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THAT SINKING FEELING

As we go to press the embers of Windsor Castle
are still smouldering. Though of little direct
importance to the working class, the fireis a
fitting example of this issue’s theme, bankrupt
Britain. Fire alarms failed to operate. The castle’s
own fire brigade was hopelessly under equipped.
Seven fire-fighters crammed onto a small
fire-tender with one pump, leaving a second
pump behind. The other tender was not available,
so eight fire fighters had to run half a mile in full
gear. "The fire could have been confined early on
if the gear was available" - said one belated fire
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fighter. Meanwhile the local entrepreneurs have
turned their hand to making profits out of
collapse. Graeme Menage, an artist, is selling a
picture of the blaze for 85 quid, a snip, and the
local pub is selling bits of wood marked ‘Genuine
Castle Debris’.
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Not having the right gear and parasitism are at
the heart of the crisis of the British economy:.
Section 1 of this special edition argues that Britain
faces an objective crisis and not a crisis of policy.
A refusal to recognise this can only lead to
utopian schemes and a dependency on the
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kindness of politicians. The bankruptcy of the
economy is matched only by that of the existing
‘offical labour movement.” Section 2., ‘The End of
Cowley Man’, exposes many of the myths which
sustain British Labourism and argues that trade
unionism as a political strategy is dead. Section 3.
deals with the liberal hope that the social and
human consequences of two world wars, and the
nuclear threat, will prevent economic rivalries
developing into war between Western nations.
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Finally, “The Re-Making of the English Working
Class” argues that the structure and politics of the
existing labour movement is a product of its
adherence to the social policy of imperialism and
that inter-imperialist rivalries will increasingly be
the dominant feature of “domestic” politics.
Jingoism and aggression are the biggest threats to
working class politics, but the struggle against the
‘party of war’ also offers the working class the
opportunity to re-make itself.
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This edition of Analysis has been produced as a
special issue in response to recent events. Articles
announced in our promotional material will be
published in the next edition.
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We wish all our readers, supporters, all the people who
helped and gave us money, and our printers a very
happy Christmas
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1.

BRITAIN’S ECONOMIC CRISIS

Readers who have seen A/ien 3 will have some idea of the at-
mosphere which dominates the British establishment; a
bunch of very frightened men stranded on a doomed, dilapi-
dated planet, faced with a relentless and ruthless enemy, and
not much in the way of effective weaponry. With Thatcher
gone, Britain does not even have a heroine figure like Si-
gourney Weaver to provide ‘backbone’.

The dimensions of Britain’s economic crisis now dominate
the most trivial every day discussions. It is not simply a case
of ‘policy crisis’ or cock-ups such as the fiasco which sur-
rounded sterling’s exit from the ERM, but a developing
slump in economic activity. More than two years since the
downturn began, total output has fallen by more than 4% and
there is still no sign of recovery. This is worse than it sounds.
Considering population growth and productivity, the econ-
omy has to grow by 2% per year just to keep up. An increase
of only 0.1% in output is certainly no ‘upturn’. 75 companies
collapse every day, and a hundred are declared bankrupt. At
this rate over 10% of existing businesses will disappear each
year!! Every month 50,000 more people find themselves on
the dole. The recession also plays havoc with the finances of
ordinary people. A million and a half home owners owe
mortgage debts larger than the value of their homes and total
personal debt now exceeds total annual disposable income.*
Caught in a fiscal trap government finances fare no belter.
The recession has hit tax revenues and boosted spending on
social security benefits. Government borrowing has soared to
an all-time high of £37 billion and could easily top £45 bil-
lion in 1993-94 - a level which exceeds Britain’s ‘overdraft’
limit* Chancellor Norman Lamont has abandoned looking
for "green shoots’ or planting any. It was no surprise that the
Autumn Statement’s ‘recovery programme’ did not include
more government spending.

Economic crises, and particularly declining rates of profita-
bility, have been an inherent feature of capitalism since its
inception and have dominated the development of the world
economy for much of the 20th century. A comprchensive
analysis of British capitalism which avoided the pit-falls of
cultural explanations or British uniqueness would have to be
based on an understanding of such tendencies. However,
since the purpose of this special issue is to deal with the spe-
cific problems of Britain’s present economic and political
crisis as they affect the working class, and to stimulate a dis-
cussion which has failed to take place, a more general and
theoretical treatment would be inappropriate here.*

THE HIGH ROAD TO DECLINE

Essentially, the problem of the British economy is that since
the tum of the century it has been stuck in a low investment,
low productivity trap compared to other major capitalist
economics. This was a consequence of the fact that Britain
was the first capitalist economy to industrialise.

During the ‘glorious epoch’ of industrialisation in the first
half of the 19th century, Britain was favoured with a vast
commercial empire and its position as the 'workshop of the
world’". The goods just rolled out and the cash rolled in. Un-
like its European counterparts, this unique position generated
massive profits, allowing British companies to develop on
the basis of self-financing rather than having to rely on the
banks or on state intervention for investment. For example,
so lucrative was British trade in the Far East that the P&O
shipping company was able to build up a vast merchant fleet
without relying on credit or issuing shares. The 19th century
was also a period of relative peace because other Western
countries were keen to buy British machinery and use British
credit to develop their growing economies. This ‘golden
age’, the mythology of which is still part of British political
culture, came to an end during the last two decades of the
19th century. By the 1890s some sectors of American and
German industry had already surpassed Britain in sophistica-
tion, productivity and output.

Nevertheless, Britain was able to maintain some of the ad-
vantages gained from being the first to industrialise. Faving
amassed enormous profits through industry, commerce and
the plunder of its colonies, Britain was well placed to resist
foreign competitive pressures through the development of its
financial sector. The example of railway development in
Latin America is illustrative. At the tumn of the century the
United States was producing locomotives which were
cheaper and better specified than those made in Britain,
American locomotive makers used standardised engineering
techniques and rationalised production methods. By contrast,
every British locomotive company had its own engineering
culture. However, Latin American railway projects also
needed large amounts of long-term credit. Being a net debtor
country at the time, the United States was in no position to
extend finance, so Latin Americans were forced to "buy Brit-
ish” if they wanted credit.

In addition to its financial power, Britain also had an Empire.
This played a key role in protecfing its manufacturing indus-
try from foreign competition, providing it with lucrative and
captive markets, even as it lost ground in the broader world
market. However, the net effect of such ‘advantages’ was
that industry became insulated from the need to innovate and
introduce new production techniques.

This explains why Britain has been able to survive as a major
power for so long. It also highlights the vulnerability of Brit-
ish capitalism to world economic events which increasingly,
as its economic lead diminished, came to fall outside its
sphere of influence. While Britain retained captive imperial
markets, or the growth of the world economy created a de-
mand for British credit and financial expertise, it could con-
tinue to allow its industry to decline. When the world econ-
omy got into trouble and its empire came under pressure,




there were precious few domestic resources to fall back
upon.

This has meant that the history of the British economy in the
20th century is a history of lucky breaks and living off ‘old
wealth’. But if they explain why Britain has been able to sur-
vive in the past, they are now the reason why it cannot pull
out of the present slump. As we shall see, the accumulation
of unresolved problems has hit the British economy at the
worst possible moment: a time of world depression.

BRITANNIA RULES,
INDUSTRY WAVES

Given the availability and quality of resources and labour,
productive technology is the key factor goveming rises in
productivity and is therefore the basis of competitiveness. In
the early 19th century, British productive technology was far
superior to that of its competitors. Being able to produce
goods far cheaper than average world prices meant that Brit-
ish industry could reap exceptional profits. This advantage
was soon lost once other nations industrialised. Not only did
they produce their own goods but they made them with the
most advanced technology. By the 1890s, Britain was begin-
ning to be lumbered with a lot of out-of-date industrial ca-
pacity.

Structure of industry

As the world economy develops, the composition of industry
also changes. At the tum of the century, the structure of Brit-
ish industry was dominated by the industries of the past. Tex-
tiles, coal mining, iron and steel and general engineering ac-
counted for 50% of output and 25% of employment. Coal
mining, textiles and iron and steel alone accounted for 70%
of export earnings. By then, Germany, for example, had al-
ready established the industries which would dominate the
first half of the 20th century: clectrical engineering and
chemicals. Germany also invested in technical schools, poly-
technics and universities so that it could keep up with, and
lead, developments.

A nation faced with such a problem should scrap its old ma-
chinery and undertake a costly modemnisation programme.
Unfortunately, it is not easy for-businessmen voluntarily to
write off their older plant and spend large amounts on new
machinery, especially when past super-profits and protected
imperial markets rob industry of the impetus to innovate.
Vice versa, the same factor helps to explain the rapid ad-
vances of the Japanese and German economies.* Saturation
bombing during World War Two largely wiped out the old
industrial infrastructure of these countries and left them with
little choice but to re-industrialise and adopt the most up-to-
date technology. Having no privileged markets, and deprived
of colonies, they were also forced to innovate constantly so
as to improve their competitiveness.

It took Britain until the early Sixties even to begin to catch
up with these developments and to consider modemnising its
industry. However, by then the world economy’s structure
had had shifted again. Japan was already developing its
mass-produced, high-quality, consumer durables industry.

Closing down one sector of the economy and developing an-
other is a costly and long-term business which a country with
a privileged world position and with the possibility of mak-
ing profits through financial speculation is not encouraged to
undertake. Table 1, which compares the growth of manufac-
turing productivity in major countries, indicates the impact of
these factors in the post-war period.
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Table 1;

Output per Hour in Manufacturing Industry
(based on UK = 100 in 1979)

Average yearly

1965 1979 increase
UK 54 100 4.5%
us 131 214 3.6%
Japan 27 133 12.1%
Germany 64 173 7.4%

Source: Nigel Lawson, The View From No 11, Bantam
Press 1992.°

In 1965, British manufacturing productivity was already
lagging behind that of Germany, where output per hour was
19% higher. British productivity was twice that of Japan, but
less than that of the United States which retained a clear lead.
By 1979, British productivity was increasing at a fairly rapid
pace, ahead of the US, but well below the rates of increase of
Germany, which surpassed the UK by 73% and Japan by
33%.

... THEN SLOWLY SINKS

It is possible to characterise each decade in the post-war
period as a different phase of Britain’s attempt to come to
terms with the fundamental weakness of its economic struc-
Llure.

Britain’s economy should have suffered a fatal blow immedi-
ately after the war. By 1945 it had acquired massive war
debts. In 1951, for the first time in its history, Britain owed
more than its entire external assets could repay.” Its indus-
tries were also exhausted after 5 years of working flat out on
defence production with little new investment. The United
States insisted on ending the protectionism of the Imperial
Preference Area and colonial unrest made a redefinition of
imperial relationships inevitable.

Yet, luckily, America’s newly acquired global empire gave
Britain a new lease of life. By 1947, America had realised
that it could not run the show without Britain. In return for
acting as America’s bailiff, Britain retained most of her im-
perial privileges and could count on a powerful guarantor for
Sterling. The backing of a powerful uncle allowed Britain to
tame the early radicalism of national liberation movements
and to develop the idea of ‘combined development’ - com-
bined, that is, with the interests of a former colonial power.

Commonwealth development held out the promise of econ-
omic regencration. Britain would provide the ex-colonies
with credit, machinery and ‘good advice’ in return for cheap
raw materials, food and consumer goods. Commonwealth
markets took 45% of British exports, despite the boom in
other areas of the world market. The long post-war boom
also created a demand for financial services, and by the end
of the 1950s the City was back in business. At home a ‘con-
sensus’ was hammered out between ‘industry’ and the work-
ing class. In return for the benefits of a welfare state, the
working class would commit itself to industrial stability and
progress.

In the mid-1960s this rosy scenario started to fall apart.
Spending on the Vietnam War and the relative decline of the
American economy led to an all round attack on the Dollar.
By 1967 the US was in no position to defend Sterling. As the
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Pound wobbled on the currency exchanges it became less at-
tractive as an investment vehicle. The US refused Britain a
loan to prop up sterling and the UK was forced to devalue by
14%.

The foreign investors on which the City depends started to
stay away and British corporate capital also started to mi-
grate to better pastures. As the long post-war boom slowed
down, the prices of the commodities on which the ex-col-
onies depended went into decline. Commonwealth countries
started to go into debt, their development projects faltered,
and their demand for British goods began to shrink. Since the
government did not have the funds to invest in colonial de-
velopment, and British companies were not going to pour
money into risky markets when they could get a better and
safer retum in the US or Europe, it became obvious that re-
liance on the Commonwealth was going to be a dead-end
strategy.

As the economy began to sputter, the unions became increas-
ingly militant. Curbs on wage increases and rising unemploy -
ment had not been part of the bargain. Absenteeism, demor-
alisation and strikes hit production and impaired competitive-
ness. Meanwhile, the Japanese and German economy raced
ahead with average annual growth rates of 10.5% and 4.5%
in the 1960s. The British economy languished at 2.9% annual
growth - high by today’s standards, but well below that in the
emerging competitor countries.

WHITE HEAT

The first attempt to reverse this situation was Harold Wil-
son’s ‘White Heat of Technology’. Announced in 1963, it
became the flagship of the Labour Government which came
to power the following year. In essence it was an opportunist
scheme to use the superiority Britain still had in some arcas
of technology to transform the productive structure of indus-
try (Ronald Reagan was to try a similar trick with the *Star
Wars® initiative in the 1980s). As competitiveness was raised
- the argument went - Britain would reduce its dependency
on the Commonwealth and start to penetrate the European
market. Overseas defence spending was significantly reduced
and State planning was to play the leading role in regenera-
ting and reorganising industry. The policy was coupled with
an attempt to convince the working class of the need for tem-
porary ‘wage moderation’ in return for the fruits of future
growth. The union leadership would also get a slice of the ’e-
conomic planning’ action.

This ‘leap-frog’ strategy proved to be pie in the sky. British
high-technology, much of it related to the defence industries,
was no substitute for serious investment in new factories to
produce goods better than Britain’s competitors. The Con-
corde project illustrates this point well. It started as an at-
tempt to use expertise gained in military aviation to get back
into the civil aircraft market with a product so distinctive that
it would not have competitors, and ended up as a ‘white alba-
tross’. Though it was technically a success (producing a jet-
liner capable of breaking the sound barrier) and captured the
imagination of a generation, it was an ecconomic disaster.
Meanwhile, America continues to dominate the civilian avia-
tion market with standard airframes whose fundamental de-
sign principles go back to the 1950s. The Jumbo Jet, which is
basically a large ‘standard airframe’, has transformed the
civil and commercial aviation business by recognising that
the basic requirement of the market was to cheapen air travel
by dramatically increasing passenger carrying capacity. Bo-
eing’s Seattle plant knocks them out on an assembly line
while British Acrospace makes Concorde like hand-made
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By the early Sixties it became
obvious that reliance on the
Commonwealth was going to be @
dead-end strategy

[ = e e e e e o e R

Rolls Royces. The 1960s and 1970s are littered with such
schemes.? In conclusion, the attempt to use an advantage in
one aspect of the British economy served only to postpone
the fundamental changes necessary at its heart.

Following Labour’s defeat in 1970, the poisoned chalice
passed to Edward Heath. The Heath Government of 1970-74
knew its priorities. It understood that get-rich-quick schemes
and gimmicks would not work, and that while state interven-
tion could help, it could not provide the main stimulus for
change. The state could only seriously attempt do two things;
a) to boost capitalism’s confidence by preventing working
class resistance to change and b) to try to force business to
confront a harsher market environment. The first objective
was to be implemented through confronting trade unions, the
second through opening up the economy to competition from
Europe.

Heath’s ill-fated Industrial Relations Act was an attempt to
restructure the state’s relationship with the working class in
recognition that the world on which the post-war consensus
had been based had disappeared for ever (something the Left
refuses to recognise to this day). A real industrial renaissance
would require a serious and long term investment commit-
ment. This would only occur if the state could ensure an obe-
dient working class, as enjoyed by German and Japanese
capital. The Act attempted to impose an excessively rigid,
narrow and claborate legal framework for trade union actiy-
ity which proved unworkable in practice. However, if Heath
failed, it was only because the British bourgeoisie was not
ready for a show-down,

Regarding Europe, Heath was more successful, ensuring Bri-
tain's entry into the European Economic Community. It is of
contermporary importance to understand that Heath’s insist-
ence on Europe has little to do with self-justification or the
‘europhilia’ of which he is often accused. Heath’s commit-
ment to Europe stems from an intensely nationalist preoccu-
pation which understands, perhaps better than any other con-
temporary politician, that the impulse of European competi-
tion was British capitalism’s last chance to regenerate itself,
While a handful of top corporations took the European mar-
kets seriously, the majority of British business did not.

British high-technology, much of it
related to the defence industries,
was no substitute for serious
investment in new factories to
produce goods better than Britain's
competitors. The Concorde project
illustrates this point well. Though it
was technically a success, it was an
economic disaster.
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® Flights of fantasy. Britain's attempt get back Into the civil aviation market with high technology never really took off,

Nevertheless, the chill winds of competition turned out to be
more bracing than expected. As companies which could not
compete in the new environment went bankrupt, Heath aban-
doned his policy of not rescuing ‘lame ducks’ and stepped up
state aid to industry in a famous ‘U-turn’.

The return of a Labour Government in 1974 marked a retumn
to utopianism after the harsh realitics of the previous years.
There were more schemes to find a way out of the crisis and
secure the compliance of the trade union movement: the So-
cial Contract, planning agreements and the National Enter-
prise Board. But it did not only have plans, it also had what
looked like hard cash: Black Gold. The build-up of oil and
gas production from the North Sea promised massive
revenues and resources which the Government could use in
an unprecedented opportunity to regenerate industry. It came
to nothing. Oil and gas production may have been very
profitable for the energy companies, but little else was. Be-
tween 1974 and 1979, output from the energy and water sup-
ply sector of the economy almost doubled while manufactur-
ing output fell by 3%.

By the last years of Jim Callaghan’s Government, Denis
Healey, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, became a monetar-
ist without knowing it, and Labour Party policy was reduced
to implementing savage cuts and a ham-fisted attack on the
working class.? That these measures prompted a strike wave
was not surprising. However, the union militancy which
marked the 1974-79 Labour Government did not represent a
new wave of radicalism, as the Left believed. It was a last-
ditch attempt to rebuild the consensus of the 1950s. The “or-
ganised labour movement’ was simply reacting to what it
saw as a betrayal of those principles, as it had done during
the late 1960s. It has been stuck in this groove ever since.
The failure of the Labour 1974-79 government to revive Brit-
ish capitalism set the scene for the Margaret Thatcher ‘revol-
ution’.

THE THATCHER ‘MIRACLE’ ...

Much has been made of the Thatcher philosophy, her admir-
ation for free-marketeer Friedrich Hayek, her friendship with
self-styled homme d’idees Keith Joseph and the inspiration
of the monetarist economist Milton Friedman. This is beside
the point. Thatcher’s brutal attitude to the working class is
consistent with the very heart of capitalism. It was post-war
welfare liberalism which was exceptional. Thatcher’s ‘world
view’ has always been ‘mercantilist’ rather than ‘free-mar-
ket’ and is an extension of a narrow individualist philosophy
of world affairs which requires no tutoring. Thatcher’s main
advantage was that her policies were unhindered by the “the-
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ories’ and ‘ideas’ of the Oxford political set which tradition-
ally dominated bourgeois post-war politics, and which were
very much the product of past failure and defeat. As such she
was well-qualified to assert the primacy of bonrgeois rule
and the naked arrogance of money.

Thatcher understood that

business would only take

investment seriously if the working
class can offer no opposition to the
conditions it had to impose to

make investment profitable.
rrEsTTEeeE e S e e s e By

“Thatcherism” was essentially based on two ideas. First, that
business will only be forced to invest if it is turfed out into
the cold. Whereas Edward Heath hoped that the prospect of a
European market would be able to exert a disciplining effect
on British industry and entice it to rejuvenate, Thatcher
understood that by the 1980s it would require a much larger
jolt. Any attempt to stimulate change through government
aid would only be used to postpone change. Kicking away
the crutches, and forcing industries to sink or swim, was the
only way. Secondly, that business will only take investment
seriously if the working class can offer no opposition to the
conditions it had to impose to make investment profitable.
The state’s role was to impose a conclusive and definitive
defeat, and to constantly remind the working class of it.
Thatcher understood that the ‘power of the unions’ rested on
nothing more than bourgeois fear of dispensing with con-
sensus politics and the state’s willingness to give them a role.
The ‘Winter of Discontent’ in Labour’s final year had done
much to engender a new mood. Thatcher simply rammed
home the policy consequences, Though the recession of
1979-81 helped with a sharp rise in unemployment and the
collapse of industrial output, Thatcher was quick to press
home the advantage and show that she meant business. A
trade union movement built on decades of consensus politics,
subservience and bluff bravado gave way at the knees.

In sum, austerity and market discipline for both failing com-
panies and the working class were seen as the strategy to en-
sure a business revival. This was Thatcher’s greatest con-
tribution to British capitalism.

The results were quick to make themselves felt. As Professor
David Metcalf, an economic adviser to the Labour front
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Picking through the ruins and the
rubble of today’'s economic crisis it
is easier to realise that there was
precious little that was miraculous in
the performance of the UK
economy during the 1980s.

bench, pointed out "in the last seven years [1981-87] labour
productivity growth in manufacturing has averaged almost 6
per cent a year, more than double the rate achieved in the
previous 20 years. The reformation in industrial relations is
paramount in explaining this transformation in economic per-
formance. The climate of industrial relations has been altered
by fear, competition and centralisation of collective bargain-
ing."t¢

The trade union movement was in-#
an attgpek” Having developed as the collaborame appendag
d stagnant capitalism, it was not exactly in a position to
offer a viable alternative when that capitalism was under-
going shock treatment. Outflanked 1deologlcalh and unde

than educating the \workmg class to flght for its rights. When
it was gross overmanning, restrictive practices, corruption,
‘demarcation’, differentials and absenteeism versus the ruth-
less logic of salvaging capitalism, it was bound to lose. By
getting rid of such practices, and re-imposing the ‘mana-
gement’s right to manage’, British capitalism was able to
boost profits. After a real fall of nearly 7% in profits in 1980
and 1981 as the economy went into recession, gross trading
profits rose by 30% in real terms in the next four years."

THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER

Did the Thatcher years represent a ‘miracle’ for British capi-
talism? Picking through the ruins and rubble of today's econ-
omic crisis it is easier to realise that there was precious little
that was miraculous in the performance of the UK economy
during the 1980s. Yet there were also signs throughout the
‘miracle years’ that all was not well.

A first, and rather obvious, cause for alarm was that the re-
covery of productivity and profits was occurring at the same
time that output and employment in manufacturing was de-
clining. Between 1981 and 1990, productivity in manufactur-
ing rose by a massive 47%! However, employment fell by
15%, so that output only rose by some 30%.'* Throughout
Thatcher’s ‘miracle’, the number of manufacturing jobs only

"The British productivity surge of the
1980s... owed little to greater
investment in plant, people or
research but came rather from
more efficient use of existing factors
of production and a shake-out of
the inefficiencies which had
accumulated in earlier decades.”
Pofessor Nick Crafts
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rose in two years, in 1987 and 1988, and then only margi-
nally. From the bottom of the 1979-81 recession to the peak
of the boom in 1989, some 900,000 jobs were lost, reducing
employment in manufacturing to less than 5 million.

Output, productivity and employment data are backed up by
statistics for investment and the capital stock. From 1981 to
1991, investment in industry did recover, but the real value
of the capital stock in manufacturing rose by just 1% per
year.” In other words, Thatcher’s austerity measures were
raising labour productivity, and the collapse of less competi-
tive companics were raising the average productivity of those
remaining, but they were not generating enough new invest-
ment on which to build up production capacity. Professor
Nick Crafts has summed up the Thatcher productivity boom
in the following terms, "the British productivity surge of the
1980s... owed little to greater investment in plant, people or
rescarch but came rather from more efficient use of existing
factors of production and a shake-out of the inefficiencies
which had accumulated in earlier decades."*

In other words, the productivity gains in the 1980s largely
depended not upon investment in new techniques of produc-
tion, but on cutting out inefficient capacity and increasing the
exploitation of the workforce. Other data on investment and
employment bear this out, First, the share of investment as a
proportion of all domestic expenditure did not rise in the
1980s compared to the 1970s. The average share in the 1970s
was 18,9% , a figure which dropped below 17% during the
1980s, and only reached 19.3% in the final vear of the boom
in 1989, before falling back sharply again.** Second, employ-
ment data show that both the average hours worked in the
UK (in all sectors of the economy) are the highest in the
EEC,' and that an extraordinarily high and increasing num-
ber of people work on shifts or at weekends.

Table 2

Weekend Work and Shift Work
In millions and as % of total labour force.

1985 1990
Weekend working 10.5 44 3%
Shift work (including nights) 3.3 14.0%

Source: Social Trends, No 22, 1992, Table 4.18.

This source of profits enabled British capitalism to slow its
rate of decline in the world economy, but it did nothing fun-
damentally to alter its position. As Christopher Johnson has
noted, services and not manufacturing picked up much of the
investment after the 1979-81 recession.'”

Chart 1
UK % OF WORLD MANUFACTURING TRADE

1950 1870

Source; The Economist



Though new manufacturing investment did take place it
never reached the level that could have made a qualitative
difference to Britain’s international competitiveness. The
‘once-only” windfall of the 1981-86 period was gambled
away in all sorts of speculative ventures. Britain’s share of
world manufacturing trade continued to decline.

The ultimate reason for these failures were declining profits.
While higher in absolute terms, owing to the ‘Thatcher revol-
ution’ (Chart 2), profits were still at a level which gave rates
of return on capital well below those enjoyed in other major
countries (Chart 3)

Chart 2
PROFITS EARNED BY UK COMPANIES
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Chart 3
RATE OF RETURN ON CAPITAL
IN THE BUSINESS SECTOR
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The rate of growth also picked up after the drastic setbacks
of the 1979-81 recession, and began an upswing for the next
nine years in a row up to 1990. However, much of the
growth was simply a ‘bounce back’ from the low levels of
output reached in 1981, and could not be pushed much fur-
ther. The UK's declining output relative to Germany was a
feature of the whole of the post-war years and was only
reversed after 1981 for five or six years before declining.

PROFITS OF DOOM

So there were sufficient indications that all was not well with
the British economy to any who bothered to look at the
figures. In 1985 the House of Lords produced a study of Brit-
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ish industry, the Addington Report, which expressed grave
misgivings about what was happening in manufacturing. The
report was generally dismissed (including the Financial
Times) as having an old fashioned fixation with manufactur-
ing. It did not matter what a country produced, whether
manufactured or financial products, as long as they had a
market, argued Samuel Brittan. Far from fretting at Britain’s
decline, the British ruling class celebrated the early victories
over the trade unions with an orgy of speculation and trium-
phalism. As companies started to play the money markets,
income from rents and non-trading sources rose sharply in
relation to profits from domestic trading, from 13.9% in 1981
to 18.0% in 1990.%

Today, much criticism has been heaped on ‘Yuppies', ‘Load-
samoney’ and other characters of the boom period. Yet they
are no more relevant in explaming what happened during the
1980s than the hippies were to peace and love during the
1960s, More fundamental factors helped create the specula-
tive boom of the 1980s.

PRIVATIZATION

During the 1980s, state asset privatisation sales yielded a
massive cash bonanza of £60.6 billion (£29.2bn from privati-
sations and £31.4bn from sales of land and buildings).”® This
allowed the Government to cut borrowing drastically. The
Public Sector Borrowing Requirement (PSBR), excluding the
above revenues, dropped by 60% to £104 billion over the
same period.? In the money markets, cash which would nor-
mally be invested in government securities started to chase
other investments. Asset sales also financed income tax cuts,
particularly for those on high incomes, which in tumn pro-
moted financial intoxication. Money was drawn into the
stock market and share prices soared, egged on by the sale of
state assets at knock-down prices. Lower income tax cuts in-
creased disposable incomes: Government finances had also

tumed into a surplus by 1987-88 as tax revenues were
| boosted by a surge of spending as people felt rich.

A consumer spending spree, based on credit cards, bank
loans and huge mortgages, got under way. In the late 1970s,
when the credit system was regulated, personal outstanding
debt was only around 45% of annual personal disposable in-
come. By 1990 it was 100%.

Financial deregulation, which affected not only the City but
all sections of the economy, was a complement to the gov-
emment’s strategy. In 1979, foreign exchange controls had
already been lifted, allowing the City to operate more freely
as a centre for the international financial market. In 1985-86,
the ‘Big Bang’ lifted restrictions on the activities of banks
and securities houses. Foreign institutions poured capital into
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Chart 5
PERSONAL DEBT
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the UK to take advantage of the unregulated environment for
their operations. As manufacturing industry’s share of total
employment dropped 31.3% to 22.5% between 1979-1990,
emplovment in banking, finance and insurance rose from
7.1% in 1979 to 12%.*' Financial services also grew as a pro-
portion of the economy from 17.7% to 21% of GNP, almost
as big as manufacturing industry!*

MERGER MANIA

In 1984-86 a “mergers and acquisitions’ craze got under way.
By 1987 some 1500 companies per year were being ac-
quired.® Instead of investing in new plant, a company can
raise its ‘profits performance’ by buying another with past
profits and credit. The business activity of the two companies
can be co-ordinated to make savings. Surplus resources such
as land or certain parts of the business can be sold off to
repay some of the borrowed funds. Although such rationali-
sation will make the merged firm more competitive, produc-

tive technology can remain the same. As the corporations of

other countries also engage in mergers and rationalisations,
the short-term gains are soon lost. The mergers and acquisi-
tions boom was based on the mistaken calculation that the
profit rates generated by the 1981-86 shake-out of labour
would continue into the future and so pay for the borrowing
costs of acquisitions. But since labour productivity cannot be
raised indefinitely without investment in new technology and
plant, a shortfall would eventually occur. In addition, as the
speculative boom got under way, interest rates started to rise.
Corporate profits also went abroad, particularly to the United
States, where a similar mergers and acquisitions boom was
under way. The result has been a large amount of corporate
debt. As the financial boom got under way it raised the price
of office space and so generated a commercial property
boom. By 1987 company financial deficits began to appear.
Companies could not afford to finance investment after pa-
ying share dividends and interest on bank loans! The finan-
cial deficit was a massive £22.7bn in 1989 - a boom year! -
and was reduced in 1991 by cutbacks in investment (among
other things).

THE CITY

An enduring theme of all Left politics and altemative econ-
omic strategies’ has been the obsession with the City. This is
scen as an ‘off-shore’ economy populated by parasitic and
unpatriotic financiers feeding off a healthy 'real” economy.
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Chart 6

CORPORATE FINANCES
Surplus and Deficit  (in £Billions)
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If in fact, British commercial and merchant banks are small
by international comparison and have few resources of their
own. Their financial power has always rested on their access
to the vast pool of funds provided by corporate capital and
corporate pension funds, and includes the municipal funds of
Left-wing councils and trade union investments. The short-
termism of ‘the City’ is the short-termism of British capital-
ism, which is why the ‘Industry-City” argument has always
been a sterile debate.

Far from luring away the investment funds of industry or
‘creaming off” its profits, the City plays a vital role in com-
pensating for the declining profitability of Brtish industry,
without which more of it would have emigrated, Since the

The short-termism of ‘the City' is the
short-termism of British capitalism,
which is why the ‘Industry-City'
argument has always been

a sterile debate.

nise of the City in the late 19th century, the fundamental
trend has been for capital ta be ejected by declining profita-
bility in industry, not to be attracted by the City. The idea
that turning off the financial profits tap would somchow
force British capital to invest at home is therefore nonsense.
Only a fundamental change in political power would give a
government the instruments to force business men to invest
where they did not want to. But this is a contradiction, since
a government born of such conditions would preside over an
cconomy with very different problems and priorities. What
has finally killed the ‘Industry-City’ debate has not been
"facts’ but the world economy: Britain’s financial services in-
dustry is in terminal decline.

A number of factors are contributing to the City’s decline.
The City’s main customer is the global economy. If this
slumps, the demand for financial services also collapses. In-
formation technology and the extension of financial know-
how and practices have brought many more players into the
market and robbed the City of its ‘bread and butter’ services.
At one time, most insurance companies would hedge their
commitments at Lloyds. Today they can find security in
many other markets and in many other forms. Lloyds is now
relegated to the specialist insurance end of the market and
even here it is being challenged.



A survey of the foreign exchange market in London in the
current Bank of England Quarterly Bulletin (November)
shows that UK banks have only a 20% share of the volume
of forex transactions.® This reflects both the international
character of the City and the weakness of UK banks which
specialise in sterling deals, now a relatively minor part of the
world’s currency flows given Britain’s decline. Even in the
‘home’ of sterling dealing, less than 25% of total deals done
have anything to do with sterling.

A process of ‘dis-intermediation’ has also taken place. Large
corporations now have their own finance departments and do
their own money and currency dealing. Their operations can
often dwarf those of the City banks. Their credit ratings are
often higher than those of the banks, which allows them ac-
cess to cheaper funds.

But the fundamental factor undermining the City’s privileged
position has been the emergence of other major financial
powers, particularly Japan and Germany. The attempt to
compensate for a declining industrial position with financial
services could only work for a limited amount of time. Once
other countries developed powerful cconomies they too
would have accumulated the financial resources to become
players themselves. Japan is the classic example. Since com-
panies will often do business with banks of their own nation-
ality, where possible, the decline of UK corporate power has
also had an effect on the power of UK banks. German and
Japanese banks now service the largest number of big world
corporations in international markets.

Though the City is still a very important market, and will re-
main so for some time, the idea that it could retain its domin-
ance through a financial expertise build up over decades has
not proved to be the case. In the end the brute force of large
funds will hammer a way through. British financial expertise
can also be bought by new countries with plenty of cash.

It was with these factors in mind, and not Thatcher’s free
market philosophy, that the Tories undertook a liberalisation
of the financial markets. The point was to secure the UK as
an arca where intemational finance undertook its transac-
tions, helping the UK to hive off such ‘invisible’ eamnings,
even if the more visible earnings of productive activity were
harder to come by. The Big Bang of 1986, often blamed for
having created too much credit and thus too much debt, if
anything forced a reluctant City to surrender its archaic privi-
leges and open up its market. That it produced the greatest
level of delinquency in British financial history was not the
product of its greed but fitting comment on the state of Brit-
ish industry.

The net outcome of the Thatcher experiment is that not only
did it fail to alter the international competitiveness of British
industry, and not only did it fail to secure the City as the
world’s second financial market, but that the fictitious nature
of its ‘miracle’ has left so much banking, corporate and pri-
vate debt, and such a weak industrial structure, that it is no
position to weather the slump.

THE POLITICS OF
THE BEGGING BOWL

Every stripy shirt in every City bar has a strategy for getting
Britain out of the slump, "If only the government did this, if
only the government did that". The annual conference of the
Confederation of British Industry in November witnessed
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The biggest problem facing the
working class is the refusal to
recognise that there is a profound
objective crisis, and not simply
crisis of policy or a matter of the
wrong people being in charge.
Such a crisis demands larger
solutions than demanding more
government spending.
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cries of anger and despair from business. One businessman
complained of the egotistical, sclf-promoting President of the
Board of Trade, Michael Heseltine, *we have no board, no
trade, just a bloody president!’. Another remarked that if the
government’s manifesto for the April general election had
been a company prospectus, its inaccuracy ‘would have had
the entire Cabinet in jail’*® The Swn has described the
Cabinet as ‘vegetables” and regularly demands the dismissal
of ministers. Indeed, public debate has now been reduced to
finding someone to blame; Lamont, Major, Lawson,
Thatcher, the CBI, house buyers, Delors, Kohl. Well, at least
the working class isn’t getting the blame.

Amid the hysteria and recriminations utopian thinking has
increased. The government’s humiliating abandoning of the
ERM in September was proclaimed a victory. Britain was
now free to pursue her own recovery policies. Within a week,
optimism turned to deep pessimism as the consequences be-
came clear. After all, ERM membership was supposed 1o
have placed Britain at the heart of European decision mak-
ing. Pessimism turned to hope as the government was ru-
moured to have abandoned Thatcherism in favour of a retumn
to Keynesianism.

Chancellor Lamont’s Autumn Statement heralded as a turn-
ing point. et the much-hyped statement offered only a range
of gimmicks, from the abolition of a special tax on car pur-
chase, to a 1% interest rate cut, to a #750m fund for the gov-
ernment purchase of 20,000 unsold properties. As a small in-
crease in capital spending programmes is financed by saving-
s from a 1.5% ceiling on public sector pay rises, this will
clearly do little to reverse the decline. As a Financial Times
cditorial commented, ‘a recovery which will feel like a re-
cession, coming after a recession that feels like a depress-
ion’ ¢

But if the ruling class is now condemned to little more than
bouncing day to day between deep pessimism and utopian
optimism, from lashing out at ministers to abstract presenp-
tions on ‘what should be done’, the response of the official
labour movement is no better. The biggest problem facing
the working class is the refusal to recognise that there is a
profound objective crisis, not simply a crisis of policy or a
matter of the wrong people being in charge. Such a crisis de-
mands larger solutions than demanding more government
spending. The Tories do not have a pile of Treasury money
stashed away somewhere which could be ‘released’ to fund a
rescue programme for the economy. The way government
finances are going already, Britain will soon risk the loss of
its triple-A credit rating.*’ There is no basis for a "Keynesian’
U-turn in policy, which is why the government simply comes
up with gimmicks to gain time, Only self-delusion and ignor-
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The writing on the wall...

Ratio of U.K. GDP to GNP in Germany
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ance of the magnitude of Britain's objective problems can
sustain the belief - sadly widespread among the working
class - that industrial regeneration projects and training
schemes could pull the economy out of the slump. Clinging
to such utopian ‘solutions’ is only a measure of dependency
on kind-hearted Toryism and Labour rhetoric; the politics of
the begging bowl. As such the working class is condemned
to share the fate of all those sections of business who now
clamour for subsidies, hand-outs and for the government to
‘do something’: bankruptcy.

Our analysis now turns to the state of the working class.

1. Financial Ttmes, 7 November 1992. Data are for the third quarter of 1992.
2. thid, and data calculated from govemment Central Statistical Office publi-
cations, The Bank of England calculates that of the 1.5 million households af-
fected by "negative equity’ on their homes, the average deficit per houschold
is XXXX6000. See Quarterly Bulletin, August 1992.

3. The figure of £37bn for 1992/93 is from the November 1992 Autumn State-
ment. Just eight months earlier in the March Budget, the estimate for this year
was £28bn, and in the previous year's Budget the deficit was estimated at
£12bn!

4. There is no room in the present article to discuss that key feature of capitalist
growth, the tendency of the rate of profit to fall, which sets the overall environ-
ment for capitalist growth and produces crises. This will be the subject of sub-
sequent articles in Analysis, which will deal more fully with theoretical issues
arising from a Marxist understanding of today’s conditions.

5. There are differences between the post-war economic regeneration of Japan
and Germany, and it is also important to remember that in each case defeat in
war made amore acute exploitation of the workforce possible as another means
to spur economic recovery. Nevertheless, in cach case there was a common
benefit of starting anew,

6. The data are taken from an appendix on p 1082 of Lawsons book which cites
1989 study. These are useful in distinguishing hourly productivity, which is
amore accurate index of technological advance, If the data are suspect, this is
in the degree to which they flatter the growth of UK productivity, which on
CSO data for most of this period appears to be lower. Lawson’s book, since we
are here, is a rambling, long-winded apologia from a minister who played a
large part in promoting the delusions of the 1980s,

7. The ironically named Econontic Progress Report, February 1985, reports
that net external asscts of British capitalism as a percentage of domestic GDP
rose throughout the 19th century to some 180% by 1913. The First World War
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and the interwar crisis saw a drop to around 90% by 1937. After the Second
World War the net assets tumed into net liahilities by 1951. There was a small
recovery in net assets in subsequent years, but the many decades of living oft
the rest of the world had come to an end.

& The Hovercraft and Hotol space plane are other technical wonders whose
economic success left something to be desired.

9. It was the Labour Government of the mid-seventies which first said that it
was "not possible to spend your way out of recession” and began the largest
ever cuts in public spending. Labour also performed the rare feat for a post-war
govemment of forcing through a cut in real wages through its Social Contract
deal with the union chiefs. In 1976-77, wages rose by 9% while retail prices
rose by 15.9%!

10. Quoted in Christopher Huhne, feal Worid Economics, Penguin 1990, from
David Metcalf, Water Notes Dry Up,Centre for Labour Economics, Discussion
paper No 314, L.SE 1988,

11. C. Johnson, The economy under Mrs T'hatcher, 1979-1990, Penguin 1991.
Data calculated from Table 40.

12. Data calculated from Monthly Digest of Statistics, Central Statistical Of-
fice, various issues,

13. Data from the CSO Blue Book, 1992.

14. N. Crafts, Was the Thatcher experiment worth jt?, Centre for Economic
Policy Rescarch, Discussion paper No 710, August 1992,

15. See the CSO Blue Book 1992, Table 16.1.

16. Social Trends, No 22 1992, shows that in 1989 the usual number of weekly
hours worked by males in the UK was 44,0, compared to an EC average of 40.6
and close to or below that average for the major EC countries, No other country
had as high 4 number of weekly hours worked as in the UK,

17. C. Johnson, apus cit. p.201

18. Blue Book 1992,

19. C. Johnson, opus cif, Table 32, p299.

20. Subsequent data for such revenues shows that the game is not vet up. Pri-
vatisation revenues were £5.3bn in 1990-91 and £7.9bn in 1991-92, with an es-
timate of L&bn in 1992-93. Council house sales add a further several billion per
vear to government revenues. Until the assets run out...

21, Secial Trends 1992, HMSO,

22. Blue Book 1992

23. C. Johnson, opus cit, Table 38 p303

24. London as alocation has nevertheless gained ground in recent vears in total
forex volumes compared to clsewhere,

25, Financial Times, 10 November 1992,

26, Financial Times, 13 November 1992,

27, Italy’s debt problems have seen its credit rating drop down several notches
on the basis of its inability to curb a government deficit amounting to some
10% of GDP. In the UK the government deficit, excluding privatisation pro-
ceeds, will jump to over 8% in 1993.94,
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THE END OF COWLEY MAN

Last vear there were 369 industrial stoppages - the lowest in-
cidence of strike activity since figures were first kept in
1891, Although the size of the work force has increased con-
siderably in the last hundred years, 1991 was also the first
time since the 1930s that the number of days lost through
strike action fell below 1 million.! The number of stoppages
was half the figure for 1990, a third of the average for the
1980s and one seventh of the average for the 1970s? In the
first six months of this year there were just 31 stoppages, in-
volving a total of 7,400 workers. There are now 10 trade
unions for every dispute. In the middle of the greatest assault
on workers® living standards since 1945, strike activity in-
volves just 0.03% of Britain’s total workforce.*

To argue that the collapse in trade union militancy is just due
to the slump, and that it will bounce back once business
picks up, expresses a touching faith in the economy. It is also
an obliqgue admission that trade unions cannol defend
workers when they need them most and that capitalist pros-
perity is a prerequisite for trade unionism. Much of the recent
collapse in militancy is due to two years of severe recession,
but it is also the product of more long-term trends which are
not associated with the boom-bust cycle. The relatively pros-
perous vears of 1986-1990 saw a 70% decline in strike activ-
ity compared to the more recessionary 1980-85 period, Had it
not been for the NALGO strike of 1989, which alone ac-
counted for half the working days lost in that year, the drop
would have been steeper. * The average decline in strike ac-
tivity in other Western countries was 25%. Through the
booms and busts of the last 12 vears union militancy, organi-
sation and membership in Britain have steadily declined.
Membership has plummeted from the historic peak of 12
million in 1979 to 7 million in 1991. This fall is absolute, and
not relative to employment levels. Between 1979 and 1986
the labour force shrank by 1.7 million and the unions lost
2.75 million members. Between 1986 and 1990 the labour
force rose by 1.4 million, but the unions lost over a million
and a half members.® Last year alone, TUC-affiliated unions
lost half a million members.® This year the slump will cut
even deeper. Il non-paying members, retired members, and
cheating” are excluded, effective union membership is around
6 million. By the end of the century membership will be
down to 3-4 million, a figure widely accepted by the trade
union leadership who have made the appropriate financial
and staffing adjustments. Trade unions are in terminal de-
cline.

Like all the institutions of the established order in Britain,
trade unions are shrouded in a series of myths which do not
survive scrutiny. These dominate discussion - even in critical
Marxists circles. Before any sensible discussion of the future
of working class politics is possible it is necessary to dispel
such myths. But first a word about what we are not saying.

10

FAREWELLS

Statements declaring the disappearance of the working class
appear with tiresome regularity, and rarely contribute any-
thing new or of substance. Let us assure readers from the be-
ginning that they are not wasting their time on another flip-
pant ‘farewell’. Firstly, some form of rudimentary work-
place organisation will always cxist because both employers
and workers find it necessary. Despite much talk of the “pri-
macy of the market’ and the ‘manager’s right to manage’,
production is very much a social and collaborative affair that
is dependent on good ‘industrial relations’. Managers need a
structure of recognised authority, co-operation and informa-
tion and such requirements have shaped shop-floor organisa-
tion. Shop-floor trade-unionists play a significant role in en-
suring that production runs smoothly and efficiently and are
a far crv from the popular image of the stroppy, confronta-
tional ‘Trot’ who is always looking for an excuse to call out
the lads. In 1968, after a decade of increasing strike activity,
the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers As-
sociations was at pains to argue that the stereotyped image of
the shop steward undermined his role and was thus detrimen-
tal to good industnial relations, "It is wide of the mark to de-
scribe shop stewards as ‘trouble-makers’. Trouble is thrust
upon them. In circumstances of this kind they may be striv-
ing to bring some order into a chaotic situation, and manage-
ment may rely heavily on their efforts to do so. ...shop floor
decisions which generally precede unofficial strikes are often
taken against the advice of shop stewards. Thus shop ste-
wards are rarcly agitators pushing workers towards uncon-
stitutional action.... quite commonly they are supporters of
order exercising a restraining influence on their members in
conditions which promote disorder"®. Professor Hugh Clegg,
a Commission appointee, points out that ‘For the most part
the steward is perceived by others, and views himself, as an
accepted, reasonable and moderating influence; more of a lu-
bricant than an irritant.”* The Commission recommended that
the role of the shop-stewards.should be strengthened. It is not
surprising that a large number of shop stewards are also
foremen or play a supervisory role.

Total hostility towards independent work-place organization
would only impair the formal and informal structures of co-
operation and control which managers rely on since ‘inde-
pendent’ and ‘company’ structures are not only compatible
but in many practical ways inscparable. The recently publish-
ed Warwick University Industrial Relations Survey (WIRS)
shows that 90% of workplaces regularly used several
methods of non-union consultation and discussion between
management and workers. A decade of Tory rule has done
little to undermine such structures; indeed, their use has in-
creased. Even in non-union establishments, 62% of managers
had regular consultative meetings with workers. In addition,
WIRS found that there "was a clear relationship between
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regular [consultative] meetings of any sort and union
presence”. '° In addition 81% of manual shop-stewards and
76 non-manual reps report having meetings with manage-
ment that were outside any framework of negotiation or con-
sultation, though 57% of shop stewards do not even meet
with other representatives of the same union in the work-
place.”!

While management has become far more aggressive and
‘hands-on’, the massive decline in union organisation during
the last decade has not primarily been due to de-recognition,
management hostility or Tory legislation,'? but to the decline
of traditional industries and the growth of smaller scale units,
and poorly paid, unskilled, part time jobs which do not re-
quire much ‘industrial relations’.

The Thatcher Revolution, which ideologically was mainly a
middle class affair, had little impact on workers’ general atti-

tudes towards trade unions. The overwhelming majority of

workers, including those who vote Conservative, want trade
unions, even though there is a widespread feeling that they
are not very cffective. There are no major examples of
workers choosing to leave a union as a consequence of re-
jecting trade unionism. In any new enterprise where unions
are recognised, or can organise, it is still casy to achieve high
rates of unionisation. Ironically, a decade of decline has seen
trade unionism extended within the working class and its ex-
pansion into more and more areas of middle class employ-
ment. What has changed dramatically is the way workers see
trade unions. In terms of militancy, it is not argued that all
strikes are a thing of the past,

The unavoidable social as all ensure the
a high level of workplace organisation
the form of ‘“independent’ or ‘company-spon-
structures. The substance of our argument is that what
dead as a dodo is trade unionism as political strategy
which believes that such a rudimentary form of class organi-
sation, and one steeped in such narrowness and conservat-
ism, can be the basis for achieving Socialism, significant re-
form or just a defence of existing rights.

Sec . our requiem for trade unionism is not the opent
salvo of a x based on cross-class alli inks
with ‘new social movemenis. There are no ‘new social
movements' - just bourgeois fashions that come and go. The
heyday of gender politics, Green politics, sexual politics and
all the other fragmentary pursuits, is over. Cross-class al-
liances amount to nothing. Despite the complete defeat of the
contemporary form of working class politics, it is our belief
that the only constituency that can be relied upon to be the
agency of progressive social change - let alone Socialism - is
the working class. We recognise that this is just a bald state-
ment, and one that has “yet to be demonstrated theoretically
and proven in practice’.

THE EPIC AND THE REAL

Our basic proposition is that working class politics and or-
ganisation is neither static nor limited to a narrow set of or-
ganisational forms, and that one such form - trade unionism -
has outlived its usefulness. Working class politics is contin-
ually shaped and re-shaped by the changing nature of capital-
ism and bourgeois society. As stated, there can be no pro-
gress unless the collection of myths, wom-out cliches and
misconceptions that make up British trade union culture are
first discarded. Since there is no space here for a systematic
exposition of how the mythology of trade unionism has
emerged, the reader asked to forgive a ‘point-by-point’.
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To argue that the collapse in trade
union militancy is just due to the
slump, and that it will bounce back
once business picks up, expresses d
touching faith in the economy. It is
also an oblique admission that
trade unions cannot defend
workers when they need them most
and that capitalist prosperity is a
prerequisite for frade unionism.
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‘The Cutting Edge of the Class Struggle’

Many activists, who consider themselves Marxists, but
whose knowledge of Marxism is scant, believe that ‘the point
of production” was Marx’s distinctive contribution to work-
ing class politics, In fact, Marx's emphasis on ‘production’,
as opposed to the redistributive or cthical socialism of his
contemporaries, had little to do with the factory as such. For
Marx ‘production’ meant the organisation of society - class -
of which the work-place is only an instance. In contrast to the
crafl-based petit-bourgeois socialism of Joseph Proudhon,
who believed that workers could be protected from exploita-
tion by the issuing of labour ‘tickets’ for the full value of
their work, Marx argued that the individual worker is not ex-
ploited by the individual boss but as a member of a class.
Likewise, the capitalist does not extract profits from exploit-
ing ‘his’ workers but as a member of a class which as a to-
ity exploits labour.!* Such is the meaning of the Marxist
«m, “capital i1s a social relation’. The worker is not ex-

w set of intra-factory relations is Lo rob it of all its social
historical significance. The consequences of such a con-
eption of working class politics are clear.

Why then has trade unionism played such an important role?
Firstly, neither the extraction of surplus value nor the whip-
lash of managerial discipline can account for the past import-
ance of factory-based organisation since there is no fixed re-
lation between the rate of exploitation and union militancy.
That production brings worker and capitalist into ‘direct con-
frontation’ is a 19th century cliche, few workers have any
direct contact with managers, let alone capitalists. The
answer is much more simple, and relies on the worker’s
qualities as a social being rather than as a productive ma-
chine: factories bring workers together.'* It is the experience
of discussion, argument and organising with fellow workers,
not the sting of economie exploitation, which politicises the
working class. As will be argued later, this process can take
many forms and is neither exclusive nor ‘natural’ to the fac-
tory.

Capitalism will be destroved by the same forces that have
buried every class regime and knocked down every dictator-
ship: a hunger for political emancipation in people who have
acquired a broader view of society and who feel the inade-
quacy of existing social arrangements. Not the pangs of an
empty stomach but a mind full of ideas and new aspirations.
[t is not surprising that whenever the working class has been
gripped by such sentiments it has instinctively moved out of
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actories, left behind a muck of a one-dimensional exist-
ence and headed for the centre of town. Production belongs
in the factory. But politics, and power, is in the city.

Related to the ‘primacy of production’ is the idea of trade
unionism as a ’school of struggle’. Again, a 19th century
myth, Up to the First World War, when trade-unions were
still a feared and ‘oppositional” force in society, unions did
play a si milic ucation of a sma
nt section of the workmg class. After the Second
orld War, trade unions became an integral part of bour-
geois society, the state, and capitalist strategy (which is what
‘concensus politics” means). While certain strikes have hg
politicising effect, the ov erall effect of this de onserva-
e institution has been to ng class with all
the @ deeply conservative outlook: a deferential
and delegative concept of democracy, routinism, proce-
durism, respect of legality and law and order, parochialism,
Little Englander nationalism and Great British chauvinism. It
is plainly absurd to continue to consider such a profoundly
conservati wenary institution as a ‘school of strug-

e \

Trade unionism does not imbue
workers with ‘class consciousness’
or even a vague notion of ‘them
and us’, but a sectional mentalit
which is usually directed agai
other workers.

Such an idea can only be sustained by romanticism and
dragging up quotes from Marx, Lenin and Trotsky which
refer to other places and other times. In reality the over-
whelming majority of workers are never involved in any
form of trade union work and less than 1 in 20 has ever en-
gaged in industrial action of any sort. Since the beginning of
this century there has been no necessary connection between
a high level of union density and a high level of militancy.
With one of the highest density levels in the world, Britain is
mid-ranking in the militancy league. During the 1980s, many
European countries with lower densities had significantly
better strike records - Greece, Spain, Italy - while countries
with high densities did worse - France, Germany, Nether-
lands, Norway, Sweden. ¥

Neither does this concept square with the historical or con-
temporary experience. E. P. Thompson’s highly recommend-
able work, The Making of the English Working Class, has
shown that, cven during its formative period, the working
class has been politicised through all sorts of experiences: the
dissenting churches, Sunday schools, reading and discussion
clubs of all sorts, the pub, riots, news-sheets of every variety
etc. For an older generation of workers, evening classes and
the local library have probably done more to raise and
broaden their political outlook than any other single institu-
tions. In the last three decades most people have started to
become political through music, film and left-wing activities
related to international events, not through their trade union
experience,

Trade unionism does not imbue workers with ‘class con-
sciousness’ or even a vague notion of ‘them and us’, but a
sectional mentality which is usually directed against other
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workers: electricians are scabs, chippies are walleys, Asians
don’t go to branch meetings, Blacks are not interested in
unions, engincers consider themselves an aristocracy, plas-
terers are mad, anvone who works in an office or has an edu-
cation is obviously suspect, and so on. The workplace is full
of these petty patriotisms and trade unionists - left or right -
breed on them. The net result is not an education in anti-capi-
talist ideas but a school of compromise, conformity and
every rotten sectional attitude.

‘Taking Control’
The distinction between a reactionary union leadership and a
potentially revolutionary membership is the basic concept
which animates the scores of little rank and file groups that
exist up and down the country and the reason why they al-
ways remain isolated hittle groups. If only there was democ-
racy, they argue, honest lefl-wing candidates would get to
the top, and trade unions would once again be real fighting
class oxgamsahons While few rank and file members can be
as moronic_as-Norfian Willis or Bill Jordan, a-under:
standimg Tefuses to recognise that both leadership and mem-
hefship share the same political cutlook, social attitudes, and
“national’ values. While the leadership has betrayed many a
strike, the idea of an activist membership straining at the
leash and constrained by a conservative leadership is pure
fantasy. The notion of a leadership which has permanently,
usurped union power against the will of the membership bg-
Qngs Lo bourgeois sociology and has no place in a materjafist
analysts~Lhe union leaders are able to betray stpike€s and
thwart activism becausc [hcy arc abie 1o convey to the mem-
bership the futility of its own narrow politics. Here is Dave
Osler of Socialist reporting on the GEC Alsthom (formerly
Ferguson Paillin) strike in January this year. Iis report is a
good illustration of the conservative, stagnant and narrow at-
titudes that pervade shop-floor activism and provide almost
all the cliches of Labourist romanticism; the golden glow of
a mythical tradition, the ‘dignity of toil’, ‘the lads’, ‘the em-
pire’, craftsmanship, and deference to seniority. All that is
missing is a brass band playing the theme music from the
Hovis advert and a Northern accent, which the reader’s im-
agination can provide. ‘The strike is mainly about saying a
flat "no” to 142 compulsory redundancies. On another level it
is also about tradition, pride in a job well done and the right
to have a bit of a laugh while vou work. "It was a bloody
good firm when 1 came here 39 years ago™ said Lenny, a
picket in his sixties, "You worked hard, but you enjoyed it...
Ferguson Paillin was world-renowned. You could go any-
where in the world and find Ferguson Paillin switch gear.
People used to have pride here. Now they just knock it out. |
never thought this place would go like this... You get a bloke
been here a month telling a bloke who’s been here 33 years
he’s not wanted." ¢

*You worked hard, but enjoyed it”! This is the kind of back-
ward, subservient, sentimental rubbish that prolonged expo-
sure to trade unionism can causc and which the liberal
middle classes find so appealing. One does not need to be a
Marxist to know that the Alsthom strike is doomed. It is ob-
vious that when it comes to class struggle any wet-behind-
the-ears management traince or sharp-suited union official
from head office can run circles around our Lenny. And
Lenny is what grass-roots trade-unionism is all about,

A shared political and bureaucratic culture is also why the
transition from left-wing rebel to right-wing bureaucrat, or
personnel manager, is so effortless and so common. The
reader need only think of all the left-wing trade union heroes
of the past. There is enough of them to keep Labour Brief-
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Since the performance of trade
unionism in Britain is patently
abysmal it can only be validated
as an effective strategy by
comparing our ‘grand tradition’
with mythical demons.

ing’s *Traitor of the Month® column in business well into the
next century. An activist membership can never ‘take con-
trol’ of a union because the narrowness and conservatism of
trade unionism itself is the basis of a bureaucracy which is
immune to any democratic or socialist challenge.

u Pl A\ U bogsin e
In addition, rank & file-ists should take a serious look at
themselves. Surely their failure to seriously challenge a con-
servative leadership is also related to the fact that their own
existence is also based on the de-politicisation of the work-
force, undemocratic and corrupt practices and all sorts of ma-
noeuvrings. This allows trade union activists and the union
petit-bureaucracy a free run of branch life, to pass resolution-
s, divert funds, etc. In sum, the existence of trade union radi-
calism is based on the very same lack of democracy as that
which sustains the conservative leadership it opposes, but
will one day become. Rank & file-ists simply colonise a dif-
ferent part of the union. The union leadership knows this and
allows the activists enough space to get on with their harm-
less interests. If things get out of hand - which is rare since it
is a well established tradition and cveryone knows the rules
of the game - the leadership can easily re-assert control by
bribing the aspirant petit-bureaucrats and mobilising the
membership to crush those that don’t knuckle under, In re-
ality, most rank & file activists buckle even before this 1s
necessary.

Tribalism

Since the performance of trade unionism in Britain is pat-
ently abysmal it can only be validated as an effective strategy
by comparing our ‘grand tradition’ with mythical demons.
These take several forms: American unions which are busi-
ness unions, the EEPTU which is a scab union, non-TUC
unions which are not ‘real’ unions, white-collar unions which
are a bit wobbly because they are middle class. Not to men-
tion what the Japanese are! Two examples expose the reac-
tionary nature of such ‘comparisons’.

Among activists ‘American trade-unions’ is svnonymous
with ‘yellow trade-unionism’. Apparently, over there they
don’t have real trade unions, since they are all company
unions which always suck up to the bosses. This reactionary
Jibe against the American working class rests on ignorance.
First, the ignorance of confusing a high degree of union den-
sity with militancy. Although the US has lower union den-
sitics, it also has a far better record of combativity, bitter
struggle and heroism. Sccondly, the ignorant myth that
American unionism is fundamentally different from the good
old British variant. In Britain ‘staff associations’ are wide-
spread. The majonty TUC affiliates do not even call them-
selves ‘unions’ but ‘associations’. But most important of all,
unions in Britain share the same ‘business’ outlook as those
of their US counterparts and see themselves as organisations
retailing cheap insurance, cheap holidays and cheap legal
backup. Finally, a disparaging attitude towards US labour has
much to do with the anti-Americanism that is so fashionable
among the middle classes.
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EEPTU - mention these five letters in any trade-union milieu
and the most conservative, spineless, bootlicking union offi-
cial will suddenly get up on his hind legs to be transformed
into a fiery defender of the class. For a moment the union
bureaucracy and the Left are as one. It’s all hot air and thea-
trics. The EEPTU, which along with the NUM is one of the
only unions which can boast of having played a major role in
bringing down a Conservative government, is no different in
its politics from any other union. What irritates a number of
the more backward unions is simply that it is more efficiently
run and so gets its opportunist moves in first. The T&GWU,
which for some unknown reason has a reputation as a Left
union, has been just as eager to poach members and sign
sweetheart deals. However, it is so disorganised, incompetent
and corrupt that the services it offers are archaic. The
EEPTU is universally detested because it cheekily exposed
the fact that the ‘principles’ of the union movement are bunk.

The notion of a “grand tradition’ is also intertwined with the
‘epic history” which is part of British chauvinist culture. For
Henry Phelps Brown, Emeritus Professor of Labour Econ-
omics at the LSE, and a respected establishment figure,
trade-unionism is part of the British character itself, "Some
charactenistics of the British people that appear as distinctive
on an international comparison have helped to make strong
unions. Thus it appears that the British combine their domi-
nant individualism with a capacity for co-operation. They
readily form spontancous associations for particular pur-
poses, devising their own forms of organisation in great var-
iety. They are conservative of established practice and
dogged in defence of what they regard as their rights. Gener-
ally, then, they find it natural to join a union, and loyalty to it
also comes naturally."!” Phelps Brown recogmises well that
trade-unionism breeds that stupefying docility and spirit of
compromise which the Establishment so admires in ‘their’
workmen and without which the ‘uniqueness’ of British pol-
itical stability would not be possible.

Trade unions = Working class.

The English language, at least as it is spoken in Britain, has
provided reformism with a versatile term that expresses its
ideological dominance; labour. The term, as in ‘the labour
movement’, sometimes with a capital ‘> , sometimes in
lower case, conveniently fails to distinguish between the La-
bour Party, the unions, the local council, the Left, and of
course, the working class. For the Labour Party boss or trade
union bureaucrat it is the credentials of property and tenure,
For the Labour Party entryist, or the left-wing activist who
has weaselled himself a trade union post by doing favours
and donkey work, it has the convenience of concealing his
divided loyalty to Labour (the party), Labour (the union) and
Labour (the working class), To all, it is a reassuring term
which sustains the myth of a wider structure in society, a
movement.

Of course, there is no such thing as a labour movement. The
immense majority of working people are oblivious to even
the presence of all those who supposedly are fighting on their
behalf. Even in countries with very high membership den-
sities, unions only involve a small section of the working
class. The confusion between the working class and the bure-
aucratic caste that preys upon it, has generated another con-
venient confusion between the union structure and ‘the or-
ganised working class’. In fact, the culture of trade unionism
is one of delegation and passivity, not action and participa-
tion. That a worker has union dues deducted automatically
from his wages by his employer, to go straight into the cof-
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fers of a union he may not even know he is a member of, to
be ‘represented’ by an official he is only likely to see once in
a blue moon, if at all, is hardly a sign of “organisation’,

The fallacy of trade-unionism’s
claim to represent the working class
is exposed when one considers the
many sections of the working class
which it has traditionally ignored.

L e e s e e T R S AT

On the contrary, the trade union bureaucracy - whether the
leadership or the petit-bureacracy of the branches - is
‘powerful’ precisely because workers are not organised and
never participate in anything. This is particularly the case in
Britain, and accounts for the proliferation of glossy union
news sheets, which look the same as company news sheets
and are often produced by the same publishing groups, Their
role, as in the case of company news sheets, is to convey a
sense of ‘belonging’ and ‘involvement’ to a non-participating
membership. Things are not much better when workers get
‘actively involved’ in a strike. Encounter any group of ordi-
nary waorkers on strike and the story is almost always the
same: no one knows what is going on, so-and-so from the
union is supposed lo come down to explain what is going on,
cle.

The fallacy o c-unionism’s claim to represent the w
ing classasexposed when one considers the many sections of
rking class which it has traditionally ignored. Today,
ith a collapsing membership base, desperate union officials
can be scen scouring the country in their Ford Sierras looking
for any group of workers who can pay dues. It was not very
long ago when trade-unionism meant the activity of a narrow
jon of skilled and semi-skilled men. Indeed, onc of
reason the trade union membership has
hit s its tradition 1 Tow base.

Although men still account for 62% of union membership,
the recent massive losses in membership have been almost
entircly male as traditional occupations and long established
industries disappear and patterns of employment shift lo-
wards more flexible and irregular types of work ’® In the last
year that we have accurate figures for, 1989-90, there was a
17% fall in the TU density of male full-time workers. Two
thirds of the jobs created during the 1980s were taken up by
women and were predominantly part-time and low paid. Of
course, there is no objective reason why such workers cannot
be unionised, but the existing union culture, which is pre-
dominantly geared towards the easy extracting of dues, and
not towards involving workers, cannot deal with such condi-
tions.

‘Unshackle the Unions’

This slogan, currently favoured by sections of what remains
of the Labour Left, is based on the belief that the collapse of
trade unionism 1s largely due to Tory anti-union laws, Their
abrogation would, presumably, restore the trade union move-
ment to its supposedly former fighting glory. It is doubtful
whether anyone actually believes this. While loss of legal
protection undoubtedly discourages industrial action, even if
the law is not applied, it cannot account for the collapse of
militancy. Western countries which have retained legal privi-
leges have seen a similar or even greater decline. Many
countries where trade unionists are persecuted still manage 1o
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haye-stikes. The overwhelming concern of workers co
ng industrial action is not the law, but the possibility th
their actions might damage the company’'s economic via-
bility and provoke job losses. Once this calculation enters the
workplace, trade unionism as a political movement is fin-
ished, The ‘Unshackle the Unions’ slogan is an attemp

ion on the Tories, and therefore repres un-
willingness to confron )] Teasons for the crisis in
working class politics. Take the example of collective bar-
gaining, which was the origin of much of the ‘militancy” of
the late 1950s and 1960s, Higher wages were seen as rclated
to the unions’ capacity to pressurc the management. Even
conservative minded workers were prepared to back militant
action as there was a good chance that it would prove effec-
tive.

Today, workers know that the union’s ability to negotiate is
largely irrelevant and that the defining factor in wage settle-
ments is the state of the economy. As a consequence the con-
cept of ‘union muscle’ has been replaced by ‘service’. It is
not the collective strength that a union may offer which moti-
vates workers to join unions, but the helplessness ol the indi-
vidual worker, If you are injured at work, you need someone
who knows the law to sort things out. Work-place discipline
is now stricter and it is easier to get mto the kind of trouble
that can lose vou your job, even i you are a white collar
worker or a professional. Here unions are still able to provide
a useful service. The repeal of anti-union legislation is there-
fore unlikely to change the union power.

"Bowed but Undefeated"

‘ommon arguments against the picture painted abave are the
high rates of membership and the number of significant
stfikes that have taken place in some sections of the labour
fgree. Such arguments depend entirely on the selective use
facts and stalistics. The myth of trade union power is only
sustainable with reference to the public sector. As stated,
trade unionism no longer has any meaning in the private sec-
tor because unemployment and the state of the economy now
totally dominate the ‘pay and conditions’ scene. Negotiation
and ‘collective bargaining’ now only mean the process by
which workers are informed of what the management is will-
ing, or able, to pay. There is nothing to bargain or negotiate.

Although the last decade saw the widespread introduction of
market principles and mechanism in the public sector, it was
gencrally spared the savagery of the private sector. The
Thatcher Revolution had its limits. It is not surprising that
the only sector to experience increasing union density were
the fire, police, justice, defence and security services, which
rose 4% in one year alone {1989-90).'* While the average
density in the private sector is around 32%, it 1s 64% in na-
tional and local government, 92% in rail, transport and postal
services, 66% for hospital workers, 62% in secondary educa-
tion, 56% in higher education and 53% in the emergency/se-
curily services. In 1991, when the TUC affiliated unions lost
half a million members, only three large unions (100,000
plus members) made gains; NALGO, which gained 15,282
members, the CPSA (1,889) and NASUWT (1,326). The
smaller unions which made gains were; Inland Revenue Staff
Federation, Prison Officers Association, Society of Radio-
graphers, First Division Association, Education Institute of
Scotland and the FBU. As one /DS report has commented "In
the public sector... levels of trade union organisation are
higher than thought possible 20 years ago. And, overall, the
level of union membership [density] is about the same as it
was at the end of the War, before the long period of sustained
growth.", 3¢
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The figures for strike activity also indicate the public sector’s
privileged positon, The table below shows that with rare ex-
ceptions in most years a single public sector, or semi-public
sector, strike has accounted for the bulk of industrial action.

THE MAJOR STRIKES

As % of all days lost

1979 Engineers 54
1984 Miners 83
1985 Miners 63
1987 Telecom workers 41
1988 Postal workers 28
1989 Council workers 49
1990 Engineers 16
1991 Council workers 13

Source: Employment Gazette, May 1992.

During the last decade there has been a tacit understanding
between the State and the public sector unions. The basis of
this agreement has been that the unions would do nothing to
prevent the crippling of trade-unionism in the private sector
{no solidarity or concerted action of any sort) and would not
fight against the destruction of welfare services. In return the
State would not destroy the public sector trade unions,

These days are now over. The need for massive cuts in state
spending - even before the Treasury's debacle over exchange
rates - has numbered the days of the public sector unions.
Smashing the public sector unions is an incscapable pre-req-
uisite for the level of cuts the Treasury has in mind. At the
level of local government, which accounts for the bulk of
state employment, both Labour and Conservative local auth-
oritics arc equally determined to balance the books even if
this means defeating the unions by any means necessary.

It is impossible to predict whether the public sector will put
up some kind of a fight or just cave in after a few militant
gestures. The latter would be true to form. There are likely to
be some very bitter local struggles, each one of which will be
heralded as evidence that the trade union movement is not
dead. What can be said without fear of contradiction is that
as a whole public sector unions will be crushed. Even if a
wave of public sector strikes ejects the Tories from power
and brings forth a Labour government - a hope in the back of
many activists’ minds - the new administration will essen-
tially pursue the same policy.

The Wages Fallacy

Finaly, an argument often forwarded to refute the idea that
the trade union movement is dead is that through the 1980s
workers have maintained wage levels. Despite all the defeats
- the argument goes - the Tories have not been able, or have
not dared, to attack the heartland of trade unionism - the
wage - for fear of awaking a sleeping giant. The trade union
movement is therefore still intact, it quictly retains its
strength, and once it regains its confidence it will rise up to
deliver a mighty blow. This argument is entirely based on
Tory lies and propaganda which does not distinguish be-
tween nominal wages and the real level of working class con-
sumption

In genceral, nominal wages have been maintained or have
risen slightly, as the Tories never tire of reminding the work-
ing class. But nominal wages only conceal the vary partial
nature of working class “prosperity’ during the 1980s for sev-
eral reasons.
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The need for massive cuts in state
spending - even before the
Treasury's debacle over exchange
rates - has numbered the days of
the public sector unions. Smashing
the public sector unions is an
inescapable pre-requisite to

the level of cuts the Treasury has in
mind.

Conceptual Error.

It is often forgotten that “the wage’, like any economic term,
is a relative concept. "so much money for so much work".
What workers get for their labour can decline while nominal
wages stay the same, or rise, if the intensity of labour or the
amount of work is increased. The previous section on the
British economy has pointed out how labour productivity
rose significantly during the early 1980s at about 6% a year.
[t continued to rise during the latter 1980s, though at a slower
rate. Since the level of wage nises does not match the rise in
labour productivity, the working class lost out

[t is not surprising to find that during the 1980s every single
factor indicative of the conditions of labour has significantly
deteriorated: shorter or abolished break times, faster line
speeds, longer average working weeks, increasing use of
shift work or ‘rostering’, occupational illness and accidents.
Far from protecting workers [rom speed-ups and work ‘re-
design’, trade unions have played a fundamental role in con-
vineing workers that such measures were ‘incvitable’.

Statistical Error.

The largest increase in employment during the 1980s, about
2/3, was in the type of jobs which easily slip through the
government’s statistical gathering techniques. For example, a
large car plant decides to close down its subsidised canteen
and take on a catering sub-contractor. The sub-contract re-
employs the old canteen staff at lower wages, reduced condi-
tions (holidays, etc), and with a higher workload. He also
raiscs the prices of meals provided, which are marginally
better than those provided by the old canteen, but are also
more expensive. The real standard of living has declined for
both canteen staff and car worker. Yet statistics will show a
very different picture. As canteen staff are paid less than car-
workers their exclusion from the car manufacturer’s payroll
will raise the average wage statistics in the car industry, al-
though wages have not gone up and car-workers’ disposable
income has been eroded due to more expensive meals, As
statistics for small sub-contracting firms are difficult to
gather they do not drag down national wage rates.

There 1s also a multitude of factors which undermine a wor-
ker’s level of consumption but do not clfect nominal rates.
We need only mention two.

Social Service Cuts.

It is impossible to calculate
sumption is made up by
tion, etc., but there is
1970s it accounted for abo
ployment benefit now accou

1ol all state spend-
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ing, it is not necessary to detail the wholesale slaughter of
state services to the working class. Equally unnecessary is
any comment on the trade unions’ exemplary failure to de-
fend services.

Unemployment

Nominal wage statistics only calculale earnings while at
work. Since periods of unemployment and lay-offs arc now
experienced by over half the work force, a reasonable assess-
ment of how well, or badly, the working class fared during
the 1980s would have to calculate an average of income
while in and out of employment. A building labourer who
‘took home’ £120 between 1984 and 1987, £400 during the
boom years between 1988 and 1990, and has been drawing
£40 dole ever since, has an average weekly take home pay of
£175.

Given the highly occupanonall\ scgmented nature of the
waorkin ible to gw. an all -encom-

who until now were relatively sheltered from the ravages of
the market have maintained their income levels. The latest
round of public sector cuts will show if this has been due
the presence of unions or Tory unwillingness to implement
ajor changes. In less ‘price sensitive’ sectors of the private
r, many skilled workers, or those with supervisory
skills, axe_experienced real rises in income. In many other
sectors, particufasdy_the service industries, incomes and con-
ditions have deteriorated:

In a country where 20% of the population lives below the
poverty line, where millions live on wages as little as £1.65,
in appalling work and safety conditions, where levels of pov-
erty not scen since the 1920s affect increasing numbers of
people, there scems little cause for self-congratulation from
any section of the labour movement.

BUILDING JERUSALEM

The previous sections have outlined some of the my ths
which conceal the ideological inadequacy of trade unionism
in defending workers® basic rights, let alone a strategy for
achieving Socialism. There are also objective and historical
limits to trade unionism, both as a general strategy and as the
particular form that trade unionism has taken in post-war Bri-
tain.

It is a peculiarity of social consciousness that *having a histo-
v’ bestows legitimacy on institutions which, like doddering
Lords, have long ‘passed it’. Peculiar, because if anything the
patina of age is a certain indicator of irrelevance. Institutions
never stand the test of time and societies which find comfort
in longevity are usually moribund. Unfortunately, nowhere is
this mode of thinking more entrenched than among the work-
ing class. Understandably so. Continually accosted and at-
tacked by powerful and well established institutions, the
working class continually veams for something solid and
permament of its own. Tt is not only the burcaucratic men-
tality which has created a labour movement so steeped in
committee work, ‘proper procedure’, officialdom, rule books,
and a hierarchical management structure. The bureaucratic
mind feels at home among the polished brass and marble, the
Victorian gothic, the heavy oak panelling, the leathered seal-
ing and the rustle of briefing papers that is the world of La-
bour. But that the ‘popular will has captured such an alien
world is also a source of confidence and pnde for many ordi-
nary working class people. Far more lamentable is that most
of the Left thinks the same way. Nothing could be more
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THE CLOSED SHOP 1984
% of establishments in which all manual workers have
to be unionised

All 17
Private manufacture 16
Private services 10
Nationalised Industries 68
Public services 15

foreign to the revolutionary spirit. The institutions of the
working class cannot be the same as those of the established
order, If the working class is continually shaped and re-
shaped by capitalism, then its organization must be contin-
ually changing.

The culture of ‘this grand labour movement of ours’ conceals
the fact that although Britain has one of the oldest trade-
union movements, trade-unionism, like democracy and vot-
ing, is a relatively new phenomenon. Most socialists today
would consider the tradc-unions of the 19th century to be
scab organisations which were ultra-conservative, gener'lll_\,
anti-working class, and had more in common with the poorer
Masonic lodges than with anything recognised as trade
unionism today. Modem British trade-unionism cmerged
around the turn of the century, at the same time as in most
ther industrialised countries. Trade-unionism before the
ccond World War was still very much restricted to the
killed worker. Where unskilled workers were unionised, it
generally involved groups of workers that belong to or-
ganised communities; dockers, seamen, and the miners.

What is left of trade unionism today 1s very much a post-war
product, and in particular the social, industrial, and imperial-
ist consensus which the bourgeoisie was eager to foster after
1945, Two factors account for the ‘strength’ of trade union-
ism in Britain, neither of which has much to do with class
struggle.

1) The Welfare State.

The ruling class has always been hostile to the idea of a wel-
fare state and promises of ‘full employment’. In 1945 it had
little choice but to introduce it, both as a palliative to popular
unrest and as the corollory to a desperate drive for ‘national
efficiency’. Trade-unionism ensured that both demands were
interpreted within their proper limits,

2) Nationalization

The calamity of the Second World War, which came only 18
vears after a war which had crippled British global power for
ever, convinced British capital that a far-reaching attempt to
refurbish British capitalism was necessary. The meekness of
the ‘organised labour movement’ during the 1930s, and its
cooperativeness during the war effort, finally convinced the
bourgeoisie that the ‘proles’ could be trusted with a larger
degree of influence. If trade union control of the working
class had sustained S5 years of hard graft and sacrifices, it
could also be used to revamp British industry. In any case,
the ruling class had few options.

A far-reaching programme of renewal, in which the nation-
alised industries were to play a strategic role, would need
substantial working class support. [t was in this context that a
high-degree of unionization, particularly in the nationalised
industries, was actively encouraged. As the WIRS has
pointed out "management might still find it in their interest to
have the great majority of their employees represented by
trade unions and indeed to take positive steps to encourage
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union membership.... the highest incidence of such cencour-
agement was in the nationalised industries".21

In conclusion, the limits of trade unionism as an emancipa-
torv vehicle for the working class are not only ideological,
are not only those of ideological and organizational narrow-
ness, which are inherent to trade unionism itself, but alse
stemm from historical conditions particular to Britian. The
post-war trade union movement was predominantly shaped
by ruling class concessions and was ‘strong” only on paper. It
had no substance and acquired no back-bone. Irrespective of
who rules bourgeois Britain in the future, the post-war world
of ‘national concensus’ and welfare liberalism is well and
truly over. The grand tradition of collective bargaining
backed by displays of orderly militancy belongs to the days
of easy profits and labour shortages, when fat imperialism
allowed wage rises to be passed on to colonial markets. Once
Britain had decided to join the EEC the days of Cowley Man
were numbered. The militancy of the early 1970s was essen-
tally conservative in nature; an attempt to retain past ar-
rangements.

Even if industrial action over public sector pay cuts brings
down the present Conservative government, Labour will only
follow through with a more thorough attack on the working
class. Even if there is an uptum in the economy before the
end of the century - and it looks increasingly that there will
not be - you can bet your giro that the bourgeoisie will not
allow a fragile recovery to be compromised by a return to the
old days.

Up to now the analysis we have presented has shown the
bankruptey of the current form of working class politics and
organization in terms of its inadequacy in meeting past chal-
lenges. It is only when considering future problems that the
political disaster which threatens the working class, if it re-
mains in its present state, becomes clearer. The greatest chal-
lenge facing the working class is war.

INFORMATION

WARWICK INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS STUDY
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Workplace Industrial Relations in Transition, by N. Millward, M. Stevens, D,
Smart, W, Hawes, can be obtained from Dartmouth Publishing Co, Ltd, Gower
House, Croft Road, Aldershot, Hants, GUIl 3HR. Tel. 0252 3315%1. The
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cifically designated or not, and four pages on every conceivable aspect of the
professional qualifications of personnel managers, but not a word on how
many of them have trade union backgrounds.

The WIRS found "a picture of widespread decline since the mid-1980s in trade
union membership, recognition, collective bargaining and the closed shop. Al-
though part of the explanation for these changes was the changing composition
of workplaces, declining support for trade unions among employers and em-
ployees seemed to be 2 more relevant factor in the late 1980s" p.109 "The de-
cline in [union] density between 1984 and 1990 is certainly parily explicable
by the drop in the number of workplaces with 100 per cent membership and the
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membership up to 1984 was largely due to "widespread closures of mature,
highly unionised parts of manufacturing industry during the recession of the
early 1980s" and "the most striking feature....is the increase in the proportion of
establishments with no [union] members at all" p.60
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3.

THE ROAD TO WAR

"The British Government is asking
for assurances from Chancellor
Hitler. He will doubtless give them,
for I doubt not he is a man of peace.
But these questions are not decided
by men. Economic forces are the big
pressure which change men’s minds
overnight. Hamburg people live on
trade, and Germany cannot pay for
her imports unless she is permitted to
export. And people who cannot trade
will arm, and, despite peaceful protes-
tations, they will one day use arms to
get the freedom to work and live."

S. W. Alexander, City Editor,

Sunday Express, 10th May 1936

"The punitive tariffs on imports of
European white wines and other farm
products, which the United States
now threatens to impose, are a single
loaded pistol aimed at Europe. The
order to fire has still to be given. If it
is, Europe may well fire back and
both sides will then roll out their
larger cannon."

Business Section, Sunday Times,

8 November 1992

"There is fury in America over the
failure of the GATT talks. They are
out for revenge. Talk of trade war is
commonplace. With a low interest
rate and cheap currency they are well
armed for it.... The Americans lived
without Cuban cigars. With their ex-
cellent domestic wine, Americans can
surely live without Chablis and Mon-
trachet. The French could easily
become the Cubans of the Nineties."
Alistair McAlpine, Sunday Express,

8 November 1992
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Suddenly the idea of war, this time between the major West-
ern powers, is no longer the exclusive preoccupation of those
who consider rivalries between imperialist countries to be the
defining feature both of global and domestic politics. Of
course, there will not be war tomorrow or even the day after.
An enfeebled agreement over world trade will be hammered
out since it is in no-ones interest to see a collapse of the
world economy. But there is now a universal recognition,
and a latent fear, that such a possibility, unthinkable only a
decade ago, is a danger to be considered.

Is war between the three major power blocks, the US, Europe
and Japan, really possible? Surely the enormous price paid
by the major powers in two world wars, in human, political
and economic terms, has taught the major Western powers
that war is simply not an option to be considered? Surely the
prospect of a ‘no-win-all-lose” atomic confrontation sets de-
finitive limits to aggressive manoeuvres? Surelv modern
‘Western values’ will save the world from another round of
senseless butchery? However angry, a man does not stamp
on an open bear trap. The choice between negotiation or an-
nihilation leaves no room for the kind of imperialist adven-
tures which dominated world politics before 1914.

Unfortunately, alternatives in politics never present them-
selves as such stark and obvious choices. Were this to be the
case, politicians would not get themselves into the kinds of
situations from which they are subsequently unable to extri-
cate themselves. In a system of nivalries between nations
seeking to dominate each other, the opportunism which leads
lo war seems a viable strategy because the shori-term
benefits of aggression are clear, while the ultimate dangers
are not. A fictional example shows how, in the context of a
depression of greater proportions than the 1930s, of greater
instability (disintegration of Russia, the Middle East and the
Third World), the major powers can casily get themselves
into the kind of pickle no one would knowingly bargain for.

BLUNDERING INTO WAR

The Context.

The former Soviet Union starts to break up since it becomes
clear that it cannot industrialise by itself and that foreign in-
vestment is not forthcoming. America is broke and Europe,
i.e. Germany, does not have the resources to invest beyond
very specific interests in the most industrialised parts of East-
em Europe. The only option for Russia’s ruling elite is to cke
out a precarious existence by facilitating foreign control of
marketable parts of the country’s economy. Different sec-
tions of the old bureaucracy start to colonize different re-
sources. One such section takes control of Siberia, a region
with considerable mineral wealth, with large supplies of oil,
gas and cellulose, and establishes an Independent Siberian
Republic. The move is deeply resented by other sections of
the bureaucracy and the other republics, particularly the more
impoverished ones, which are dependent on Siberian re-
sources. The Siberian Republic’s most vital objective is to
protect itself, and consolidate its fragile power, by rapid in-
dustrialisation. This means developing a close relationship
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with one of the major power blocs. Japan 1s the most advant-
ageous choice.

Japan 1s also extremely keen to sirike up a relationship with
the newly formed Siberian Republic. Indeed, it has played a

effect, the US has Japan ‘by the balls’ - despite its industr
and financial power - because America and her “sphere of in-
fluence’, Canada and Latin America, are still its most import-
ant markets. This reality, and the daily humiliations and inse-
curity which result from it, hang over every aspect of
Japanese politics. Everything; employment policy, food pol-

litical system, the level of pension payments, relates to

Japan also suffers the added disadvantage that it is poor in

raw materials and all its sources are in American ‘spheres of

influence’. For example, the US has been pressing Iran,
Japan’s main oil supplier, to end its favourable long term
contract. The formation of the Siberian Independent Republic
electrifies the Japanese political scene. For the first time
there is a real chance that Japan can shed its subservience to
the US and develop its own Pacific “sphere of influence’.
The development of Siberia will also distract from the politi-
cal dissension which the depression has created and allow the
country to be united around a single project. Nikon Shimbun,
Japan’s leading business daily, leads with ‘Japan T1as A Fu-
ture.” Japan can play a role in the world.

After a high powered visit, which includes the Emperor Aki-
hito, the Siberian Republic and Japan sign an accord, which
includes a programme of far-reaching industrial cooperation
and a mutual defence clause. In exchange for a guaranteed
and non-manipulative source of cheap raw materials from a
politically dependent Siberian Republic, the Japanese will
provide long term investment credit for industrialization.
Since the same Japanese corporations which use raw ma-
terials are also those which produce industrial machinery,
providing long-term credit is not a'-major problem.

The move is quickly identified by the United States as poten-
tially the greatest threat to its interests. The State Department
defines this in the following terms:

a) Japancse hegemony over the Pacific, even if only involy-
ing its Western reaches, would leave America ‘trapped’ be-
tween an ocean dommated by Japan and an Atlantic ocean
dominated by Europe. It will not be long before Japanese
power would deny Amenica access to South East Asia and
therefore close off a strategic route to the Middle East and
Africa. In such a situation US strategy would collapse and it
would not be able to defend its interests in these areas.

b) The economic aspects of the Siberian-Japanese accord are
a direct attack on Amenca’s traditional control of the world’s
commodity markets Even if these are not affected in strict
economic terms, the Accord will nevertheless be seen as
challenge by the world community. America cannot hope to
counter the extreme ‘mdependentist” pressures that the de-
pression has put on these markets by Europe if it climbs
down on Siberia Already some Arab states are talking of es-
tablishing an oil agreement with Europe.

c) If Japan 1s able to industnalise Siberia, how long before
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v, the fortunes of the Liberal Democratic Party, reform of

In a system of rivalries between
nations seeking to dominate each
other, the opportunism which leads
to war seems a viable strategy
because the short-term benefits of
aggression are clear, while the
ultimate dangers are not.

Chyna falls under her domination? Every Asian country
wapting to be a modern industrial power would be queuing to
accords with Japan. A conjunction between the Japanese
ndustrial power-house and 2 billion people wanting to indus-
trialise at all costs is something the US simply cannot permit.

w.

d) Japanese access lo a source of cheap raw materials will
enable it to reduce prices considerably and further challenge
American markets,

Events.

The US President and the National Security Council meet to
consider a course of action. Direct and immediate action is
ruled out - it would only cause instability - in favour of put-
ting the heat on Japan from all sides and ‘step by step’.

a) The Chinese are to be given military assistance on the un-
derstanding that they will revive their claim to the disputed
regions in Southern Siberia. This will serve as a base of
covert operations involving only Chinese personnel. They
will penetrate deep into Sibenia 1o sabotage industrial targets
and monitor what the Japanese are up to. These operations
will also slow down the pace of Japanese involvement since
Siberian labour will have to be drafted into the army. The
Chinese are to be given strong assurances (but only verbally)
that in the event of escalation the US will back them fully
{which the US has no intention of doing).

b) The Russian republics and disgruntled sections of the Rus-
stan bureaucracy are to be given military and economic aid,
also with the understanding that they will harass Siberia,
Otherwise as above.

¢) Siberia’s ruling junta is not a politically coherent leader-
ship as it is composed of a variety of opportunist ¢lements;
the old CP, the econcemic mafia, the military industrial com-
plex. They are not umited by nationalism but by the prospect
of plundering Siberian resources. Many are not Siberians at
all. Through covert channels a clear message should be sent
to them that the US has no intention of allowing a Japanese-
dominated Siberia to exist. [f the Republic renounces the Ac-
cord, and declares an ‘open door’ policy on Siberian re-
sources, it will enjoy American support and aid.

d) A display of force. It is necessary to call Japan’s bluff in a
way that impresses upon it, and the world community, that
the US is still the major military power. It has to be done
now, while Japan is unsure of its move, and before it has
commited itself more deeply. This can be done with a con-
trolled act of aggression which humiliates Japan, but allows
it to back down. The whole affair can be patched up after-
wards. The National Security Council asks the Chiefs of
Staff to come up with a proposal.

Chief of Staffs Proposal: That a section of the US Pacific
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fleet is sent to the Far East ‘on exercise’ and a ‘good will’
tour of South East Asia. The fleet will sail through north
Japan and into the Sea of Japan where it will undertake
‘exercises’. An incident will be staged in which one of
Japan’s ships will be sunk. Japan will be forced to climb
down and the fleet will sail on to Hong Kong (now Chinese
controlled) where it will receive a rapturous welcome from
the population. The Chinese will be reassured of American
protection against their traditional enemy. The fleet will then
sail to South East Asia to assure America’s friends in the re-
gion that it is not a spent force.

In the course of these discussions the President asks his
Chief of Staff for an assessment of the dangers involved. He
is assured that the task force will be protected by the Super-
Patriot system. This is a development of the Patriot surface-
to-air missile system which proved so effective in the Gulf
War. The new system incorporates a sophisticated radar sys-
tem which will throw a 60 mile protective shield around the
fleet. Tn addition to ship-based missiles, Patriots can now be
launched from B-52s, at least 6 of which will hover over the
fleet at all times. In the unlikely event that encmy missiles
are not intercepted by ship-based Patriots they will be caught
by the B-52 back-up system. This will ensure 100% protec-
tion from anything the Japs have. CIA reports, based on very
high level sources within the MITI, and the monitoring of
Japanese missile testing, indicate that although they have
made significant advances in missile technology they are still
unable to deal with a comprehensive defence system such as
Super-Patriot,

On the basis of these assurances the US President commits
the fleet. The whole affair will be wrapped up before
Thanksgiving Day and the President can go off to do some
fishing.

News of America’s naval operations causes alarm in Japan.
The Foreign Ministry issues a statement declaning that the
decision cannot be interpreted in any other way than as an
unfriendly and bellicose act. The Japanese Cabinet and High
Command meet to assess the situation. Their main consider-
ations are:

a) both the Chinese and Russians do not have any real war
aims. They arc simply opportunists. If Japan does not assert
itself and simply backs down, both will invade Siberia within
days. Aerial reconnaissance shows that both powers have
made significant troop and heavy artillery movements on the
Siberian border since the American declaration was made. A
marked increase in radio traffic also indicates that something
1s up.

b) The threat of war has caused disunity within the Siberian
Government. The weaker elements want to sue for a com-
promise. Japan must show determination, otherwise the Sibe-
rian government will fall apart.

¢) The depression has caused increasing industrial unrest and
the Socialists and New Party are continually gaining ground,
They argue that Japan is spending billions of Yen in Siberia
while the Japanese people are unemployed and suffer short-
ages of all kinds. If the Sibenan project fails, the government
will inevitably fall and Japan’s aim of conquering a place in
the world will be discredited forever. Conversely, if Japan
shows resolve and wins, we can show that Japan can become
a great nation and that present sacnifices will not be wasted.
We will be able to cohere a nationalist block behind us that
will consign the socialists and the pacifists to the dustbin.
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Considering the above, Japan has no choice but to keep the
US fleet out of the Sea of Japan. However, Japan must not be
seen to act in an aggressive manner. This would only unite
the Westem powers against it and cause concern among
friendly Asian countries. A compromise is necessary. The
US fleet should be allowed to sail without hindrance, but the
Japanese Navy will escort it at close quarters, This will show
that Japan has an ‘open seas’ policy but that it is determined
to protect its interests. The Navy’s ‘rules of engagement’ will
be that any American ship displaying hostile intent will be at-
tacked. Diplomatic channels should make this clear to the
Americans (this is received in Washington and treated as
bluff) since Japan’s purpose is to avoid an incident.

As the US Navy sails through the Sea of Akhotsk on the way
to the Sea of Japan, an accident occurs in which a US frigate
rams a Japanese fishing trawler in foggy conditions 45 miles
off the coast of Abashiri province. A CNN film crew, which
has been invited to accompany the US fleet by the State De-
partment, films the aftermath of the event and flashes pic-
tures worldwide via satellite. Though Washington issues a
statement regretting the incident, the American media can
barely hide its jubilation. The Japanese government only re-
sponds with the usual complaint. This is interpreted in Wash-
ington as a sign of a Japanese climbdown.

The Chinese and Russians also note Japan's ‘climbdown’.
Fearing that if Japan backs out they will lose American sup-
port, and thus lose the opportunity to establish their claims
on Siberia, both countries advance into Siberian fermitory.
Japan immediately denounces the incursions and calls on the
US to condemn the aggression and for an immediate meeting
of the UN Security Council. The US State Department issues
a statement saying it is ‘considering the matter’. Not wanting
the Security Council to be in session while the planned attack
on the Japanese Navy takes place, the US makes behind-the-
scenes moves (o ensure it does not convene (UK and France
declare that they deem it necessary to ask Russian and China
for ‘clarification” before talks begin). The Secretary General
of the UN is packed off to Moscow and Peking to ‘“accertain
more closely the Chinese and Russian positions’. Urgent at-
tempts by the Japanese Ambassador in Washington to gain
an audience with the Secretary of State are turned down,

The Japanese government meets to discuss the situation.
Japan has no way of knowing if the incident is a provocation
or an accident. The US response leads the Japanse cabinet to
conclude that a provocation or attack on the Navy is immi-
nent. The Northemn Seas Fleet of the Japanese Navy is sig-
naled to be on full alert, that an imminent attack can be ex-
pected and that all battle stations are to be permanently
manned.

Three days later, as planned, the US Navy fires a single me-
dium intensity missile at a Japanese frigate, the Yamagumo.
The Japanese Navy respond immediately by firing a Yugen
missile. The Yugen missile, developed by Mitsubishi
Defence [ndustries and NEC Electronics, represents a beauti-
fully simple solution to the marine version of the Super-Pa-
triot syste. Two missiles are fired simultaneously forming an
angle of approxomately 15 degrees. One has a war head, the
other is a decoy. The missiles are part torpedo and part air-
bome and they skip alternately in and out of the water. This
reduces the missile range, but it totally confuses the Super-
Patriot’s computer system which is unable to predict its tra-
jectory in time to accurately guide its anti-missile weaponry.
This error is the product of reliance on conventional wisdom.
The computer was designed to deal with lots of incoming
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missles, but not two missles with an odd double act. The SS
Enterprise sinks.

America goes bananas. Press headlines scream, ‘Pearl Har-
bour 2°, *Samurai missile sinks SS Enferprise in unprovoked
attack’, “Japs torpedo good-will tour’, ““Japs Fired First”
says SS Enterprise Survivor’, “Jap Secret Weapon Sinks Car-
rier’. “"Its War" - says State Dept. Official’.

Raython, the company which makes Super-Patriot, is in con-
siderable trouble. To counter criticism it uses its press con-
nections to plant a story. The next day the Washington Post
leads with the headline, "Japs Knew Super-Patriot Secrets’ -
Navy Department Says." Apparently, the Japanese, who were
at least a decade behind in missile delivery technology, had a
high level spy within the American administration. Inside the
same edition, under the headline, “We Shall Return’, the edi-
torial ends ominously with the following words, "By devious
and illegitimate means Japan has circumvented the most up-
to-date in American military technology. She now possesses
a powerful weapon aimed at the heart of America's and the
world's interests. The only thing which now stands between
the expansionist designs of Japanese imperialism and the [ree
world is the atom bomb".

The National Security Council meets in permanent session.
Someone starts talking about using little atomic bombs
against Japan to convince her that the US js willing to use
nuclear weapons. “In this way we can avoid a nuclear con-
rontation and yet prevail..... "

A simple exercise in imperialist power politics has tumed
mmto a nightmare from which neither side can now back
down.

If this piece of fiction seems uncannily realistic it is because
it is inspired by the history of such engagements since 1945.
The Suez fiasco of 1956 is illustrative.

Contrary to legend, Britain and France executed an almost
perfect amphibious operation, Nasser’s forces were routed. It
was in the political arena where serious miscalculations were
made. Contrary to more level headed advice from such estab-
lishment figures such as Sir Anthony Nutting, Nasser was
not unpopular among Egyptians and ‘a little pressure’ would
not 'do the trick’. Britain also calculated that America would
be bounced into support once the show was on the road as
the US would side with a favoured ally rather than a trouble-
some colonial like Nasser. The Americans, who wre anxious
to displace British influence in the Middle East, did not disa-
buse them of the idea. Once Britain and France were com-
mited to battle, the US simply let it be known that it would
not be willing to back the Pound in the event of a Sterling
crisis. Sure enough, there was a run on the Pound, and Bn-
tain was in America’s palm.

The last decade has been particularly rich in examples. Con-
sider the Malvinas War over a set of islands which the Brit-
1sh Government had already decided were to be retuned to
the Argentinians. Consider US policy over [raq and Kuwait,
where a US ambassador complained that she did not expect
Saddam to take a// of Kuwait. No even Saddam calculated on
taking Kuwait City, but once hostilities started the protection
of the Rumailia oild field made it inevitable. Consider
Yugoslavia, where German and Austrian business lobbies
forced EC recognition of Croatia, a move now universally
recognised as a blunder, For those unconvinced, the example
of how the US got involved in Vietnam is illustrative.
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VIETNAM

Anti-Colonial Imperialism

American policy towards Vietnam in 1945 was broadly ‘anti-
colonial’, though not anti-imperialist. Colonialism would
only be a source of instability. "How do they [the colonies]
belong to France?" argued Roosevelt "Why does Morocco,
inhabited by Moroccans, belong to France? Or take Indo-
China. The Japanese control that colony now. Why was it a
cinch for the Japanese to conquer that land? The Native Indo-
Chinese have been so flagrantly down-trodden that they
thought to themselves: Anything must be better than to live
under French colonial rule!™* US policy favoured the devel-
opment of a genuinely independent nationalist Vietnamese
bourgeoisie, since an ‘open door’ policy would facilitate
America’s mmformal control. Britain, whose own Empire was
also under threat and was consequently keen to help the
French re-colonise her South-Hast Asian territories, was
warned not to assist in a return of French rule. Lord Ialifax,
the British ambassador to Washington during the war, re-
layed the US President’s words, " The poor Indo-Chmese had
nothing done for them during a hundred years of French re-
sponsibility, no education, no welfare. They were just as poor
as they had ever been, and there was no reason why this state
of alfairs should be allowed to go on. His idea was that the
Indo-Chinese, who were not yet ready for elective institu-
tions of their own, should be placed under some United Na-
tions trustee-ship whose duty it would be to educate them on
towards the ability to govern themselves."? Aware of Ameri-
can policy Ho-Chi Minh and the nationalist Vietminh made
contact with the US State Department via Laurie Gordon, a
Texaco representative based in China, The OSS, the precur-
sor of the CIA, responded with military assistance. Between
1945 and 1946 Ho-Chi Minh sent 8 letters to Truman and the
US State Department asking for America to help with decol-
onization and proposing a ‘deal .

Colonial ‘Old Hands’

Britian and France were tenacious in defending their interest-
s. On 8 August 1945, Ernest Bevin, Foreign Secretary to the
glorious socialist Labour Government, signed a secret ‘you
scratch my back’ colonial restoration agreement with France.
Two weeks later the RAF parachuted J. Cladille, the French
commissioner-designate, into Vietnam. During September
crack units of the British and Indian Army established them-
selves, with Japanese help. On 22nd General Gracey, in com-
mand of British operations, made his move. The Bntish
Army armed the French, including former collaborationists,
The following day they organised a coup d’etar which un-
leashed a campaign of utmost brutality against the Viet-
minh.* After the shock of initial defeats the Vietnamese re-

"The poor Indo-Chinese had

nothing done for them during a
hundred years of French
responsibility, no education, no
welfare. They were just as poor as
they had ever been, and there was
no reason why this state of affairs
should be allowed to go on.”

F .D. Roosevelt
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"I am frankly of the belief, that no
amount of American military
assistance in Indochina can
conquer an enemy which is
everywhere and at the same time
nowhere, an ‘enemy of the
people' which has the sympathy
and covert support of the people.”
J.F. Kennedy

"...the security of French Indochina

is vital to the security of all South
Asia... the war should be continued
and bought to a successful
conclusion.”

J. F. Kennedy
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grouped and started to fight back. The US was aware that the
rebellion was nationalist in content and had been provoked
by France. "The whole history of the Communist Vietminh
revolt" argued Edwin O. Reischauer, US ambassador to
Japan during the Kennedy administration, "indicates that it
rested more heavily on nationalism for its mass support than
on Communist dialectics."*

First Entanglements

Yet the situation was now increasingly dominated by the
need to establish law and order. A sudden collapse of French
colonial power, however decrepit and illegitimate, might cre-
ate a situation the US could not hope to influence. A nationa-
list victory would leave America with few bargaining op-
tions. [t might send the wrong message to other nations
wanting to shed their colonal yoke. A refusal to help the
French might also turn French and British domestic opinion
against America and this would impair Amencan policy in
Europe. By March 1950 the US was pressuring the French,
the power they had vowed not to see restored, not to sue for
peace with the Vietminh.® The French made it clear that they
could not hold the fort by themselves, The following month
Secretary of State Dean Acheason announced that the US
would be sending "economic aid and military equipment in
order to assist them [the French] in restoring stability"”. In
June Truman announced "the dispatch of a military mission
to provide close working relations."® By 1954 the US would
be spending $954 million in military aid.*

Warning Bells

America’s ‘tangential’ involvement in Vietnam was not
without misgivings. Andrew Roth, of the New York Nation,
reported that "[n Saigon last month I asked a prominent
member of the French-sponsored Bao Dai-Xuan Government
how many Vietnamese supported his regime. ‘Probably
about one per cent’, he replied frankly. ‘Almost 90% favour
Ho Chi Minh’s resistance Government™!'® Another carly
critic of American policy, one Senator John Kennedy, also
back from a visit to the region, was moved to express his dis-
gust, "In Indo-China we have allied ourselves to the desper-
ate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants of
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empire. There is no broad, general support for the native
Vietnam Government [Bao Dai] among the people of that
arca™' . Three vears later Kennedy was to comment pro-
phetically, "I am frankly of the belief, that no amount of
American military assistance in Indochina can conquer an
enemy which is everywhere and at the same time nowhere,
an ‘ecnemy of the people” which has the sympathy and covert
support of the people."

Defence of the West

Yet none of these considerations were to prevent the very
same people who held them from getting America embroiled
in a full-scale war. Even as the US was providing massive
logistical support to French troops defending the Dien Bien
Phu military base in February 1954, President Eisenhower
could assurc himself that "no one could be more bitterly op-
posed to ever getting the United States involved in a hot war
in that region than | am." He could not "conceive of a greater
tragedy for America than to get heavily involved now in an
all-out war in any of these regions, particularly with large
units."'?

Nevertheless faced with a propect of the imminent defeat of
French colonialism, American policy was to quickly change
its mind. The following month Kennedy, in a speech to the
US Senate, was to argue that "the security of French Indo-
china is vital to the security of all South Asia". He opposed
the idea of peace talks in Geneva, "the war should be conti-
nued and bought to a successful conclusion”. " Six days later
Admiral Radford, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
and Sceretary of State Foster Dulles urged the US w send
500 planes with tactical atomic bombs to save the French and
nuke Peking if the Chinese got involved.' Admiral Radford
had prepared a memo on ‘Studies With Respect to Possible
US Actions Regarding Indochina’, in which he stated that
"The employment of atomic weapons is contemplated in the
event that such a course appears militarily advantageous.""
General Charles Willoughby, MacArthur’s director of inte-
ligence, proposed the use of nuclear weapons "to create a belt
of scorched earth across the avenues of communism to block
the advance of Asiatic hordes."'* Such moves were opposed
since they did not have wider intemational backing. Foster
Dulles instinctively knew which ploy to use to get it. Accord-
ing to Anthony Lden, the British Prime Minister at the time,
"The American Government approached the French and our-
selves with a new proposal. This was to the effect that all
countries concerned should issue, before Geneva, a solemn
declaration of their readiness to take concerted action under
Article 51 of the United Nations Charter against continued
interference by China in the Indo-China war. We were in-
formed that the proposed waming would carry with it the
threat of air and naval action against the Chinese coast and of
active intervention in Indo-China itself™.'” Foster Dulles did
not get his nuclear war, but , "We have a clean base there
now, without a taint of colonialism. Dien Bien Phu was a
blessing in disguise."'® For a while, it appeared that America
had consolidated its position and it set about propping up a
the hated Diem regime. In 1957 Diem held ‘clections’. The
US advised rigging the ballot to produce a 60% vote for
Diem. Diem insisted on 98%. ¢

During the early Sixties the Vietcong bounced back, better
trained, better equipped, and with a ‘people’s war’ strategy
that would ensure it ultimate victory. The war sucked in
more and more American troops. In 1962 the British counter-
insurgency expert and butcher Robert Thompson was hired
to advise on a ‘strategic hamlet programme’. This involved
uprooting the peasantry and forcing them to settle in fortified
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The liberal case against the
possibility of war rests solely on the
notion that good reason will prevail
and Western powers will not
engage in activity which is against
their interests. The Marxist case is
based on the idea that it is
precisely the defence of such
interests which will drag them into
confrontations whose
conseguences are unforeseen.

‘Agrovilles” which would deny the Vietcong support and re-
sources. The programme so antagonised the Vietnamesc
peasantry that it proved to be a boon for the Vietcong. In an
effort to escalate the war, and seck wider approval, the US
Navy inspired an ‘incident’ in the Gulf of Tonkin in August
1964. Hand-picked press hacks gave a vivid and running
commentary of a Victcong attack. No such attack took place.

By the mid-Sixties Defence Secretary McNamara was infor-
ming Johnson that the war could not be won. Efforts were
made 1o ‘Vietnamise’ the war. "We are not about to send
American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home
to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.”
But there was no South Vietnamese Army. "The guns and
the bombs, the rockets and the warships, are all symbols of
human failure," LBJ told students at John Hopkins Univer-
sity, "They are necessary symbols. They protect what we
cherish. But they are witness to human folly"

But America now had no options. In the opinion of General
Maxwell Taylor, the commander of US forces in Vietnam,
"If we leave Vietnam with our tail between our legs - the
consequences of this defeat in the rest of Asia, Africa, and
Latin America would be disastrous."?' Johnson aide John T,
McNaughton re-defined US war aims as "70% -To avoid a
humiliating US defeat (our reputation as a guarantor)” and
"20% - To keep South Vietnam (and then adjacent) territory
from Chinese hands" *?

In an atmosphere of pessimism and defeat Washington be-
came suceptible to any cock-n-bull strategy which the mili-
tary and the planners could dream up to win the war with just
one more push, one more sacrifice. In 1965 Maxwell Taylor
launched ‘Rolling Thunder’, an obliteration by bombing
campaign which he claimed was aimed at "changing the will
of the enemy leadership’, and proving that "wars of libera-
tion" are "costly, dangerous and doomed to failure”, It was
the beginning of a desperate ‘chuck-anything-and-every-
thing-at-them’ strategy that was to end with the blanket B-52
bombings of North Vietnam, the chemical war programme
and the indiscriminate ‘Phoenix’ extermination programme.
In a fitting epitaph to the American involvement in Vietnam,
Richard B. Russell, a prominent CIA strategist and planner,
and the man responsible for the Bay of Pigs cock-up, was to
state, "we have made every conceivable blunder."?

No other single event did more to undermine America’s glo-
bal supremacy and to cripple her economy. When America
sent its first military ‘advisors’ in the 1950s, it was the undis-
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puted military, economic and financial leader of the world. A
few months before the war ended in 1972, Richard Nixon
was forced to put an end to the Bretton Woods system be-
cause America could not sustain the economic legacy of the
war, It should never have happened. But it did because even
a dominant power could neither predict, nor escape, the out-
come of war.

Faith

The hope that Western diplomacy is far too astule to engage
in war is not backed by history. In the end the liberal case
against the possibility of war rests solely on the notion that
good reason will prevail and that Western powers will not
engage in activity which is against their interests. The Mar-
xist case is based on the idea that it is precisely the defence
of such interests which will drag imperialist powers into con-
frontations whose consequences are unforeseen. Impenalist
powers do not develop policy on the basis of the ultimatist
categories of socialist or liberal pacifism - survival or nuclear
holocaust - but in response to immediate pressures. The re-
sults of violence and the threat of violence are predictable to
a degree: submission, passivity, compliance. But bevond a
certain point such pressures can have the very opposite ef-
fect.

The world depression provides the backdrop for such devel-
opments.It is obvious from the preceding sections that with
its present politics and its organizational forms, the working
class is in no position to meet such challenges.
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q.
THE RE-MAKING OF THE
ENGLISH WORKING CLASS

The previous sections have argued that working class politics
and organisation have been largely shaped by the changing
nature of capitalism and the dominance of bourgeois politics.
If the working class is to play any role in history, apart from
being the blind beast b i 'y
some attention—tiien it must play an active and conscious role
i ing itself. The two factors preventing such a devel-
ment are the narrowness of working class experience, and
therefore of its consciousness, and the inability to define it
interest in opposition to those of imperialism.

Class Consciousness and
‘Totality’

The paucity of Left thinking is revealed by examining the
strategy for revolution which is implicit in its politics and
method of working. This usually runs along the following
lines. Workers do not take political action in defence of their
historic class interests becaus VaTethomis by bour-
geois ideology, AT the ‘crisis of capitalism’ worscis;
workers argf6rced to take action in defence of their basic liv-
ing stapd?
jr€ interests, ‘theirs and ours’, which through confronta-

erence to bourgeois ideology: their practical experience and
ideas come into conflict. By itself the ‘trade union’ struggle
cannot achieve greater objectives, but it does provide a toe-
hold for Socialists to introduce politics to a more receptive
working class. As strike activity becomes more widespread,
Socialists can unite and focus the struggle around politica
issues (gencral strike, ‘down with the government’). Thug/a

direct link is established between the every-day ‘econa

_ This linear modeT tetengs-to-theidic 9th century, which saw
“{the emergence of an exceptionally strong mass trade union
oA movement in Germany, France, Belgium and Britain and

'<\iv"\ ' siwhen the predominant concem of Socialists was the general

i
,.(}J g J}ﬁ ists were led to believe that trade union power could be di-

political education of the working class. As the ruling classes

VR
of Europe trembled at the birth of such a movement, Social-

rectly translated into political power. In other words, an ac-

\ " cumulation of the industrial struggles could lead to victory.
o 5@ result, (he Socialist movement split along two versions
of the same strategy. On the right, Eduard Bernstein and the

majority of the German trade-union movement argued that
the industrial struggle had become so effective that risky es-
capades such as attempting to overthrowing the state were no
longer necessary. Industrial action should be used as a batter-
ing ram for legislative and social reform, with extra-par
liamentary struggle being complimentaty to the parliamen-
tary or ‘legal’ struggle. On the left, Rosa Luxemburg and the
SDP Left minority argued that the ‘parliamentary’ road
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would yield nothing lasting since capitalism had only man-
aged to postpone its crisis by exporting its unsold surplus to
the colonies. Industrial action, in the form of a general strike
movement, should not be used for piecemeal reform but for
revolution,

As a consequence, what had been the traditional political cul-
ture of the working class, based on a multiplicity of popular
organisations and practices (city-wide movements, ward as-
sociations, political clubs, discussion circles) which ad-
dressed the working class as a political class in society and
drew its attention to the crisis of bourgeois society as a
whole, rather than the worker’s individual situation, was .,
abandoned. This had been the practice of popular politics of ™~
all revolutions between the French Revolution and the “Paris
Commune’. Rather than attempting to build an escalator be-
tween a worker’s particular situation and preoccupations and
large political problems the Communist Manifesto of 1848
addressed the working class as a historic class, knowing that
the working class was quite capable of drawing its individual
yisequences on its own, Y

P, v o fL.L,

I Britain the idea of working class politics, and therefore a
-$ncept of revolution, has never gone beyond the two options
dpresented by Bemstein and Luxemburg’s ‘General Strike
bebate’. The argument is often presented as an option be-
een ‘reform or revolution’, between Labourism and the
radical Left, and between the soft and hard Lefts. In whatever
form, the Left has always addressed the particular situation
of workers, which is why it always appeals to the ‘unity” of
the working class. ‘Unity’ meaning a mass of individual and
sectional needs.

Both of these ‘trade-union’ strategies are essentially guanta-
tive and mechanical approaches which take no account of the
qualitative changes necessary within working class con-
sciousness, and the process by which this comes about. The
theory, as expou osa Luxemburg, makes two

i irst claims a connection between econom

nd Intemnational). The second suggests that increasing strike
activity leads spontaneously to the politicisation of the work,

In addition to the fact that no revolution, or attempted revol-
ution, has ever taken the form of ‘economic crisis leads to
strikes, which lead to a general strike, which leads to revol-
ution’ istory of the 20th Century has demonsfra
€re is no significant connection between economic crisis
and politicisation. This is why fluctuations in the FT 100
index are no guide to the level of working class consciou
$ rery modem revolutio: 81 ¢ French
Revolution has been the product of a social crisis brought
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about by factors distant from trade union or sectional con-
cemns. The post-war experience is full of examples of very
bmer trade union struggles which left working class c
al, narrow out-
look, and the bourgeois, nationalist mentality it harbours, is
not incompatible with bloody battles with the police or even
bnngmg down Tory or Labour governments. ¢

NG F"K Sy v b ,ﬂfnh e

The politics of the general strike do not represent an abolition
of narrowness and sectionalism just because millions of
workers happen to be participating in it. In fact they are a
celebration of such sectionalism, and a continuation of it by
other means. The idea that if we all ‘get together’ we can
achieve ‘more’ is not a revolutionary one, It is the product of
basic social experience and while it is a step forward from
the rabid individualism of bourgeois culture, it does not
necessarily represent a change in political consciousness.
The sectionalism of the labour movement cannot be over-
come by a quantitative leap. A sad illustration of this was the
recent mammoth London demonstration in support of the
miners: 200.000 people marched through the West End
shouting ‘Down with Major’ and ‘general strike now!” only
to end up in Hyde Park singing ‘Jerusalem’ (twice) in an at-
mosphere more appropriate to a Billy Graham evangelical
rally.

That the trade-union struggle can never provide a vehicle for
a fundamental change in workmg class conqcnouqnceq is ta-
citly admitted by the Lefl (in

rc\oluhonan party’ will zoom in to pnmdc the pohlrcq in
much the same way as lhc SWP provides every de

organisation can develop and
WoTKing class in the Tirst |
phenomenon. Any revolu '

e prior existence of a revolutlonary party on]y eXPresses
mechanical understanding of the problems of working class
consciousness and inevitably leads to either substitutionism
or tail-ending, or both simultaneously. At best, this strategy
sees the politicisation of the working class as a teaching
exercise. Long before the working class is willing to follow a
revolutionary organisation it must have undergone a process
of politicisation which represents a readiness to make a fun-
damental break with bourgeois society. If history is the pro-
duct of real social forces then this must be primarily ex-
plained, though not exclusively, without recourse to a revol-
utionary party.

The Marxist theory of class consciousness was comprehens-
ively developed by Georg Lukacs’s History and Class Con-
sciousness, and we have no pretensions to improving this
work. Lukacs’s most important contribution was the concept
of totality. Though a multifaceted concept, its essential wis-
dom was that an understanding of society and politics could
only emerge from an understanding of the view points of all
classes in society. As such it addressed the key difficulty 2
class consciousness; partiality or ‘one sidedness’. The fo-
minance of bourgeois ideas is not the product of schooling or
fie media’ bul Ihe parnality ol social experience which ¥/-
ects all classes and 1s itsell derived “spontaneously’ from thd
narrowness of a social system based on market relations.

To take a practical example, a worker’s experience of an ex-
ploitative boss does not lead him or her to conclude that capi-
talism is exploitative, nor that it is a specific social form. It
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Any revolutionary strategy which
depends on the prior existence of a
revolutionary party only expresses a
mechanical understanding of the
problems of working class
consciousness and inevitably leads
to either substitutionism or
tail-ending, or both simultaneously.
Long before the working class is
willing to follow a revolutionary
organisation it must have
undergone a process of
politicisation which represents a
readiness to make a fundamental
break with bourgeois society.
R, R B e R e S S Y e e S,

may well only lead him to see ‘his boss’ as an exploiter.
Neither is there any direct connection between exploitation
and class consciousness. The more exploitative the boss may
be, the more it may lead the worker to conclude that ‘his
boss’ is a bastard and that he should seek an employer who
pays a fairer wage. Evm if such fec]mgq become widespread

sciousness. Only largcr L\'Lnlb which cast aside workers’ in-
dividual preoccupations and allows them to see the distinc-
tion between different class positions, forcing them to define
the interests of the working class, can lead to class con-
sciousness.

Despite her faults, Rosa Luxemburg understood the process
well. A revolutionary crisis, she noted, transforms the worker
"from a provident family man demanding support into a ‘rev-
olutionary romantic’ for whom even the highest good -
namely life - not to speak of material well-being - has little
value in comparison with the ideals of the struggle." In com-
parison, trade unionism and the politics of the begging bowl,
however radical, only drag the worker back to his little niche.

Every worker in whom a revolutionary consciousness begins
to stir wants to break out of the suffocating and stultifying at-
mosphere of the factory, to explore the world around him, to
discuss and argue ideas with people from different walks of
life, to read, and above all to write, The revolutionary worker
will always be a loner who finds him or herself uncomfort-
able with his class for he understands that the working class
must ceasete-bed class, and must cease to revel in its condi=———
on. Who does he meet at the factory gate on his way out? A
scruffy middle class activist with a fake working class accent
who wants only to talk about wages, unions and the possi-
bility of strike action; in short, someone wants to push him
right back into that condition. A revolutionary worker can
only despise the Left. On finding no arena for ‘ideas’ the rgw=
~alutionary” worker will either recede into passivity ge~Qrifi
into 2 ayavard activity or hobby that seemstoensure their
sanity. It is a sorry comment on Socialism in Britain - a
country with one of the most educated working classes in the
world, where most workers who want to have access to
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BE A NURSE - AND GET A RAW DEAL. !

VLY ue
AFTER THE FAMOUS
RECRUITING POSTER

e Four decades separate these two illustrations, yet the
politics remain exactly the same. Above, New Statesman car-
toonist ‘Vicky' lampoons Enoch Powell, Minister of Health, for
encouraging Commonwealth immigrants into the NHS. Left,
Ford warkers in Britian argue that they, not German workers,
should produce the company's engines.

Gideas’, that it has never managed to create working men and
women of ideas. With its hide-bound workerism the Left can
only ride the wave of working class rebelliousness (the rank
& file movement of the 1970s), cheat workers (the traditional
Militant tactic), or recruit them by being ‘friendly’ (most of
the ‘soft’ or entryist Left). But it can never nurture a working
lass Jeadership in its own right.

It is not surprising tha two occasions this century
when the British working class has taken its first mdcpcndml
steps, and started to define what was important for itself
rather than what was in the ‘national interest’, was in the
aftermath of the two world wars. In the course of the First
World War, a war which the majority of the working class
enthusiastically supported, a significant section of the work-
ing class was forced to define its interest as opposed to those
of the ruling class. Though it did not last long, and was way-

laid by a sectarian and inexperienced Communist Party, the
war created the beginnings of a revolutionary ideological
current within the working class, the like of which has never
been seen since. By the Second World War, the ruling class
had learnt something from the consequences of the 1914-18
war and prevented social tensions from boiling over by mak-
ing major concessions in time.

The ‘Bemnstein-Luxemburg’ debate on the general strike has
diverted revolutionary Marxists into a cul-de-sac. Its first ca-
lamity was Socialism’s support for the First World War' and
its present one is shown in its total inability to defend itself
from attacks resulting from the economic crisis. The emer-
gence of trade-unionism as a political sirategy, both in its re-
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formist and radical forms, banished from Marxism a broader
nderstanding of the ideological emanclpatxon of the work-

ifg class. The nub of our argument is that lh(. dominance of
trhde-unionism and the sectional approac eft pohtics

estern labour movement's mcorpora-
eais politics of the imperia
, 11 must be overthrown,

1on into the o
radition cannot be develope

L —

Class Politics & Imperialism
Since the factors which threaten rivalry, aggressive action
and war in the future are well known it is not necessary to
dwell on them at length. Everyone knows that American do-
minance has ensured a kind of peace which has avoided con-
frontation between the major powers, even if the Third
World has bome the consequences of such ‘stability”. Every-
one knows that the US is no longer able to play this role and
that the world economy and diplomacy is slowly re-defining
itself into three economic, political and military blocs. Few
can still harbour any illusions that the United Nations can
play any mediating Tole. The consequences of a protracted
and intractable world depression are also clear, "Sorry, but
times are hard" - as they say.

Yet none of these things should cause as much alarm as the
unprepared state of the working class in the face of such
problems. Whether the working class can or cannot achieve
Socialism is not a matter that can be dealt with here, but what
is certain is that it provides the only effective constituency to
oppose aggression and war. Today, no Western country can
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Britain's declining position,
particularly with respect to the
Germans and the Japanese,
provides the reference point for
discussion of social issues to such an
extent that it has become an
unconscious habit of thinking. This
nationalist mentality binds working
class politics to the preoccupations
of the ruling class.

boast of an anti-imperialist tradition within the working
class, even as a minor ideological current. In no major West-
ern country is there even a political organisation which can
aci as a bcacon to rally sufficient forces to prevent jmgmsm

el
necessary to face up to the fact that in the event of ag-
gression or war the whole of the ‘labour movement” would
ctively support the ‘national interest’,

To avoid misunderstandings, particularly the common confu-
sion between ‘anti-colonialism’ and ‘anti-imperialism’ it is
useful to spell out clearly what we mean by the term ‘im-
perialism’.

Lenin’s most distinctive contribution to Marxist politics was
1o have argued that rivalries between imperialist powers were
unavoidably the defining characteristic of class politics in
modern Western societies (a situation most Third World
countries know as a fact of life). Trotsky’s theory of ‘per-
mamnent revolution’ had done much the same for colo-
nialised or dependent countries.? In short, the *bread and but-
ter’ issues of the ‘home front” are dominated by international
considerations, because a distinction between national econ-
omies and the world economy could no longer be made and
because the inter-national conflicts- which it gencrated came
to dominate domestic politics. The centrality of this ‘compo-
site plolum is a constant preoccupation of I enin’s Imperial-
ism, without which the Marxist ‘theory of imperialism” soon
degenerates into either an account of colonial exploitation or
the ‘export of capital’,

Of course, it would be ridiculous to argue that every domes-
tic issue is ‘intemationalised’ and becomes an expresmon of
inter-imperialist rivalry. It is only at times of acute crisis that
this process becomes overt. Yet it is surprising how influen-
tial imperialist considerations are even in ‘peace times’. The
General Strike of 1926, for example, was a direct conse-
quence of the attack on working class living standards which
followed Sterling’s 1925 return to the Gold Standard, itself
an attempt to re-assert Britain’s pre-1914 dominance. The
1925 decision was opposed by the Labour Party and the
unions because it would mean higher food prices. But in its
central aim, the resumption of British financial power, it was
supported by all parties. During the early 1930s the ‘German
Question’ and British support for Japanese expansion into
Korea and China laid the basis for the largest political move-
ment of the period: the Peace Pledge Movement. By 1937 re-
armament became the chief focus of the labour movement's
‘strategy for jobs’ and the Left swung their support behind
Churchill’s sabre-rattling Tory minority.
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The formation of the welfare state, the commitment to full
employment and the ‘liberal’ consensus, which still dominate
the politics of the official labour movement, rested totally on
colonial exploitation and the drive to out-produce the Ger-
man, French and American economies. The 1950s opened
with an intense preoccupation over American designs on the
British Empire. I.eo Amery, the leader of the Tory imperial-
ists, could argue that "The greatest threat to the British Em-
pire is not Communism but the United States." In 1953
American skilfully muscled Britain out of its monopoly of Ir-
anian oil. Three years later it used the Suez fiasco to edge out
what was left of British influence in the Middle East, Two
years later Britain was making intense efforts to scupper the
formation of the EEC.

In more recent times inter-imperialist rivalry in Britain has
been dominated by Europe, an issue which has led to the res-
ignation of 7 Tory ministers and one prime minister, and
which continually dogs Major’s government (and played a
significant role in two electoral successes). But such tensions
also dominate more mundane issues, indeed, almost every
issue. If educational standards are discussed, someone will
soon point out that Germany has a better system and is ‘beat-
ing us’ because it spends more on technical training, If a train
crashes, John Prescott, the shadow transport spokesman, can
be guaranteed to point out how our European competitors
spend more on their rail systems. If the issue is food policy,
then the French farmers are surely to blame. And remember,
no German commissioner sitting in Brussels should be
allowed to dictate to Britons what additives to put in ‘our’
crisps or what is to be done with the great British sausage.
Even the current crisis of the monarchy has led commenta-
tors to point out the desirability of the European model.

Britain’s declining position, particularly with respect to the
Germans and the Japanese, provides the reference point for
discussion of social issues to such an extent that it has
become an unconscious habit of thinking. This nationalist
mentality binds working class politics to the preoccupations
of the ruling class, as the recent dispute over pit closures il-
lustrated so well (the Labour Left-Tory Right link again). All
Labour and trade union politics is now addressed to ‘the Brit-
ish people’ and to saving ‘the British Coal field” or ‘the Brit-
1sh rail industry”’, ete.

The existing 'organised labour
movement' is steeped in

everything which is degenerate

and rotten in a decrepit and
declining imperialist society.

Such a tradition cannot be
reformed under the pressure of
economic crisis.

R S = e R T e e ]

Anti-imperialism also means the recognition that the existing
forms of working class politics represent the triumph of im-
penalist ideology in the form of social chauvinism: the coa-
lescence of “welfare politics’ and open support for the ‘na-
tional interest’. Not only the politics of the working class, but
the form of its organisations are a reflection of impenalist
ideclogy.
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and opposition 1o the ‘national’ _mentality

asis on which the working class can break loose from
0 ogy and regencrate itself both politically an

¢ existing orgamsed Jabour movement’

35 siccpea in e\e 'thmg whu.h is degenerate and rotten in a
decrepit and declining _ Such a tradmon

pressure of economlc crisis. To put it more explicitly, onlv
th rough a struggle against nationalism and the politics of the
‘party of war’, within its own ranks and outside it, can the
working class re-make itself.

Increasmg cconomic crisis will not produce a renovating
‘rupture’. To retain such a hope is to refuse to understand the
present nature of the crisis in working class politics. It is not
a case of the working class not hawng a wcxalxst CONSCious-
ness due to backwardness b "
Economic crisis will n

cial imperialism and na -
€ad the majonty of workers to question ‘why’. The ravages

of the depression will only drive most workers to cling even
more fervently to a form of politics, Labourism, which will
lead them to back Britain against the world,

No socialist organisation today advocates that the working
class tum agaimt itself in this way. It runs against the grain,
Every organisation repeats the hlan\' of ‘unity’. But today
‘unity’ means nothing but the freedom to continue along the
road of defeat after defeat. A pnze ticket to sail on the Ti-
tanic. Yet no political organisation can claim to have a
strategy for pulling the working class away from bourgeois
ideology unless it can explain, in terms of the dominant in-
fluences in society how this is to happen. This is why the Left
is demoralised - it has no real vision of the future._All it can
il el overnment is electe

ut an opportunistic * runmng after events’ in which ‘politics’
means little more than attaching a meaningless radical slogan
to whatever turns up.

URBE ET ORBIS

The points that have been made so far also have a conse-
quence for how the working class organises. The problem
with the inherent narrowness of the trade union struggle is
that it curtains workers off from the multiplicity of basic
working class problems (housing, crime, social services,
youth, race, oppressxon of women, etc.) This is another way
of saying that trade unionism only caters for a very specific
aspect of a specific section of the working class. A political
attitude to such problems cannot be grafted onto the working
class by a political organisation which has developed a posi-
tion on such ‘social issues’. This only leads to tokenism and
lip service among workers who retain their backwards ideas.

For example, it is an oft-repeated slogan that there can be no
Socialism until the rights of women, blacks, gays and other
minorities are recognised. The unspoken understanding is
quite the reverse: these are all complex social problems
which are generally ‘external’ to the ‘working class’ (ie.
middle class*) and which can only really be resolved once we
get Socialism. In the mean time, 'if these movements want to
do anything useful they should support the working class, i.c.
its existing organisational and ideological structure of La-
bourism. A more cynical and widespread attitude among
workerkers is that one has to reluctantly go along with these
sorts of demands because they are politically correct.
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The working class is not ‘one class'.
It acheives its own political unity
by becoming conscious of the
needs and oppressions of other
sections of workers.

The difference between rhetoric and reality is soon exposed
elf when one considers how this recognition is to occur?
On the one hand, it is obvious that trade unionism can never
respond so such movements, accept in a token manner. On
the other, the reactionary distaste of the average trade union-
ist towards these movements - a diversions from the ‘real’
class slruggle - only conceals the fact that the narrowness,
parasmsm burcaucractism and self-serving nature of today’s
minority movements are¢ themselves the pmduc.t of a trade
union mentaltty and culture. They are just in a different
union.

Workers must dispute such questions not by being con-
fronted with left-wing literature, but by the arguments of
other workers and social groups. The working class is not
‘one class’. It acheives its own political unity by becoming
conscious of the needs and oppressions of other sections of
workers. At the moment the working class as only two forms
of organization, trade unions and ‘community pohlma itself
just an appendage of the local state. Neither can afford it
such experiences.

It might be argued that trade unions are preferable to wider
based popular organisation since the first is inherently class
oriented while the latter is not. After all, city-based organisa-
tions such as neighbourhood committees, discussion clubs,
and ‘welfares’ will have to admit all sorts of people. This
misses the point. It is precisely because a city-based organi-
sation pits the worker against a variety of influences that
workers are forced to define their interests in opposition to
that of other sections of the population. Trade unionism does
not protect the working class from bourgeois ideas by virtue
of the fact that it only relates to workers. On the contrary, it
blinds the worker to differences in society, i.c. to politics,
and does not allow it to identify what is bourgeois and what
is not, As argued carlier, revolutionary consciousness cannot
be defined in terms of the interests of a single class but in
contrast to the interests of all classes in society. To propose a
form of popular organisation which is not pamcularlv class
based allows the working class to fight it out with its class ri-
vals.

Of course, some will suspect that what is really being dis-
cussed here, under the guise of providing the working class
with an arena for ideological struggle, is a collaborative ven-
ture of the type proposed by the Democratic Left and other
forms of ‘popular front’. Popular frontism has a very differ-
ent agenda. Its point of departure is not class distinction but
the convergence of class interests. Such a strategy was bom
of political failure; the working class’ historic inability to
define itself in opposition to other classes. The strategy we
propose is based on the understanding that the working class
can define its interests.

And there is more. Marx observed that no revolution in his-
tory has occurred without the participation of the petit-bour-
geoisie. It has always been the defection of this class which
has broken the back of the state and finally signalled to the
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ruling class that the game is up. If the working class is to
exert an influence over sections of the middle class, rather
than be dragged along by their radicalism, which is always
the first to appear in a political crisis, then it must find a form
of organisation which allows it to exert leadership. Rather
then protecting workers from bourgeois influences, narrow-
ness of trade unionism only delivers the working class to
pelit-bourgeois projects because in a crisis the larger ques-
tions are always posed by this class.

Finally, trade unionism offers no hope of protecting the
working class against imperialist ideology. While city-based
structures are by no means inherently ‘anti-imperialist’ they
do allow the working class to see the attitudes of diferent
class, which is a good starting point.

It is not suggested that Marxists should go out and build city
based organisations.4 Such an approach would express little
understanding of the relationship between revolutionaries
and the working class. Popular organisations are built by the
working class and take many forms. Any attempt to artifi-
cially create new forms of mass organisation will only result
in bogus structures staffed by half a dozen representatives of
grouplets all claiming to the working class but without a
single example of the genuine article. The point is that while
rev olunonancs cannot create mass class or anisations, thelr

end. To their credit, Anarchnsts and such orgamzanons as
Class War, who are somtimes less hampered by L abourism,
and are often more attentive the broader reahty of the work-

bascd structurcs

Socialism in Britain

If the working class faces some enormous challenges in the
near future, there is also cause for some optimism and hope.
This pamphlet has been written in the conviction that the
working class in Britain will make the key contribution to
making the 21st Century the last century to see exploitation,
backwardness, nationalist stupidity and prejudice. Today, of
course, nothing could seem further from the truth. In no other
country in the Western world is “politics’ and ‘society” so de-
crepit and so ‘spent’. This is a tired country with few real as-
pirations. Complacency, frustration, muted anger or idiocy
envelopes every aspect of public life, And nowhere on earth
does Socialism seem more distant. Nowhere is political com-
mitment so disheartening and difficult to bear. Orwell said it
more than 50 years ago, "But if there was hope, it lay in the
proles. You had to cling to that. When you put it in words it
sounded reasonable: it was when you looked at human
beings passing you on the pavement that it became an act of
faith",

But that’s just it. A rotting society is also ripe for real
change, and where people feel the need for it most acutely.

What is bad about the working class is also what is good
about it. Its narrow individualism and its tradition of pig-
headed ‘self-reliance’ has also stripped it of the cosy commu-
nalism and collective social arrangements which are mislead-
ingly the ‘strength’ of workers movements in more back-
wards countries. This allows the working class a freer hand
to explore and re-define a new set of social relationships,
without the hindrance of the past cultures. Even its hamfisted
greed, so often the target of bien pensant middle class com-
mentary, expresses a refusal to be cheated out of its duec.
Chauvinism and imperialism has also made the working
class aware of a world beyond the factory. Its bureaucratism
and appetite for committee work, has also given the working
class some value organizational skills. Nowhere in the world
is the working class better prepared to run society. We are
confident that just as a revolutionary English bourgeoisie
once led the World out of feudal backwardness and created
the future conditions for Socialism, so the British working
class will lead us into a better future. That would make the
Old Man really happy!

1. See Editorial, Analysis No.2 Summer 1992

2 Trotsky's 'theory of permanent revolution’, which in some ways had a better
understanding of imperialist politics that Lenin’s, argued that developing na-
tions would not be able to pursuc the same pathway to industrialisation as those
in the West, The ‘late comers™ had to contend with a world market already
dominated by industrialised nations. In addition, imperialism, both in the form
of colonial domination and the informal ‘imperialism of finance’, would alter
¢ relationships between the classes in developing societies and distort their
eonomy, Since a large section of the indigenous ruling class would tend to
sile with imperialism, and facilitate its domination, and the nationalist bour-
geoisic would always waver between anti-imperialism and accommodation to
imperialism, only the popular classes could be trusted to carry out national
liberation struggles, See, L. Trotsky, The Theory of Permanent Revolution,
Pathfinder, and Froteky on China, for a case study. Also useful is Baruch Knei-
Paz, The Social and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky, Oxford University
Press,

3. The existing form of these struggles have taken is often petit-bourgeois, but
trade unionism, with its insistence that such movements should simply hitch
their wagon to the grand locomotive of ‘the struggle of the working class’
{preferable right at the back) offers no solution. The working class is also fe-
male, black and gays and while Cowley Man class refuses to see this, mi-
nonties will always gravitate towards petit-bourgeois liberalism.

4. Community organization, Before anyone declares that what we are really
arguing for is Gerry Healy’s ‘community councils’, let us point out, a) Only a
hack, sectarian mind rejects something because it is associated with another or-
ganization, even a discredited one. An argument stands or falls on its own
merits. The essense of real debate is to criticise an idea for what it is, not to *fit
itup’, b) The WRP’s ‘community councils’ were an attempt to build docile
popular support for the local authority Left bureaucracy. For example, in Lam-
heth the Labour Left came to power in a palace coup. The Ted Knight team had
‘connections’ within the council and local CLPs, but not the kind of genuine
popular support which the AMilizant once enjoyed in Liverpool. As the council
came under increasing attacks from central government, and in tum was
pushed to off-load cuts on to the working class, it tried to establish a link with
local people. The grant giving merry-go-round produced lots of *grab-what-
vou-can’ takers, but little solid loyalty. So, the WRP obliged. The WRP would
‘organise’ and rally the “the working class', in retum for favours from the bure-
aucracy. The initiative, of course, came to nothing but hype and stage-managed
cvents. Any confusion between this, and what is discussed in this pamphlet can
only originate in the reader’s mind.

Comments and contributions are invited on the subject of this
special issue. You can record your comments on 071 737 7582.

This pamphlet cost us our labour and our money. The cover price
only meets our printing costs. If it made a worthwhile contribution
to your political understanding we suggest you either make an ap-
propriate donation, or take out a subscription to Analysi/s.
A yearly subscription is only £10
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