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BOURGEOIS RECOGNITION OF THE NEED FOR CHANGE

On Tuesday 22 May, Lord Watkinson wrote an article in the Financial Times entitled "Time is not on our side". Watkinson is Chairman of Cadbury-Schweppes and has been chairman of the CBI' s Company Affairs Committee. He said:

"This could be the year of fundamental change for British business. The factors forcing change are widespread and impressive; the dialogue between the Prime Minister, unions and the CBI on Phase III; the determination of the EEC Commission to make progress now Britain is a member; impending company legislation in Britain and in the EEC as a whole; an apparent move to the left by the British Labour Party in company affairs; growing pressures for change in almost every professional body concerned with business affairs. Beneath it all there is a general demand for a new approach pervading the industrial scene in Britain and throughout the Community ... As far as Britain is concerned, the TUC has changed its stance from refusal to participate in management, to qualified support for involvement in supervisory boards with worker directors. One thing is certain, the debate will continue and the present situation of British company boards in the area of industrial relationships and wider participation in decision-making will not be allowed to remain as it is - the pressures for change are too great. Proof of this lies in the work being done by the Institute of Directors, the British Institute of Management, the CBI, the Institute of Chartered Accountants, the Industrial Society and many others. All of them assume a demand for change that has to be met by the directors of British companies. The interest is an excellent thing but time is not on the side of British industry. As chairman of the Company Affairs Committee, I am disturbed at the current lack of agreement on a clearly defined common policy on company affairs that would provide a reasonable brief for a British Government writing a new Bill or conducting a difficult dialogue with the EEC....It would be easy to dismiss the urgency by saying that the Government's tripartite talks may fail and that the EEC has deliberated on company structure ever since its inception without making much progress. This would be dangerous complacency. As an old hand in the one-time Ministry of Labour, I detect a move to more progressive attitudes all round. It does not really matter who has converted whom, but it seems that this round of talks has a better chance of success than the last one, all the parties concerned having learnt something in the interval."

Watkinson is warning the less conscious sections of the bourgeoisie that a social change of significance for them is in the process of development, and that they will ignore its signs at their perils - they lose their "right" to be democratically consulted and to wield their class power by overlooking the arena for change that has sprung up. By acknowledging the existence of the will to change and identifying their essential interests in the present status quo and what parts of that status quo are inessential to them, the bourgeoisie can survive the change. Otherwise, they will defend all aspects of the status quo with an unreasoning obstinacy against a will to change that will become equally obstinate and the risk of social breakdown will be very real.

There is no doubt that even the "essential interests" of the bourgeoisie will be affected by change. In 1831 Peel spoke in the Reform Bill debate. He said that the Bill would mean the acquisition of sovereignty by the House of Commons though the Bill itself did nothing to curtail the powers of the Lords or the Throne. Nor after the Bill's passage was the power of the aristocracy in the Commons immediately lessened. Peel pointed to the underlying political logic and to the political forces set in motion by the Bill, and was correct in his analysis. The "essential interests" which Peel and the Tories enforced in the struggle over the Reform Bill were a gradual and fairly orderly extension of the franchise, taking place within a political ambience still largely determined by the British aristocracy and their consciousness. When the strident and militant consciousness of British non-conformism and liberalism emerged in the last half of the 19th century, it entered into a collision course with that of the "aristocracy". That the conflict would be won by the non-conformist liberals had been determined half a century previously by the passing of the Reform Bill.

Like Peel, Watkinson does not attempt to oppose the change; nor does he attempt to minimise its significance by suggesting, that the bourgeoisie can conserve something by looking to their essential interests. He argues rather that the bourgeoisie should identify the will and the direction of the change and then attempt to channel it into forms already established and understood by the bourgeoisie - forms which they know how to use. Thus he states; "There is nothing in British company law which makes a consultative board or a holding board illegal, nor is there any legal bar to appointing worker directors to a consultative or any other kind of board."
The change to which Watkinson refers is not a change in the essential aspects of capitalist production. It does not involve altering the forces which determine that production takes place for exchange, or that the motor force for production is the appropriation of surplus value. What the change does however involve is the social, political and legal forms within which that production takes place.

At present the managers of a joint stock company (the form of capitalist production which is overwhelmingly predominant in Britain) derive their power to execute and administrate production, marketing, capital accumulation, purchase of means of production from the people who own shares in that company. Shareholding carries with it the formal legal power over the actions and destiny and fortune of the firm; the managers are legally accountable to the shareholders and to no other group within the nation as long as they conduct the firm's business within the law. (Conducting business within the law in Britain involves great freedom. British company law is distinguished by its lack of prescription or regulation compared either with Europe or the US. The legal actions which have been the basis for Ralph Nader's campaigns in the US would be very difficult to sustain here.)

The significance of the change is that the managers of companies should be legally accountable not only to shareholders but also ( 1) to the workers of the particular firm for certain aspects of the firm's conduct and (2) to the "community” or "nation" for certain aspects. How the working class and the nation use this legal power over firms will depend on the will to change continuing and on how each class's consciousness of this legal power and its substance develops.

WHY CHANGE IS UNDER CONSIDERATION

The working class showed its will to the first part of the change by engaging in actions like the U[pper] C[lyde] S[hipbuilding] work-in and organising very powerful and vocal lobbies to oppose the B[ritish] S[teel] C[orporation]'s plans to phase out large portions of the existing steel plant. It showed itself most interested in having an acknowledged right in decisions about redundancy; about whether specific jobs would be continued or axed. It is therefore likely that legal sharing of power over the firm with its workers will be in this area. This will necessarily give rise to the workers having to consider why management believe the redundancy necessary; whether production can continue profitably given the present relations of production; the level of means of production per worker; whether these conditions of production can be altered while still salvaging the jobs; whether "public money" can be found to subsidise production.

The second part of the change has emerged from political pressure about the social effects of profitable products produced for exchange. The substance of the pressure has been that use-value should outweigh exchange value in deciding what is produced; and that the "community" or "nation" should decide what constitutes a socially necessary value. Those involved have been the "environmentalist" lobby - a disparate collection indeed of pressure groups, from those seeking to preserve Britain' s few remaining "rural" villages through to Transport 2000 which is attempting to enforce regulation of the unbridled individualism of the motor car within an objective limitation of limited physical area and pollution. The existence of this kind of pressure is also seen in the surprisingly quick joining of battle and resolution of the thalidomide controversy. Distillers capitulated to political pressure and conceded compensation far in excess of the conventional legal restitution. The Financial Times commented after the settlement that there was a clear case for altering the law in accordance with a newly expressed wish by the nation for a limitation of the freedom of firms.

An underlying cause which has made the change necessary was something which Watkinson did not mention. That is that the shareholders of firms have not been wielding their formal legal power and that the managers have become too much of a "law unto themselves" and who therefore require a constituency who will wield that legal power. The Financial Times article on the Lonrho affair on June [1?]st stated: 

"The most important function of a board of directors is to appoint, monitor and where necessary dismiss the chief executive of the company ... Very few boards of British companies perform their proper function - for two main reasons. One is that the offices of chairman of the board and chief executive are frequently held by one man. Where the same man is both chairman and chief executive the board of directors is often effectively his creature; such boards, unless they contain some unusually strong-willed and determined non-executive directors, cannot adequately monitor the chief executive's performance. The other reason is that too many boards are staffed wholly or largely by executive directors whose jobs depend on the favour of the chief executive and who are unlikely to rock the boat by questioning his competence." 

The Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Bank of England (Leslie O'Brien) took a very untypical initiative in proposing the establishment of an institutional investors (insurance companies, pension funds, unit trusts) [working party? - PB] because, he states, these numerically significant shareholders were not exercising their power as shareholders and the sole legal arbiters of the destiny of firms sufficiently to ensure a healthy capitalism. British management had had only the constraint of the market and in too many cases the management were proving unable to deal with this constraint (Rolls Royce, the Mersey docks). The FT article on Lonrho concludes: 

"business has to operate in a more open and more critical environment than it was used to in the past. Whether the issue concerns African wages or salaries in the Cayman Islands, businessmen must work on the assumption that even the most closely guarded secrets will one day be exposed to public gaze." 

This is an echo of Lord Watkinson's assessment of a will to change: the change has been occurring in substance within the institutions of political life of the nation and that change should now be formalised in the legal and social practice of firms. (German and French legal and social practice mean that managers are overseen by in Germany the banks and in France the state.)

CHANGES WITHIN CAPITALISM

But of what significance is a will to change the political and social relations within capitalism? Why should Communists spend time studying and analysing it? Changes in the will of classes is a crucial part of the development of the class struggle and history. No matter how forceful the material circumstances demanding political change may be, if the will of a class is lacking, the change will not be made by that class (e.g. the Russian bourgeoisie in 1917). The material circumstances are patently one of the causes which determine the emergence of political will. But they are not the only cause.

The other causes include the political consciousness of the class and the actual forms that that consciousness finds to develop itself within. In Britain the material circumstances have been ripe and overripe for the change outlined above for at least three quarters of a century. Small groups within both the working class and the bourgeoisie have had a highly developed will for such changes during those seventy five years; but those groups have had no lasting effect on the political will of either class (the groups include the syndicalists, guild socialists and Fabians in relation to the working class and the Fabians and the group of Tories around Harold Macmillan in the '30s in relation to the bourgeoisie). The participants in these groups have largely seen the failure of each class to react to their calls to change as a fault or error of the class and thus the groups have lost their taste for dealing with political reality. Thus when the classes do actually react to the material circumstances with a will to change these groups are too cynical or disheartened to take any part in determining the form or development of that change. It is only by accepting that the consciousness of the working class and its political will are determined by objective historical factors that Communists can avoid "losing heart" and actually be of some use and significance to the working class.

The present will to change in the working class developed firstly from the fact that in the last five years the working class have been wielding political power as they have not done since the 1920s: UCS; the summer 1972 unofficial general strike against the imprisonment of the 5 dockers; the 1972 miners strike; the resistance to the Industrial Relations Bill. Secondly, because they have now accepted that that political power should be used to ensure the continuing development of the productive forces under capitalism: i.e. they are refusing to act in a purely negative or blind oppositionist way.

This has meant accepting the Government' s arguments about the need to consciously regulate wages and necessarily involves the development of a political position by the working class on the questions involved. The TUC and Victor Feather in particular reflect this new will to make this round of Tripartite Talks come to a definite conclusion: for the classes to strike a bargain rather than have the Government impose that bargain on them. All doubted last summer whether the TUC could "deliver" a working class which would accept conscious regulation of wages, and that doubt seriously obstructed the talks (amongst the most serious doubters were the TUC leaders themselves). This time the working class have given the TUC a clear lead by their refusal to strike in support of the left shop stewards' calls to oppose vicious Toryism. The working class have accepted the need for conscious wage regulation at a national and political level and it will be clear this time round that if the Tripartite Talks abort the TUC must be able to convince the working class that the Government and the CBI positively refused to make an acceptable bargain.

The speeches by Harold Wilson and Wedgwood-Benn in the last few months in support of some form of workers' participation and the TUC s reversal of its position on worker directors are additional indications that the working class' will to change has been taken seriously by politicians and TU leaders whose hold on political power has depended on accurately assessing the position of the working class.

WHAT WOULD WORKER PARTICIPATION MEAN?

The will to change to which Watkinson referred at present involves formal changes in the legal responsibility of management. It would make management legally responsible not only to shareholders (the owners of capital) but also to the workers in the firm and to the "community" or "nation" (i.e. the state of public opinion which is determined by the politics of the class struggle). This change in substance has already been occurring; it remains for it to be formally reflected and then for the further possibilities of the development of that change in substance to occur as a result of the change in form (like the development of the sovereignty of the Commons as a result of the Reform Bill). 

It is a change of significance both for the working class and for the development of national politics. It is of significance for the working class because it will force the working class to confront the essential realities of capitalist production directly rather than through the legal and social form of private property. Rather than that form being seen by the working class as being the cause and the source of the features of capitalist production it will be an inescapable conclusion that that form is merely a result of the laws of capitalist production. The reason for redundancies will not be management's or the shareholder' s arbitrary prerogative or avarice but rather will be seen by the working class to arise from the laws of capitalist production itself. The working class will have to deal with the fact that it is not only the forms of capitalist production but the laws of that production which must be confronted if social needs are to be met directly and consciously (and at present the right to keep a particular job constitutes a social need for the working class). This fact will arise not from the propaganda of Communists but out of the "day-to-day mundane" occurrences of workers "participation" or "control". Communists will be able to analyse them, they will not have been the cause of these occurrences. The cause lies in the continuing political development of classes in Britain. That this fact will be faced by the working class politically becomes as inevitable as that the non-conformist liberals had to face the fact of their own political power in the 1880s.

The significance of the change for national politics is that it will present national politics with what Bagehot describes as "substantial business". Bagehot states: 

"To keep a legislature efficient, it must have a sufficient supply of substantial business. If you employ the best set of men to do nearly nothing, they will quarrel with each other about that nothing. Where great questions end, little parties begin. And a very happy community, with few new laws to make, few old bad laws to repeal, and but simple foreign relations to adjust, has great difficulty in employing a legislature. There is nothing for it to enact, nothing for it to settle." (The English Constitution, Fontana edition, p 244). 

The factious behaviour of the Labour Party since at least 1951 and the fashionable commentators' disillusion with Parliament are explained by the lack of "substantial business" which either working class or bourgeoisie has presented for Parliament to have to deal with. Precisely because Parliament and the British state depend on the conscious political action and will of classes in order to be able to enact, has Parliament had very little to enact since that first Labour Government after World War II. The business of Parliament has been ground which has been already settled between the classes and which therefore has no place in Parliament or has been of a democratic nature and involved individual's views about social relations (e.g. the abolition of capital punishment, immigration). By putting large areas of reality into politics which have not been there before, have not been legitimate concerns for class politics, the change described above will give Parliament and national politics a great deal of "substantial business".

A NEW BOLDNESS IN THE LABOUR PARTY?

In concluding, signs can already be seen of how the most conscious section of the bourgeoisie are reacting to the will to change of both the working class and the nation. The Financial Times leader of 4th June commented on the Labour Party NEC decision to endorse the nationalisation of 25 major companies (itself a reflection of the will to change. The Labour Party has not made so bold a statement of intent for at least forty years. Its present eagerness is instructive because it is less the settling of old scores by the old left as an attempt to seize the political initiative by the most practiced opportunist elements in the Party.) The FT remarked on this reflection: 

"In some respects it (the commitment to nationalise 25 leading companies) is a reflection of the growing unease over the role and conduct of businessmen and the relationship of business to the rest of society. Within industry itself, an awareness of these problems has recently led to experiments in new working relationships in an attempt to reduce the boredom, frustration and feeling of remoteness which is felt on the factory floor, in offering to provide skilled managers for short term secondment for various social or public projects and in the Watkinson committee's hesitant initial steps towards codifying the responsibilities of directors. Politicians would be better advised to approach these very real problems in a similar mood of pragmatism and experimentation rather than advocating sweeping nationalisation or promoting a dogmatic approach to worker participation." 

Once again the main weapons of the bourgeoisie are practicality and stability/order. It must be expected that the bourgeoisie will continue to wield them and use their considerable powers of initiative to establish just such pragmatic and real experiments in workers control. Communists can refuse to perceive that these changes are going on; they can retire to the more certain world of essence and fundamental laws of capitalist production. Or Communists can insist on explaining to the working class just how these pragmatic "gradualist" steps affect the working class and the chances that they give to the working class for learning about fundamental laws of capitalist production and confronting them. If the working class forsakes the essence of Communism for the more tangible and immediate reality of the pragmatic bourgeoisie it will be because Communists have been unable to explain to the working class just how that essence is contained and determines the more tangible reality.

                                                                                                                       Nina Stead
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