Alliance for Workers’ Liberty

Day school, Saturday 1 October

London: Sebbon Street Community Centre, Sebbon Street, London N1 (off Upper Street, behind Islington Town Hall)

Sheffield: St Matthew’s Hall, Carver Street.

Trade unions and socialism

1. Why focus on trade unions?

Read: Marx on trade unions

Activity: A short plenary introduction will be given, then we will separate into small groups.

Other focuses for socialist politics are, or can be, proposed: activity in working-class neighbourhoods; organisation and carrying-out of a series of one-off “actions”, as many “new anti-capitalist” groups do; the voluntary sector and NGOs; building of popular (or would-be popular) one-issue campaigns (anti-war, etc.) None of the activities need exclude the others, of course. But should trade-union activity be central? Considered strategically more fundamental than the others?

Working in the small groups, write down three arguments why trade-union activity should be central, and three counter-arguments. The groups then present their arguments and counter-arguments, and we all consider which arguments are strongest and most soundly-stated.

2. What to do there, and what not to do

Read: (a) Draper texts on Marxism and the trade unions; (b) Cannon text on “Trade unionists and revolutionists”; (c) Bob Carnegie on how to build trade unions today.

Note: Draper’s talks (1970) were given as part of an argument by him to turn the Marxist group he was then part of (the IS), which was mainly newly-radicalised students, towards patient work in the trade unions. Also, they were given only months before Draper himself dropped out of active politics. (You may like to consider what foreshadowing of that collapse there is in the text). Cannon’s talk (1953) was given as part of a faction-fight in which well-established trade-unionists within the revolutionary organisation formed a sizeable base for what Cannon considered to be a conservative, unrevolutionary faction. Bob Carnegie (2004) The two texts thus approach the issues from very different angles.

Activity: Form groups, each with an experienced trade-union activist in the group. Quiz that trade unionist about what light Draper, Cannon, and Carnegie, in their different ways, shed on their positive achievements in their trade-union work, or on shortcomings and mistakes. Ask other members in the group to contribute any relevant ideas from their own trade-union experiences. Conclude by discussing what might be considered deficient or one-sided in Draper’s texts, in Cannon’s, or in Carnegie’s, as guidance to revolutionaries active in the trade unions in Britain today.

3. The future

Read: reviews/summaries of Beverly Silver’s book “Forces of Labor”.

Activity: In small groups, write an (even shorter) summary of Silver’s empirical findings about the history of workers’ struggles, and thoughts about the future. Discuss what you think of Silver’s argument, and the implications for socialist strategy today.

4. Conclusions

Plenary discussion, with a short introduction, to wrap up the school and summarise the ideas.

****************************************

Marx on trade unions

From The Poverty of Philosophy

In England… permanent combinations have been formed, trades unions, which serve as ramparts for the workers in their struggles with the employers... The organization of these strikes, combinations, and trades unions went on simultaneously with the political struggles of the workers, who now constitute a large political party, under the name of Chartists.

The first attempt of workers to associate among themselves always takes place in the form of combinations.

Large-scale industry concentrates in one place a crowd of people unknown to one another. Competition divides their interests. But the maintenance of wages, this common interest which they have against their boss, unites them in a common thought of resistance — combination. Thus combination always has a double aim, that of stopping competition among the workers, so that they can carry on general competition with the capitalist. If the first aim of resistance was merely the maintenance of wages, combinations, at first isolated, constitute themselves into groups as the capitalists in their turn unite for the purpose of repression, and in the face of always united capital, the maintenance of the association becomes more necessary to them than that of wages. This is so true that English economists are amazed to see the workers sacrifice a good part of their wages in favor of associations, which, in the eyes of these economists, are established solely in favor of wages. In this struggle — a veritable civil war — all the elements necessary for a coming battle unite and develop. Once it has reached this point, association takes on a political character.

Economic conditions had first transformed the mass of the people of the country into worker. The combination of capital has created for this mass a common situation, common interests. This mass is thus already a class as against capital, but not yet for itself. In the struggle, of which we have noted only a few phases, this mass becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class for itself. The interests it defends becomes class interests. But the struggle of class against class is a political struggle.

In the bourgeoisie we have two phases to distinguish: that in which it constituted itself as a class under the regime of feudalism and absolute monarchy, and that in which, already constituted as a class, it overthrew feudalism and monarchy to make society into a bourgeois society. The first of these phases was the longer and necessitated the greater efforts. This too began by partial combinations against the feudal lords.

Much research has been carried out to trace the different historical phases that the bourgeoisie has passed through, from the commune up to its constitution as a class.

But when it is a question of making a precise study of strikes, combinations and other forms in which the proletarians carry out before our eyes their organization as a class, some are seized with real fear and others display a transcendental disdain.

An oppressed class is the vital condition for every society founded on the antagonism of classes. The emancipation of the oppressed class thus implies necessarily the creation of a new society. For the oppressed class to be able to emancipate itself, it is necessary that the productive powers already acquired and the existing social relations should no longer be capable of existing side by side. Of all the instruments of production, the greatest productive power is the revolutionary class itself. The organization of revolutionary elements as a class supposes the existence of all the productive forces which could be engendered in the bosom of the old society.

Does this mean that after the fall of the old society there will be a new class domination culminating in a new political power? No.

The condition for the emancipation of the working class is the abolition of every class, just as the condition for the liberation of the third estate, of the bourgeois order, was the abolition of all estates and all orders.

The working class, in the course of its development, will substitute for the old civil society an association which will exclude classes and their antagonism, and there will be no more political power properly so-called, since political power is precisely the official expression of antagonism in civil society.

Meanwhile the antagonism between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is a struggle of class against class, a struggle which carried to its highest expression is a total revolution. Indeed, is it at all surprising that a society founded on the opposition of classes should culminate in brutal contradiction, the shock of body against body, as its final denouement?

Do not say that social movement excludes political movement. There is never a political movement which is not at the same time social.

It is only in an order of things in which there are no more classes and class antagonisms that social evolutions will cease to be political revolutions. Till then, on the eve of every general reshuffling of society, the last word of social science will always be:

“Le combat ou la mort; la lutte sanguinaire ou le neant. C’est ainsi que la quéstion est invinciblement posée.” 

[“Combat or Death: bloody struggle or extinction. It is thus that the question is inexorably put.”]

 

Trades unions. Their past, present and future.

(a) Their past.

Capital is concentrated social force, while the workman has only to dispose of his working force. The contract between capital and labour can therefore never be struck on equitable terms, equitable even in the sense of a society which places the ownership of the material means of life and labour on one side and the vital productive energies on the opposite side. The only social power of the workmen is their number. The force of numbers, however is broken by disunion. The disunion of the workmen is created and perpetuated by their unavoidable competition among themselves.

Trades Unions originally sprang up from the spontaneous attempts of workmen at removing or at least checking that competition, in order to conquer such terms of contract as might raise them at least above the condition of mere slaves. The immediate object of Trades Unions was therefore confined to everyday necessities, to expediences for the obstruction of the incessant encroachments of capital, in one word, to questions of wages and time of labour. This activity of the Trades Unions is not only legitimate, it is necessary. It cannot be dispensed with so long as the present system of production lasts. On the contrary, it must be generalised by the formation and the combination of Trades Unions throughout all countries. On the other hand, unconsciously to themselves, the Trades Unions were forming centres of organisation of the working class, as the mediaeval municipalities and communes did for the middle class. If the Trades Unions are required for the guerilla fights between capital and labour, they are still more important as organised agencies for superseding the very system of wages labour and capital rule.

(b) Their present.

Too exclusively bent upon the local and immediate struggles with capital, the Trades Unions have not yet fully understood their power of acting against the system of wages slavery itself. They therefore kept too much aloof from general social and political movements. Of late, however, they seem to awaken to some sense of their great historical mission, as appears, for instance, from their participation, in England, in the recent political movement, from the enlarged views taken of their function in the United States, and from the following resolution passed at the recent great conference of Trades delegates at Sheffield:

"That this Conference, fully appreciating the efforts made by the International Association to unite in one common bond of brotherhood the working men of all countries, most earnestly recommend to the various societies here represented, the advisability of becoming affiliated to that hody, believing that it is essential to the progress and prosperity of the entire working community."

(c) Their future.

Apart from their original purposes, they must now learn to act deliberately as organising centres of the working class in the broad interest of its complete emancipation. They must aid every social and political movement tending in that direction. Considering themselves and acting as the champions and representatives of the whole working class, they cannot fail to enlist the non-society men into their ranks. They must look carefully after the interests of the worst paid trades, such as the agricultural labourers, rendered powerless [French text has: "incapable of organised resistance"] by exceptional circumstances. They must convince the world at large [French and German texts read: "convince the broad masses of workers"] that their efforts, far from being narrow -- and selfish, aim at the emancipation of the downtrodden millions.

From “Wages, Price, and Profit”

The very development of modern industry must progressively turn the scale in favour of the capitalist against the working man, and that consequently the general tendency of capitalistic production is not to raise, but to sink the average standard of wages, or to push the value of labour more or less to its minimum limit. Such being the tendency of things in this system, is this saying that the working class ought to renounce their resistance against the encroachments of capital, and abandon their attempts at making the best of the occasional chances for their temporary improvement? If they did, they would be degraded to one level mass of broken wretches past salvation. I think I have shown that their struggles for the standard of wages are incidents inseparable from the whole wages system, that in 99 cases out of 100 their efforts at raising wages are only efforts at maintaining the given value of labour, and that the necessity of debating their price with the capitalist is inherent to their condition of having to sell themselves as commodities. By cowardly giving way in their everyday conflict with capital, they would certainly disqualify themselves for the initiating of any larger movement.

At the same time, and quite apart form the general servitude involved in the wages system, the working class ought not to exaggerate to themselves the ultimate working of these everyday struggles. They ought not to forget that they are fighting with effects, but not with the causes of those effects; that they are retarding the downward movement, but not changing its direction; that they are applying palliatives, not curing the malady. They ought, therefore, not to be exclusively absorbed in these unavoidable guerilla fights incessantly springing up from the never ceasing encroachments of capital or changes of the market. They ought to understand that, with all the miseries it imposes upon them, the present system simultaneously engenders the material conditions and the social forms necessary for an economical reconstruction of society. Instead of the conservative motto, "A fair day's wage for a fair day's work!" they ought to inscribe on their banner the revolutionary watchword, "Abolition of the wages system!"

After this very long and, I fear, tedious exposition, which I was obliged to enter into to do some justice to the subject matter, I shall conclude by proposing the following resolutions:

Firstly. A general rise in the rate of wages would result in a fall of the general rate of profit, but, broadly speaking, not affect the prices of commodities.

Secondly. The general tendency of capitalist production is not to raise, but to sink the average standard of wages.

Thirdly. Trades Unions work well as centers of resistance against the encroachments of capital. They fail partially from an injudicious use of their power. The fail generally from limiting themselves to a guerilla war against the effects of the existing system, instead of simultaneously trying to change it, instead of using their organized forces as a lever for the final emancipation of the working class that is to say the ultimate abolition of the wages system.

****************************************

James P Cannon: Trade unionists and revolutionists (1953)

(Slightly abridged)

Since the consolidation of the CIO unions and the 13-year period of war and postwar boom, a new stratification has taken place within the American working class, and particularly and conspicuously in the CIO unions. Our party, which is rooted in the unions, reflects that stratification too. The worker who has soaked up the general atmosphere of the long prosperity and begun to live and think like a petty bourgeois is a familiar figure in the country at large. He has even made his appearance in the Socialist Workers Party as a ready-made recruit for an opportunist faction.

In our 1952 convention resolution, we explained the situation in the American working class as a whole in the two sections “The Causes of Labour Conservatism and the Premises for a New Radicalisation” and “Perspectives of a New Radicalisation”. In my report at the national convention, I called those two sections “the heart of the resolution” and centred my report around them.

It appears to me now, in the light of the conflict in the party and its real causes, which are now manifest, that those sections of the convention resolution dealing with the class as a whole require further elaboration and amplification. We need a more precise examination of the stratifications within the working class, which are barely touched there, and of the projection of these stratifications in the composition of the unions, in the various inner-union tendencies, and even in our own party. This, I believe, is the key to the otherwise inexplicable riddle of why one proletarian section of the party, even though it is a small minority, supports a capitulatory opportunist faction against the proletarian-revolutionary line and leadership of the party.

Examples from history

This apparent contradiction—this division of working class forces—in party factional struggle is not new. In the classical faction struggles of our international movement since the time of Marx and Engels, there has always been a division, in the party itself, between the different strata of workers. The proletarian left wing by no means ever had all the workers, and the opportunist petty-bourgeois wing was never without some working-class support, that is, working class in the technical sense of wage workers. The revisionist intellectuals and the trade union opportunists always nestled together in the right wing of the party. In the SWP at the present time, we have a repetition of the classical line-up that characterised the struggle of left and right in the Second International before the First World War.

Trotsky told us on one of our visits with him—I think he also wrote it somewhere—that there was a real social division between the two factions of the original Social Democratic Party of Russia, which later became separate parties. The Mensheviks, he said, had nearly all the intellectuals. With a few exceptions, the only intellectuals Lenin had were those whom the party had trained, a good deal like our own worker-intellectuals for the greater part. The intellectual—I mean the professional intellectual of the Burnham type, the man from the professor’s chair, from the universities—was a rarity on Lenin’s side, whereas the Mensheviks had shoals of them.

In addition, the Mensheviks had most of the skilled workers, who are always the privileged workers. The printers union was Menshevik even through the revolution. The railroad workers’ bureaucracy tried to paralyse the revolution; it was only by military force and the aid of a minority that the Bolsheviks were able to prevent the Menshevik railroad workers’ officialdom from employing their strategic position against the revolution.

Trotsky said that the Mensheviks also had most of the older workers. Age, as you know, is associated with conservatism. (In general, that is, but not always; there are exceptions to the rule. There are two different ways of measuring age. In ordinary life you measure it by the calendar, but in revolutionary politics you measure it by the mind and the will and the spirit—and you don’t always get the same result.)

On the other hand, while the older workers, the skilled and the privileged, were with the Mensheviks, the unskilled workers and the youth were with the Bolsheviks; that is, those of them who were politicalised. That was the line of division between the factions. It was not merely a question of the arguments and the program; it was the social impulses, petty-bourgeois on one side, proletarian on the other, which determined their allegiance.

The same line-up took place in Germany. The prewar German Social Democracy in its heyday had a powerful bloc of opportunist parliamentarians, Marxologists who utilised their scholastic training and their ability to quote Marx by the yard to justify an opportunist policy. They were supported not merely by the petty shopkeepers, of whom there were many, and the trade union bureaucrats. They also had a solid base of support in the privileged stratum of the aristocracy of labour in Germany. The trade union opportunists in the German Social Democratic Party supported Bernstein’s revisionism without bothering to read his articles. They didn’t need to read them; they just felt that way. The most interesting facts on this point are cited by Peter Gay in his book on Bernstein and his revisionist movement, entitled The Dilemma of Democratic Socialism.

All through the prewar fight over revisionism, then through the war and postwar days, through 1923 and 1933, the skilled, privileged trade unionists were the solid base of support of the opportunist Social Democratic leaders—while the communist revolutionaries, from the time of Liebknecht and Luxemburg all the way down to the fascist catastrophe in 1933, were the youth, the unemployed, and the unskilled, less privileged workers.

If you will go back and read Lenin again, in case you’ve forgotten it, you will see how Lenin explained the degeneration of the Second International, and its eventual betrayal in the First World War, precisely by its opportunism based upon the adaptation of the party to the conservative impulses and demands of the bureaucracy and aristocracy of labour.

We had the same thing in the US, although we never had a Social Democracy in the European sense and the working class was never politically organised here as it was there. The organised labour movement, up to the ’30s, was largely restricted to a privileged aristocracy of labour—as Debs and De Leon used to call it—of skilled craftsmen, who got better wages and had preferred positions, “job trusts”, and so on. The chief representative of this conservative, privileged craft union stratum was Gompers.

On the other side, there was the great mass of the basic proletariat, the unskilled and semiskilled, the mass production workers, the foreign born, and the jobless youth. They were without benefit of organisation, without privileges, the outcasts of society. It was not without reason that they were more radical than the others. Nobody paid any attention to them except the revolutionists and radicals. Only the IWW of Haywood and St. John, Debs, and the left Socialists voiced their bitter grievances, did the organising work, and led the strikes of the mass production workers in those days. If the official labour bureaucracy intervened in the spontaneous strikes of the unorganised it was usually to break them up and sell them out.

The officials of the skilled unions did not welcome the great upsurge of the unorganised workers in the ’30s. But they could not prevent it. When the spontaneous strikes and drives for organisation could no longer be ignored, the AFL began to assign “organisers” to the various industries—steel, rubber, auto, etc. They were sent however, not to lead the workers in a struggle but to control them, to prevent the consolidation of self-acting industrial unions. They actually wouldn’t permit the auto workers in convention to elect their own officials, insisting that the AFL appoint them “provisionally”. The same with the rubber workers and other new industrial unions.

These new unions had to split with the conservative labour fakers of the AFL before they could consolidate unions of their own. The drives behind the 1934-37 upsurge were the bitter and irreconcilable grievances of the workers; their protest against mistreatment, speedup, insecurity; the revolt of the pariahs against the pariah status.

This revolt, which no bureaucracy could contain, was spearheaded by new people—the young mass production workers, the new, young militants whom nobody had ever heard of. They were the real creators of the CIO. This revolt of the “men from nowhere” reached its high tide in the sit-down strikes of 1937. The workers’ victory in these battles definitely established the CIO and secured stability of the new unions through the seniority clause.

Conservatising influences

It is now 16 years since the sit-down strikes made the new CIO unions secure by the seniority clause. These 16 years of union security, and 13 years of uninterrupted war and postwar prosperity, have wrought a great transformation in the unprivileged workers who made the CIO.

The seniority clause, like everything else in life, has revealed a contradictory quality. By regulating the right to employment through time of service on the job, it secures the union militant against arbitrary discrimination and layoffs. It is an absolute necessity for union security. That is the positive side of the seniority clause. But, at the same time, it also gradually creates a sort of special interest in the form of steadier employment for those unionists who have been longest in the shop. That is its negative side.

In time, with the stretching out of their seniority rights and their upgrading to better jobs, a process of transformation in the status of the original union militants has taken place. In the course of 16 years, they have secured more or less steady employment, even in times of slack work. They are, under the rules, the last to be laid off and the first to be rehired. And in most cases, they have better jobs than newcomers to the shop. All of this, combined with war and postwar prosperity, has changed their material position and, to a certain extent, their social status.

The pioneer militants of the CIO unions are 16 years older than they were in 1937. They are better off than the ragged and hungry sit-down strikers of 1937; and many of them are 16 times softer and more conservative. This privileged section of the unions, formerly the backbone of the left wing, is today the main social base of the conservative Reuther bureaucracy. They are convinced far less by Reuther’s clever demagogy than by the fact that he really articulates their own conservatised moods and patterns of thought.

But these conservatised ex-militants are only part of the membership of the CIO, and I don’t think that our resolution at the convention deals specifically and adequately with that fact. In these mass production industries, which are real slave pens and hell holes, there are many others. There is a mass of younger workers who have none of these benefits and privileges and no vested interest in the piled-up seniority rights. They are the human material for the new radicalisation. The revolutionary party, looking to the future, must turn its primary attention to them.

If we, counting on a new upsurge in the labour movement, look to those who led it 16 years ago, we could indeed draw a gloomy picture. Not only are they not in a radical mood now; they are not apt to become the spearhead of a new radicalisation. That will take youth, and hunger, and raggedness, and bitter discontent with all the conditions of life. We must look to the new people if, as I take it, we are thinking in terms of the coming American revolution and not limiting our vision to the prospect of a new shake-up in the bureaucracy and of caucus combinations with slick “progressive” fakers for little aims.

This new stratification in the new unions is a feature which the party can no longer ignore. All the more so, since we now see it directly reflected in our party. A number of party members in the auto union belong to this privileged upper stratum. That’s the first thing you have to recognise. Some of the best militants, the best stalwarts of the party in the old times, have been affected by the changed conditions of their own lives and by their new environment. They see the old militants in the unions, who formerly cooperated with them, growing slower, more satisfied, more conservative. They still mix with these ex-militants socially, and are infected by them. They develop a pessimistic outlook from the reactions they get on every side from these old-timers, and, unknown to themselves, acquire an element of that same conservatism.

That, in my opinion, is the reason why they support a crudely conservative, pessimistic, capitulatory tendency in our internal faction fight. This, I am afraid, is not a misunderstanding on their part. I wish it were, for in that case our task would be easy. The miserable arguments of the Cochranites cannot stand up against Marxist criticism—provided one accepts the criteria of revolutionary Marxism.

But that’s the rub. Our conservatised trade unionists no longer accept these criteria. Like many others, who “used to be radicals themselves”, they are beginning to talk about our “Theses on the American Revolution” as a “crackpot” idea. They don’t “feel” that way, and nobody can talk them out of the way they do feel.

That—and perhaps a guilty conscience—is the true explanation of their subjectivity, their rudeness and factional frenzy when one tries to argue with them from the principled standpoint of the “old Trotskyism”. They do not follow Cochran out of exceptional regard for him personally, because they know Cochran. They simply recognise in Cochran, with his capitulatory defeatism and his program of retreat from the fighting arena to a propaganda circle, the authentic spokesman of their own mood of retreat and withdrawal.

Just as the older, more skilled and privileged German trade unionists supported the right against the left, and as their Russian counterparts supported the Mensheviks against the Bolsheviks, the “professional trade unionists” in our party support Cochranism in our fight. And for the same basic reasons.

I, for my part, must frankly admit that I did not see this whole picture at the beginning of the fight. I anticipated that some tired and pessimistic people, who were looking for some sort of rationalisation to slow down or get out of the struggle, would support any kind of an opposition faction that would arise. That happens in every faction fight. But I didn’t anticipate the emergence of a conservatised workers’ stratum serving as an organised grouping and a social basis for an opportunist faction in the party.

Still less did I expect to see such a grouping strutting around in the party demanding special consideration because they are “trade unionists”. What’s exceptional about that? There are 15 million trade unionists in this country, but not quite so many revolutionists. But the revolutionists are the ones who count with us.

Losing faith in the party

The revolutionary movement, under the best conditions, is a hard fight, and it wears out a lot of human material. Not for nothing has it been said a thousand times in the past: “The revolution is a devourer of men.” The movement in this, the richest and most conservative country in the world, is perhaps the most voracious of all.

It is not easy to persist in the struggle, to hold on, to stay tough and fight it out year after year without victory; and even, in times such as the present, without tangible progress. That requires theoretical conviction and historical perspective as well as character. And, in addition to that, it requires association with others in a common party.

The surest way to lose one’s fighting faith is to succumb to one’s immediate environment; to see things only as they are and not as they are changing and must change; to see only what is before one’s eyes and imagine that it is permanent. That is the cursed fate of the trade unionist who separates himself from the revolutionary party. In normal times, the trade union, by its very nature, is a culture-broth of opportunism. No trade unionist, overwhelmed by the petty concerns and limited aims of the day, can retain his vision of the larger issues and the will to fight for them without the party.

The revolutionary party can make mistakes, and has made them, but it is never wrong in the fight against grievance-mongers who try to blame the party for their own weaknesses, for their tiredness, their lack of vision, their impulse to quit and to capitulate. The party is not wrong now when it calls this tendency by its right name.

People often act differently as individuals, and give different explanations for their actions, than when they act and speak as groups. When an individual gets tired and wants to quit, he usually says he is tired and he quits; or he just drops out without saying anything at all, and that’s all there is to it. That has been happening in our international movement for 100 years.

But when the same kind of people decide as a group to get out of the line of fire by getting out of the party, they need the cover of a faction and a “political” rationalisation. Any “political” explanation will do, and in any case it is pretty certain to be a phony explanation. That also has been going on for about 100 years.......

They are full of “grievances” against the party “regime”. I always get suspicious when I hear of grievances, especially from people whom you didn’t hear it from before. When I see people revolting against the party on the ground that they’ve been badly treated by this terrible regime in our party—which is actually the fairest, most democratic and easy-going regime in the history of the human race—I always remind myself of the words of J. Pierpont Morgan. He said: “Everybody has at least two reasons for what he does—a good reason and the real reason.” They’ve given a good reason for their opposition. Now I want to know what the hell is the real reason.

It can’t be the party’s hostility to Stalinism, as they say—because the Cochranite trade unionists wouldn’t touch the Stalinists with a 10-foot pole, not even if you stood behind them with bayonets and lighted firecrackers under their coat-tails.

It can’t be the Third World Congress, concerning which they are suddenly working up a lather. These comrades in Michigan have many admirable qualities, as has been shown in the past, but they’re by no means the most internationalist-minded section of the party; not by far. They’re not that section of the party most interested in theoretical questions. The Detroit branch, sad to say, has been most remiss in the teaching and study of Marxist theory, and is now paying a terrible price for it. This branch hasn’t got a single class going; no class in Marxism, no class in party history, no class on the Third World Congress or anything else. So when they suddenly erupt with the demand that the Third World Congress be nailed to the party’s masthead, I say that’s another good reason, but it’s a phony too.

The real reason is that they are in revolt against the party without fully knowing why. For the young militant, the party is a necessity valued above everything else. The party was the very life of these militants when they were young and really militant. They didn’t care for jobs; they feared no hazards. Like any other first-class revolutionists, they would quit a job at the drop of a hat if the party wanted them to go to another town, wanted them to do this or that. It was always the party first.

The party is the highest prize to the young trade unionist who becomes a revolutionist, the apple of his eye. But to the revolutionist who becomes transformed into a trade unionist—we have all seen this happen more than once—the party is no prize at all. The mere trade unionist, who thinks in terms of “union politics” and “power blocs” and little caucuses with little fakers to run for some little office, pushing one’s personal interest here and there—why should he belong to a revolutionary party? For such a person the party is a millstone around his neck, interfering with his success as a “practical” trade union politician. And in the present political situation in the country, it’s a danger—in the union, in the shop, and in life in general.

The great majority of the party trade unionists understand all this as well as we do. The vulgar “trade unionist” appeal of the Cochranites only repels them, for they consider themselves to be revolutionists first and trade unionists second. In other words, they are party people, as all revolutionists are.

I think it’s a great tribute to our tradition, to our cadres, to the leadership of our party, that we have succeeded in isolating Cochranism to a narrow section of the party membership. It’s a great satisfaction, in these troubled and heavy times, to see the great majority of the party standing firm against all pressures. In the further course of the discussion, we will strike still heavier blows and chip off a few more here and there. We don’t want to see anybody leave the party if we can help it.

But soul-saving is not our main occupation. We are determined to protect the party from demoralisation, and we will do that. We are concerned with individuals only within that framework. The rescue of political derelicts can be left to the Salvation Army. For us, the party comes first, and nobody will be allowed to disrupt it.

This fight is of the most decisive importance because the prospect before our party is the prospect of war and all that goes with it. We see the dangers and the difficulties—as well as the great opportunities—which lie ahead of us, and just because of that we want to get the party in shape before the worst blows fall upon us.

The party line and perspectives, and the party leadership, will be settled in this fight for a long time to come. When harder times come, and when new opportunities open up, we don’t want to leave any doubt in any comrade’s mind as to what the party line is and who the party leaders are. These questions will be settled in this fight.

The Socialist Workers Party has the right, by its program and its record, to aspire to a great future. That’s my opinion. That was the opinion of Trotsky. There is a line in the document of the Cochranites that sneers at the 1946 SWP convention and at the “Theses on the American Revolution” adopted there. It says: “We were children of destiny, at least in our own minds.” In that derision of the party’s aspiration, the whole pessimistic, capitulatory ideology of Cochranism is contained.

In 1929, when Trotsky was deported to Constantinople, the victory of Stalinism was complete, and he was isolated and almost alone. Outside the Soviet Union, there were only about 200 people supporting him in the whole world, and half of them were the forces we had organised in the US. Trotsky wrote us a letter at that time in which he hailed our movement in the United States. He said our work was of world historical significance because, in the last analysis, all of the problems of the epoch will be settled on American soil. He said that he didn’t know whether a revolution would come here sooner than in other places, but in any case it was necessary to prepare by organising the nucleus of the party of the future revolution.

That’s the line we have been working on. Our cadres have been raised on that doctrine. When I read in the Cochranite document that cynical dismissal of our revolutionary aspirations, I remembered a speech I made to our young comrades 13 years ago in Chicago. The occasion was our Active Workers Conference, held just a month or so after the death of the Old Man, when everybody felt bereft; when the question in the minds of all, here and all over the world, was whether the movement could survive without Trotsky.

At the end of the conference, I gave a speech and I said to the young activists there: “You are the real men of destiny, for you alone represent the future.” In the 1946 convention theses we put the same concept.

That has been the position of all our militants who are standing together through this long, hard battle. A young comrade in California, one of the leading party activists, pointed the Cochranite sneer out to me and said: “What about that? If I didn’t think our party has a great future, why should I be willing to devote my life and everything I have to the party?” Anyone who low-rates the party and crosses off its future ought to ask himself what he is doing in the party. Is he here on a visit?

The party demands a lot, and you can’t give a lot and risk everything unless you think the party is worth it. The party is worth it, for it is the party of the future. And this party of the future is now once again getting its share of historical luck. Once again, as in 1939-40, it has the opportunity to settle a fundamental conflict in open discussion before a war, on the eve of a war.

Before World War II the party was confronted with a faction which threatened its program and, thereby, its right to exist. We didn’t have to jump immediately into the war before the question was settled. We were working in the open while the rest of our comrades in Europe were underground or in concentration camps. We here in America were privileged to conduct a debate for the whole International over a period of seven months.

The same thing is happening again now. We ought to recognise this historical luck and take advantage of it. The best way to do this is to extend and amplify the discussion. I will repeat what Comrade Dobbs said, that our aim is not to split the party but to break up the split and save the party. We will try to prevent a split by a political fight which hits the opposition so hard that it can have no perspectives in a split. If we can’t prevent a split, we will reduce it to the smallest possible size.

Meantime, we will develop the party work on all fronts. No party work is going to be sabotaged. If the attempt is made, we will move our forces in everywhere and take over. We will not permit the party to be disrupted by sabotage or derailed by a split, any more than we did in 1940. We have made a good start, and we won’t stop until we have won another complete victory in the struggle for a revolutionary party. 

****************************************

Hal Draper

Marxism and trade unions

(Abridged)

I

MARXISM AND TRADE UNIONS

.... Right through the 19th century you can look around anywhere and ask yourself: “Just who’s in favor of trade unions?” And the answer still is, with the exception of the Marxist movement, almost nobody. Only Marxism as a socialist theory was pro-trade union.

Now, the point that I’m interested in is not only that Marx was the first socialist to favor trade unions. The point is that Marxism was and is the only kind of socialism that establishes an integral link between socialism and the struggle for social revolution and trade unionism. That link does not exist for any other kind of socialism. In terms of socialist theory, Marxism is the only one which establishes an integral link between trade unionism and the social revolution which sees the trade union movement as a revolutionary fact, even if and when the trade unions themselves are not revolutionary.

Now, of course, by the end of the 19th century the trade unions had established themselves and everybody favored them. Once the thing gets established, it gets a lot of favor, but by that time that doesn’t mean very much. Because the trade unions fought for reforms, they were favored by all sorts of reformist currents. But, around the turn of the century, you get another facet of this. It’s no longer true that nobody except Marxists favors trade unions. What is still true, however, is that everybody who considers himself a revolutionary socialist has a negative attitude towards trade unions, with the exception of Marxists, on more or less the same grounds as the Chartists: “We’re revolutionaries, they’re a reform organization—what have we got to do with them?”

In every country, almost every type of would-be revolutionary—except, again, Marxists—has taken a negative attitude towards trade unions. This takes different forms. One peculiar form it took was syndicalism in France. This was a trade union movement—was it not? Yes and no. But it was a form of negative attitude towards the mass trade union movement. What I am talking about is also the basis for a long-standing British sectarianism which has sterilized Marxism in England for a century. That is, divided English socialism between reformist socialism on the one hand and sterile sectarians calling themselves Marxists on the other. And, of course, there’s the American Socialist Labor Party.

There are different ways of being negative towards the trade union movement. For example, the SLP in DeLeon’s days was not against trade unions at all. They were for revolutionary trade unions, the SLP’s trade unions, which are excellent trade unions with only one defect—they lack existence. In the early years of the Communist International there was a tremendous upsurge of the point of view that Lenin polemicized against in “Left-Wing Communism”—which on the trade unions meant a negative attitude towards the mass reformist trade unions.

So, outside of Marxism there has been no revolutionary socialism which has any theoretical basis for linking its revolutionary perspective with support for the trade union movement as it actually existed. The question is—why?

The answer, to begin with, is a very simple proposition, one which has never sunk into the Marxist movement: that only Marxism can establish a link between the trade union movement and a revolutionary socialist perspective, because only Marxism is based on a class view of the social struggle. What could be simpler than that? The class view of the social struggle is the A of the ABC of Marxism. Everybody knows it and yet nobody knows it—it is very rarely institutionalized with regard to the trade union movement. Until it is applied to the relationship between Marxism and the trade union movement, it is not really being understood. Let us see what is involved.

It has been said, quite rightly, that Marx did not invent the class struggle theory of history. What is distinctive about Marxism is that it, and it alone, bases its socialism on the class struggle. That, too, is a simple proposition which has more to it than meets the eye. Sects rival to Marxism saw socialism primarily as a set of ideas to propagandize. Marx did not.

How do you propagandize? In order to propagandize you have to find people to talk to. So you orient yourself in a particular direction. Different socialist or revolutionary sects have oriented themselves in different directions, and that is one way to differentiate between the sects. For example, the Bakunin anarchists oriented themselves to the declassé lumpen-elements, in theoretical theses as well as in practice. The Russian SRs oriented to the peasants, and the Fabians toward the middle class. Other socialist groups have oriented themselves to the intellectuals and intelligentsia, and still others to the working class. They oriented themselves in these directions because they believed that these were green fields for recruitment. Now, that is one way of looking at social sections. It is not the movement of a class itself which will re-make society—it is your “army.” And for the purpose of recruiting your army, you orient yourself to different sectors of society.

There is a difference between such orientations. For example, the first socialist to decide to adopt the working-class orientation was Saint-Simon. He was very clear in his mind—he was addressing himself to the working class, saying: “My ideas are right, you adopt them and then convince your boss to do what he should do in order to carry out the ideas of Saint-Simonism.”

Lassalle very consciously oriented himself to the working class because he believed the liberal bourgeoisie was hopeless. He oriented to the working class to recruit the Lassallean army. Che Guevara adopted a “class orientation” towards the Bolivian peasants; that did not mean he thought the Bolivian peasants were going to run his movement!

Now, that whole approach is completely alien to Marxism. For Marx and for Marx alone the significance of working class socialism was not simply that you orient to this class because you can get the most out of them, but that it is this class which, when it gets into motion, shakes the foundations of capitalist society. This is a statement about the working class which has no equivalent for these other orientations. This characteristic conception of working class socialism for Marx is not even of the same family as other class orientations. It is an entirely different view of working class socialism. It follows, therefore, that the primary aim of the Marxist movement is not the use of the working class as a recruitment ground of alienated people....

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

DISCUSSION

... When the Second International, which was organized on the basis of the separation of trade unions and political organizations, was formed, the question came up of the relationship between the two types of organizations. And there the original sin came early. It was precipitated by the 1905 revolution in its impact on Germany and the question of a mass strike as raised by Luxemburg and others. When that spectre of a mass strike was raised in the trade unions, the trade union bureaucracy acted in a rotten manner. The problem then came up: What relationship do you establish between the unions and the socialist party? The solution of the party leadership—and this was a fateful moment for socialism—was a deal with the trade union leadership that the trade union structure was given a veto vote on any revolutionary action which might be undertaken by the party. That conception, which began the concept of neutrality in the trade unions, is a very important one for our purpose.

The leadership adopted the view that the trade union movement is parallel, so to speak: “The political movement is our barony. We decide in our barony, they decide in theirs.” But, of course, in actual life things don’t divide in that way. The left wing, represented by a motion by Kautsky against the proposed deal, urged the following: that the political party reserves to itself a free hand to direct its members inside the trade union movement. That was the idea that was foreign.

Marx, however, never had any trouble with that. There was a honeymoon period with the British labor leaders of the First International, which broke up when some of them started going over to the liberals. Marx had no hesitation in breaking with them (rather abusively as a matter of fact).

The test comes where there is a question of politics. What happened in the German Social Democratic Party was that, when a political gulf developed, a break with the bureaucracy was avoided at all cost. That is the sort of problem you run into—breaking with the tops in the labor movement, in order to carry on your political work below in the trade union movement. That is the fateful question in the Marxist movement with regard to the trade unions.

* * *

II

.... The job of the socialist vanguard is to help to get the working class moving as a class, independently. That statement is very carefully limited not to say too much but to say just enough. This does not mean moving in a revolutionary action. It does not mean moving, necessarily, on a socialist basis. It just means moving on its independent class basis—moving on its own level, not yours or mine.

Now here is where the problem for socialist sects comes in, because the level of the working class is always, until a late stage, unsatisfactory to you and me. Therefore, it also always means all kinds of horror stories about how unsatisfactory the state of affairs is. It involves the problem of what has been the great failure of socialist movements: that is, the inability of the sect to bridge these two levels—the level that the working class is moving on, and the level that the sect is thinking on.

On the one hand, you have socialists who bridge the gap by driving right across it and over to the other side, losing themselves (and their socialist ideas) in the mass movement. This has been a very popular thing to settle for, and it is one way of solving the problem personally.

On the other hand, you have the absolutely natural reaction which would make it impossible for that to happen: Avoid all temptation to lose yourself in the mass movement by keeping as far away from it as possible. That guarantees it.

The sect guards against the first possibility by counterposing its own very fine ideas to the actual mass movement of the class, and it remains a sect. Marx and Engels had much to say on the problems of sects that existed in their time.

The chronic problem becomes acute when the socialist sect arises as a congregation of intellectuals who have, to begin with, no organic connection with the working class at all. This congregation of intellectuals has the additional problem of changing itself before it can change anything else. It is not rare for socialist groups to begin as congregations of intellectuals. Marx and Engels were very sensitive to the question of even admitting intellectuals to socialist groups; in the First International it was Marx who proposed and put through the rule that branches had to consist of at least 2/3 workers. (I wonder what Marx and Engels would have thought of a Marxist sect that consisted only of intellectuals; I think it would have blown their minds.)

At this point, then, you have a grotesque political animal—a “proletarian socialist movement” without any workers but with lots of fine ideas. Your problem is becoming a working class group, even a working class sect, and you have two strikes against you: Firstly, the life of an ideological sect is congenial only to ideologists, to intellectuals. And time and again those same individuals who have sincerely passed the most burning resolutions really don't want to change the life of the group, which is congenial to them. Secondly, assuming a real desire to change, you must find some way of breaking out of the vicious circle: on the one hand, you really can't change until you have workers in your organization and you can't recruit and keep workers until you have changed.

The first way out of that vicious circle, historically, has been the conversion of the intellectuals into workers—the industrialization of the intellectual membership. There are varying degrees of experience in this. As far as this country is concerned, the best two cases that I know of were: the Communist Party (I'm leaving politics aside, now), particularly during the period of the organizing of the CIO; and the Independent Socialist League in the Second World War.

Now, just a couple of points about the CP in the CIO days. When the drive started, a symbiotic relationship came into existence between the CP and John L. Lewis. The CP took advantage of the situation by getting their people into the early organizing drives of the CIO. In doing this, they were doing something different from two other ways of getting into the trade union movement: working in a shop or factory, or becoming one of the intellectual flunkies of the bureaucracy. What the CP did wasn't either of these. They weren't simply rank and file workers, and often they weren't “bureaucrats.” This opportunity arises every now and then. They went in and did not make communist speeches at CIO meetings. They went in and tolerated Lewis' dictatorship. They lived under that, and it was damn hard for them to do so. But what they got was invaluable experience which you will never get in any other way. They got a second thing—something that comes from organizing workers on the job, who know that you fought for them—moral authority. They got their credentials as militant trade unionists while they were tolerating Lewis' dictatorship on top. Thirdly, while they couldn't get up and make revolutionary speeches, they spread their influence and their ideas—a little more subtly and in some ways more effectively.

On this question of getting more experience: I take as a contemporary example the question of whether or not radicals should go into the United Farm Workers organizing drive. While Chavez may be a “bureaucrat,” he does not compare with Philip Murray, John L. Lewis, or others who were better than those two. The sect will say: “Chavez does not let you make your own decisions. He tells the organizers what to do.” But Chavez is not the problem; he is not your problem. The best thing that could happen to some of our radical intellectuals is that they should go organize for UFWOC even if they keep their mouths shut for a while in order to gain those three other things. That is, get the “feel” of it. If there is one thing that is true of socialist sects, it is that they consist of people who have the best ideas of what the working class ought to do, and who are right, but who have no “feel” for it. They do not know how to talk to workers. Through these organizing drives you learn to talk to workers. You don't begin as the professor; you begin as a pupil. You have to learn a few things you don't know and get your credentials in the workers' eyes. You get the authority to talk. “After all, who are you to tell them what to do? Have you ever organized two workers? And you are going to tell the union bureaucrats how to organize?! Why should a worker listen to you?” That is the nature of the problem.

So we come to the problem of industrialization, of really changing the character of the socialist sect. Once you start doing that, a number of questions are raised.

Anne and I had an opportunity to face the problems of industialization in the period of the Second World War. I am referring to the experience of the ISL, when it was possible to a far greater extent than at present to industrialize and proletarianize the membership, an opportunity seized by the organization. What happened from 1942 to 1946 was the relatively large-scale industrialization of a large part of our membership. This opportunity arose from two sides: on the one hand, the alternative to going into a factory was getting drafted. Since most of the membership faced the draft anyway, we decided that everybody should go into the factories and get industrial deferments to avoid the draft for as long as possible. On the other hand, because of the war and the period, jobs were wide open.

What do you run into when this process starts? One of the first problems we ran into was a small fact which changed the life of the branch: we had to end every meeting at 10 pm, for the simple reason that we all had to get up at 5:45 am. You would be amazed if I were to spell out to you the changes in the life of a branch brought about once you have to shorten the duration of your meetings and when none of your active people can attend four committee meetings a week because they have to attend four union meetings a week....

A lot of our membership then (and undoubtedly now) found it difficult to get interested in “low-level” things like explaining elementary socialism to workers, to whom it is a brand new idea. They were bored. Intellectuals get bored very easily; they live in the world of ideas, and if the ideas aren't challenging enough they lose their interest. We had comrades who could listen to five or six trade union reports and find it just a lot of mumbo-jumbo. It just wasn't “interesting.” The solution to this problem comes about only insofar as you participate in these discussions not simply as an audience that needs to be amused or interested, but as a group of comrades interested in presenting these elementary ideas to workers. Comrades should listen to, say, a discussion on elementary socialism, asking themselves, “Could I do this?” Think in terms of learning to be the leader and focus of a circle of workers yourself. If you do this, you can find a good elementary talk on socialism fascinating. You are going to have to get across these ideas to people who are operating on an entirely different level from youself, and if you can't do that, you aren't worth a damn.....

When I went to L.A. in 1942, as party organizer, I kept my mouth shut about trade union problems for six months—and I was not even completely alien to trade union work. The branch was involved deeply in trade union work and you could not even begin discussing intelligently the problems they faced until you got a feel for their situation. So I'm trying to emphasize that this has nothing to do with your social position or the imposition of discipline. It has to do with the climate of opinion in an organization—the relationship between comrades who are involved up to their hips in serious trade union work as socialists and those others who might be much better at making speeches on Marxism.

This problem, when faced by a revolutionary group, must be met by an understanding on the part of at least a minority of the intellectuals of what their place is. Until and unless that happens, the concrete organizational solutions which one can discuss are not even thinkable. That is the way for getting from here to there—intellectuals in a socialist vanguard group must know their place.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

III

When dealing with rank and file organizations, one encounters a tremendous amount of variation. Therefore, it’s very risky to generalize. I say this in advance because the actual situations are much more varied than I’m going to be able to indicate to you, which is why it’s very difficult to become and “instant trade union expert.” This is true even for people with some experience in the trade union movement; often they will find themselves faced with a situation where their experience doesn’t apply. Especially when you get down, concretely, to what has to be done.

Let me give you a personal example. The first union I belonged to, and of which I became president at the age of 21, was the most peculiar union local I’ve ever heard of. It was an honest-to-goodness local of WPA workers. There were about 50 teachers, employees of the Workers Educational Project, and every single one of them was some sort of communist, socialist or Trotskyist. The reason I became president was that I was a member of the Socialist Party and we had the largest fraction there!

If anyone were foolish enough to think that his “experience” in that local was much of an indicator of trade union work, he’d have to be out of his mind. You could go through a year and a half of “trade union activity” in that WPA local and still know as little about trade union work as you did when you started.

I took that as the weirdest example I knew of, and therefore it is an extreme case. But, in one way or another (leaving the weirdness out), that’s true of most specific situations. For example, the next union I was active in was the Teachers Union, and work in the Teachers Union is quite different from work in a blue collar union, or many other unions. So, I emphasize the difficulty in generalizing, in order to counteract some of the generalizations I’m going to give you.

The problems connected with rank-and-file opposition movements and organizations vary according to a great number of things. First of all, there is the nature of the times. Clearly, the problem of rank-and-file organization will be different in a time of radicalization than in a period of apathy in the labor movement. I don’t mean that the principles of Marxism change. But the specifics of what you have to do may change considerably.

Then there is the nature of the industry. When Anne and I were working in the shipyards, for example, the workers by and large had two advantages for trade union work that you don’t have in most plants. One was mobility on the job; the other was the ability to talk on the job. Two little things like that make an enormous difference.

Another important factor is the tradition and structure of the union. An outstanding example of this is the difference between factional or caucus organization in the Typographical Union, where it is a standard procedure (although within the bureaucratic shell of the union) and, say, the Carpenter’s Union. And of course there’s the whole question of whether the plant is organized in the first place.

The problems you face depend also on whether there’s already a movement to which you have to relate, or whether it’s a question of initiating such a movement. You may find yourself in a situation where the issues are already laid out for you, or in one where you have to develop the program yourself. And, of course, if the issues are laid out you still have to ask yourself if you want to steer a different course, or if you should....

* * *

Anne Draper: When I go to these [union] conventions and urge the delegates to give us their solidarity, their support, what I’m trying to do is heighten, in effect, their class consciousness in supporting other union struggles. And, in this particular work, I have been enabled to get a broader view of the West Coast labor movement than one could get even by reading the official labor press. It’s not necessary to repeat some of the ground we’ve covered in previous sessions on the attitude socialists take toward the working class, as the basic class that has the social power, at the point of production, to carry on the revolution. Hence, our concern with the only mass, class, organizations in America, namely, the trade union movement—which embraces some 20 million workers. These workers are fragmented into something like 190 different unions. And every comrade who goes into one of the 190 unions is going to have a different concrete situation. Your first job is to acquaint yourself, in some detail, with what your concrete situation is—on the shop floor, on a regional level, on an international level. What I want to try to do now is give you some picture of the ferment, the antagonism, the struggles that are going on that don’t get reported.

In the last six months, something like 20 different international unions held conventions and adopted positions either calling for immediate withdrawal from Vietnam, or in some form expressing sharp disagreement with George Meany and the standard AFL-CIO support to Nixon’s Vietnam policy. You could read the official AFL-CIO press inside out (as I do) and only in very rare cases where it was impossible to suppress it, read about anti-war resolutions and discussions. This is why, unless you have literally hundreds, if not thousands, of revolutionary socialists in the trade union movement, you can’t get too accurate a picture of the ferment that’s going on. And I can only go through some of the things that have occurred to me during some of the conventions that I’ve recently attended.

First of all, the reports at conventions indicate that the official wildcat figures don’t even begin to tell the truth of the dissatisfaction, the grumbling in the workers’ ranks on the problems of the cost of living, on the problems of automation, of joblessness, of unsatisfactory settling of grievances. Yet, as you read the official reports, you get this picture of ranks wildcatting, striking, and in California the official figures show that during 1969 there were 357 officially recognized, legal, strikes—the highest in California since almost ten years ago.

This rising militancy gets reflected in the convention reports, convention discussions, and the demand for more contract increases. It is reflected by the organizations of blacks, Chicanos, and women. The pressure from outside already has begun to have its impact inside the trade union movement.

For example, at a recent convention of the UAW there was a big battle on the part of the women delegates for more women on the International Executive Board. In the process of fighting for this democratic demand, they set in motion a whole series of objective consequences that can only heighten the consciousness of women workers, of workers in general, and prepare them for bigger battles. Likewise, with black representation on leading bodies and with Chicanos.

You’re aware, too, that the trade union leadership, the bureaucracy, is increasingly frightened that their contracts are being rejected by the ranks. Over and over again, they have to report that this is a “bad” thing, an “alarming” thing, this is “destroying the stability of our union,” etc. That is a tribute to the fact that the ranks will not stop their rejection, but will be increasing it....

Then there’s the Carpenters’ convention. This union is very typical of blue-collar unions, building-construction workers. They have organized some 400,000 carpenters out of a potential of 2 million! And this of course raises an important fact about the trade unions in general. They have not organized even half of the American working class; about one out of every three workers is organized. Huge sectors are unorganized—totally under the domination of the employers and lacking even that level of collective action and consciousness that the organized trade unions have been able to achieve.

At the Carpenters Union convention, held here in San Francisco, the big question which raged in the halls among the leadership, and which went all the way to Washington and Meany’s office was: “Will Meany dare to talk about the Vietnam War? If he does, there’ll be a floor revolt.” So the great achievement was to prevent Meany from speaking in support of the Vietnam war. Now, you can shrug your shoulders and say, “Big deal!” But when you can get George Meany frightened that there’ll be a rank-and-file revolt that the leadership may not be able to contain, then that is some indicator of the significance this question held.

There were very few blacks among the 2500 delegates present. And yet, the questions of racism, apprenticeship, turnover, are just burning in the ranks. Over and over again, workers would discuss the fact that they work only 6 to 8 months out of the year, that their standards are steadily deteriorating, and that they are unable to organize new workers, particularly in the South, because of the racist attitudes of the union....

Take the United Federation of Postal Clerks. Earlier in the year, there was a magnificent strike of postal workers. And that class action impelled, for the first time, the formation of groups throughout the nation that came to a convention of the Federation of Postal Clerks and demanded, and got, a promise from their leadership that they would stand for the repeal of any no-strike law on the federal level and would fight for amnesty for the strikers. A Committee for Effective Leadership, composed largely of the strike leaders, took leadership at that convention floor and raised one issue after another, including withdrawal from Vietnam. The height was reached when the president was voted down a salary increase of 14%.

So, if comrades are concerned with what level you enter a struggle, my opinion is this: when you have an organization concerned with democratizing the structure, such as the Committee for Effective Leadership, if we had had delegates there I hope they would have been functioning within that committee, because that’s where the real concrete struggle was taking place. It was what drew the blacks, the Chicanos, the women workers. They ran opposition candidates, and in some cases got them elected. We would function as the left wing, in my opinion, of such a national rank and file caucus.

Take another example: the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, with 400,000 members, one of the largest unions in America. Their hourly rate is one of the highest; in New York, they work 32 hours per week at from 5 to 8 dollars per hour. They have a convention every four years. Their last convention was as silent as the grave; I understand some opposition voices were raised, and immediately gaveled down. But in the interval, they did elect a new president. And every time you have a change of officers, the control is weakened.

The first vote which came up before this particular convention was whether or not to pay the retiring president some astronomical sum, about $70,000 a year for life. And the convention of close to 4,000 delegates voted that down. This was the first and only time at that convention that the dissidents won; on subsequent votes, the tellers counted more carefully and somehow the oppositionists’ motions always lost, even though, as far as I could see from the balcony, the voting went about the same as it did the first time.

Nevertheless, it is important that there were caucuses formed at that convention to defeat the bureaucratic demands for more pay for top officers, and that over and over again constitutional amendments were raised, and a battle took place over the demands of Canadian locals for autonomy and control over their contracts.

Here again, I would say that if we had anyone in the IBEW, he would be part of the struggle, working with such groups as the newly organized sector of 30,000 women telephone workers in the New England states that had just voted to join the Electrical Workers Union, rather than the Communication Workers.

The point I want to underscore with these and similar stories, is that these kinds of oppositions, of spontaneous rank-and-file organization, are but a reflection of the struggles taking place on a local level, and on the shop and plant level. And that the degree to which we know how to function as revolutionary socialists is the degree to which we recognize the problems that workers are concerned with and want solutions to; and with our background, politics and deeper understanding and consciousness, we ought to be able to propose solutions.

Let me just say something about the California State Federation meeting that was held here also in San Francisco. This is the largest state federation of labor in the country, with close to 12 million members. For the first time, a black caucus was formed, and a black vice-president elected. He’s an Uncle Tom type, but even that is a concession to the rising demands of the blacks. For the first time, a Chicano caucus was formed at the convention to press the Chicano demands. And for the first time, a women’s caucus—not a rank and file caucus but one consisting of secondary and tertiary leaders—was formed. And all of these tended to coalesce around an opposition candidate for vice-president of the union, Art Carter, who had received some notoriety when he stood up on the National AFL-CIO Convention floor and challenged Meany on the Vietnam issue.

A question again comes up: what role would we play in a struggle, for example, to run a candidate like Carter? In this case, they put forward a very weak, ambiguous program—vaguely for democratization, for alliance with the young, with Chicanos, with blacks—and around them were coalesced the most progressive, advanced rank and file delegates. In a sense, they acted as a catalyst, precipitating out the best elements in the trade union movement in California.

We should have, and did, play the role of a kind of left wing within that caucus-in-formation, raising the issue of a stand on Vietnam, on blacks, on the apprenticeship program, etc. The fact that at this State Federation convention, for the first time, one saw the formation of such caucuses opens up all kinds of opportunities which did not exist ten years ago. It is within the past ten years that I have seen this kind of increased militancy and aggressiveness, which has led to the overturn of one established leadership after another in various trade unions.

Just to remind you: several years ago, in the State, County and Municipal union, there was a challenge by Jerry Wurf against the long-time Arnold Zander presidency, which won by a very narrow margin. And, in the course of arousing thousands of members, locals and delegates, he gave impetus to all kinds of democratic impulses that would not have been in existence without his challenge.

The same thing is true with the fight between Abel and MacDonald. Abel attacked MacDonald, head of the Steelworkers Union, for “tuxedo unionism.” MacDonald was known for his chummy arm-in-arm visits (with Management, of course) to all the steel plants—a partnership between management and the union. And when the time came that Abel, who had been part and parcel of the same bureaucracy, felt his job would go down the drain when the membership knocked out MacDonald and his cronies, he began to think in terms of a movement to behead MacDonald, before he was beheaded. But, in starting that movement, Abel and his friends in the bureaucracy set in motion a whole chain of objective events which can help to democratize the union and challenge the bureaucracy—especially if we have people in the right places who know how to conduct themselves.

There were similar fights in the Electrical Workers Union and in the Retail Clerks. I don’t think the fact that eight or ten major unions chopped off their old bureaucracy, and some new bureaucracy came to power, is a sign that the trade union movement cannot change its leadership, is not subject to pressure from below. On the contrary, it proves that even the bureaucrats recognize when their time is coming to an end. And they will separate out, and the more clever and astute ones will begin the process of eliminating the worst symbols of bureaucracy and oppression within that union.

So, the work of our comrades within the trade union movement is now in a far more hopeful period—a period where there is more rank and file rebellion, more discussion and more challenges to the bureaucracy (and I have deliberately not gone into any of the local rank and file groups that have formed in one local after another, because they are now literally in the hundreds). Our task is already that much more facilitated when workers are already in struggle for democratization of their unions, for greater militancy, more control, better contract demands, etc. And given that kind of position, I think that revolutionary socialists can play a more fruitful role if they recognize the concrete possibilities before them.

* * *

Hal: Now, you see, what Anne was talking about is the kind of thing that never gets written about, and is very hard to deal with because it’s the kind of rank and file movement which is atomized; it’s local, temporary and usually elementary in level. And, although that’s the most usual state of things, representing the opportunities, the situations, the problems which any revolutionist faces in the present circumstances, it’s precisely the kind of situation hardest to put your finger on. It never gets written up.

I’m going to talk now about another side of this question which does get written up. But you’ve always got to keep in mind that while the kind of thing which I’m going to be talking about is going on, what Anne was talking about is going on down below, and in fact probably makes the larger events possible. I’m going to talk about a couple of cases of large-scale minority opposition organizations in the trade union movement and the lessons that they can give.

As far as I know, there are just three points in the history of the American labor movement when a left progressive opposition movement of some kind was a real force. One was in the DeLeon days, the SLP days, before they went for dual unionism, when they became a very powerful force in the Knights of Labor, and later in the AFL.

There was a second point, just before the beginning of the First World War, when the socialist bloc in the AFL—in 1911 or 1912—got a vote of 30–40% for Max Hayes, running for president against Sam Gompers.

Those are episodes that are long ago. I want to say a couple of things about the third and most recent, but not least, case where a left-wing opposition in the trade unions became a real power within the AFL. And that was the case of the TUEL, the Trade Union Educational League, in the years 1922–23. It’s an enormously educational scene that I can’t begin to do justice to in these few minutes; but let me say just this about it.

The Trade Union Educational League was organized and launched by William Z. Foster before he became a member of the Communist Party. William Z. Foster had been the leader of the 1919 steel strike, perhaps the biggest of the post-World War I class-struggle movements in the country. He was a first-class trade union organizer—before he became a mere Stalinist hack in later years.

He had been an IWW member and a syndicalist. The organization of the TUEL by Foster in 1920 was the result of his coming to the conclusion, after a life of excellent trade union work, that the whole IWW and syndicalist perspective of dual unions was wrong and that you had to organize a left opposition in the existing trade union movement.

Now the TUEL, when he launched it, was him and a group of militants around him. It became more of a power when the early Communist Party took it up. This was the early Communist Party, in the days when its membership, and a good part of its leadership, consisted of people who were trying to be revolutionary socialists, as best they knew how. We’re talking now about the beginnings of a revolutionary socialist movement, the early Communist Party, and the problems of its approach to the building of a trade union opposition in the AFL. Now, what happened?

In broad outline, what happened was this: the TUEL, at first just a group of militants who knew and followed Foster, was taken up by the Communist Party as its trade union instrument and had a great success in the first two years, after a series of struggles along the lines of militant unionism. By 1922–23, the TUEL had gained national strength, to the point where its taking over the AFL was becoming a realistic possibility.

It had taken over whole sections of hundreds of locals, sections of national unions and regional bodies, on a mass scale. How did it do this in 2–3 years? The situation was very clear; there were two issues before it which it didn’t have to invent. Those were amalgamation (today we would call it industrial unionism) and political action (that is, a labor party). And there was a tremendous amount of steam behind those two issues which the TUEL was able to coalesce.

What happened was not that Foster, or the Communist militants who worked with him, were such terrific trade union organizers that in two years they were able to build from virtually nothing a movement that had the possibility of threatening the leadership of the AFL. What happened was that, as a result of the policy they followed, everything that already existed of ferment, all of those currents of opposition like those Anne spoke of, coalesced around the TUEL. That’s how, in two or three years, the TUEL became a power as a left-wing opposition—led by Communists, to be sure—in the AFL.

Now, what happened after that to the TUEL is a sad story. I can’t give you all the details here, but it had to do, not with what the TUEL was doing in the AFL, but with the policies adopted by the Communist Party—policies imposed, or persuaded, upon these trade union militants leading the TUEL, including Foster.

At this point, the early 20s, it was not a question of a bureaucratized or Stalinized CP. The problem was a different one. The membership of the CP had, for the most part, been recruited from two or three directions: from the left wing of the old Socialist Party, from the IWW and other syndicalist elements, and only to a third and lesser extent from a more variegated type of working class militants. And within the organization, a large part of the membership—completely unacquainted, by the way, with Lenin’s writings—was not for mass trade unions. They were for revolutionary unions only. Therefore, the whole enterprise that the TUEL represented was off-limits to them: “You shouldn’t be in there in the first place—what’re you doing, horsing around with bureaucrats in the AFL?” But, since that point of view was defeated in the CP, the form it took was the pressure to turn the TUEL from an organization of trade union militants on a left-progressive trade-union basis into a trade union opposition movement with a revolutionary political program.

The TUEL, for example, eventually adopted a program for socialism. (”How can you solve the problems of the working class without socialism?”) It also adopted calling for the dictatorship of the proletariat: after all, if you don’t come out with a full program, you’re “lying to the workers.” In fact, the upshot was that the TUEL, first in terms of its political program, also in terms of its personnel, became more and more the trade union arm of the Communist Party.

For example, in place after place, the TUEL operated out of CP headquarters. (”The only people you can really trust, after all, are Communists. So, the only people you can really bring into the leadership are Communist Party members.”) And that whole line of approach toward building a militant movement meant the sterilization of the TUEL, its becoming turned into nothing but the CP fraction, which of course dwindled away to nothing.

That was not the conception with which Foster started. We have here two conceptions of how to operate as a revolutionist in the trade union movement, which go all through the history of the relationship between socialists and revolutionists and the trade union movement. Here is the conception with which Foster started: You take the working class and its struggles at the point where it is now—the struggle at the point where it is now—and you try to find the issue which will move as massive a section of that class as possible against (a) the union leadership that you have to fight, (b) the whole employer class, which always gets involved in such a fight and (c) the state.

What are those issues? The dictatorship of the proletariat? No, that won’t move any massive section of this class. That will only alienate them, because they’re not for it. The issues of amalgamation (i.e., industrial unionism) and political action were the two issues, at that point, with which the TUEL moved the mass.

Amalgamation: it’s an elementary issue; it doesn’t mean you’re making the revolution. Now, what if someone says: “Well, what kind of issue is that? Suppose you win it! So what!” You may eventually win it; the working class has won those reforms that I’ve mentioned, and that doesn’t make the revolution. What you have to keep your eye on is not these things, typical of the points raised by the outside intellectual in the CP, but, rather, the reality of the struggle itself! And the meaning of the struggle itself. What the TUEL was doing successfully in 1921–23 was moving large masses of workers for this “inconsequential” issue, against the powers-that-be, and that was what was educational. That, also, is what made Communists, so that they then could be talked to about the dictatorship of the proletariat. You have to keep your eyes upon the meaning of the issues in terms of the class struggle itself!

Now it was this approach, you see, which couldn’t be understood by the majority of the membership of the CP in those early days, because of their unfortunate past. The elements in the AFL who understood the meaning of the struggle tended to be reformists. In country after country, there was a polarization between people who wanted to be revolutionaries, but who conceived it in ultimatistic terms, and the reformists who understood that was nonsense and turned the thing around—”the struggle is the only important thing; that’s all you have to be concerned about, the day-to-day struggle.” And in period after period, country after country, the division between those two wrong types has sterilized socialist work in the trade unions.

Thus, periods like 1921–23, for example, when you had an outstanding example of how to do it, are relatively rare. That’s why I direct you to that case, because it illustrated on a mass scale what has happened time and again on a small scale: the difference between these two conceptions.

Let me illustrate this difference with a personal case, in terms of activity we were involved with. After looking at the mass movement of the TUEL, which seems very distant from us, let us consider a local case where, however, the problem is exactly the same. I’m talking about the same situation I referred to last time; that is, the situation Anne and I were in in the shipyard workers union during the Second World War with a group of party members—only about a couple of dozen—who were faced with the same problem.

Here you had these shipyards, which were full of ferment, on an elementary basis. There’s a war on. Our position was opposed to the war. In our political propaganda, we were opposed to support of the war. But that was a very small minority position; what kind of trade union work could you do? In this situation I think that we showed, on a very small scale, how to approach the problem.

You have ferment in the shipyards. What program do you try to put forward? Do you, for example, try to agitate these workers to oppose the war? Do you get up on the union floor and make speeches against the war? No, you couldn’t explain, in 1943, in a three-minute speech, your point of view about the war. (For various reasons, good and bad, it was difficult for people to understand right off.) Just as, in 1922, those same militant workers who were joining the TUEL would have had difficulty understanding why the hell you wanted a dictatorship—the dictatorship of the proletariat, etc.

But, the interesting thing about the situation was, we didn’t have to invent the issues. There was no problem of program—unless, of course, you invented the problem for yourself. The issues were there. As a result of the war, and of the positions taken by the entire union bureaucracy, the workers’ conditions were being cut right and left. One of the first steps—during the war—was the abolition of time and one half for overtime and double time for Sunday. Another, of course, was the no-strike pledge. The latter was a pledge; whether workers went out on strike or not was a different matter. But when time and a half was taken away, that was it! You didn’t get it in your paycheck! Those issues were there.

They were elementary bread-and-butter issues. But there are different kinds of bread-and-butter issues in different situations. In 1943, the issue was tied up with the war question. How was it tied up? Not theoretically. It was tied up in the following way, and if I can emphasize nothing else, let me emphasize this: in that year, and in those plants, carrying on a simple struggle for such things as time and a half for overtime meant opposing the war. To whom did it mean that? Not to all of the workers, but to us. Because it tested the willingness of large masses of workers to say, “I will carry on the struggle of my class, regardless of the war.” Now, in the last analysis, that is a more important statement about the war than any resolutions that you can sign. Because, as far as the movement of the mass is concerned, the test of the matter was the continuation of the class struggle despite the war.

Now, if you will think for a moment, you will find that Lenin understood this very well. His formulations during the war, likewise the fundamental test, in the Zimmerwald Manifestoes and so forth, was put in exactly those terms, in a highly theoretical document. The test was, not whether you’re for “revolutionary defeatism” or some other political term that few people understood, but: Are you willing to carry on the class struggle in spite of the war? That was what these issues meant. And the meaning of a left progressive group in that shipyard workers union, and in other unions—at this time and in this situation—was that you could move relatively large masses of workers on their elementary basis: a movement which would set them against the union bureaucracy, the owning class and the state.

Yet, even in a situation like that, someone comes along and says: “You mean you never once got up on a union floor and proudly presented your position on the war? Why, you sold out!” I would say: that guy ought to be carefully kept away from any socialist movement! Does that mean we ignored the question of the war? No.

Let me give you the other side of this operation. At the same time as all this was going on, we also had our political organization operating. As a political party, we held public meetings and, more importantly, in our weekly newspaper, we said everything. And it was the combination of the two which I want to emphasize. Not just one or the other, because it’s the combination that’s important. Neither side is complete without the other. Within the framework of the trade union, we behaved as progressive, militant trade unionists (although, of course, we talked with our fellow workers). But in our newspaper, we said everything. The combination of these two things represents an all-sided and balanced revolutionary approach to the problem of trade union work.

On the one hand, you do not sterilize your trade union work by turning it into a carbon copy of your political work. Because that just isolates you, and you come out with what the TUEL came out with: yourself and nobody else. On the other hand, you use your trade union work also to direct people, to move people, to your political position by at the same time doing competent political work. “But you mean you never proposed to the Progressive Group that they adopt a position against the war?” Nope. We never did! We wouldn’t have dreamed of it. We did not propose our politics to the group. Because we had the following conception of the Progressive Group:

The Progressive Group was not just us. If it had been, it wouldn’t have had any meaning. There was a real movement there. It included people who were, so to speak, naturally born revolutionary militants, but who didn’t know it because they had never run across any revolutionary ideas before. It included all kinds of people, and a movement like this naturally will. And, as a movement, it wasn’t merely an extension of our two dozen people; it had its own life. We were revolutionary politicals in that Progressive Group. Our conception of that Progressive Group was that it was not a substitute for a revolutionary party and should not be made into one. It had its own function, role and program—as broad as possible a progressive and militant program that still is capable of moving large masses of workers against those three forces I mentioned before.

That would be my definition for you of the program of a meaningful rank and file movement. It may be a shop committee; this is an organizational question. But it’s the conception that’s important. And if you run into a comrade, for example, who approaches trade union work naively, from a revolutionary impulse (”If you’ve got revolutionary ideas you’ve got to put them forward...”), you just patiently explain that the function, the purpose, the usefulness of a rank-and-file progressive group exists insofar as it fulfills the following criteria: it has as broad a program as possible provided that it is not so broad it misses out on the second qualification—that, in the course of struggling for that program, masses of workers will move against those three forces. And you should take that line in the confidence that as a result of the masses getting into struggle—against the bureaucracy, the bourgeoisie and the state—people will learn (not as a whole mass, but maybe tens or hundreds) and will have their minds open to what next you have to tell them about your politics. If you don’t have that confidence, you’ve got to adopt a whole new set of political ideas...

That’s the whole idea about a rank-and-file progressive group in terms of revolutionary politics, and there are damn few cases of any revolutionary movement that has ever done that. Very few, locally or nationally...

There is... a common misconception, especially among people with little or no experience in trade union work, that a rank and file group within a union is a group which simply runs candidates for office. However, let me ask this: If that were true, what is the group doing during the two years or so between elections? Now this is not a question that would bother anyone who has done any work in a real, live, rank and file group that wasn’t invented by a resolution but that came out of the struggles of the workers. Because, such a person would know that a real rank and file group exists only as long as it is fighting all of the time, not just cropping up at elections.

What do these groups, the ones that actually crop up, do between elections? They must be doing something. It’s perfectly true that there are some outstanding cases where the existence of some group is tied up with elections. For example, the case of the Typographical Union is so well-known that it may account for part of the false impression. In the Typographical Union, the party set-up is very largely an official electoral structure. But that’s one of the reasons why, except at times, this structure is not exactly the same as the real struggle that is going on in the union. In any case, everyone knows the Typographical Union is a special case.

Now let’s consider a real situation in a union—not one that some would-be revolutionary has invented because he thinks there ought to be a rank and file group and he goes ahead and invents it (which may be necessary, but not the characteristic situation). If this is a situation where this rank and file opposition has resulted from the real grievances and the real issues and the real need of the workers in that shop to fight, they are going to be fighting on those issues, whatever they are.

Permit me to take the same example I took last time—the Progressive Group in the shipyard workers union that Anne and I were in during the Second World War. In this case, there weren’t any elections in the union. That union was under a receivership, so the top leadership wasn’t elected; it was appointed by the International. There were, however, elections for shop steward, and that wasn’t one of these cases where the election takes place every one or two years and that’s it. Shop stewards came and went, for various reasons. So, the question of how to get elected shop steward, or how to get a good guy elected shop steward, was not a question that only came up at the time of the election. It came up as part of the continual work that went on in the shop; that is, who was fighting grievances, and who was standing by the men on the floor when a problem came up. This was taking place in a “face-to-face group” (as the sociologists call it), where the workers worked in one department and knew one another...

If anybody has the idea that a rank and file or progressive group can operate simply as an electoral group at a time when elections take place, he’s talking about a rank and file group which is a fake! Not a real one. Because it cannot really operate that way. It cannot really function, unless it’s fighting, in one way or another, or organizing its people in one way or another for the fight which goes on day after day in the shops!

Now, as that goes on, very often certain things start happening. For one thing, the question often comes up of the activities of the group. What is such a group going to do when and if it is going to stay within the bounds of the routine activity of the trade union structure? A very typical example was our shipyard union situation. It was the people in our progressive group who initiated the job actions that occurred in the yards. Is that inside the trade union structure? Of course not! It’s outside the trade union structure. Such an action, if a progressive group is associated with it, is an activity of the progressive group! It doesn’t even have to be an activity decided at formal meetings of the group; often things don’t happen that way. But it takes place—outside the trade union structure.

But this is by the best union men in the plant; they do it as better union men than the apparatus. And, for them, that is not only trade union activity, but far better trade union activity than the routine “trade union activity” of attending a meeting and raising your hand at somebody’s motion.

So there are any number of examples of an actual struggle going on outside the trade union structure, but not outside the trade union movement.

Let me take as another example some of the opposition work carried on by the earlier Communist Party in the trade unions: the TUEL, which I discussed last time, was an opposition group within the unions.

At one point, the TUEL participated in a May Day demonstration. It participated, not as the union—the union wasn’t taking part—but as the TUEL! That was outside the union; a section of the union was carrying on an activity which was outside the union. Is that outside the trade union movement? Not as far as any good trade unionist is concerned. And anyone who thinks that it is does exactly what the trade union bureaucracy does, and is accepting a purely bureaucratic point of view.

There are many cases where a more-or-less well-organized trade union opposition group goes off on its own for some particular activity. They’re not going outside the trade union movement; they constitute part of the trade union movement! Just as much as the trade union bureaucracy does...

****************************************

Bob Carnegie (2004)

Bob Carnegie is an organiser for the Queensland Builders’ Labourers’ Federation (BLF). He was previously an organiser for the Maritime Union of Australia, and has been a rank-and-file trade unionist in a number of industries, including construction and seafaring. 

The Queensland BLF today shows a pattern of industrial militancy and organisation substantially different from that to be found in unions in the countries of old trade union organisation like the UK. 

Job grievances, even when they immediately concern only one or a few workers, are routinely dealt with by strike action. The typical form of union decision-making is the mass meeting on a site. 

Part of the difference is due to the character of the construction industry. It tends to select a special sort of personality in its workforce. Jobs are transient. Trade-union action has to be quick or not at all. Historically, the industry is typically either very militant or very unorganised. 

Another part of the difference must be down to a construction boom in Queensland now. And yet another part to the fact that construction is, by its very nature, an industry where the boss cannot threaten to move the work elsewhere. 

Are there, however, other lessons to learn? Can the culture of worker assertiveness and rank-and-file democracy that exists in the BLF be extended to other unions which have become stodgier? 

Are there lessons for the BLF today to be learned from the experience of the 1970s, where the BLF’s pattern of trade-unionism was more common in the countries of old trade union organisation? 

What lessons does the BLF have for trade unionists and socialists in other countries? 

Bob Carnegie discussed these issues with Martin Thomas.

The Queensland Builders’ Labourers’ Federation (BLF) is different in many ways from the Maritime Union of Australia, and probably the MUA was more typical of the stronger unions of the Cold War era. 

Politically, the major influence within the Maritime Union was the Stalinist Communist Parties, with a touch of the Australian Labor Party. In the BLF it is middle-of-the-road or Roman Catholic ALP — plus a strong Maoist influence. But “Maoism” here does not mean a worked-out political doctrine connected to China. It means a philosophy of direct action — issues fixed up on the spot. 

Expectations about working conditions are much higher among Maritime Union members. In construction, the extremely brutal nature of the industry and a transient workforce mean that workers are more interested in money, though safety is also a big concern. 

The employers are less concerned with safety in construction, partly because wages are a much bigger proportion of their total costs there. Safety costs more in construction. 

In construction, there is a culture of short, sharp stoppages. On the Riperian site in Brisbane we have had over a hundred days of industrial action, and gained better safety conditions and a more respectful attitude from the employer. 

There are also some bigger strikes. In the last round of Enterprise Bargaining Agreement negotiations, in 2003, over 10,000 workers went out for 10 days in a 48-site shutdown in Brisbane. 

The work is very arduous. Steel fixers, for example, who are one of the most militant sections of the workforce, do back-breaking work for eight or nine hours a day in sub-tropical heat. That probably contributes to making the workforce much more explosive than on the waterfront. They are also very confident that they are able to win concessions by industrial action against the employer. 

The way the union leadership operates is also different. In the BLF union organisers are given much more freedom than in any other union. Without that the men would reject the union.

One previous experience of exceptionally militant organisation in the construction industry, being built on to develop working-class activism on broader social issues and offer some political lead to wider sections of workers, was the New South Wales BLF in the early 1970s, under the leadership of Jack Mundey and others. 

After building a base by workplace militancy on pay and conditions, they pioneered “green bans” — industrial action to force developers to respect environmental standards. They took similar action to force Macquarie University to revoke the expulsion of a student for being gay and to force Sydney University to allow the development of a women’s studies course. They opened up jobs on the sites to women. 

The NSW BLF was smashed in 1975 by a joint offensive from the Maoist federal leadership of the BLF under Norm Gallagher, the building employers, and other building unions. After the Kerr coup successfully ousted the Whitlam Labor government, also in 1975, the “new left” radicalism in Australia which had nurtured the NSW BLF — and which the NSW BLF helped nurture — declined. 

The federal BLF remained strong and militant after 1975, but it was eventually smashed in the mid-1980s through a coordinated attack by the Labor government of that period, the building employers, and the majority of the trade union movement. The Queensland BLF is all that remains as BLF, though in other states ex-BLF activists have won leading positions in the construction sector of the CFMEU, the “super-union” which has taken over the BLF’s terrain. 

Bob reckons that “among BLF activists in Queensland the dominant influence is still from Gallagher, rather than from Jack Mundey and the New South Wales BLF in the 1970s. The Mundey episode is seen as fleeting. 

“The New South Wales BLF did many good things in the 1970s. But industrially it left a lot to be desired. The gains it won on workers’ compensation, superannuation, and so on were much less solid than those won by the Gallagher forces. Workers in the industry today have a much deeper respect for the Gallagher line than for the Mundey line. Victoria [which was Gallagher’s base] has always been the powerhouse of wages and conditions in the construction industry.” 

Bob sees affordable housing for all as the key issue on which to fight to expand the industrial militancy into a wider political view. “We build apartments that most workers could never afford to own! 

“I’m trying to raise people’s ideas and expectations, and convince them that they are the agents of change. We are the ones who build and create the wealth. We should not allow the growth of an underclass who can’t afford shelter. We should force the developers who are displacing the poor to concede social provision.”

But there is a lot of work to be done, a lot of ground to be covered. The Queensland BLF not only supports the Australian Labor Party, but specifically supports one of the right-wing factions in the Queensland Labor Party, the Labor Unity faction which, historically, is the “Catholic” faction. It has been like that for a long time, 35 years at least. 

Unlike other militant unions in Australia, and certainly unlike the MUA, the Queensland BLF never saw the Communist Party of Australia and the Socialist Party of Australia [more Moscow-loyal split-off from the CPA after 1969] build any strong influence in it. The CPA/SPA tradition is strong in the CFMEU [the union which organises most construction workers across Australia, and the trades as distinct from the labourers on Queensland construction sites], but it is looked on as soft. 

“Officials in the Queensland BLF still look to Gallagher’s leadership as a model, and have a sympathy for ‘Maoism’ in that sense, but there are not, nor ever have been, any political Maoists in the Queensland BLF, people with ideas about Mao’s China representing a model of society to be aimed for. What they mean by ‘Maoism’ is industrial direct action. 

“I’d say a high proportion of the BLF membership don’t vote, or are not even enrolled to vote.” 

Do they have a broader political outlook shaped by hopes and expectations for their children? “It’s hard to say. For their sons they want a better and safer construction industry: it’s not uncommon for sons to follow fathers into the industry. For their daughters, it’s difficult to say.” 

It may be, paradoxically, that the exceptional militancy in the Queensland BLF owes its preservation in part to the lack of socialist politics in the union in the past. In unions where the backbone activists were political people — which meant, mostly, identifying with the Communist Party or some splinter from it — the decay and collapse of Stalinism has demoralised that backbone, and dragged the union down with it. More “pure trade-unionist” militants have been less affected. 

Yet the militancy is doomed to be an anomaly — something that will die out or be isolated and defeated — unless some of it can be transmitted to other industries and to younger generations of workers, which means winning over at least a section of the activists to a broader view and to socialist politics in a new form, completely free of Stalinist shadows. 

“We have to get involved in other workers’ struggles and develop links, or we will be isolated. Already there is a level of solidarity action in the BLF which I wasn’t aware of before becoming a BLF organiser. Construction workers have more confidence about defeating legal and employers’ attacks than other groups of workers. 

“At the time of the big MUA dispute in 1998, for example, a big site in Carindale walked off for a week in protest against scab labour being brought onto the wharves. I was an MUA organiser at the time, and even I didn’t know about it. 

“Workers in all industries need to be made much more aware of other workers’ struggles. Their expectations about solidarity between different groups of workers need to be raised. 

“Trade union journals do a bit, but really we need a workers’ newspaper. Not a thick magazine, and not a sheet exclusively on industrial issues either, but a publication that could provide the basic information and ideas to build solidarity. 

“At present communication is poor even between different sites in the construction industry. Of course, the system of Enterprise Bargaining Agreements isolates sites from each other more than the old system where awards [industry-wide agreements with legal status] were more important. 

“What knowledge does get around is spread mostly by union organisers or by word of mouth, especially among crane crews, who are the highest-paid workers on the construction sites and also a very tightly-knit group, mostly working for one or another of only two big contractors in Queensland. 

“Some younger workers in construction are developing as union activists, taking on delegates’ jobs and so on. Even if they later move into other jobs, they can take valuable ideas and skills with them. 

“One of the finest unions that has ever existed was the Canadian Seamen’s Union. It was destroyed after World War Two. But many of its members ended up as union activists in other jobs — as lumberjacks, construction workers, and in other industries.” 

In Europe, construction employers have undermined union strength by recruiting immigrant labour, including illegal immigrant labour. That is harder for construction employers in Australia for reasons of geography, but may not be impossible some time in the future. They have used illegal migrant labour a bit in Sydney, but not much elsewhere. 

The employers do have a long-term problem of recruitment. A lot of the workforce are in their 40s and 50s. The employers have difficulty recruiting younger workers to the industry because of its harsh conditions. The union has put resources into training younger workers for the industry, and the employers support that, but they seem not to have a clear strategy of their own. 

In the longer term they may go more for migrant contract labour. At present they use New Zealand a bit as a pool of migrant labour, especially in scaffolding, and especially Maori workers. 

Older activists in other economic sectors often find it difficult to identify and bring forward new young activists. They operate in structures where most of the union reps are fairly old, and have been trained for years in disappointments. 

For example, a survey by Britain’s biggest union, the public service union Unison, found the following picture. Its union reps’ average age is 47. Their average length of time as a rep is 10 years, and their average time in the union is nearly 20 years. 

Mostly they function primarily as a sort of lawyer-cum-social-worker, pursuing individual grievances of individual workers on the basis of the leverage given to them by a good knowledge of the existing industrial agreements and legal provisions. 

Not only do they function that way; the union members expect them to function that way. Breaking out of that culture can be difficult. And it’s a culture which makes it very difficult to bring on new young activists. 

In Bob’s view: “There is no way round it but to reinstitute collectivism — to try to convince workers that difficulties they face with their work or their managers are not personal problems but work problems. It is very dangerous to have union delegates submerged in dealing with problems as individual problems. 

“On the sites in Brisbane we are able to avoid that. On two jobs recently we had problems of workplace bullying. They immediately concerned only a few workers, but we stopped the sites. We got the contractor responsible thrown off and the foreman censured. The manager had to come and apologise.”

Communication is an increasing problem for union organising in today’s workplaces. In call centres, for example, all the workers have their breaks at different times, and when they’re not having breaks, they’re isolated from each other, each wearing headphones and watching a computer screen. For a union activist just to get to talk to other workers is difficult. 

Sometimes the most available way for him or her to communicate, at least to some extent, with workers in the same workplace, is by email, which at least they can see on their computer screens. Over 60% of workers in the USA now use computers in their jobs; around 40% have Internet access at work; in the UK, the BBC website is now the most popular source for news, ahead of TV and newspapers. 

But communication by email makes it very difficult to identify and bring forward new young activists. 

Bob’s long and diverse experience as a union activist leaves him “very much opposed to union organising which relies on email. Some things in life can’t be done without personal, face-to-face contact, and political and trade-union organising is one of them. Without personal contact you will not mobilise people. You can’t sell organisation over the Internet. 

“If work patterns make it difficult to get to talk to workers face to face, then the union just has to put in the resources to surmount those difficulties. If the workers all have breaks at different times, then you have someone sit in the lunch room all day in order to reach them.” 

Where young activists enter jobs and want to become fresh union activists — usually because they’ve become politically aware before starting the job — these days they don't often face the “hard” barriers they faced in many areas 20 or 30 years ago, of strongly-organised Stalinist groups controlling the union machine and cracking down on anyone more radical or libertarian. 

But they do face “soft” barriers which can be just as difficult. 

The union machinery is run by older people who, though not necessarily hostile to new young people becoming active, have a mindset which expects they won’t. 

Union meetings are infrequent or difficult to get to unless you are already a rep and have facility time. The existing union reps have difficulty seeing what a young person, who doesn’t know all the negotiated agreements and legal provisions, can achieve as a union activist. 

In Bob’s view, the key task for any older activist who wants to break those “soft” barriers is to get out and talk more, face to face, with younger workers. 

And the first thing for any young activist who wants to establish himself or herself as a trade unionist to do is to gather good people around themselves, in their workplace. They should seek advice from older activists in the union, but they have to build a base for themselves.

Another problem often faced by young activists comes where they try to develop union organisation in workplaces predominantly employing other young workers. 

A lot of those young workers are transient or part-time, working for short spells in fast-food places or supermarkets. 

The history of the labour movement tells us that this is not an absolute barrier to organising. Construction workers too, after all, are often transient. Some of the finest trade-union movements of the past, like the Industrial Workers of the World in its heyday, found their main base among transient workers. 

Yet union membership remains extremely low among young workers. A young activist approaching his young workmates will probably find that they do not know much about trade unionism. Once it is explained to them what a union is, they may quite likely be favourable rather than hostile. But then, when they’re asked to pay up for the union dues, they back off. 

An effective union sounds like a good idea to them, but a rather abstract and remote one, and they do not want to pay out from their low wages for something so abstract and remote. And, of course, if enough of them think like that, effective trade unionism really will remain abstract and remote. 

Bob thinks that making union membership free for young workers for, say, the first year might help. Then the union can build up sufficient numbers to win some improvements and “prove” itself to the young workers who are reluctant to pay for union membership until they have seen what the union might mean in practice. 

“Of course, in due course workers have to pay for union membership. They have to recognise that the union is something that depends on their contribution — it’s not just a service provided to them. 

“We have hard-to-organise sites in the construction industry in Queensland. But we as union organisers have a legal right to go on site and speak to workers. Construction workers all know that, and that gives us some protection to start union organising. 

“If it is a difficult site, we will hand out leaflets beforehand and build up awareness of the union before going on the site. We try to get at least one person on the site into union membership as a start, and to do that the union has to guarantee some protection to that person. 

“In dealing with employers like McDonald’s, I think unions have to tell workers who want to join the union and start organising in their workplace that if they are victimised for trade unionism then the union, if it can’t defeat the victimisation, will at least guarantee to find them a job somewhere else.”

****************************************

Beverly Silver: “Forces of Labor”. Two reviews

Workers and Globalization

By STEVEN SHERMAN (abridged)

The working class is not particularly high on the agenda of the US left. It is quite telling that many on the left were eager to support Ralph Nader's campaign for the presidency despite his failure to win any notable support from organized labor. Furthermore, those on the left opposed to Nader rarely if ever raised this as a serious limit to his campaign. It was as if there was a tacit agreement between both supporters and foes of the Nader candidacy that the opinion of unions was inconsequential to their strategy. Even in Counterpunch, much more attention is devoted to the perfidy of capital than to the struggles of labor. But a dialectic where only one side is described is like a marriage (or any other activity involving two people) in which only one is present-not really a dialectic at all.

The alienation of the left in the US from the working class has a lengthy history. In the sixties, it took the form of pessimism based on the prosperity of workers-excessively middle class, they were believed to be unlikely to pose a revolutionary challenge to the system. These days, the pessimism is more likely to arise from the perceived weakness of the working class-on the one hand facing competition from the vastly cheaper, and seemingly unlimited labor reserves of China and other poor countries, and on the other, worn down and frustrated by the legal and psychological machinations of the likes of Walmart. Although the years since Seattle have brought an impressive revival in thinking about capitalism as a central obstacle to human liberation, many, if not most of the militants in the global justice movement place little hope in working class struggle in the traditional sense.

Beverly Silver's Forces of Labor: Workers Movements and Globalization since 1870 provides, if not undue optimism, grounds for believing that working class struggle will continue to play an important part in the shaping of the social order into the twenty first century. It unfolds a highly imaginative narrative of the last century, one which, while touching on many familiar events, is unlikely to leave reader's understanding of the dynamics of labor and capital (or twentieth century history) unchanged, and encourages one to look in fresh ways at the contemporary world. 

Silver draws upon a database produced by identifying every mention of labor unrest in the London Times and the New York Times since the 1890s. Three chapters illuminate the dialectic of labor and capital-that when capital organizes a profitable strategy, it produces resistance, generating new strategies of accumulation, and hence new forms of resistance. 

Workers resistance is divided into two strategies: 'Marxian' struggles, in which workers fight to claim a greater share of profits and control over the work process within a productive complex, and 'Polanyian' struggles (named after Karl Polanyi, author of the classic The Great Transformation) in which workers struggle against being treated as a commodity, and having their livelihood threatened by being subjected to pure market forces. What is impressive here is that the text avoids the bathetic tone of much writing on the left these days, where it is imagined that capital's strategy of dispersing production to impoverished labor pools is both new and virtually impossible to fight (or, in a similar narrative, states have been hopelessly weakened by the unprecedented power of international financial capital). 

Far from being new, this is a strategy that has been used recurrently for at least 100 years, and probably longer. This relocation strategy (which she calls the spatial fix) has the contradiction of relocating workers bargaining power to the new sites of production. In any case, it is only one of several strategies capital adopts.

To illustrate the spatial fix, the history of struggle in the auto industry is recounted. The American auto productive complex, originally rooted in MidWestern areas with weak unions, seemed difficult to challenge because it displaced skilled labor processes that craft workers controlled (the heart of union struggles just a little earlier) with un- and semi-skilled work controlled by the pace of the assembly line. However, this new form of production created a new weakness-because the assembly line linked thousands of activities into a single process defined by the capital-intensive machinery at the center, stoppages at any point of the process could pose major challenges to capital. Hence the sit-down strikes of the 1930s, generated by a militant minority of workers but successful in consolidating the place of unions in the American auto industry for decades, and, indeed, helping to legitimize industrial unions and New Deal measures in general. To tame the militants, the auto companies agreed to both unions and higher wages for workers, even while retaining control of the decision making process on the factory floor. 

However, as this deal squeezed their profits, they began to look elsewhere to base production, most notably, in the post-World War II era, Europe and Japan. In Europe a similar factory regime took hold, but in Japan, where the auto industry emerged immediately after a huge labor revolt, a new form of organization was introduced, which included lifetime employment for a core of workers (who also participated in production decisions) and dependency on small contractors beyond the core. The Japanese strategy bought a lengthy period of labor peace; however, in Europe by the late sixties disruptions of the assembly line similar to what took place in the US were occurring. In Europe, the workers won greater control over the factory floor, as well as wage increases, but this was a pyrrhic victory. Much more rapidly than in the US case, capital migrated to new sites-South Africa, Brazil and South Korea. Here again, the same forms of struggle emerged, now integrated into broader societal struggles for democracy. Again, capital has moved elsewhere, to China and Northern Mexico. Additionally, production, now heavily automated, has revived in the US.

This process of struggle followed by relocation is not simply one of recurrence; it accelerated as time went on, since unlike the American auto industry, later versions did not possess a monopoly status in the world market, and hence did not have windfall profits to buy workers off with. In addition, production was not only moved from country to country; it was transformed by the Japanese model of subcontracting and increasing automation. This process is called the 'organizational/technological fix', a general principle that one of the ways capital responds to labor revolts is to transform the production process in ways designed to weaken the stronger workers. The new complexes, described as 'post-fordist', or 'Just-in-Time' are often seen as particularly impervious to struggle, since they scatter production and force workers into teams mobilized for management goals. However, Silver identifies two weakness-first, unlike the Japanese complex, they do not involve a core of workers whose loyalty has been purchased through lifetime employment, and, secondly, the complex requirements of JIT that products appear in particular places at particular times actually increases vulnerability to interference with the delivery process. Thus, new waves of militancy are likely in China and Northern Mexico. 

In the next part, Silver compares the auto industry experience with that of the textile industry, usually regarded as the quintessential industry of the nineteenth century. This is not done simply to compare the two industries, however; the comparison also highlights the fact that as profits decline in a leading sector (for the nineteenth century, textiles) investment is shifted to a new industry (in this case, auto). This is referred to as the 'product fix.' 

In some ways, the textile industry followed a similar dynamic as the auto industry. After worker's struggles in the original center (the United Kingdom) resulted in their ability to strike a better deal with capital, the industry began to migrate to other countries where wages were lower. In turn, all of these countries eventually become the sites of labor unrest. However, there were important differences. First, textile production was not as centralized; each mill was not as important to production. This made it more difficult for strikers to create difficulties for capital. Their workplace bargaining power was not as great as it was in the auto industry. Secondly, it migrated to a wider variety of countries, compounding this challenge. As a result, textile workers depended more on alliances with other sectors of the working class and movements, a strategy Silver identifies as associational power. Particularly notable is the tendency of the struggles of textile workers to converge with nationalist struggles in the colonial world. The middle class nationalist leaders required a mass base, while the textile workers needed allies. Thus textile workers are often found playing a strategic role in these struggles. However, for the most part they were not able to achieve as good deals as autoworkers were.

In line with the principle of the product fix, Silver attempts to highlight what industries might become the leading enterprise(s) of the twenty-first century. Unable to settle on one, she considers the semiconductor industry, producer services, the education industry, personal services, and, in an interesting section, speculates on the potential strengths of each. While office work (producer services) has been directed overseas and over the internet, perhaps hacking and viruses will prove a potent tool. Although teachers are dispersed in many work places, they mostly have one employer (the state) which increases their bargaining power, and play a crucial role in the social division of labor, since if they don't work, it's difficult for parents with kids to go to work. 

By contrast, fast food workers (personal services) seem structurally weaker-even if an entire fast food chain were to go on strike, the general population would not go hungry, disruption would be minimal. The most concrete discussion of an actual workers struggle in this section involves the Justice for Janitors campaign. It is striking that one of the most militant union campaigns in recent American history was carried out by a work force heavily composed of non-citizen immigrants. Because 'world city' headquarters of capital-particularly those heavily capitalized with new communications technology wired into the buildings-cannot simply be moved overseas, those who do the work cleaning and maintaining these areas (producer services) have a certain amount of bargaining power. However, to be effective, the Janitors campaign had to develop associational strength through alliances with other unions, church groups, community groups, etc.

KIM MOODY

WORKERS OF THE WORLD

By now the prospect of reading another ‘globalization’ book has lost its lustre. The lines of argument are all too familiar. The state, or at least its power to control economic matters, is disappearing as predatory corporations cross borders at will (usually heading South) aided by multilateral agreements and institutions dragging the world’s working classes into a ‘race to the bottom’. Not quite, says the other side of the debate. There may indeed be a race to the bottom, but the corporations need the state for social damage control, to step up repression of resistance, to negotiate further ‘liberalization’ and to pump tax dollars into corporate coffers as well as, indirectly, the stock and bond markets of the world. In any case, most mobile capital moves around within the North. What both sides usually agree on is that in either scenario, the organized working class gets weaker. The only question being: is this weakening of labour permanent and irreversible, or is there a role for the international working class in the fight to control or end capitalist globalization? Anyway, isn’t globalization, to paraphrase Henry Kissinger, just another word for US dominance? 

In Forces of Labour, Beverly Silver looks at globalization from a different and original perspective. First of all, it is a longer perspective than most, spanning from 1870 to the mid-1990s. Second, her emphasis is on working-class activity rather than corporate misdeeds or IMF austerity; i.e., on resistance rather than victimization. Third, she challenges the race-to-the-bottom thesis typical of much globalization analysis. She does this not by denying the downward pressure on working-class incomes and conditions produced by capital mobility, but by arguing that as capital moves it does what it has always done: it creates a working class in its new location, exploits it to the hilt, and almost invariably faces the resistance of that new class. The picture that emerges from Forces of Labour is one of a moveable class struggle that both pushes and is pulled by capital’s outward trajectory from Europe, North America and Japan to select parts of the Third World, and finally, perhaps, to China, the latest site of rapid accumulation. 

What is unique about this work is its focus on working-class activity in its industrial, spatial and temporal aspects. As Silver puts it, ‘this book attempts to create a narrative of working-class formation in which events unfold in dynamic time-space’. Examining product cycles and various business strategies for maximizing or recovering profit rates—what she calls ‘fixes’—Silver looks at the rise and decline of labour unrest in relation to the locations of different industries over time. Strikes tend to increase as the industry enters its mature phase, roughly the 1870s through the 1930s for textiles and the 1930s through the early 1970s for automobiles, and decline when production becomes standardized. It is in the standardization phase that the industry is likely to begin the trek to lower-wage sites. These new sites of lower-cost production can be within the same country, but typically they rest on the continuing and worsening uneven development that divides North from South. 

Silver argues that as capital subjects a largely agricultural and rural population to urbanization, discipline and exploitation, labour—the ‘fictitious commodity’—rebels at being treated like one. She distinguishes between two types of resistance. The first, a ‘Polanyi shift’ based in worker experience in the market, is a pendulum-like swing into resistance which is then mollified by a social compact through government social legislation which, in turn, faces a crisis of profitability and legitimacy. The second she labels a Marx-type shift in which the class develops permanent organizations of resistance: unions and parties. They are not exclusive of one another and often lay the basis of successful resistance, which modifies to some extent the race-to-the-bottom tendency. Silver also has an interesting discussion of how, in forming its resistance, working classes and their various sections ‘draw boundaries’. These may be exclusive, as with US craft unions when they formed in the late nineteenth century, or inclusive, as in the case of both Brazil and South Africa, where union links with working-class and poor communities were an essential part of the fight for democracy. 

She takes it as axiomatic that each epoch of capitalist development has a paradigmatic industry. For the nineteenth century it was textiles, for the twentieth, automobiles. Both of these industries show the ‘innovation, maturity, standardization’ product cycle described above. Silver’s discussion of the twenty-first century is necessarily more speculative, looking at producer services, education as an industry and the manufacturing of information technology. In addition, Silver has an important discussion on the role and strategic place of the transportation industry in the production process itself. Particularly in the age of lean production, with its extensive and often international outsourcing of manufacturing combined with Just-In-Time inventories and parts delivery, transportation becomes a key element in the development of working-class militancy. What is missing—oddly, in the era of globalization—is an examination of telecommunications as a site of resistance. 

For Silver, the major ‘push’ factor driving industry to the South is increased militancy in the original sites in the North. The time-space unfolding of this exit and entry of capital is measured by the level of strike activity, first in the old sites, particularly Europe and North America, and later in the newer sites of the South, as capital eventually moves on to even cheaper locations. As industries mature, intensified pressure on the workforce brings forth increased militancy and organization. This, in turn, pushes these industries to lower-wage nations where a new class formation begins and the cycle of maturity and resistance is repeated—as it was in South Africa and Brazil, then in South Korea (where the capital involved was mostly indigenous), and now in China, the latest location not only of semi-conductor production but of textiles and automobiles as well. 

Silver, of course, is not saying what neoclassical economists like to say, namely that all this investment will turn these developing nations into prosperous economies. On the contrary, she makes the point that ‘spatial fixes relocated the social contradictions of mass production (including strong working classes), but they have not relocated the wealth through which high-wage countries historically accommodated those same contradictions’. The North–South income gap has in fact grown, which in turn encourages more spatial fixes and more dislocation between the two hemispheres. 

The measuring rod for labour unrest is a database compiled over many years by the World Labour Group with which Silver worked, and which collates ‘mentions’ of strikes in various countries in the New York Times and The Times of London from 1870 to the mid-1990s. At first this seems a slender reed upon which to base such a lofty theoretical model. The argument for such a database is that these two newspapers represent the centres of the two world hegemonic regions, the one looking West and South, the other East and South, in effect covering the globe. Though she admits that this might leave out many instances of industrial action, Silver argues that their goal has been to examine the relative level of strike activity over time. The database has a global reach, being also divided between the ‘metropolitan’ and ‘colonial and semi-colonial worlds’. The book as a whole, however, rests on a far broader examination of the literature. 

Another problem with this measure, as Silver acknowledges, is that it misses other important forms of working-class resistance, such as workplace actions, community struggles, crucial elections and the occasional revolution. It also leaves out the key questions of organization and politics, revolutionary or reformist. 1905 in Russia is one thing, 1937 in the US another. Does an upsurge produce or strengthen a mass working-class party, as in Brazil in the 1980s? Or does it give rise only to new trade unions, as in the US in the 1930s? Still, the graphs based on the WLG database conform to the recognized major periods of labour upsurge, even if they cannot give us the qualitative picture. 

What the WLG database shows is that strike activity rose from 1870, with moderate peaks in the mid-1880s, a larger one in the years just prior to the First World War, reaching an all-time high immediately afterwards; peaking again before and after the Second World War, and then gradually declining in the 1980s to a slump in the 1990s. This is consistent with what we know generally about those periods of labour unrest. When we see the world as split between metropolitan and colonial and semi-colonial nations, however, the patterns are somewhat different. The metropolitan countries follow the world trend, except that the two pre- and post-war spikes are sharper. In the South these peaks are less pronounced, but the post-World War Two one is longer, remaining very high from the 1940s to the 1960s, reflecting labour’s role in many national liberation movements. Even in the 1970s and 1980s it stays well above the level in metropolitan countries, no doubt due largely to militancy in South Africa and Brazil. By the 1990s it has collapsed there as well, leaving what looks like a global trough for the present. Silver argues, however, that the capital now accumulating in China has already begun to produce resistance, if little organization so far. Yet what of the rest of the world, including the metropolitan areas from which capital has allegedly fled? 

Parts of Silver’s analysis do point to new opportunities for labour here. Her discussion of the vulnerability of lean production with its JIT-linked manufacturing and assembly sites points out that strikes in supplier firms can close down an entire corporation in short order, as was the case with several General Motors strikes in the US between 1994 and 1998. Also, her emphasis on transportation as an increasingly essential aspect of production and, indeed, globalization as a whole, is important and provides some strategic insights. When discussing the growth of financial activity as part of OECD GDP from 4 per cent in 1980 to 44 per cent in 1991, she points out that labour militancy resumed after a similar rise in speculation in the late nineteenth century. Finally, as she argues, the period of accord results when capital is able to afford the wages and conditions that buy relative peace in the standardization era. As that erodes, the material basis of the accord dries up. Whether or when conflict returns depends on other factors, of course. 

There are, however, some problems with this analysis. First is the emphasis on labour unrest as the major factor driving capital abroad. Surely capitalism’s internal dynamics, the recurrent profitability problem that stems from accumulation itself, explains capital’s relentless tendency to expand geographically, quite apart from the level of labour unrest? The levels of strike activity during the classic age of imperialism (1873 to 1919) seem too low to explain the European rush for Africa, or America’s adventures in the Pacific and the Caribbean. In any case, that acceleration of imperialism did not involve the relocation of existing production so much as investment in very different industries. More likely the panic of 1873 turned European eyes to Africa’s natural resources, while that of 1893 sent US warships to pick off the remnants of Spain’s decaying empire along with Hawaii and assorted smaller islands. The interwar years, though characterized by intense class conflict in the metropolitan countries, were more a time of economic isolation than globalization. The postwar era fits the theory better, but even there a falling rate of profit is certainly a contender as a relentless ‘push’ factor. 

There is also a problem with the picture that emerges, even though this effect was probably unintended. Silver’s emphasis is on the movement of capital outward from the metropolitan to the colonial and semi-colonial nations, though she is careful to point out that the bulk of foreign direct investment is between metropolitan countries. However the impression given by the various bar graphs and descriptions is that capital has not simply expanded the world over, but has virtually vanished from its older sites. This is suggested particularly strongly by her discussion of the automobile industry. Her graph shows labour unrest moving from the US in the 1930s to Europe in the upheaval of 1968–73, and then to Brazil, South Africa, South Korea, and finally to China (with a question mark). While the figures on strike activity may be accurate, the implication is that as militancy moves from one site to another, history and, possibly, the industry concerned comes to a close in the older sites. 

In the US this is simply not an accurate picture. The automobile industry remained very big throughout the postwar period. Its workers participated in the 1968–73 upheaval with levels of strike activity equal to or, by some measures, above those of the late 1930s. Auto workers in that era organized sizeable rank-and-file movements, including revolutionary-minded Black caucuses such as DRUM and others in Detroit. While the auto corporations moved out of inner-city plants in key production centres such as Detroit and Flint and accelerated investment abroad, they also invested within the US in the 1970s. In addition, Japanese and European car manufacturers moved into the US, opening several large plants on a non-union basis. As of the late 1990s the US auto industry employed as many production workers as it did in the late 1970s, when it reached its highest employment level. But the industry had changed, with more non-union plants in the US South, a decline in the proportion of the workforce organized (associational power in Silver’s terminology), more outsourcing and union participation in various labour–management co-operation schemes. The political atmosphere had also changed significantly in the 1980s and imports were threatening some jobs. Strike activity slumped, though not to the point of disappearing altogether. 

Still, it seems possible that the new plants will be organized eventually and something like a turnaround achieved. In other words, the effect Silver sees in the new production sites of the Third World can be created in the midst of the old sites when investment occurs in a new or old industry. A recent example of this would be the strike at the Nissan plant in northern England, a plant thought to be a bastion of union co-operation and complacency. Despite holding out considerable possibilities for the revival of class struggle, Silver seems to pass over the issue of renewed struggle in the North. 

Perhaps a deeper problem with Forces of Labour is that it is embedded in hegemony theory. According to this conception, the period of US hegemony in the world economy that followed the Second World War allowed for a social compact between capital and labour in the developed capitalist nations. As this hegemony declined, when faced with growing competition from Japan and Europe, so the social compact broke down first in the US and then in Europe (albeit more slowly) and even Japan. In economic terms, the erosion of US hegemony now appears a temporary phenomenon of the 1970s and 1980s. Of course, the world is a looser collection of nations and a more complex place since the end of the bipolar Cold War, and America’s proportion of world trade and investment remains below what now appears as the atypical and brief levels of the 1950s and 1960s. But Japan has faded as an economic power and Europe has yet to achieve the unity and economic cohesion it would require to best the US economy. Of course, Silver is right that the recent ‘health’ of the US economy rests on an unhealthy foundation. It floats on financialized growth, military spending, falling profit rates (hidden by the financial fix as well as accounting miracles), foreign investment, the weakening of unions and the subsequent fall in real wages, which still remain well below their 1973 level. But hegemony is not about means. 

Militarily, the US outstrips the rest of the world combined. And what other nation has an armoured presence on the ground in 130 countries? Its leaders, as we have seen, do not hesitate to use both troops and hardware. This is not just Bush’s arrogant rush to perpetual, pre-emptive and unilateral war. Clinton invoked the War Powers Resolution sixty times to send planes or troops abroad and did so unilaterally in many cases—though care was taken to label these interventions ‘humanitarian’. It is, of course, arguable that all of this imperial aggression is meant precisely to compensate for a real loss of hegemony. But this is to miss two points. Firstly, military hegemony is, tragically, real hegemony—a doomed hegemony, I would argue, but real enough at the moment. In addition, the idea that a nation has to have and maintain a majority of world trade and investment to be hegemonic seems mistaken. Such a position could never be maintained for long. The US remains the economic bull in the world’s china shop. Its military breaks down whatever barriers to trade, investment and energy sources the WTO and IMF cannot. Its internal contradictions, not simply its relative position in the world economy, drive it outward like all imperial powers. With capitalism, enough is never enough. 

A further objection to Silver’s theoretical framework concerns the notion of the social compact itself. This idea, the gift of regulation theory, presents the wrong picture of how labour in the developed industrial nations achieved its higher standard of living, namely through economic and political conflict. It also, at least in the case of the United States, misunderstands the motives and behaviour of the American capitalist class in the postwar years. With a handful of exceptions, capital never accepted unions or unionism, nor did it willingly grant the gains made by labour after 1945. Strike levels in the 1950s equalled those of the 1930s, and in the 1960s they exploded in an uncontrollable rebellion of industrial workers alongside the rapid growth of public-sector unions. Furthermore, capital developed union-avoidance strategies during and immediately after the Second World War. These included, among other things: the migration of facilities away from highly unionized urban areas to more rural sites in the South; passage of the Taft–Hartley Act in 1947 (which severally limited union actions); the calculated use of McCarthyism and anti-Communism in general; the open attacks on union workplace power at General Electric and US Steel in the 1950s and in auto, airlines, trucking and elsewhere in the 1960s; and various tough bargaining stances that produced continuous strikes during the whole period of the ‘compact’. 

To understand the behavior of US capital in the world today, it is necessary to understand its view toward labour in those best of times. Predatory then, predatory now. The difference is that then capital was still on the defensive from the enormous labour upheaval of the 1930s and 1940s, and faced growing competition in the world from the Soviet Union. In other words, the domestic and global restraints were greater. On the other hand, profitability was higher and international competition much less intense, making concessions possible if not painless. The behaviour of US capital in the 1950s was not a compact or even a truce, but a measured war of position, to use Gramsci’s phrase. There was never any doubt, however, that when the probing missions of the 1950s and 1960s paid off and the balance of forces shifted sufficiently, aggression would follow. 

Despite these differences, Forces of Labour is a thought-provoking and valuable work which provides an antidote to the victimization themes of so much globalization literature. Its long view is a reminder that globalization is not entirely new, although it is important to understand more recent developments, such as international production systems. More importantly, it reminds us that resistance comes not only from today’s confrontations on the streets, but from those who are the system’s human commodities, and that corporate power is unlikely to go uncontested by those it exploits. 

More for comrades who read German at:

http://www.wildcat-www.de/dossiers/forcesoflabor/fol_dossier.htm
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