Alliance for Workers’ Liberty day school, 1 October 2005

Marxists and the trade unions

Key questions for the day:

* In a period where trade-union activity is generally at a low level, why should fresh young activists turn their attention to organising in the workplaces and trade unions, rather than instead focusing on one-off street actions, voluntary sector groups and NGOs, or community campaigns? 

* How can revolutionaries in the unions avoid the twin dangers of becoming submerged in routine detail, losing their revolutionary edge, or appearing as loudmouth “outsiders”? 

* What rational perspectives can we point to for a revival of large-scale working-class industrial struggle?

Some key quotes from the reading:

***

Working class as key to emancipation: “The emancipation of the oppressed class implies necessarily the creation of a new society... The condition for the emancipation of the working class is the abolition of every class”.

Trade unions elemental: “The first attempt of workers to associate among themselves always takes place in the form of combinations.... The immediate object of trade unions was [originally] confined to... questions of wages and time of labour. This activity of the trade unions is not only legitimate, it is necessary... [Without it the workers] would be degraded to one level mass of broken wretches past salvation... By cowardly giving way in their everyday conflict with capital, they would certainly disqualify themselves for the initiating of any larger movement”.

Trade unions as bases for broader class struggle: “In the struggle... this mass becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class for itself... centres of organisation of the working class, as the medieval municipalities and communes [were] for the middle class... organised agencies for superseding the very system of... capital rule... organising centres of the working class in the broad interest of its complete emancipation”.

What activists must fight for: “Trade unions... must learn to act deliberately as organising centres... as the champions and representatives of the whole working class... enlist the non-society men into their ranks... look carefully after the interests of the worst-paid trades...”

Self-emancipation, or workers as foot-soldiers: “One way of looking at social sections... is [as] your ‘army’... That whole approach is completely alien to Marxism... For Marx and 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”.

***

Contradictory effects of union success: “The sit-down strikes made the new CIO unions secure... [This] has revealed a contradictory quality.... transformation in the status of the original union militants... has changed their material position... 16 years older... and many of them.... 16 times softer and more conservative”.

Need to reach out to younger and poorer workers: “The skilled, privileged trade unionists were the solid base of support of the opportunist... leaders... A new radicalisation... will take youth, and hunger, and raggedness, and bitter discontent with all the conditions of life. We must look to the new people...”

Keeping activists on track: “The sure way to lose one’s fighting faith is to succumb to one’s immediate environment... to see only what is before one’s eyes and imagine that it is permanent... In normal times the trade union... is a culture-broth of opportunism... To hold on, to stay tough... requires theoretical conviction and historical perspective... and... association with others in a common party”.

Starting from broad class concerns: “The job... is to get the working class moving... on its independent class basis...”.

Rank and file groups on a class basis: “You take the working class and its struggles at the point where it is now... and try to find the issue which will move as massive a section of the class as possible against the union leadership... the whole employer class... the state... [avoid] the sterilisation of the TUEL, its becoming turned into nothing but the CP fraction... [Also] a rank and file or progressive group operat[ing] simply as an electoral group... is a fake!”

Look outside your own corner: “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”.

Reinstitute collectivism: “There is no way round it but to reinstitute collectivism - to try to convince workers that difficulties they face in their work or their managers are not personal problems but work problems”.

Being ready to break with the bureaucracy: “Breaking with the tops in the labour movement, in order to carry out your political work below... That is the fateful question in the Marxist movement with regard to the trade unions”.

Begin by listening: “You don’t begin as the professor; you begin as a pupil... Your first job is to acquaint yourself, in some detail, with what your concrete situation is on the shop floor... The dissatisfaction, the grumbling in the workers’ ranks... the kind of thing that never gets written up...”

Become not just a consumer but a producer of socialist ideas: “You participate in... discussions not simply as an audience that needs to be amused or interested, but as... comrades interested in presenting these elementary ideas to workers... Think in terms of learning to be the leader and focus of a circle of workers.... Some things in life can’t be done without personal, face-to-face contact, and political and trade union organising is one of them...”

Combine trade-union and ideological work: “Neither side is complete without the other... move relatively large masses of workers on their elementary basis... At the same time... as a political party, we held public meetings and... our weekly newspaper... You use your trade union work also to move people to your political position by at the same time doing competent political work...”

***

“Silver looks at globalisation from a different perspective... emphasis on working-class activity rather than corporate misdeeds... on resistance rather than victimisation”.

“As capital moves... it creates a working class in its new location, exploits it to the hilt, and almost invariably faces the resistance of that new class... new waves of militancy are likely in China and Northern Mexico...”

Meanwhile: “As of the late 1990s the US auto industry employed as many production workers as it did in the late 1970s...”

“Growth of financial activity [might depress worker militancy]... labour militancy resumed after a similar rise in speculation [and drop in struggle] in the late nineteenth century...”

“What industries might become the leading [ones] of the 21st century... semiconductor industry, producer services, the education industry, personal services... Particularly in the age of lean production... transportation becomes a key element in the development of working-class militancy. What is missing - oddly, in the era of globalisation - is an examination of telecommunications as a site of resistance”.

Non-quotations: Why no mention in Silver of Stalinism, or of working-class politics in general? Little mention of restructuring (outsourcing, contracting-out, privatisation, robotisation)? No mention of increased international capitalist competition?

