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Let ters to JOE HILL (deceased)  
If you’re a good trade unionist and you last long enough to draw that pension 
you’ve been dreaming of since you were 40, it’s pretty certain that one dark 
evening you will fall into a troubled sleep and receive a visit from Joe Hill, 
fabled Industrial Workers of the World activist. Rather than wait until that 
momentous, though possibly fateful night, we’ve asked Joe to dispense ad-
vice and inspiration in the ‘here and now’ (warning: he expresses himself in 
archaic language and uses a Forest of Capitals). Our first batch comes from across the whole sector, so 
if you recognise some aspect of your own experience, it’s most likely to be an unhappy coincidence…  

RESEARCH-ACTIVE MEMBERS might have 
been pleasantly surprised when one of 
DMU's first responses to the unfolding pan-
demic crisis was for the Pro-Vice Chancellor 
Research to issue a proclamation that our 
existing research time allocations ('RIA' - the 
neoliberal micro-management measure for-
merly known as 'IIRP', 'IRP', and various oth-
er noms de guerre) will be 'rolled over', without the need to apply, for 2020-21.  

     There was even an entirely optional route to apply for more time than you were 
allocated this year, in case you didn't get enough research time in 2019-20. Here 
was the employer offering a straightforward, concrete measure aimed at saving us 
the further stress of writing RIA applications. This was offered in direct response to 
a distressing crisis, as we were in the midst of taking all of our teaching suddenly 
online, and in many cases suffering from this deadly virus ourselves, or even losing 
our loved ones to it.  

     So when, a few months down the line (27th July), we received an update from 
the same PVC suggesting that this pledge (which he had reiterated repeatedly in all-
staff emails through the first few months of the crisis) was now in question, mem-
bers were understandably frustrated. Particularly galling was the PVC's suggestion 
that the possible cancellation of this rollover that is now being mooted is a result of 
the crisis itself and the 'unprecedented change' it has wrought.  

     But hang on a second... the RIA rollover was supposed to be precisely a response 
to that unprecedented change. The employer can't have it both ways: announcing 
policies to help ameliorate our suffering from the pandemic one day, and rescinding 
them because of the pandemic the next.  

     So far, DMU has done a good crisis-response job in PR terms, but offered very 
little in the way of concrete policies to protect staff, especially on work-related 
mental health and stress issues connected to the crisis. That the employer thinks 
that they can now get away with taking back even the few scraps that they have 
seen fit to throw to us as we struggle through this crisis is infuriating, not least be-
cause it suggests they are embracing the old neoliberal adage to 'never let a serious 
crisis go to waste' (Mirowski, 2013).  

     From the link between the proposed RIA cancellation and potential redundancies 
among casualised staff, to the future of DMU as a research-and-teaching university, 
we will need to demand answers from the employer, and be prepared, as a union 
membership, to take positive action and provide the necessary moral guidance 
where the employer is failing to do so. 

Dear Joe 

During the recent UCU strike, 
as I stood on the picket line in 
a disgusting mixture of sleet 
and rain, I saw one of my sen-
ior colleagues sneaking into 
work, disguised as a delivery 
driver. Later that day I passed 
the glass frontage of one our 
many ‘rainforest approved’ 
eateries and saw this individu-
al, divested of his costume, 
sitting at a table eating gluten-
free snacks and sipping a 
coffee made from ethically-
sourced equal-opportunity 
beans. Other besuited nota-
bles and managers were in 
attendance, laptops balanced 
on their knees. I learned, post-
strike, that they had gathered 
to work on a new Well-being, 
Entrepreneurial Innovation 
and Regional Diversity pro-
gramme (acronym WEIRD, 
which seems to include a sig-
nificant attack on part-time 
hourly-paid staff, a severe 
reduction in research allow-
ances, and a new, Covid-
secure, one-way Cycle Lane). 
Anyway, when I finally prised 
open my inbox, I found - 
among the ‘stay safe’ guff and 
other detritus - a distressing 
email attacking me for not 
taking on some extra work. 
Sent, you’ve guessed it, by the 
subject of this letter, who is 
actually a member of the un-
ion. I’m confused - do you 
have an explanation for this 
kind of behaviour? 

Cde Dr Diamond D’istressed, 
Faculty of Perpetual Box-
Ticking 

Dear Cde Dr D 

In my Day, it was much the 
same story, only with less 
Hypocrisy and more Violence. 

In your case, you’re stuck in 
what we used to call a typical 
‘craft’ Union, which contains 
all Kinds of Folk, some of 
whom joined to hedge their 
bets. Here’s an example. Sup-
pose someone buys a brand-
new Model T Ford (comes in 
black). Once they’ve got the 
Vehicle, it’s only natural that 
they want to insure it against 
accidents. Same with any perk 
or benefit or Leadership Role - 
you have to cover your ass/
assets.  

     So, the Ambitious Pilgrim 
crosses the swift-running 
stream of Adversity to reach 
the Promised Land of Bour-
geois Respectability and M&S/
S&M Shopping Trips. All fine 
and dandy, but if other peo-
ple’s backs have been used as 
stepping-stones, this kind of 
person is bound to have made 
a few enemies. Yet they also 
know that, when the chips are 
down and they’re accused of 
some misdemeanour, their 
Fair-Weather Friends in Man-
agement will look at their 
shoes, cough briefly, and go to 
the next Item on the Agenda.  

     Hence the presence in your 
ranks of the ‘Car Insurance 
Trade Unionist’. Until we get 
One Big Union, this kind of 
sorry anomaly is going to 
recur. In the meantime, you 
need to send this person a 
Standard Cease ‘n’ Desist, or if 
you want a quicker and more 
dramatic result pass me their 
address and I will provide the 
sort of Ghostly Apparition that 
makes people think twice 
about their priorities. 

Dear Joe 

I used to arrive on site (pre-
pandemic) nice ‘n’ early, to get 

stuff done before the deluge of 
‘messaging’ from above dis-
tracted me from the core activ-
ity of teaching and admin. 
Well, coming to work at the 
crack of dawn was a shock, 
because I noticed that a whole 
army of unknown people were 
cleaning the buildings, shifting 
heavy objects, and cramming in 
to draughty offices. Is this what 
people mean when they talk 
about Human Resources?  

Cde Dr B Bewildered, Research-
er in Esoteric Theory 

Dear Cde Dr B  

The people you saw are known 
as the Workers with Whom you 
need to Make Common Cause. 
Difficult, but essential if we are 
to reach the land of milk and 
honey. I’m just guessing here, 
but you may have thought that 
you were gradually working 
your way into the Middle Clas-
ses? If so, think again, because 
you may have the Culture, but 
you ain’t got the Cash or the 
Contacts. Gone are the days 
when the big worry was that 
the working-classes were 
‘going bourgeois’ because they 
were buying flat-screen TVs. 
Now it’s more the proletariani-
sation of ‘professionals’. Just as 
well, in my opinion, because 
the fewer fantasies we har-
bour, the sooner we can unite 
and take a closer look at the 
Boss Class. Remember this, 
when the ‘BC’ issues those 
Bizarre Orders (or ‘BO’), it’s to 
keep us from realising that the 
best solution to a crisis is not 
the sacrifice of the most op-
pressed, but the expulsion from 
public life of those kneeling 
(metaphorically, of course) on 
the necks of the workers. 

On holiday… with concerns! 
Many members of staff are now starting their 
much awaited holiday, but concerns are not 
abandoning them. 

Balancing summer leave versus workload is still 
a source of stress 

Some staff have been allocated new marking at 
the vigil of their leave, or they have been given a 
very short turnaround for their summer marking, 

despite the extraordinary circumstances of this year. This is work which would usu-
ally be given to PTHP workers in previous years. Staff were then pressured to deal 
with the consequences of this decision, and to do the marking during their leave 
time.  

     Responding to pressures of this kind from line-managers is difficult and time con-
suming, and it is a source of stress. UCU advises staff to enter into negotiation with 
managers over this. It is important that we are able to maintain dialogue, but also 
to act collectively within teams. Members are advised to be professional and to ask 
managers how they are supposed to balance unplanned work against leave and 
their well-being. Negotiators have continued to press management on this very 
issue. 

New, top-down rules for async teaching make workers feel less valuable  as  
teachers 

Recent instructions advised staff that async lectures will not be timetabled but in-
stead will need to be uploaded by no later than 4:00 on the Thursday the week be-
fore. The instructions were followed by an invitation to consider preparing this ma-
terial over the summer. The creation of these uniform, top-down, out of the blue 
constraints to our work entails a constant reorganisation of plans and therefore 
more time wasted, as well as being a source of a lot of additional stress for staff.  

     Our university is rich in styles and approaches and this variety should be valued 
and supported, especially during a year which will require a lot of creativity and 
flexibility from everyone to engage well and substantially communicate with the 
students. Being confined by university-wide approaches, top-down instructions, and 
form filling will not help teachers in achieving these aims, and even more so if these 
instructions are circulated during a time when teaching teams are not fully active.  

     It is also concerning that this suggested weekly “deadline” could be shared with 
students, creating yet another layer of expectations for them purely based on tech-
nicalities and packaging needs instead of quality and freshness of teaching. While 
our negotiators continue to raise this issue, we prefer to undertake work in a 
planned manner based upon staff own circumstances and strengths, rather than 
the institution’s impulse to get this work done as soon as possible and to create an 
unrealistic, damaging, empty uniformity. 

Async teaching triggers preoccupations for the exponential growth of working 
hours 

The alternative to sync teaching is to create video outputs, but anyone who has a 
bit of familiarity with content production will know that a 50min straight delivery of 
decent quality needs much more content and time to prepare than a live lecture 
with interaction. This immense amount of labour is currently 'off the books'. Many 
are worried about this prospect, and how their actual workload will pan out next 
year. Staff will be waiting for clarifications to guide this planning during the sum-
mer, in order to define realistic expectations and prevent staff overburdening and 
damaging effects on their wellbeing. 

Timetabling remains unclear and it increases a sense of lack of control among 
workers 

Timetables will only be revealed to staff later in September, but then staff are con-
cerned that it may be very difficult to make changes if needed. In this uncertainty, 
some fear that they will not have days off, or that they will end up with a heavy 
workload. In the context of a lack of PTHP staff, and given the extraordinary circum-
stances in which teachers may have to travel to offer blended teaching during a 
pandemic, this adds yet another layer of concerns for staff this summer.  

Last, but not least, research 

Research-active staff fear that research time will not be fairly allocated next year. 
Staff are very aware that research is not something that can be put on hold, and 
then taken back once “convenient”: research is a constant process of knowledge 
and professional development and networking, from which the best courses and 
employability potential arise from. We do not want research to be a sort of bonus 
for us and a by-product for DMU, as that will weaken the quality of our work in this 
university, as also the University itself. We will fight to keep research at the centre 
of our work!  

What next, then? 

We must switch off as much as possible this summer, and REFRAIN FROM CHECK-
ING EMAILS or doing any work during leave time, in solidarity with all your col-
leagues. If you are worried or can’t avoid connecting, then join our UCU DMU 
whatsapp group instead! If we want to change things, we need to inform the review 
of workload and well-being, and we need to do this as a strong union. All together 
we can make a better university in extraordinary times.  

Get in touch at dmunionise@gmail.com and enjoy your summer away from work! 

Summertime Sadness 
“Kiss me hard before you go 

Summertime sadness 

I just wanted you to know 

That baby, you the best” 

 

With many of us enjoying some sun far away from lockdown Leicester, the summer-
time sadness will kick in hard when we’ll have to return to work. You may not real-
ise it, but this kind of Summertime sadness is a privilege.  

     Lana Del Rey should have written another song about a different and yet too 
popular kind of Summertime sadness: “I’ve done my marking and won’t be paid 
anymore / Summertime sadness”…. Summer is that time when Part-Time Hourly 
Paid colleagues won’t get paid. Once all work has been done, get your last pennies 
and see you in October (maybe…).  

     In these days, the university has circulated a Person Centered Questionnaire to 
all staff to assessing individual circumstances in relation to the return to campus. All 
PTHPs were excluded… In a recent meeting about the culture audit, Collop repeated 
several times: “We should treat people better than things”. Probably the 
“should” (rather than a “must”) created the little hiatus where all precarious col-
leagues fall in…  

     We are about to publish the results of our workers’ inquiry. For now, we simply 
want to share some comments from our precarious colleagues: 

• “Constantly undermined by senior staff whom at whim decide on contract hours”  

• “Casualised labour as an hourly paid lecturer. Expectations that work would be 
done unpaid or, in the case of 'training' on half pay” 

• “I feel that if I do not take on large amounts of unpaid work, I will be replaced, 
even after working at DMU for over 8 years. I have consistently been refused 
conversion to an FTE contract, despite meeting the criteria required by DMU for 
conversion and exceeding them in some areas” 

• “I don't feel like a valued member of staff - I'm cheap labour, and my concerns 
are of little to no importance to anyone” 

• “No value placed on my work and what I have to offer. No support or help. I do 
not exist!" 

• “As a PTHP member of staff, I am never treated with respect because I am just a 
dogsbody” 

• “Being treated like dirt would be a better option” 

[Any resemblance to the real in the above is like, ‘totes unintended’. Do you really think Joe escaped 
his fate to dole out advice, over a century later? Come on now, get back to your deadlines, you slack-
ers! There are no hourly-paid staff to save you from the BC now!] 

To Levy or Not to Levy – A Crisis of Faith 
A member writes: 

A fortnight ago, I received an email from my alma mater request-
ed donations complaining that without the ability to offer attrac-
tive funding packages to international postgraduate students they 
were losing out to the Ivy League. The email, in the midst of a 
global pandemic and Black Lives Matter protests, felt peculiarly 
tone deaf and I swiftly deleted it. 

     I have come to expect this kind of behaviour from UK universi-
ties. Completely misreading the room has become their speciality. But I confess to 
feeling a much more acute sense of bewilderment when, two days later, an email 
from UCU announced that all members would be debited a flat rate of £15 in the 
summer to support the hardship fund. 

     Of course, the work of UCU is vital, especially now, and the hardship fund is cru-
cial to enable that work to continue. We absolutely should support the fund wher-
ever possible. Moreover, the negative response that immediately followed the levy 
announcement in turn prompted a welcome re-evaluation, and I recognise that the 
NEC was poorly advised and has since changed its position on the levy’s flat rate. 

     However, what is most worrying for precarious, hourly-paid staff like myself is 
that the announcement came totally out of the blue (we’re told the levy was agreed 
in February, though this was certainly the first I’d heard of it) and that of all the mo-
ments they could have chosen to implement the levy they went with the summer. 
And not just any summer, for, to put it mildly, now is the summer of our discontent. 
Even in a ‘normal’ year, summer for the precariously employed often means re-
duced – or indeed for many, no – pay. What the aftershocks of the Covid-19 crisis 
will look like is impossible to predict. We have already seen hourly-paid and fixed-
term staff let go throughout HE, and with no sign of a sector bailout the situation 
can only get worse. £15 may not look like much, but to those for whom the union is 
most necessary this sum is significant.  

     Irrespective of the amount, though, this boils down to a question of trust. For 
those of us in insecure employment and already feeling anxious about what lies 
ahead, we need to feel the union understands our situation. The announcement of 
the levy has thrown this into doubt. 

     I’ll be delighted if the outcome of all this is that UCU is flooded with donations to 
the hardship fund and we go into the next academic year in a position of strength. 
Yet I can’t help but feel that this approach will be directly detrimental to the union 
movement. We are already poised to lose swathes of members as we feel the full 
effects of the COVID crisis. We cannot risk those most in need of the union perceiv-
ing it as out-of-touch and disengaging. 

Negotiating with Platinum Command 
If you’ve ever been to a live auction you will know the score. You have to sit 
perfectly still, because all it takes is one sneeze, a little cough or an involuntary twitch, and 
you may find yourself in possession of a pair of flintlock pistols and a second-hand statuette 
of Cecil Rhodes.  

     You should observe the same principle in any meetings with management reps. If we 
sweep into the room and slap down some outrageous policy before you have had a chance 
to find your reading glasses, and you so much as clear your throat, we will bring down the 
gavel and shout ‘SOLD!’.  

     Afterwards, don’t be surprised if our emails include the phrase ‘agreed with the unions’. 
Platinum Command has also, in the recent past, used the term ‘consulted’ in a similar con-
text, so to avoid confusion please note the following distinction … 

     ‘Agreed’ = some union reps were in the room when the policy was mentioned in passing 
     ‘Consulted’ = no union reps were in the room when blah blah blah.  

Talking of Statues … 

There is currently some kerfuffle over the removal of statues and the renaming of buildings 
and institutions. The Prime Minister has rightly condemned this trend, but it hasn’t stopped 
the undercurrent of plebeian complaint that seems to be doing the rounds. Worse still, this 
discontent seems to be spreading within one of our own fiefdoms.  

     Can we be clear, first, that the statue of VC Kenneth Barker outside Queens is not ‘up for 
grabs’, just because it ‘looks a bit Kim Jong-un’.  

     Second, De Montfort will NOT be re-branded because of its association with the 5th Earl of 
Leicester and his expulsion from the city of the entire Jewish community which, as the histo-
rian Philomena Cunk will tell you, was way back in the 13th Century when no-one had heard 
of political correctness. 

Platinum Command has therefore rejected the following suggestions for renaming DMU: 

1. ALICE WALKER University, suggested on the basis that she was a working-class suffrage 
campaigner who lived in the city and was imprisoned and force-fed during the campaign for 
women’s rights.  

     PC RESPONSE: She did more time than the Kray Twins combined/conjoined, so not very 
respectable, you’ll agree.  
2. WATTS, WATSON and SYKES University, in memory of the three Leicester men who were 
killed fighting fascism in Spain.  
     PC RESPONSE: It sounds like a firm of provincial solicitors. Vulgar or what. 
3. SYLVIA PANKHURST University, because she worked for a while in Leicester, during the 
Votes for Women campaign, and went on to be an intransigent opponent of patriarchy, rac-
ism and capitalism. 
     PC RESPONSE: Why couldn’t she be more like her mum? Rejected.   
4. The DOMINIC SHELLARD Cashback College.  
     PC RESPONSE: For Heaven’s Sake! Let’s not Dredge Up the Irrelevant Past! 

[Any resemblance to the actual or the real is coincidental] 
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