I continue to use 'film' and rely on context to distinguish between them. 'Politics' is too broad. The relevant politics in this context are those of the left, premised on the objective of redistributing power, wealth and cultural capital, and informed by the principle: 'From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.'1 Marx is a key intellectual influence, even when gender or race rather than class are stressed. Many, but not all, of the protagonists would consider themselves socialists.

The period covered runs roughly from the end of the Second World War to 1990, although there is a concentration on the years of intense activity between the late 60s and the early 80s. A previous wave of creativity in the 30s has been documented and discussed in Don Macpherson's collection, Traditions of Independence,2 while Bert Hogenkamp's Deadly Parallels3 provides a more comprehensive, if less theorised, history. As I embarked on this study I heard that Hogenkamp was researching a follow-up volume on the 40s and 50s, a discovery which has served as an excuse to cull my own material on these years. The year 1990 signals a convenient break, not only because it defines a tidy decade but also because associations which had formed a support structure for political film – IFVPA, SEFT, WFTVN – were wound up or scaled down in the last years of the 80s, bringing to a close a particular phase of organisation.

The aspect of the work which is most difficult to define is the quality of being outside and different. The term which has probably been most widely used is 'independent', as in the Independent Film-Makers' Association (IFA), which was formed in the 70s by film-makers working outside the mainstream. At a time when most television was made in-house and much corporate work was carried out by in-house industrial film units, the word had a stronger resonance than it does now. Even so, it was seen as problematic by commentators within the IFA. Some thought the problem could be solved by redefinition. Paul Willemen, for instance, writes in Traditions of Independence:

Existing uses of the term independent, meaning either independent of state funding (as in 'Independent' TV) or independence of the duopoly controlling film exhibition (as in the Association of 'Independent Producers') were criticised as inadequate because solely founded on narrow economic considerations, or worse as misleading. The IFA proposed to define independence as an oppositional practice . . .4

Sylvia Harvey and Simon Blanchard expressed stronger reservations in their essay, 'The Post-War Independent Cinema', which opens with a history of the word that points to 'a pedigree whose dominant values are "non-partisan", if not frankly "anti-political"'.5 They argue that the term gained currency partly because it was vague, 'a convenient expression of the sector's vacillation'.6 Despite these criticisms, the phrase 'independent sector' (usually shortened, as above, to 'sector') became standard usage by the 80s when it acquired a more precise meaning through institutional associations: namely, an area of film activity supported by the IFA, assisted by grant aid and covered by a special union agreement.

Apart from the non-committal 'independent', most terms either define the area by its economic base or focus on objectives and content. In the economic category 'grant-aided', which became popular in the 80s, is the least helpful. Grant aid was only a major factor for a comparatively brief period from the late 70s to the late 80s, and became so then mainly because there was a vigorous movement which fought for it. During the late 60s and early 70s, when that movement was gaining momentum, scarcely any of the work associated with it received public funding. Even when the grants began flowing they only provided partial support for some of the work. One motive for adopting such a misleading term was the practical need for an objective distinction between work done primarily to generate income and work done primarily for social or aesthetic purposes. The receipt of a grant supposedly provided some guarantee as to the purpose, and was conditional on the delivery of accounts which would reveal any profit element.

The phrase 'non-commercial' had the disadvantage that it was not based on a clear criterion. Sometimes it was used to distinguish low-earning areas like educational film from high-earning areas like features, sometimes to designate the work of non-profit distributing organisations, or sometimes to indicate that wages were being waived for a charitable or political cause. Like the phrase 'grant-aided' it was often used with reference to practical questions to do with rates of pay and rights, with implications similar to 'non-theatric', the formal term for a release outside the commercial cinema. In relation to film politics, 'non-commercial' is flawed, because it posits a somewhat dubious distinction between profitable and subsidised activity, which responds more to the ideology than the actuality of 'commercial' production. For the film business is notorious, on the one hand, for a market completely distorted by monopoly and, on the other, for unsound speculation. Thus much 'commercial' production is cross-subsidised by people paying to see other films (since big producers balance losses from failures against profits from successes); some is supported indirectly from the public purse through tax losses; and some, following bankruptcies, is paid for by involuntary contributions from workers and investors. As for television, the status of the BBC is highly ambiguous because of the licence fee, while 'commercial' TV could also be described as subsidised by advertising.

Equally, work called 'non-commercial', purely because it is conducted outside the standard commercial arrangements, is not necessarily unprofitable. A more accurate definition would have to reflect the actual methods of support, which have been extremely varied, including commissions and sales as well as voluntary contributions from individuals, charitable grants, grants from public funds and payments for services (to trade unions, schools, local authorities, etc.).

Terms focused on the product also have to encompass variety. Most of those that refer to political objectives – 'socialist', 'feminist', 'anarchist' – are too narrow. 'Revolutionary' might serve but, if used in a literal political sense, promises too much: in Britain there was no revolution. Another approach is to stress the quality of being different and/or ground-breaking: 'experimental', 'innovative', 'alternative', 'oppositional', 'avant-garde' – expressions which, to some extent, are all coloured by the contexts in which they have been used. 'Experimental' was popular in the 50s and 60s, when the BFI subsidised the Experimental Film Fund, the precursor of the Production Division. This fund was often justified in terms of providing research and development for the mainstream, but the grants were so small that the work initiated by it was effectively amateur film. This history has left slight overtones of the nursery, of an exercise which is not quite serious itself but may lead to higher things. 'Innovative' has been worn down by its frequent use in Channel Four publicity that claims to fulfil the much-quoted brief to be 'innovative in form and content'. By emphasising the value of being new rather than of trying out, it fits more comfortably than 'experimental' into the language of fashion and commerce, but both words share the disadvantage that they are politically and culturally neutral.

'Oppositional' and 'alternative' foreground a relationship with the mainstream which became increasingly relevant from the late 60s with the development of a systematic and complex critique of dominant cinema. The weaker form, 'alternative', linked to phrases like 'alternative society' and 'alternative lifestyle', suggests an extension of personal choice in a plural culture in which different values are not necessarily in conflict with one another. 'Oppositional' implies taking a position within a struggle, and comes closer to the meaning I intend, although in the 70s 'oppositional cinema' was often assumed to centre round deconstruction, only one of a number of strategies.

'Avant-garde' is favoured by writers like Paul Willemen and Peter Wollen who place British oppositional cinema within a continuing European or international tradition of revolutionary art. However, to describe a present and evolving movement as avant-garde has required a conscious struggle to free the phrase from its association with a particular kind of 20s cinema and, more generally, with modernism. Willemen argues that modernist and avant-garde are not only different tendencies but also opposing ones, that modernism 'reduces artistic practice to a set of formal characteristics, a set of procedures frozen into specific generic practice and suggesting that modernism is a period style', while the avant-garde 'is not prescriptive about the precise characteristics of any given art practice'.7 Thus, modernism, being both conservative and conformist, becomes the antithesis of the avant-garde. The distinction made here is an important one and accurately reflects tensions within the independent film movement, highlighting a tendency for temporary and exploratory strategies to be hijacked and codified as prescriptive rules. But I am doubtful whether 'avant-garde' can be made to carry that particular distinction. Apart from the associations with the 20s and modernism, there is the difficulty that its role in criticism has more often been to make a different distinction: between film as political art – the avant-garde – and film which is just political. The distinction is often more implicit than explicit, apparent from the set of films included in discussions of the avant-garde.8 The criteria for inclusion was contested in the IFA, and when it was necessary to refer to the whole range of films made by members, it became common to talk about the 'aesthetic avant-garde' and the 'political avant-garde', which inevitably undermined the political force of plain 'avant-garde'.

Whatever it is called, the subject is fluid and the boundaries always controversial. Both mainstream and avant-garde contain contradictory tendencies. Even if the former is shaped by the drive for profit it does not mean that, as individuals, the players are always or only maximising wealth, or a combination of wealth, power and prestige. Personal values, inclinations and interests are also important. Individual motivation may be very mixed, particularly as it is not self-evident how to maximise profit in a business characterised by rapid change and affected by ill-defined factors like taste and fashion. The need to steal a competitive lead over a rival can involve adopting an oppositional cause like feminism or race. But change usually has to be fought for even when it is good for business and individual careers are bound up in those struggles. Entry to, and advancement in, the industry is highly competitive, and one way that newcomers justify their inclusion or promotion is that they offer something different. So, taking an oppositional stand may be a good career move. If this is all it is, the stand may be modified once the promotion is secured; alternatively, a promotion may be used to advance oppositional objectives. Similarly, a decision to work outside the industry may be less to do with a struggle against capitalism than with career opportunities within other areas, such as education or the art world. It is often only as events and careers unfold that it becomes possible to identify how the minor conflicts fit into the larger pattern.

In this study I have tried to give a sense of the variety and range of practices and to trace the cross-currents of influence and co-operation rather than provide comprehensive documentation of a narrower field. The content was to some extent influenced by the pragmatic consideration that some areas are already well covered. Much of the most influential theory is available in collections and anthologies. Derek Jarman, undoubtedly one of the most important individual film-makers, has inspired three books9 on different aspects of his life and work. There have been three recent contributions to the critical study of film and video art: Julia Knight's Diverse Practices,10 Michael O'Pray's The British Avant-Garde Film11 and the Directory of Film and Video Artists.12 As already mentioned, Bert Hogenkamp has a book in progress on film and the labour movement from the 40s to the 60s. I complement these studies by concentrating on the period after 1968 and on collective action rather than the work of individual artists.

The book is divided into three sections. The first is a short, general history in which I look at the evolution of left politics, film politics and left film practices from the end of the war to the late 80s. Part II is a collection of articles and documents produced by the film culture of the 70s and 80s. Part III contains detailed oral histories of selected companies and workshops: the two distributors whose work forms a link between the traditions of the 30s and those of the 70s; three of the pioneering film groups formed at the end of the 60s; one of the first feminist groups formed in the early 70s and one of the first black workshops established in the early 80s. My analysis dissents from the orthodoxy of the 70s by attributing more importance to the struggles of the preceding decades, but accepts the view that the political ferment of the late 60s marked a watershed and germinated film practices which were both different from anything which had gone before and more profoundly critical of capitalist culture.

The interviews in Part III include some personal histories, an approach rarely employed in contemporary discussion, and one that was played down for practical and theoretical reasons. The requirements of collective work called for an assertion of unity and common objectives over potentially divisive differences, while there was a reluctance to give out personal details which might feed the mainstream media's obsession with personalities. Aspects of Marxist theory (some versions of economic determinism, in particular) could be interpreted as minimising the significance of individual biography, while the influence of the Women's Movement was contradictory: on the one hand, feminists promoted a concept of collective action extremely hostile to named leaders or representatives, and, on the other, launched the slogan, 'The personal is political', encouraging women to interrogate their own home life.

As I progressed with my research I became more and more interested in questions of personal motivation, a preoccupation which does not imply a denial of the social process but rather a recognition that individual experiences can contribute to an understanding of it. A question underlying many reformulations of Marxist theory, and of obvious importance to the activist, is how revolutionary change is possible, given an interdependence between society and thought. I am not suggesting that information about the background and politicisation of a few individuals provides answers to such a major question, but that it offers clues. I would also argue that everyone trails a weight of ideological baggage from their own past and that, while it may or may not be relevant to particular conflicts or alliances, it should form part of the analysis.

This position puts me under some obligation to come clean about my own background and connections with the subject, for I have been and am, in a minor way, a participant. The phrase 'red diaper baby' used by one of the founders of Angry Arts struck a chord with me, as my parents were also socialists and had been communists up to the Second World War. They were from the professional middle class, but not a moneyed subsection of it. I absorbed their values, only slowly noticing that they were not the usual ones of my class, at least not in the 50s in suburban Bristol, where we lived.

My relationship with the cinema was a far less placid affair. Childhood encounters with this supposed treat were an acute disappointment. Before the show, the screen would look suitably promising, draped with an illuminated curtain, slowly changing through the colours of the rainbow. When the lights dimmed there was a moment of magical suspense, but the film, with a very few exceptions, seemed to me to be silly, frightening or both, and certainly a let-down after the glowing curtains. With hindsight, this might be understood as an early experience of cultural colonisation, because what I remember disliking in cartoons were squawky American voices and the coy sweetness of female characters, quite unlike the hefty Pansy Potter or warped Keyhole Kate of my comics.13 Nevertheless, the idea of the cinema remained attractive and I persevered, but not enough to internalise the Hollywood codes. A breakthrough came later on when I discovered a small cinema on the other side of town which showed 'Continental' films, alternating soft porn and classics. Probably, the reason for the first visit was the attraction of the 'X' certificate and being able to pass for sixteen. The picture was Gervaise, not one that figures in many people's lists of most memorable films, but at the time it was a shock and permanently changed my notion of what cinema might be.

Despite a growing fascination with the medium, the possibility of getting a job in film never crossed my mind at school, where I progressed obediently along an educational conveyer belt which led to Cambridge University. As soon as I arrived there in 1961 I joined the Socialist Society and the Film Society, and when I left, tried and failed for a BBC traineeship. I had assumed the film industry was inaccessible until a chance opening in a factory film unit in Bristol gave me an entry. I became an assistant editor, moved to London and began to get freelance jobs in the feature studios. This was the mid-60s, when an influx of American investment was creating a boom in freelance employment. Like a lot of other young technicians, I did a bit of work on my own, using borrowed equipment and short ends of film donated by the camera department. I went to meetings of the film trade union, ACTT, and was elected to the Editorial Section Committee, but film and politics remained rather separate until a commonplace incident jolted me into seeing a connection.

I was working as an assistant editor for an American company and the front office suddenly, and pointlessly, made a demand which would require the cutting room to work more or less round the clock. According to union rules we would be on double time until we got a twelve-hour break, and the editor cheerfully assumed the producer would back down when reminded how much his whim would cost. But compared with Hollywood technicians, we were cheap and the message came back, 'We'll pay. Just do it.' The experience gave meaning to the notion of economic and cultural colonialism and set me thinking in a new way about the industry I worked in.

At that time the union was in a position to extract a good price from unreasonable employers, and the proceeds from such jobs were indirectly responsible for an encounter with traditional, direct colonialism. The money enabled me to take a long break. In 1967 I set off with a friend to travel in Africa and through sheer serendipity we came to work as volunteers in Tanzania for the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO), which was conducting a guerrilla war across the border against the Portuguese colonial government. After that, film and politics came together in a different way, when I undertook to make a documentary about the struggle14 and raising the money for it brought me into closer contact with London's left cultural networks. This was 1968–9 when the first film groups were forming, and I attended Angry Arts screenings, edited All You Need Is an Excuse for Liberation Films and worked on some collective productions, but, partly because I moved to Scotland, did not become a member of any group. Having returned to London, I became a founder member of the IFA.

When I began compiling this book I thought that having been a participant would be a considerable advantage. However, I soon realised that my own involvement was slight and that the movement was so scattered and varied that large parts of it had completely escaped my notice. Even events I had been involved in were usually recalled differently by other people, confirming the notoriously unreliable quality of memory. Thus my involvement was not a great practical help, and it certainly prevents me claiming the role of impartial observer. Fortunately, that is not my intention. The initial impetus for putting together this material was to make the experience of the past more easily available to those carrying on the oppositional tradition in the present.

This is not to suggest that the account provides lessons. The media business changes very fast and politics evolve. Trying to bring film and politics together in the run-up to the twenty-first century is a very different proposition from doing it in the 60s. Core objectives remain, but each expression is a new incarnation. However, digesting earlier incarnations can speed up an understanding of the present one. The past can be a stimulus, a provocation. On the negative side, misunderstandings can drag back the present. For example, the late 80s and 90s witnessed the demise of creative enterprises in the face of the withdrawal of public funds. It is easy to assume that the enterprises were established by those funds, whereas a longer perspective suggests a very different pattern.

Reflecting on the material, what is striking is, first, how much of what was achieved was set in motion merely by large inputs of voluntary labour; and second, what a high proportion of the individuals involved made quite distinctive contributions, whether they were part of collectives or working alone. That makes the subject constantly interesting but difficult to cover in a representative way. It has meant talking to a great many people just to get a sense of the range of activities which should be included. I am extremely grateful for the help and advice of all those I managed to approach, but am uncomfortably aware of many other people who played a significant role whom I should have consulted but did not. My defence is that I do not offer this as a comprehensive history but as a resource and basis for further discussion.

Even a provisional history, however, suggests some general observations. While compiling this one I have been asked with some frequency whether the movement 'achieved anything'. The question is difficult to answer when couched in terms of such generality. For we are not dealing with a single organisation pursuing a well-defined goal, but with loosely connected groups and individuals following partially compatible objectives in a complex and changing environment. Participants were drawn into the movement for a variety of reasons, and an important stimulus was provided by their own dissatisfaction with mainstream media. The interviews in Part III explore feelings of exclusion or being misled as consumers and frustrated as employees. A first step towards an oppositional practice was often the attempt to understand and articulate such experiences. In that context the general question about achievements can be treated as a series of more specific questions about the efficacy of action at specific times, in relation to the needs and aims of specific individuals and groups. Questions of that kind are raised and addressed throughout the text and most directly in Part III. For instance, there is evidence that the groups documented there at least temporarily provided for their members more satisfying working conditions than those that existed in the industry, and that they answered the needs of certain sections of the public. The film-makers were able to engage with diverse minorities – from teachers to employees of declining heavy industry, from women trade unionists to black students – and worked with them to construct images and meanings which were evidently of relevance to those people at the time.

Giving examples of such temporary practical successes is only a partial answer. It is possible to make a case that the practices described here were often resourceful, produced some highly creative work and catered effectively to a genuine demand, while dismissing the rationale for these practices. But the premise which gives coherence to the oppositional agenda is that there is a continuing struggle between dominant and dominated sections of society which takes place in the mind through language and communication as well as in the external world. (I choose this open formulation rather than adopting the classic Marxist terms of labour and capital, because there was always disagreement – explicit and implicit – about identifying the fundamental organising principles of society, while there was broad consensus that there are principles, including class, gender and race, producing inequality.) If the movement is perceived as trying to influence such a continuing process, then a key consideration will be whether its activities provided for continuity and development.

To take first the question of continuity, the period I cover falls into two distinct phases, with a change occurring round about the mid-60s. Before that the Communist Party is a central influence and film-related work revolves round developing the institutions of art cinema; afterwards a new generation with more varied leftist allegiances embarks on the project of creating a more assertively political cinema. While the practices of the 70s were not a direct development from those of the 50s, I argue in Chapter 1 that the latter prepared the ground and that, in particular, the diversity of films made available through film societies and art cinemas nurtured the cinematic imagination of subsequent generations. A striking testimony to such indirect influences occurs in the dossier on Black Audio in Part III, when John Akomfrah describes how his ideas about cinema developed after seeing programmes at the Paris Pullman, the showcase cinema run by Contemporary Films, a distribution company founded in the 50s by a communist who, as a member of Kino in the 30s, had been involved in an even earlier phase of the movement.15

During the 70s and the first half of the 80s the tradition becomes more continuous. There were waves of new activity associated with the entry into the arena of younger film-makers, but these new arrivals for the most part knew about work already going on and when they disagreed with more established film-makers, this disagreement was a result of assimilating and reacting to their ideas. By the end of the 80s, however, the movement was less cohesive, as the structures through which debate was carried on – associations, magazines, festivals – were disappearing. Looking beyond this point, threads of continuity did continue into the late 90s. The London Film-Makers' Co-op and London Electronic Arts (formerly London Video Arts) remained active and in 1997 jointly opened new premises at the Lux Centre.16 Although two important magazines, Undercut and Independent Media, folded in 1990 and 1991 respectively, discussions about the fate of Independent Media led to the launch of a new magazine, Vertigo, with an agenda which reasserted the connection between politics, media politics and the avant-garde. Of the five workshops covered in Part III two are still active at the time of writing, and in the 90s new groups like Undercurrents carried forward the tradition of gathering and disseminating material on social action.17

Some correlation between continuity and development is to be expected, and history leaves little doubt that the movement developed, in the sense that there was a learning process – ideas and strategies were tried out, criticised and changed. Whether there was also development in terms of sustained progress is more difficult to assess, since circumstances were always changing. There is certainly a more extensive and elaborated body of media theory available now than there was in the 40s. There is also a much larger and more varied body of practical political experience to draw on: experience of different kinds of co-operative and collective decision-making; of different ways of allocating production tasks and distributing finished product; of a variety of relationships with mainstream television. Yet the picture presented at the end of Chapter 4 is one of diminishing effectiveness. This is accentuated by the decision to draw the story to a close at the point when several significant institutions were wound up. That this was not the end of oppositional activity has already been mentioned. Nevertheless, the loss of those institutions and the lack of obvious successors naturally cast some doubt over the future: is this a time of temporary retreat or have events undermined the movement's rationale?

The question has wide-ranging references – to the collapse of Soviet communism, to the rise of religious fundamentalism, to controversies around free-market economics, to post-modernist theory. The oppositional rationale can be attacked on the grounds that there is no continuing struggle, that capitalism has no general tendencies or only liberating ones, that hierarchies of wealth and power are natural, inevitable and/or beneficial, and at this level the objections need to be addressed from a far broader perspective than the one this study pretends to offer. However, arguments relating specifically to the media demand some comment, and here the factors most frequently invoked are the effects of the digital revolution and of globalisation.

One line of thought is that strategy centred round state intervention – regulation, nationalisation, grant aid – has no future because the process of globalisation is robbing the nation state of its political and cultural significance. Whether or not the latter part of this analysis is correct – and it is speculative, based on projecting forward selected trends – the relevance to oppositional film culture is highly questionable. Film activists in the past were by no means unanimous in their attitude to the state and state funding. Many were anarchists or syndicalists who had little faith in any kind of centralised power structures. It is true that the left in the ACTT suggested nationalising the cinema in the 40s and again in the 70s, but even those proposals did not envisage handing the industry's assets over to monolithic state institutions.18 Nor was support for nationalisation backed by a rhetoric of cultural nationalism. The aim was to secure a stable base for film-making in Britain, and to that extent the nation state was treated as a significant political/geographical unit. But that does not imply either that there is a homogeneous British culture or that films made in Britain would or should reflect it. As far as those notions played a part in the film debates, they were the currency of parliamentary speeches rather than oppositional tracts. Far from being fixated on the national, the oppositional tradition has always had a strong internationalist streak, while individual groups tended to have strong local allegiances. More importantly, the address to institutions, whether national, supra-national or local, was pragmatic and instrumental. The core of the oppositional strategy, described in the IFA foundation paper as the 'preservation and development of critical thought',19 has to do precisely with obtaining through collective action a degree of autonomy from established centres of power.

Arguments about the digital revolution also involve projections into the future and prognoses tend to be based either on the growth of global monopoly, as personified by Rupert Murdoch, or on the open, interactive potential of the internet.20 The latter holds out the promise of a new kind of image culture, no longer characterised by transmission from a privileged elite to the masses but by a free exchange naturally reflecting the diverse preoccupations and interests of the wired public. There would be no dominant agenda requiring concerted resistance, and the oppositional tradition could dissolve into a multiplicity of unconnected creative and critical strands. But the scenario remains hypothetical and coexists with that of global monopoly. So, are they compatible? Is one of the pictures based on a misreading of the present? Could there be monopoly transmission in one sphere and exchange in another? The very fact that present trends can appear so contradictory highlights the pressing need for continuing analysis. And if the purpose is to influence the situation, this would mean more than academics writing papers. It requires the combination of critical thought, practical politics and creative production which characterises the oppositional tradition.

The disintegration of the infrastructure associated with that tradition in the 80s is not necessarily the setback it seemed to be at the time. Each phase of the movement gave rise to structures which responded to the specific conditions and opportunities of the moment. As those conditions changed, the structures also changed and were adapted and abandoned for all kinds of reasons. Given the cumulative pressure from the right in Britain and the dramatic changes that took place throughout the world in the late 80s and early 90s, it is hardly surprising that an institutional framework which originated nearly twenty years earlier came under severe stress. A new situation requires a period of reflection, and this may be better served by scattered informal networks than by high-profile structures which take time and effort to
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