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In the last fortnight events in the economic struggle have happened with a rapidity seldom seen in Britain. Events in the economic struggle must be responded to by the classes in society. The conduct of each class will reflect itself in the balance of class forces after the event; it determines what is gained or lost. This conduct is determined by the class's real interests in the event (i.e. what is at stake for them); their political consciousness (how they see the event); and what forces they are capable of bringing to bear on the event.

The events and an analysis of them are below:

THE RAIL DISPUTE

The railway wages dispute has been settled. The Government had exposed itself in the Miners' strike by pitting its own exhortations about inflationary wage settlements being anti-social and flaunting the national interest against the miners.

The nation responded with (l) the working class as a class entering the strike on the miners side with a will to support the miners for as long as they would stay out; (2) the bourgeoisie decided in the face of the working class' determination that the miners were indeed a special case and deserved more money for their thankless toil. The Government was left high and dry with the support of neither class. The rail wages dispute appeared quickly after the miners strike. Attempts to elicit public outrage at the dislocation due to the work to rule were not particularly successful. The British 'public' was unmoved and took no political action against a well organised section of the working class. (Opinion polls for years have shown that a majority of the 'public' favours getting tough with unions. However this sentiment remains part of the culture of individualism - it has no political expression because petty bourgeois politics has long ago disappeared in Britain in its own form. To lead political action openly against the Unions would be impossible in Britain, because the 'public', i.e. the working class, in politics is conscious of the need to defend trade unions against the bourgeoisie.) Thus exposed again, the Government used first the cooling off period and second the compulsory ballot provisions of the Industrial Relations Act against the railwaymen. Both were invoked without much forethought; the Government clearly felt constrained to be seen to be acting in the situation - not to have abdicated responsibility to the naked anarchy of confrontation which the British ruling class has learned to avoid if possible. In addition there was a definite opinion growing in both classes that if the Industrial Relations Act was not used by the Government it would never be used.

The Government could not act as all previous Governments since the war have done and use conciliation (which is well known to produce concession from the bourgeoisie). The capitalist class cannot afford this form of settlement now. Nor could they act as did the Baldwin Government of 1926 and simply permit the confrontation to take place. Such confrontations end either in concession or coercion from the ruling class. Coercion by physical force or even political coercion cannot be used indefinitely or even for very long over the working class. The working class is numerically a majority and politically too conscious of its democratic rights under British parliamentary democracy. Indeed, coercion must be the option of last resort. Because once used and defeated (i.e. the balance of forces being redressed in favour of the working class and normality restored) by the physical and political strength of the working class, it would cease to be a credible deterrent.

The Government therefore went to the law, which is 'above us all', whose rule guides all classes and is meted out impartially. The trouble was that even though the Government said they were using the Act because it was law and therefore intended to be used, their move was seen by both classes for what it was - an attempt to awe the rail workers by the fear of the law. The same Ministers who protested that they had taken the dispute to Court as disinterested administrators had also committed themselves publicly against the railwaymen: Anthony Barber: "while we must all hope that commonsense will prevail, if it does not and if the industrial action takes place, it is right that the public should know that the Government stands ready to take whatever action is necessary to protect the nation and we shall not flinch from our duty. We have learnt the lessons of the past." (FT, 12.6.72). The railwaymen were not awed and indeed settled for little less than they had in fact asked for at first. The end result - the Government again lost face. Not because the law was disobeyed - it was observed to the letter. But because their intentions - which the 'nation' saw as their intention - was that the law should bring the rail unions to heel by breaking their will to stay out for a better offer.

What has been the ruling class' assessment of this event? First, the Government remains adamant that all it ever intended was to operate the law and that after all other recent wage settlements had been more sober and responsible. That of the class is best summed up in David Watt's (FT political correspondent) judgement: "Things only started to go wrong when ... the affair started to turn into a political crusade. As a matter of fact, there might have been a case for this if it had been done much earlier in the dispute; for whatever one thinks of the arguments employed, every Government is entitled to get as much public support as it can in such a situation. But by appearing to join a great constitutional struggle at the last minute over three weeks pay, the Government has confused its followers and weakened its own persuasive powers. It began what is very hard to carry through, and, as it now seems to have realised, we shall never be able to repair matters this way." (FT, 9.6.72)

Because the Government felt compelled to defend its use of the Industrial Relations Act in constitutional terms, it gave the actual event more political significance than it merited. No industrial dispute is ever a struggle between 'the rule of law and the forces of anarchy' unless the political consciousness of one class or the other views it in this way. It was clear that the working class certainly did not view it as such. Had they done so there would have been an unstoppable pressure on the TUC to support the railway unions in refusing to appear before the Industrial Relations Court. (It was just such pressure that forced the TUC to call the General Strike in 1926.) And it was also clear that the ruling class was not united in insisting that the Government should invoke the Industrial Relations Act either. Once the Government action had been taken, it was supported by the class; but it was by no means convinced that the risk of constitutional crisis was worth it. It was much more far-sighted than the Government seemed in recognising that the real problem for the class lay not in who would win the rail dispute or whether the Industrial Relations Act should be used in this instance. It was the problem of how to bring about a lowering of the real wages of the working class and to intensify the rate of exploitation by winning back shop floor power from the working class. Neither the Industrial Relations Act or the rail dispute represented decisive points in working out this problem. That is because the ruling class has been very careful not to define exactly its objective: it is out for what it can get from the working class and to plainly state it would inevitably involve a defensive reaction from the working class: a trial of strength. The Government came dangerously close to defining that objective as the rail unions giving in and taking 12.5% instead of l4%; while the rail workers voted 6-1 for 14% and the working class showed no signs of turning against them. The Government pulled in its horns in the nick of time and Vic Feather used his good offices to bring about what the FT blandly described as a "face-saving'' solution which gave 14% so that it didn't look like 14%.

After 1926 the ruling class learned that constitutional crises do not alter the fundamental balance of economic forces. The ruling class won the General Strike politically but was still left facing its economic problems, and a working class which, though defeated in that event politically, had not unlearned the need for class solidarity and self-defense. It had not gone forward, but it had not moved backward. In the present situation the bourgeoisie badly need the help of the trade union leaders in making the necessary changes in the relations of production. But the trade union leaders will be no help (no matter how much they subjectively will to sell out) if the Industrial Relations Act or the Government forces the TU leaders to separate themselves from their members for the sake of the law or national interests or become outlaws leading a working class united in opposition against the Government. Either outcome would render the trade union leaders useless from the point of view of edging their members along towards modernisation and 'wages in the national interest'. Once the support of the rank and file is removed from the trade union leader, he stands for nothing. Unlike an MP whose authority is only tested once every election (or in political crises which are rare occurrences indeed in Britain) a trade union leader's authority is tested every time his members take industrial action: if he counsels moderation and is ignored, he either moves with them or de facto abdicates. Therefore, the ruling class is concerned not to provoke the rank and file and force the TU leaders into moving one way or the other. As long as the working class is not engaged in open struggle, the TU leaders can manoeuvre credibly and in fact move the class with them (e.g. TUC moves re Incomes Policy with the Labour Government from 1964-66). Thus the ruling class were indeed relieved to see the l4% given; because the alternative would have funked the overall problem: "My own feeling in any case is that such a climactic showdown - a major strike broken by troops, or a mass defiance of the National Industrial Relations Court, or a General Election called on the 'who governs Britain' issue - is unlikely to come about. Most of the leaders on both sides realise that this kind of 'simple' solution, far from clearing the air, might divide the nation more deeply than at any time since, perhaps, 1688, and that whoever won it might take generations to clear up the mess. If it happens in future it will be due partly to the folly and shortsightedness of the union leaders, but partly, one has to admit, it will be because the Conservatives have started to believe all their own propaganda." (D. Watt, FT, 9.6.72)

THE STATE AND THE RULING CLASS

It will be noted that the above analysis distinguishes between the ruling class and the Government. It may be asked why this should be when the state is capitalist, surely the Government must be the ruling class. The answer is that while the state is an instrument or vehicle of the ruling class, its relation to that class is not that of (l) the sum total of that class' political organisation and force (2) nor is it in a position to simply register and carry out political and economic orders from the ruling class based on their needs as the owners of the means of production - i.e. it cannot impose a lowering of the subsistence level of the working class on its authority alone. Under capitalism the state has one function - common to all variants of bourgeois democracy and dictatorship: of organising and regulating the social and economic relations to prevent the anarchy inherent in capitalist production from breaking out and hindering the continuance of that production. (The state is not the only organisation in bourgeois society to perform this function; in Britain voluntary organisations have long played an important part.) In order to perform this role, the state requires the consent of all classes in the society - not just the ruling class. As said above, the ruling class cannot impose its will by coercion for long. Therefore, it is necessary that the authority of the state be derived and be seen by all classes to be derived by a process of consent by all classes. In Britain this process is embodied in Parliament - whereby neither the Executive nor the Judicial arms of the state are free to act except by Parliamentary decision (in the case of the Judiciary, Lord Denning made this very clear this week.)

But it will be argued, we all know that Parliament is a bourgeois trick - look at the two political parties - Tweedledum and Tweedledee. If this is so, then why has the state and Parliament made any concessions to the working class? Why does it not simply impose the bourgeois will despite the force of working class opposition? A parliamentary decision, a law, is a reflection of the balance of class forces in the society.

If Parliament's Acts did not reflect the balance of class forces then the business of regulating society would take place in other institutions. Parliament is not an agent of the two classes in the way that trade union leaders are, but it is representative. To do its job correctly, Parliament must know what each class's position on an issue is and how far they are willing to move from that position to compromise for the good of the nation, and then register that compromise in its business. Parliament does not represent one class alone, rather it represents the bargain struck between the two. And it is crucial to remember that the bargaining process goes on mainly outside Parliament: it is in fact the culmination, the final form of the process. Within a capitalist mode of production, the state registers the state of play in the class struggle. If it does more than that, or is seen to do more than that, there is a loss of confidence in the state by the class which believes itself wronged and a political crisis ensues where the state's existence is in question. The state stands for capitalist society, but within that society the bourgeoisie and the working class co-exist. And until the working class withdraws its consent from the state and overthrows it, it will continue to govern by registering the bargaining between the two classes.

Now, this means that though the bourgeoisie are represented in the state, they have an independent political economic existence without it. They use the state as does the working class but their demands cannot always be met in full by it. They use it as skilfully and adeptly as they can, but they cannot order its decisions. In the case of the rail dispute, the bourgeoisie considered that the Government had been over-zealous. Interestingly, D.Watt traces the source of this to [the fact that] "The Department of Employment, as an institution, inclines to the full rigours of the ... apocalyptic version (constitutional crisis)."
Since the mid-60s the bourgeoisie have had as their main political objective the increased exploitation of the working class. They have put this objective ahead of maintaining industrial peace at whatever cost. But they are unwilling to sacrifice civil order for it. They realise that the outcome would not help them achieve the desired change in relations of production. What is required of the bourgeoisie in this situation? To gain their objective, they must be willing to concede something to the working class in return. The working class has shown clearly that it will not accept unilateral concession. And when the working class has seen a unilateral concession becoming legislation (Incomes Policy and the Labour Party's Industrial Relations Bill), it has refused to let that law be operable. The bourgeoisie must find something to concede in return for the working class' co-operation re wages and modernisation.

And indeed they are aware of this: "In a significant, speech, Mr. Adamson (Director-General of the CBI, NS) said that the CBI recognised that the TUC was not in a position to match direct restraint on prices with direct restraint on wages. 'But a response in the form of a serious effort to discuss and hammer out some of the problems of inflation, of differentials, of low pay, of frequent interruptions of work, would certainly be taken very seriously by members of the CBI when they are determining their future policy on prices', he said ... 'A myth has grown up that the public sector has borne the brunt of the wages battle, and that Government has in some way protected the public interest by lower settlements here than in the private sector. The facts do not bear this out,' he said. Although the Government had a prime duty to look after the public interest, in general it should do this by its economic, monetary and industrial policies, and not by direct intervention in voluntary collective bargaining ... Mr. Adamson maintained that the Government also had a key role to play in controlling inflation by taking swift action to deal with the problems caused by soaring land and house prices. He said that he had some sympathy with trade union leaders who felt that by constantly stressing the need to reduce wage settlements their members were being asked to bear the brunt of the battle against inflation while others seemed to remain immune. It was difficult to convince a man earning wages in the lower brackets that those who gained from the phenomenal rise in house prices - very often purely by chance - should not also be required to join in the fight, he said. It was difficult, too, for him to understand why large profits should be made on the sale of land: 'It is hardly surprising that the response is pressure for higher and higher money wages, and that the psychological effect of rising land and house prices is probably even greater than the effect of the increases themselves', Mr. Adamson said. 'It is clearly time for the Government to take the most urgent action, or series of actions, in this field, or else this running sore will poison our whole efforts to combat inflation.'" (FT, 9.6.72) 

Here is one of the most powerful members of the ruling class telling the state (1) not to intervene, too early in the class struggle lest it become identified by the working class with the bourgeoisie - to let an episode in tho class struggle develop until it has been worked out enough to be registered by the state and not before. (2) that the interests of property-owners could well be jettisoned for the sake of working class co-operation. The President of the CBI had the following to say: 

'Mr. Clapham said that he was certain that CBI members would approach these questions (price restraint) with a sense of deep responsibility - "a responsibility which I hope and believe will in the end be matched by those who work with us in industry." The CBI's President said that he could not believe Britain would allow inflation to get out of control to the point where people's wages had to be collected in wheelbarrows and people's savings had gone up in smoke, but that was where the road the country was on could lead. In the face of this risk, industry had to ask itself what action it could take to find a better road. "Let us remind ourselves that people once welcomed a dictator who made the trains run on time, and that they paid a heavy price for not tackling such problems themselves," Mr. Clapham said. "When faced with a really dangerous situation, responsible citizens in a democracy don't sit on their backsides howling for the Government to get them out of trouble. They first sweat their guts out to do everything they can do, in partnership with Government or alone, to put things right." Mr. Clapham said he was confident that this was the spirit in which CBI members would approach their decision in July. Nevertheless, the CBI's president made no attempt to play down the difficulties which voluntary prices restraint have caused, and would cause, for many companies." (FT, 16.6.72) 

Recognising that government action is limited by the material reality in the society which it regulates, the bourgeoisie have dug in their heels for a long, uphill struggle. Not bureaucratic Trotskyists, they realise that they must offer the working class something real in return for increased exploitation. Exactly what will be determined by the class struggle: what the working class demands and how determined it is in making the demand.

Meanwhile, the bourgeoisie is asking of its members to tread as carefully as possible and to do nothing that will unnecessarily provoke the working class. Unnecessarily from the point of view of this economic objective and 'civil order'. Being too zealous in the rule of law is certainly unnecessary. This was the Government's error in the rail dispute.

THE APPEAL COURT AND THE INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS ACT

In the case of the Industrial Relations Act, the bourgeoisie as a whole were in favour of its passage. However, they were also aware that it had been only imperfectly worked out in the politics of both classes before its passage. The working class viewed the law as class law. The TUC had withheld its consent and the Labour Party was forced to follow suit, thereby going against many of the planks of its programme when in Government. The bourgeoisie's idea was that no one should use the Act at first until it had somehow permeated everyone's lives and was accepted - until everyone had got used to it. This idea reflects accurately the way most laws work in Britain, except that the getting-used-to is done before their passage - they simply register a social occurrence or make the necessary organisational and regulatory arrangements of an agreed change. Examples of this are the 1871, 1875 and 1906 trade union laws which registered and gave legal form to the gains made by the working class struggle; and the National Health Service, Social Insurance system, Education Act and Coal nationalisation passed after World War II which made the necessary arrangements for agreed changes (by both classes). The Industrial Relations Act is an attempt to change social relations by prescription: using the authority of the law. In doing this it departs from the normal method of running the state in Britain and therefore the bourgeoisie realised they would have to bide their time before trying to make it bite. They reckoned that if it began to work gradually, it would have a chance. (This was the consensus reached at the FT Conference on the Act held last month.)

This was understood by the most conscious members of the bourgeoisie, the big employers. They have carefully refrained from using the penal parts of the Act while immediately applying those which are concessions to the working class (e.g. better provisions for unfair dismissal, more exact contracts of employment, right to join a union). Understanding the place of the law in terms of their economic objective which they will realise will not be won by the stroke of a pen or in a year or two, they have not taken the law on the basis of abstract bourgeois political theory - that the rule of law orders society.

Those who have not understood this are the small employers and the working class. These two have provided the National Industrial Relations Court with its most controversial and dangerous cases in the past fortnight. The case of the small container firms was described in The Communist No 50. The Appeal Court overturned the National Industrial Relations Court's ruling on this - throwing out bye-the-bye all that Sir John Donaldson had said about the courage and public spirit required by both employers and trade unions in bringing the rule of law to the shop floor.

The Appeal Court's basis for doing so was (l) common law, (2) that the National Industrial Relations Court had wrongly determined that an unregistered trade union should be fined where Parliament had not been explicit. Completely out of context from his judgement Lord Denning spoke of his sympathy and understanding for the dockers. He could realise why they were acting (i.e. illegally) as they did. Judges like Lord Denning speak for and represent the society in a similar way to that described for Parliament. They are guided not by the abstract theory of the law but by the need to apply the law in each situation in a way that the society will consider just at that time - a reflection of the state of play of the class struggle. Each time the judges have stepped out of line by eating away at a right which the working class has established in practice, Parliament has restored that right to the working class (1906 and 1964 TU Acts redressed judgements made by the House of Lords.) Up to this point, Lord Denning has if anything been anti-trade union in his judgements (on closed shops). This time he plainly spoke for the ruling class in defusing a situation which could have led to open political confrontation.

CHOBHAM FARM

The case of the dockers picketing the Chobham Farm container depot
 to demand the jobs of the workers already employed is even more instructive. The dispute arose out of the dockers' general demand for the right of dock labour only to be employed in the stuffing and stripping of containers within a 30 mile radius of ports employing registered dock labour.

When the unofficial shop stewards committee for the London docks heard about Chobham Farm, they put a picket round it. "Tony Churchman, their (container workers) shop steward, went to the depot gates when the first pickets appeared to ask his union brothers in what way he could help them. He was, he says, told in no uncertain terms. Churchman, a likeable if slightly puzzled East Ender of 37, had only been a shop steward since last June, and it was his baptism of fire. He went next door to the LIFT container depot, and asked the LIFT stewards for advice. Together, they got out a leaflet giving the containermen's side of the case, ..." (Sunday Times, 18.6.72). The container-men then contacted their TGWU regional officer (both dockers and containermen are in different occupational divisions of the TGWU, though some dockers are in an older craft union, the NASD). They were told that the pickets were unofficial and therefore there was nothing the union could do about it. The containermen next heard that a formula had been agreed between their firm and the TGWU which involved the loss of their jobs. Having received no help from the union they took legal advice as to how to keep their jobs. A meeting followed between the Union officials for the docks, the dockers shop stewards, the containermens' shop stewards and the employers. The dockers refused to accept anything less than a closed shop: they would regard working alongside containermen as working with scabs. When the containermens' shop stewards asked the dockers what they would do if, having ousted the containermen, dockers working inside Chobham Farm were confronted with pickets of ex-containermen, the dockers replied, that they would of course not cross the picket line. The meeting ended in impasse and the dockers' pickets continued.

After the meeting, the containermen collected money from their own and other container depots from workers and took their case to the National Industrial Relations Court arguing that the pickets had committed an Unfair Industrial Practice by their actions in causing breach of contract (the loss of jobs). The National Industrial Relations Court upheld their case and issued injunctions ordering the three named dockers to cease picketing, which they did not; and so the National Industrial Relations Court ordered them to appear in court to explain themselves, which they did not. Sir John Donaldson said, "Either we live by the rule of law and all the law or we abandon the way of life which we have known for centuries. It is a simple choice, but one of profound significance." (FT,15.6.72) He gave them one more day to appear, this time in the Appeal Court or else suffer arrest for contempt.

The unofficial docks shop steward committee called a nationwide dock strike to protest against the expected arrests to continue until all court proceedings had been dropped. Jack Jones "urged the Department of Employment to intervene and try to persuade the court to delay action till the TUC and the unions concerned had tried to solve the industrial problem." ( FT, 16.6.72) But the Department of Employment pointed out that the law was independent of the Government and they were in fact powerless. At this point the event occurred which H. Wilson afterwards described as something out of Gilbert and Sullivan and about which the Sunday Times commented: "Inquiry does not support the idea of an Establishment conspiracy to avoid confrontation with the working class. There are some astonishing moments in the narrative - such as the convenient appearance of Peter Pain, QC, a prominent union lawyer, in the offices of the Official Solicitor just at the moment when that official's mind turned against the NlRC. But in the end it can be accepted that everyone acted independently." (18.6.72) The procedure used to get the three men off the hook was traditional - the difference in the use of the Official Solicitor this time and all other times in legal history is that he acted for the 'contemnors' before they had been imprisoned instead of after. Definitely an innovation, but not one 'contrary to the spirit of the law'. The dockers reaction to not being imprisoned was one of intense disappointment. At Chobham Farm, where a large crowd had gathered to watch the expected arrests, one container worker had to be smuggled out by police because the Evening Standard had incorrectly quoted him as saying that he hoped the dockers would get ten years. (In fact, from beginning to end, the containermen had been exceptionally clear that they had nothing against their fellow trade unionists and were dismayed to think of them going to prison. But they had no choice but to defend their jobs.) The dispute was formally settled on 22nd June when after meetings between both sections of the TGWU, NASD (National Amalgamated Stevedores and Dockers) and the employer, it was agreed that the existing container workers would be kept on but on a 'carried' basis until business picked up and that registered dock labour would be employed at dock rates for all handling work. It was not revealed whether the container workers would be paid docks wages (The Chobham container workers get £0.75 an hour, the dockers £1.24).

The ruling class acted to settle the struggle between sections of the working class by making concessions to both: by granting the dockers the right to work at jobs already held by others and by agreeing to insulate those others from the effects of the dockers' victory by not letting them go back onto the labour market.

THE ACTION OF THE RULING CLASS

How can the action of the ruling class be explained at Chobham Farm? 

First: why keep the three men from arrest? The Sunday Times explanation that the right people simply happened to have the same right idea at the right time is simply an unscientific way of saying that the ideology of the ruling class acts as an effective instrument of that class' hold on society. The class is trained to have the right instincts about how to operate in the class struggle. Thus, unless we accept that those people were specially chosen by some metaphysical force and endowed with identical divine inspiration, we must attribute this 'coincidence' to material causes: its ideology enables the ruling class to think what to do. Ideology operates though individuals within the class (as indeed do all Marxist categories - history is human history.) The Chobham Farm incident is a peculiarly clear instance of its operation and one that the Sunday Times reports whose stock in trade is phenomenal events are led to call 'astonishing' and to deny the phenomenal appearance of a 'conspiracy'.

Second: the ruling class acted to prevent the operation of a free labour market. Why? The disruption to production caused by a dock strike and the political confrontation caused by the creation of Industrial Relations Act martyrs far outweighed the cost to the class of keeping on the container workers or indeed even granting the dockers additional rights at all container depots.

THE ACTION OF THE WORKING CLASS

The workings of capitalism produced a situation where workers were competing against each other in the labour market: this was expressed in (l) open economic struggle and (2) in recourse to the law. As Marxists we know that this is one of the fundamental features of capitalism; the working class must sell its labour power as a commodity on the market. Workers will try to get the highest price possible and the employers will try to employ the workers at the lowest possible price. The national labour market produces a national rate of exploitation of labour and a national wage rate. As in the case of profits, in some cases the average will be exceeded and in some cases workers will be underpaid. Both in the case of wages and conditions (rate of exploitation) and the  workings of the labour market (the employers hiring and firing 'at will' to stay afloat through the vicissitudes of capitalism), sections of the working class try to insulate themselves against the operation of the national average: to protect themselves against the laws of capitalism. In Britain this has occurred when a change in the technical level of the means of production have increased labour productivity and broken down traditional divisions of labour. The workers working in the old way resist the change.

The dockers have been able to do this because after 1889 when they went on strike for the first time and gained their demands virtually in full, the dock workers have been recognised by the ruling class and the trade union leaders as a force to be reckoned with. Entry into docking jobs is passed down within families; it is in no way subject to the labour market. The change in the technique of freight handling has thrown the docks open to the full rigours of competition with their fellow workers both for jobs and wages and conditions. The ruling class took the decision to insulate the dockers from the full effects of this change (thereby acknowledging the strength of the dockers as an organised force) seven years ago when the Devlin Report gave major concessions in return for co-operation with modernisation. It did so again at Chobham Farm.

In other countries, e.g. Germany and the US, such, resistance is easily crushed - both by the use of authority against the working class which has not struggled on the basis of rank and file resistance but on well developed leadership and by that leadership being conscious of the necessity for the change and negotiating at a price well worth the working class', while in Britain, union leaders have never led their members. They have instead acted as agents of the rank and file. Thus, their consciousness is irrelevant because they have no power to impose it on their members. In the US and Germany, where the working class follows conscious leadership, that leadership keeps abreast of the developments of capitalism - it has to in order to deliver the goods. In Britain, the goods are delivered on the basis of the rank and file making a demand, standing out for that demand and delegating their agents to get as much of that demand as they can through negotiating and politicking - backed up in that bargaining by the strength of the class in open economic struggle. The trade union leader's job is to keep his ear to the ground and know which way his members are moving.

THE CONCLUSIONS FOR THE RULING CLASS

The ruling class encounters trouble economically when each section of the working class asserts itself in open struggle and they are forced, not to grant the demands of some sections, but of the class as a whole (e.g. the widespread knowledge that despite the miners being an extra 'special case', all other sections of the working class could lay claim to being 'special cases'). At a certain point the quantitative instances become a qualitative change. Previous articles in The Communist have argued that this point was reached in the early 60s and that since then the ruling class has been prepared to risk open conflict in order to stop making concessions. The Industrial Relations Act has undoubtedly made open conflict more serious for the ruling class. If it is invoked it becomes a conflict not only against the employer or even the Government, but the rule of law. This is why the large bourgeoisie have not used it and this is also why the ruling class got the dockers off the hook when small employers and workers took the law at its word. Edward Heath recently stated that the Act "had done a great amount of good in bringing into the open various aspects of industrial relations that had been hidden from view for too long." (FT, 16.6.72) But this openness means that the ruling class are forced to enter into the class struggle on grounds not of their own choosing.

When thus forced, the ruling class makes concessions. The concessions now made for this rash of events, the ruling class is getting down to pursuing its longterm aim. The TUC and CBI have had their first formal discussions after two years. They are talking about a new conciliation service which will be so good that no one will have to use the Industrial Relations Act because all problems will be solved in advance. This in itself is useful to the ruling class; but the significance of the talks is that everyone knows but no-one is saying so yet, except the FT's "it is known that" they will lead to some kind of agreement about wages. As noted earlier in the article, the CBI does not expect the trade unions to discipline their members: it understands the economic struggle in Britain too well for that. It is possible that some kind of threshold agreement will be reached as in France where wage increases are linked retrospectively to increases in the cost of living. On the basis of this agreement that no one knows about, the CBI expects to be able to convince its members to continue their voluntary price restraint due to cease in August. This will at least give the ruling class a breathing space from their immediate economic and political problems and enable them to concentrate on creating a new '1 nation' climate.

Their longterm problem remains that the working class will not make concessions without real counter concessions - that British capitalism can only be modernised at a price which is at the moment too dear for the bourgeoisie to pay. The new climate could help the bourgeoisie over the long term problem by making the political process of bargaining and consent easier. If a new climate means jettisoning parliamentary democracy because it has become too identified with the ruling class by the working class (i.e. it is no longer functioning as a bargaining mechanism), the ruling class are quite prepared to do so. "Yet we still attempt to canalise all our political impulses finally through the great political parties ... Never has more been asked from democratic politicians. By comparison, the role of Winston Churchill in a still hierarchical society and sustained by the challenge of war, was easy." (Ronald Butt, Sunday Times, 18.6.72). David Watt depicts Heath as "toying with the idea of a great campaign on the 'quality of life' - life in the city, satisfaction at the job, protection in the shops. I am trying to avoid the word 'participation' and overtones of the dreaded Wedgwood Benn." (FT, 23.6.72)

THE CONCLUSIONS FOR THE WORKING CLASS

Firstly, no Communist can support the attempts of one section of the working class to win out against another through using working class solidarity against it. If the ruling class had not intervened to regulate the market, it is very possible that we would have seen workers struggling against one another at Chobham Farm. The FT of 23.6.72 reports: "a closure (of Chobham Farm) could also lead to the blacking of docks by some TGWU road haulage workers. Their earnings are already being hit by the dockers blacking campaign and they feel that their jobs may also be in jeopardy." It is to be expected that such struggle will become more and more usual due (l) to the increasing swiftness of modernisation in British capitalism and (2) to the sectionalism of the British working class which derives from the source of consciousness and organisation in the economic struggle remaining at the shop floor. This is a source of strength to the class, but limits it in its ability to struggle as a class against capitalism as a system.

It would be equally incorrect for Communists to condemn the dockers for their action. Given their political consciousness, they could not have been expected to act otherwise. However, it is apparent that Communists must explain the reason why such struggles must take place until the working class unites to overthrow the labour market and also exactly what effect such struggles have on the working class - that they force them to organise and fight against each other instead of against the ruling class. At Chobham Farm, the ruling class watched until one section of the working class had emerged stronger and rewarded that section, in the name of the national interest. It is necessary to record that Socialist Worker also sided with the victorious section of the working class - to the point of calling the container workers class enemies for not acknowledging that the dockers had a right to special conditions won by dint of hard struggle. We would ask Socialist Worker to explain how this statement helps the working class to understand how capitalism works and how it can be defeated.

The logical implication of Socialist Worker's statement is that workers must go and take what they can get from the economic struggle and pay no attention to any other aspect of reality. It is commonplace that political struggle against capitalism by the working class does not replace its economic struggle to defend and extend its subsistence level and lower the rate of its exploitation. However, it should be clearly understood that the economic struggle leads to the struggle of one section of workers against another. Only by developing the political struggle can this be overcome. Explaining this is the first step towards enabling the working class to move against it.

Secondly, there is an important lesson to be learned in the relation between rank and file and leadership. The 'left' groups take that part of the working class consciousness 'trade union leaders always sell you out' and reply 'Yes what you want is to force the leaders to do what you want and institute workers control.' This statement is meaningless as that is already the exact relation between rank and file and trade union leadership. It is necessary to explain this to the working class so that instead of it being 'a sell out' when the trade union leader does not deliver all the goods or overthrow the Tory Government, it is understood that he is doing all that is in fact being asked of him. To alter this situation, it will be necessary for the working class to be able to make political demands of their trade union leaders. The 'left' explains the process by which the leader comes back with less than asked but all that could be expected by 'the system of bureaucracy'. This is incorrect. In practice the working class understand this or else we would have seen a radical change in trade union structure such as is now occurring in Italy where the trade union leaders were in fact delivering no goods at all. (The 'left''s response is to make this response into a dogma). The other side of the 'sell-out' element is the defense and loyalty to the leaders (i.e. the reason why the ruling class will avoid making martyrs with the Industrial Relations Act). Both these elements reflect the relation but neither explain it or enable the working class to use that relation to force political change or indeed a changed attitude towards the economic struggle.

Thirdly, the result of the defensive aspects of the economic struggle is that technical change which increases the productivity of labour and develops the productive forces is very effectively resisted. The working class can have no interest in opposing such development. The purpose of such defensive resistance is to maintain the favourable conditions and wage levels of the working class. Its effect is reactionary and of no service to the working class. This must also be explained to the working class so that the economic struggle can be fought to maintain and extend conditions and wages under new technical conditions. In this way the working class can extend its hold over the organisation of production and its consciousness of functioning over production. Fourthly, the analysis of the relation of the state to the ruling class and the working class analysed above is not understood by the working class. Again, it is reflected in its consciousness and in its practice. The reflection in its consciousness takes the form of seeing the Miners Strike as a struggle against the Government and the Tories. At Chobham Farm, the dockers on the picket line did not see themselves as struggling against other workers, but against the Industrial Relations Act and the Government. And the working class is equally willing to struggle against a Labour Government (which the left dogma describes as converting the Labour Party to socialism by force of class action).

But because this relation is not understood, the working class cannot use it to wrest control of the means of production from the bourgeoisie. Because, they see their grievances always redressed by the state, they can see no reason to alter their part in the bargaining process. It must be understood that how much the state can offer the working class is based on (l) the working class' demands and their organisation in putting the demand (2) how far the ruling class is prepared to give (3) that the state is merely the instrument for working out this bargaining process, that it is the ruling class themselves that must be opposed and struggled against - not a Tory or Labour Government.

The position and needs of the ruling class must be seen not merely as their negotiating position in Parliament, but arising out of their need to keep control of the means of production. Communists must show the working class that an event like the rail dispute means more than just 'a victory against the Government'. They must show that the victory was the inevitable result of the balance of class forces at present and that if more than defensive and sectional gains are to be won, the working class must organise itself to overthrow capitalism - not merely to redress a balance or tilt it.

                                                                                                                    NINA STEAD

�  The container depot was on the site in East London now occupied by the Olympic Park.
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