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RETURN TO WORK

The official dock strike ended after three weeks. On l6th August the dockers' delegate conference voted by 53 to 30 to recommend a return to work on Monday 21 August on the basis of the further concessions won by the Jones-Aldington Committee in the 3 weeks of strike action. On 23 August most of the 42,000 dockers were back at work, having voted to accept the conference's decision. The unofficial national ports shop stewards committee rejected the further concessions at a meeting on the l6th August and called for a continuation of the strike: "The committee was determined the problem should be solved 'once and for all' and maintained that this could only be done by way of guarantees on the stewards' four points - an end to the surplus labour pool; no compulsory redundancies; all 'stuffing and stripping' of containers to be carried out by registered dockers; and all ports be brought into the National Dock Labour scheme." (FT, 17.8.72.)

On 17th August, dockers at Tilbury, Southampton, Belfast, Port Talbot, Swansea, Greenock, Grangemouth, Leith, Newcastle, North and South Shields, Goole, Yarmouth, Ipswick, Weymouth, and Felixstowe voted to return to work. The dockers at Liverpool voted to remain on strike on 17th August; however, on 20th August, they "decided overwhelmingly" to return to work on the 21st "when they held a brief meeting at the Pier Head". "Similar decisions were taken by men at Preston yesterday and at Manchester and Glasgow on Saturday. The shock defeat of militant shop stewards in their Mull and London strongholds last Friday was obviously a decisive factor in the week-end meetings." (FT,21.8.72.)

Socialist Worker on 19th August denounced the decision of the delegate Conference which had occurred because "Jack Jones succeeded on Wednesday in persuading his union's dock delegate conference to call off the national dock strike." They revealed that a "secret survey" by the National Ports Council estimated that 12,000 dockers jobs would disappear in the next three years due to continued reorganisation and technical change and stated that the 200 jobs so far found by the Jones-Aldington Committee were "next to useless". They continued "Dockers cannot depend on their own leader, Jack Jones, to safeguard their jobs. He has presided over a rundown in the dock labour force by a third in recent years without taking any action until docks stewards forced his hand. The only way to stop jobs slaughter is to bring all docks, wharves and container bases in to the dock labour scheme, to ensure that all dock workers have the same wages and conditions that those in the main centres have won through long and bitter struggle. The Vesteys and the Hays Wharfs and the other multi-million pound concerns will say they cannot afford this. The answer to them should be a complete takeover of the docks by nationalisation under workers' control. The leaders of the Transport Workers Union have refused to put up any real fight for their members. They want them to accept a government inquiry - held by the very men who put the five dockers in jail ... Nothing better expresses the bankrupt politics of Jack Jones ... It is up to all trade unionists in all industries to back the dockers' fight for jobs, despite the Jones sell out. By fighting the run down of their industry, the dockers have pioneered a national fight against redundancy and the dole."
The Morning Star maintained its principles: "the dockers who are continuing the fight do so because they realise that if they don't get cast-iron guarantees of employment now, they will be at the mercy of employers who have never had the slightest compunction in treating them like cattle in the past." But it also allowed for the most likely event - a return to work: "No militant docker is under any illusion about the size of the job now before them. The conference decision has split the dockers, as it was intended to do. Maintaining unity in the large ports, and rebuilding it on a national basis in support of strike action is essential."
This article will examine the substance of the demands of the unofficial shop stewards committee, the effect of the Jones-Aldington report and the advice and explanations offered to the working class by SW and MS.

THE JONES-ALDINGTON COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS

The Jones-Aldington committee was established at the end of May 1972 at the initiative of the Tory Minister of Transport John Peyton who had been since March "concerned about the apparently remote relationship between the leaders of Britain's port authorities and the trade unions." Peyton brought [Lord] Aldington who is head of the Port of London Authority, [Jack] Jones, and Sir Humphrey Browne, chairman of the British Transport Docks Board (which controls the Hull and Southampton docks) together at the unofficial informal meeting. "All the men present knew that the ports were on a knife-edge. Nobody disputed that the industry was heavily over-manned and that although high severance pay was easing this difficulty, two events had changed things dramatically; the decision by the Liverpool haulage firm, Heaton, to take picketing dockers before the Industrial Court and the closure of a major London stevedoring firm, Southern Stevedores. The national unofficial shop stewards committee was pressing for trouble, and a dock strike was inevitable." (S[unday?] T[imes?],20.8.72) The Committee was an unofficial, extra-mural body from its inception. Though it had the governments blessing, it had the undoubted advantage of not having to work through the slow, established channels or keep to any statutory obligations handed down by Parliament, or be in any way representative of formal interests (e.g. equal numbers of employers and trade unionists and outside expert opinion). Recognising that real concession was necessary quickly, the Conservative Minister made his plans accordingly. He bypassed the "proper, established" methods of "orderly" industrial relations and suggested unofficial committee to the most powerful, most conscious men in the industry (from both sides) who agreed with him and acted accordingly. The most conscious, powerful members of the industry convinced the rest of the employers of the necessity and therefore reasonableness of making concessions (see Communist 52, 'The Unofficial General Strike').

Using unofficial, peaceful persuasion the Jones-Aldington Committee had gained the following points from the employers by 28th July: (l) the Temporary Unattached Register established by the Devlin Report in 1965 for dockers for whom there was no work but who were unwilling to leave the industry would be abolished. The 16OO men at present on the Register (on £23 weekly fallback pay) would be re-allocated to port employers and there would continue to be no compulsory redundancy. (2) as an additional inducement to leave the industry voluntarily, severance pay would be increased from £2300 to £4000 for five months requiring an additional sum which the Government agreed to subscribe). (3) the port authorities would now join the unions in approaching container firms to give priority of employment to registered dock workers - i.e. peaceful persuasion and rational discussion would be extended. (4) those ports not involved in the National Docks Labour Scheme would be invited to contribute towards the cost of implementing the cost of severance payments. These are ports not employing registered dock labour - the newer, smaller ports like Felixstowe. There has been no demand from the dockers employed at these ports to join the Scheme because (a) there is no threat of redundancy as business is increasing (b) wages and conditions are acceptable: these dockers are not sweated or amongst the 'lower-paid'. (5) A later Jones-Aldington Committee Report would take up the question of these non-scheme ports, i.e. whether they should be peacefully persuaded to become part of the National Dock Labour Scheme.

This interim report was rejected by the docks delegate conference for the same reasons as the unofficial shop stewards committee: point (3) was not cast-iron enough, they doubted that the dock employers would try hard enough to persuade container employers to employ dockers; and points (4) and (5) did not go far enough to end the privileged position of the non-scheme ports. The dockers' reasoning apparently is that if the non-scheme ports are forced to implement the same conditions as the scheme ports (London, Liverpool, Hull etc) there will then be no reason for shipowners continuing to move business away from scheme ports to the newer, smaller ones. The dockers see their reason for moving business as being that the workers at the non-scheme ports were more exploited and therefore the port charges cheaper. If these ports were forced into the Scheme, their charges would rise and ships would have no reason to move from London to Felixstowe.

The port employers (having been peacefully persuaded by a voluntary, unofficial committee) voted to accept this interim report. Why? The concessions in it come wholly from the employers side. The fail-back pay for dockers on the Temporary Unattached Register (TUR), pensions and voluntary severance pay had been financed by employers by a total gross levy of l4% of their total wage bill paid to the National Docks Labour Board. With the abolition of the TUR, labour costs will increase since instead of the 2% of their wages bill paid to the TUR, employers must now meet the full cost of re-employing 1600 men and the continuing cost of holding onto men at present employed who would have been put onto the TUR in future because of changing technology bringing higher labour productivity. The Jones-Aldington Committee suggested that a joint fund be established to help those employers carrying these additional men. "The problem is that the employers will have to finance the fund themselves, and the committee concedes that if the 142% levy they are already paying is increased 'it would almost certainly force further employers out of business'." (Sunday Times, 30.7.72) The Committee's solution to this was the bigger severance pay which it hoped would induce enough dockers to leave the docks in the next 5 months to ensure that the joint fund would remain at about l4% of the wage bill. (Presumably, the non-scheme ports, if persuaded to contribute, would also help.) The Sunday Times concluded that the employers accepted the report with its unmistakable implication of increased labour costs and therefore increased likelihood that further firms would close and that the remaining firms would then bear even further increased labour costs (remember there is no compulsory redundancy - the dockers won a right to work at their specific job) because: "As one employer said: 'We had to accept the report. We had no choice. We're in such a bloody mess anyway'." (ibid).

The employers hoped that the interim report would be sufficient to avert a national dock strike. (The effect of the national dock strike in 1970 was to accelerate the movement of ships to the smaller unregistered ports.) The Labour Editor of the Financial Times concluded that the upheaval far from being damaging could prove a positive help: "These events have provided the much needed boost for the ports industry to try, through its own inquiries and reports, to solve its own problems. If the militants would accept this and employers would grasp the opportunity for reforms, the industry and its workforce could have a brighter future." (Financial Times, 18.8.72)

REGISTERED PORTS v UNREGISTERED PORTS

The problem the Labour Editor referred to does not exist in the non-scheme ports. These ports have not been expanding and growing because of their owners' desire to do the dockers down. Felixstowe, the largest of them, was established in the early 50s "when Gordon Parker ... bought a derelict and silted-up dock largely because his family grain business was experiencing frustrating delays when exporting through other ports." (Sunday Times, 30.7.72) The port continued to grow for two reasons (l) it had geographic advantages over London, "... many others ... see it as a staging point on the highway into the heart of Europe, eight to ten hours nearer in voyage time to the Common Market, via Rotterdam, than the Port of London " (ibid) and (2) its production process is more reliable and efficient than the registered ports. This second reason depends on the relation of the workers to the production process. "Many of the men who came to restore the dock and then extend it stayed on to work it as dockers. It gave them opportunities for employment in an area which was not over endowed with them ... Old mistrusts, lack of real relationships between employer and employee, and lack of communication between them, all the things which have bedevilled many of the old-established ports, are not part of the Felixstowe picture. There, good communications hinge on the fact that the dock company is the sole employer of labour and security is equated with permanent employment. And most important, especially since so much of the present crisis pivots on the issue of containerisation and jobs lost as a result of it, is that Felixstowe has always managed to win and siphon off enough business to keep it providing new and additional job opportunities for men even though it is highly capital intensive and grows on its own efficiency. In short a new machine there is a joy to the men, not a threat to their livelihood." (ibid) The workers at the unregistered ports supported the registered dockers throughout the strike; they came out unofficially when the five were imprisoned and in fact it was their delegates who abstained in the conference on 27th July making it possible for the registered dockers to stay out for their demands. (It seems clear that the abstention occurred because the registered dockers argued it was their decision to make and the non-registered delegates agreed - though they were prepared to go on strike to support that decision, see Sunday Times, 30.7.72, p43.)

Now Socialist Worker's response to the above Sunday Times description of Felixstowe workers would be that these workers were lacking in consciousness - their blindspot was in believing that their conditions were real: that their jobs were the best available in the area, that they had nothing to fear from machinery which increased their productivity because an increasing volume of business meant not only that their jobs were secure but that more labour would be needed; that they had nothing to lose in doing their jobs, i.e. fulfilling their labour contract because the employer in hiring them was indeed after their labour power - he had no ulterior motive. We for our part can see no reason to doubt that that Felixstowe workers would strike unofficially if they had material reason or need. The fact is they have not.

Under capitalism, the needs of society and its productive forces are met through the market. The port employers in the registered ports were unable to produce the service demanded by the shipowners (not only at the price required, but also with the required efficiency - shortest turnaround time - and reliability - service which is relatively continuous which means few unofficial strikes). Therefore the small employers - entrepreneurs - sprung up to meet this real social and productive need. And until production and social needs are scientifically planned thus putting the market out of a job, such entrepreneurs will continue to 'spring up'. They do so not because capitalism is a grasping, inhuman system but because they meet a real need of the society. It is a fact that one of the reasons the registered port employers have not made the necessary technical and organisational changes fast enough or thoroughly enough has been their workers' resistance to change. Employers today cannot dictate to their workforce, especially if that work force is as well organised as are the dockers. It is also a fact that these same workers could have forced the necessary changes on their employers; they could have used their organised power and place in the production process to make the employer efficient. But, horrified Socialist Worker readers will retort, that would have put them out of jobs. We reply that there is no indication that higher labour productivity means fewer jobs under capitalism. In Germany where there has been a much faster rate of technological change than in England, the demand for labour has been so high it has been necessary to import 2 million workers to satisfy that demand. Temporary unemployment occurs and there is also a need for retraining. But the state is prepared to make provision for both of these because it recognises the working class' support for them. What both the Morning Star and Socialist Worker have neglected to notice is that the dockers have demanded not the right to work for the working class as a whole, not even their own right to work, but their right to work at their specific jobs.

THE LEFT'S IDEA OF LEADERSHIP

Members of IS have defended the dockers struggle to the author on the basis that the docks are a centre of militancy and solidarity. If they run down and the workers disperse, their militancy and solidarity will be lost and the working class will be less powerful, more defenceless. Our reply is that IS must then believe that something fundamental and essential about capitalism has changed: i.e. they must believe that new working conditions and new jobs will be somehow so different that the workers there will never be militant or exhibit symptoms of being exploited. This leaves us to draw the conclusion that either there is something metaphysical involved in producing militancy in the first place: it does not arise out of material conditions but from 'spirit'; or that capitalism has changed fundamentally and no longer exploits workers and IS have merely neglected to tell us. Or perhaps they are suppressing the information and relying on the 'spirit' established by the old capitalism to bring the revolution.

The Morning Star justifies the dockers' present position by telling us they were treated like cattle in the past. Again, we see their pious morality: the employers have sinned against the workers in the past; therefore, they must atone and pay for that sin now and forever after. However, capitalism does not get its motive force from spirit or from moral justice. It gets it from reality, from the productive forces. And the dockers recognised just that reality by voting to go back to work.

Socialist Worker's advice to the dockers was to pay no heed to Jack Jones as he was obviously unreliable and politically bankrupt. Their reasons for this were that he had already allowed the docks to run down their labour force and that the Jones-Aldington Committee concessions could not possibly save the 12,000 jobs which would be lost in the next three years. Socialist Worker also revealed that Jack Jones would never have moved to get even the J-A Committee concessions had he not been "forced" to do so by the rank and file. It seems to us that SW's conception of leadership is anything but democratic. The logical conclusion from their statement is that Jack Jones should have moved without his rank-and-file and demanded nationalisation with workers control on their behalf. It seems that SW subscribe to the 'messianic' idea held by others in the petty bourgeoisie that all that is needed to solve our problems is a leader like Winston Churchill or Lloyd George. Only SW believe we need not Jack Jones but a Lenin who obviously made the Russian Revolution because he did not take the real position and consciousness of the Russian working class into account, but instead 'led' them. 

Jack Jones was interviewed by the Daily Mirror on 11.8.72. He said, "The trade union must not be the 'boss' of its members. It must not be bureaucratic - it has to be responsive to the needs of ordinary people. They have a right to run their union and be involved directly or through their elected representatives when industrial agreements are made ... I have never given 'orders' to members - that's not my view of what the relationship is between a union officer and the members." Perhaps SW would disagree. Further, there is every indication that Jones and the TGWU officials not only recognise the shop stewards as the legitimate representatives of the rank-and-file and treat them accordingly but also aid them in that function. "Indeed, examining, as we have tried to do, the detailed sequence of events that led to the Midland Cold Storage confrontation, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the most likely plotters are the TGWU. There is ample evidence that, at every stage, the relationship between Vic Turner (one of 5 imprisoned and Royal Docks shop steward, NS) and the other T and G officials was extremely close. The union certainly collaborated in the blacking campaign - to the extent, at least, that firms wishing to be removed from the 'Cherry Blossom list' had to apply through the union. And the T and G, indeed, has got precisely what it wanted. Even a dock strike of modest duration is by no means against the T and G's interest. It will, after all, concentrate the employers' minds wonderfully. If that seems cynical, it is worth saying that we have good reason to believe that Lord Aldington - facing the task of pushing through his scheme - feels much the same way." (Sunday Times, 30.7.72)

Jack Jones and TGWU officials are 'led' by their rank-and-file insofar as the rank-and-file delegate to Jones and co the job of bargaining with the employing class. When the rank-and-file are satisfied with the bargain obtained, they return to work. Jones and co understand and work on the basis of this relation. They do not return to the rank-and-file until they have real concessions to offer them that are about as much as they think can be gained from the employers. And the rank-and-file pay some attention to that assessment of Jones. They do not trust him; they simply recognise that he is doing his job and does not have any ulterior motive for deceiving them. It should also be added that the employers and the Government understand Mr. Jones' relation to the rank-and-file. When they get round the bargaining table, they are ready to give way. The point at which the 'bargaining table' enters in is when both sides have assessed each other's strength and ability to hold out. Thus the Confederation of Engineering Unions recently settled for much less that they had come out for precisely because its rank-and-file had recognised that the employers were ready to endure substantial production losses and cuts in profit to resist the workers' demands. The rank-and-file therefore did not respond to the call from their leaders (starting with Hugh Scanlon going down through CP and IS militants) to pursue local action in support of their claim. What the rank-and-file are not demanding of their leaders is the pursuit of political demands. SW seems to want Jack Jones to act as the Bolshevik vanguard in pursuing political demands on behalf of his rank-and-file even though they have not made them. Perhaps they think that there is no change necessary in the understanding of the working class in order to make the revolution - all we need is to convince the leaders.

REVOLUTION BY CLOCKWORK

This accords with their own view of themselves. According to Tony Cliff in SW of August 5th, the revolution will come about through the operation of 3 cog wheels. The first will be the organised working class - 11 million strong in Trade Unions. The second is an organisation of militants who organise struggle at a higher level than their individual workplace but not "going as far as to aim at a complete emancipation of the working class by the overthrow of the capitalist system." The third is, of course, IS - just for the sake of assuming says Mr Cliff: "Let's assume we had in this country a revolutionary socialist party, a combat organisation, steeled in struggle and schooled in the art of strategy and tactics for the overthrow of capitalism. Let's assume that we, the International Socialists who are building such an organisation, had 50,000 members." The second cog nearly exists because IS are in the process of building it says Mr Cliff; i.e., because the economic struggle is intensifying and workers are thinking as a result of this intensification, IS are attracting these workers. No one else is, because there is literally nowhere else for them to go. Apparently, once the third wheel gets into existence, they will all begin to turn in unison the smallest propelling the medium sized one and it in turn propelling the largest one ... to the revolution.

The trouble is that society does not run like a machine. Classes are not automata — they behave dialectically in response to history. Mr Cliff solves this problem in two ways. First: spontaneism. The working class just 'naturally' learn from struggle to be revolutionary: the truth is revealed to the chosen in struggle: "The rising conflict will disclose to workers the magnitude of the struggle, will widen their horizons and will help to clarify their ideas." It is easy to see why IS are angry with Mr Jones. He obviously has not realised that the dockers have been purified and enlightened by their struggle and are now malting revolutionary demands of him rather than defensive ones. Therefore, he is not leading them correctly. He "persuaded" them somehow that they had not experienced this disclosure horizon-widening and clarification, and tricked them into believing they had got just about all they could reasonably expect. 

Secondly, Mr Cliff states that "Episodic struggles are very prone to accidents. Their outcome depends on the relation of forces in every specific situation. Because the ruling class is highly centralised, its ability to manoeuvre is much greater than any individual section of the working class. Therefore the need for a revolutionary party, to repeat, as a school of strategy and tactics, and at the same time an active combat organisation, will become more vital than ever." An "episodic struggle" can be nothing else than an historical event in the class struggle. The accident for Mr. Cliff is that they "depend on the relation of forces in every specific situation." If that is an accident, then it is an abnormal, unusual occurrence which is unexpected and does not usually take place. Presumably then for Mr. Cliff reality does not usually exist. If the class struggle does not depend on the relation of forces in every specific situation, what does it depend on? God or the revolutionary spirit perhaps. 

We get a clue as to what Mr. Cliff thinks it depends on from the next sentence, where he states that because the ruling class is centralised it can manoeuvre better than any section of the working class which it is confronting in episodic struggle: i.e., it can solve the situation by manoeuvring, by imposing its will on the working class through ruse and better organisation. The dockers strike was an episodic struggle because the working class as a whole was less involved than the ruling class -- the struggle had not been sufficiently "generalised" according to Mr. Cliff. A revolutionary party will organise the working class better and enable it to manoeuvre as effectively as the ruling class. Episodic struggle and the real world of "accidents", where real forces matter, need only disturb us if we don't have a grand design, a plan for how reality ought to work. The ruling class has this and therefore replies to "accidents" by "manoeuvre" and brushes them aside. If the working class had a grand design, which a revolutionary party could give it, it too could do the same and "episodic struggles" need give no further rise for worry. 

The fact is that the ruling class deals with "episodic struggles" by analysing the forces behind them and acting on the basis of that analysis. It does not treat them as accidents which must be endured because they are unlikely to occur again; it treats them as the substance of history - as events not of chance but of the action and interaction of real historical forces. It is only from "episodic struggles" that it is possible to draw any conclusions about historical forces - grand designs simply do not exist, nor does pure generalised struggle, by which Mr, Cliff means the working class in the abstract fighting the ruling class in the abstract; anything else is by definition an episodic struggle. The ruling class has no grand design. It does have the will to survive as a class and it has realised that in order to do this it must take account of the working class as the main social and productive force and also of the need to continue to develop the productive forces. That is what Mr. Cliff calls "manoeuvre". It is what Jack Jones calls concession and the working class have agreed with Mr. Jones.

The ruling class has survived not through ruse or deception or the triumph of evil but because it has drawn conclusions from "episodic struggles" and developed itself accordingly. Its organisation is not highly centralised. Indeed, the ruling class has discovered that reality can only be correctly taken account of and acted on if its organisation is highly decentralised and loose - if social forces are given the maximum space and opportunity to manifest themselves in the clearest possible way. This is what bourgeois democracy is all about. Cliff's conception of them is the mirror image of what he thinks a revolutionary organisation should be: Trotskyist bureaucratic fantasy. Far from turning cogs in his revolution machine, a Communist Party will serve the working class only insofar as it can explain and analyse history for the working class and enable it to act consciously in the "episodic struggles" which are the substance of history. To do this it is necessary that a Communist Party be composed of dialectical materialists.

REDUNDANCY AND ECONOMIC NECESSITY

SW are indeed correct in stating that the J-A concessions cannot guarantee 12,000 jobs - there are not that many new ones to be found or created. However, the abolition of the Temporary Unattached Register and the continued guarantee of no compulsory redundancy ensures that dockers will be paid for self-imposed non-work. And Jones and Aldington are both realistic enough to see that this guarantee cannot be retracted until the dockers themselves are ready to accept the fact of having to look for jobs elsewhere (very probably in schemes like the one for an industrial estate in derelict dockland in London that the PLA will develop). Incidentally, the results of the secret report of 12,000 jobs to be lost, which SW revealed, were available to any consumer who cared to purchase a copy of The Economist for 19-25 August. Perhaps SW called it secret because they do not believe workers should read the 'lies' The Economist must print as it is a journal for the ruling class.

The J-A Committee solution to the job problem is a short-term one. To be successful in the long-term, it depends on those 12,000 dockers leaving the docks voluntarily. The Committee has promised to find as many jobs as possible for these men inside dockland (through industrial estates) and outside dockland as container and cold storage workers. In the meantime, the Committee has guaranteed these men employment even though they may not be selling their labour power. The dockers accepted this settlement. And indeed, it compares very favourably with that of other workers in industries whose commodities are no longer in as great demand and where increased capital has meant higher labour productivity. The Economist commented:

"The answer to the rundown in jobs in traditional dock-land, and other industries that need to change, is to create enough jobs in the country as a whole for no one to be afraid of the mobility required by an expanding economy. After all, in percentage terms the rundown in dockland is no worse that what the railways and coal mines have gone through fairly painlessly, and in actual numbers of men it is a fraction of the size." (l9.8.72, p.64). (In the ten years from the end of the '50's to the end of the '60's mining shed about 300,000 men). The ruling class has since the end of World War II accepted that this social and productive dislocation should be compensated for; this is precisely what they have offered and what the dockers have accepted. The dockers found Devlin's compensation inadequate and came out for more; their case was granted.

SW however sees the answer in granting the dockers the right to work in their specific jobs. Their jobs are being robbed says SW. Jobs have been robbed in this way as long as the productive forces have developed; they will be robbed in this way under socialism. SW replies that the docks should be nationalised under workers' control. In the first place, SW does not specify how workers' control is to be achieved. Presumably if the dockers want it, it will happen. There is no explanation as to what workers' control means politically or in the production process. Perhaps it is just one of those things that every worker, is born to understand automatically - in the same way the ruling class are born with silver spoons in their mouths. It remains at the level of a talisman - if you demand workers' control it must be correct - and we will treat it in that way. 

The second half of the demand for nationalisation should be examined more thoroughly.

As previously stated, the registered docks are running down not because of the private employers' desire to do down the dockers, but because they are no longer fulfilling a need of the productive forces. If the employers implement the necessary changes in the production process and the workers consent to work those changes, the registered docks can survive but with a reduced labour force. They will be able to continue to fulfil an economic need. SW demands that the state take over and administer the docks, provide the necessary capital for them on the same basis as before, i.e. no lost jobs. This amounts to demanding that the state act against the needs of the productive forces and refuse to let them develop. (Don't forget that SW demanded that all docks be nationalised. This presumably means that no new ports will be developed "just because" it makes sense geographically to do so as this would rob jobs). SW's conception of the state accords with the highest bourgeois idealist: it is above society and above the real needs of society, administering and ordering society in accordance with some moral order. It is unjust that dockers should be robbed of their jobs, therefore the state must enforce morality and restore the dockers to their jobs. SW's conception is also typical of Trotskyist bureaucratic notions: nationalisation will work because the state can do what it wants; after all it is the arm of the ruling class and could put the docks in running and prosperous order if it wanted to. 

These notions are also an aspect of the British working class' consciousness. It derives not from the success of IS' propaganda but from the evolutionary socialism of the late nineteenth century fostered by the Fabians. The ruling class have never been averse to nationalisation - Gladstone in 1844 argued that Parliament should cede itself the right to acquire railways if necessary, after they had been developed by joint stock companies -provided there was a good economic reason for it, i.e. it aided the development of the productive forces and it made political sense. Thus the Conservatives brought electricity and broadcasting into public "trusteeship" in the late 1920's. Lloyd George forced the unwilling myriad of railway companies to rationalise themselves into four before he would decontrol the industry after World War I. Many of the registered docks are in municipal ownership of some kind, from the early 19th century when the local merchants realised that the capital necessary to develop them could best be got from "the community". It is likely that some kind of nationalisation of registered ports will occur in the next few years, particularly if a Labour Government is returned in the next election. But, it will be nationalisation and job-robbing as well. We have seen that the large employers themselves are not at all averse to a further weeding out of the smaller ones. Especially if nationalisation will help labour relations (as it undoubtedly has in the coal and railway industries) are we likely to see it occurring in the registered docks.

ADDITIONAL CONCESSIONS

It remains to examine the additional concessions gained by the J-A Committee during the 3 weeks of the strike. Because the dockers had asked for more tangible guarantees of container jobs and action on unregistered ports than the promises of persuasion and inquiry given by the interim report, the Committee actually approached container employers and started persuading. It was able to give definite promise of 200 jobs. Certain companies, notably Midland Cold Storage, remained unconvinced. However, Lord Aldington, this time in his capacity as PLA chairman, strongly hinted that if Midland proved uncooperative, they could be 'municipalised' by the PLA. The schemes of persuasion were spelled out more concisely by the Committee: e.g. "Directly approach each company and business carrying on groupage container work in the neighbourhood of the port, with a view to obtaining an agreement either: (i) to give preference to the recruitment of registered dock workers, whether directly employed or on contract from a licensed employer; or (ii) to define the area of work which that company or business will transfer to the Port Authority or to some licensed port employer, for the employment of registered dock workers." (FT, 17.8.72, p.l5). 

The Committee also decided that agreed, standardised working conditions were necessary, "which were there defined as the high standards prevailing on the port authorities' own facilities and the container bases. The committee accepts that one appropriate procedure would be that groupage containers should only be handled in the ports on normal charges if received from or supplied to groupage operators who observe proper conditions of working." (ibid). This is undoubtedly an additional way of giving the Committee's persuasion teeth. It amounts to official, above-the-board blacking of firms by the employers and unions of firms which do not work to the same standards as the ports - presumably including wages. It is these groupage employers who the Committee will attempt to get to hire registered dockers. 

In addition, though the Committee itself was unable to give any more assurance about unregistered ports, the Minister for Transport Industries, John Peyton, announced that he had asked the National Ports Council to carry out an immediate inquiry into the operations of the unregistered ports and wharves to report by October. The reason the Minister gave: "In a letter to Mr. Philip Chappell, chairman of the NPC, Mr. Peyton says: 'It has been suggested that the growth of small ports and wharves is attracting traffic away from the larger ports, damaging their finances and diminishing the opportunities of employment in them.' He points out that this is a matter which affects port capacity and efficiency, with which the NPC in closely concerned ..." (ibid). The state has acknowledged its responsibility to protect the registered ports as it is 'in the national interest' they should be maintained. The inquiry will try to strike a balance between the economic usefulness of the unregistered ports both to shipowners and as a spur to modernisation to the registered ports (again under capitalism, competition through the market acts to force changes and development in the productive forces and until this can be done directly and consciously by the producers competition will be necessary) and the political necessity of continuing to maintain the registered ports.

LIMITS TO WHAT A SHOP STEWARD CAN DO

It is a fact that none of these additional concessions are new ones: they represent the further development of the interim report rejected on 27th July. They had already been agreed in substance by the J-A Committee and the port employers. The unofficial shop stewards committee were correct in stating the result of three weeks negotiating was not a cast-iron guarantee of continuing work as dockers. Why then did the delegates decide to recommend resumption of work and why did the dockers themselves, who had come out solidly in support of the unofficial shop stewards Committee's four demands (see beginning of this article), go back to work when those demands had not been met. The answer lies in how the dockers viewed those demands. They were viewed by them as demands of principle: what they ought to have; what they were entitled to have. They backed those demands of principle up with the force of their withdrawal of labour and then waited to see how much the employers would grant. But, because the working class also realise that principles are seldom if ever realised in practice, they accept that their TU officials come back with less than demanded. Individual explanations of why this happens may vary from "sell-out" to "what else could we really expect"; but the fact remains that the working class stand out for their principled demands as long as it appears they will gain something by doing so. They recognise that in the end, they have to return to work with less than their principles gained. If they had not recognised this, production would have ceased long ago. The militant shop stewards who formulate these principles, on the other hand, do not seem to take the same view: for them a principle is a principle to which the workers must remain true or sell out or weaken by giving in to the employer or union official. This is nothing more or less than moralism. It is a less realistic assessment of the economic struggle than the action of the working class as a whole, based on a realistic view of the balance of class forces. Taking up a moral stand for demands of principle means that shop stewards 

(l) cannot explain to their constituents how much of their demands they can expect to get 

(2) why they should return to work after the employers have conceded as much as they are prepared under maximum pressure from the working class.

Instead the shop stewards can only argue that the demands "ought" to be met and that therefore the working class "ought" to remain out until they are granted. Similarly, in formulating these demands the shop stewards take the reality of the production process and the economic struggle into account only insofar as these are necessary in order to get the working class to come out on strike. The principle on which they operate is that the employer deserves to be attacked - he upholds a system which is wrong and evil and therefore he ought to be resisted. The demands therefore do not advance the working class' interest in a conscious, considered way - they do so only insofar as they reflect the material reality through and in spite of their moralism.

It should be clearly understood that the militant shop stewards do not behave in this way because they are moralists by nature but because British working class politics has never presented them with anything else. The shop steward comes to that position out of the material reality of his leadership of the working class. Simple reflection makes him conclude that the working class is exploited and that there is much in the organisation of production and society that is irrational and arbitrary. However, when he reads or listens to the explanations proferred by 'the left' he is told this is not because of the historical development of the productive forces but because capitalism is a "crazy diktat ... which bids them (the employers) represent its needs as the needs of all humanity" (SW, 5.8.72, p.5). "The threat (of using troops if necessary in the dock strike) ... needs to be regarded as a declaration of war not only against the dockers, but against the whole trade union movement and the rights of the British working people to defend their jobs against redundancies and sackings produced in the interests of the small, rich, profit-grabbing class of capitalist sharks which Heath's Government represents." (Morning Star, Leader, p.l, 4.8.72.). And against this evil system he is told he must lead the working class in resistance. Not that the resistance will succeed. The capitalists are incapable of granting any concession: "Month by month the newspapers record ever higher unemployment figures. From time to time they mention the appalling human consequences of unemployment. Even members of the employing class have expressed their concern. But neither the employers nor the Tories can do anything about the situation because they uphold the system that puts profits before human beings." (SW, 5.8.72). 

If SW is correct, then their characterisation of the dock strike as being able to do something about unemployment in the next sentence is incorrect. The working class can gain nothing through struggle because the employing class can give nothing: capitalism would collapse if they did. And we have seen the contortions SW or the MS have to go through to explain concessions by the employers. The ruling class had to be forced into doing so by a magnificent, historic display of working class solidarity certainly unequalled in this century. For IS and the CP concessions are inexplicable precisely because the employers and capitalism are moral concepts not material ones: they are by nature bad and so a good action (concession) is uncharacteristic and atypical. (This conception of employers and ruling class undoubtedly coincided with historical reality much more closely in the late l8th- mid 19th century in Britain. i.e. concession was atypical and uncharacteristic. Not because the employers and ruling class were more evil than they are now; but because they had not analysed the class struggle under industrial capitalism or learned how to take it into account. To proffer it to the working class now as an analysis is absurd. SW neglects to mention that unemployment has been falling rapidly for several months and that already the margins of productive capacity are being reached in crucial industrial sectors.) The working class is confronted by two diametrically opposed dicta: capitalism and the employers are incapable of redressing any grievances by their nature and the working class can gain its demands - all of them - through magnificent, historic struggle. Perhaps it is The Communist that is mistaken and this is true dialectic: the unity of opposites. If it is dialectic, it is certainly idealist dialectic for it in no way coincides with material reality.
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