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Manufacturing differences? Factional disputes have a tendency to proliferate. What starts as an argument about one matter risks spilling over into arguments about quite other matters which are initially peripheral to the core argument and get added on to enlarge the original issues at stake. Disputants create amalgams where none necessarily exist. Comrades explain why someone holds a different position in terms of arguments like ‘It is no accident that X says Y, he is a movementist/ anti-Bolshevist, Anthingyoulikeist’. Matters which could, indeed should be, part of the ongoing conversation among members about the nature of the world and how to respond to it are converted into factionalised issues as well. So, for example, what ought to be a very open and exploratory discussion about such matters as the contemporary relevance of ‘feminism’, involving the critical evaluation of new literature as well as of older ideas and practices, itself risks becoming factionalised inside the SWP. So too, it seems, does discussion of the nature of the contemporary class struggle and its prospects. Some of this drift towards widening the field of dispute involves switching topics, so that, rather than debating the issues in the original factional controversy, disputants challenge the right of their opponents to hold their views by suggesting they are abandoning the very principles of Marxism itself. The current crisis in the SWP is not about the nature of the working class today, or about the need to orient towards its struggles. Those are matters which are – or should be – matters for ongoing debate and discussion at all manner of levels, without any kind of ‘factional’ taint. There is a serious dispute inside the SWP, and it is about the internal life of the SWP as an organisation. It began with arguments about the inadequacy of our procedures for handling complaints by members. Some members refused to acknowledge any problems, though now they are (belatedly) being addressed. In the course of the argument about our internal disputes procedures, the wider rules, procedures and political culture of the organisation were also thrown into question. All these issues are ‘domestic’: they’re about about the rights and duties of opposition, about weaknesses in our internal democracy, about failures by the leadership and about the real risk of their leading the SWP into becoming a narrow sect. Pete (Birmingham Small Heath) in his contribution to IB1 (‘No more Putilovs?) wants to join in the rhetorical game of enlarging the sphere of argument. He seems to warn against such a drift, but actually contributes to it himself. If, in my talk at Marxism (‘What could a socialist revolution look like?) I’d wanted to suggest abandoning the view that the working class is central to any feasible conception of socialist revolution, I’d have said so. Actually, I spent some time arguing that at the centre of the tasks facing any future socialist revolution is the question of establishing workers’ control of production and distribution, on a basis that must be democratic and ‘cooperative’ (i.e. not ‘market’ based) from the beginning. Who else could possibly achieve this except the working class? That’s part of what I’ve always understood to be the ABC of revolutionary socialism, and I see no evidence that I deviated from it in any way. Pete seems to think that my suggesting – in the major capitalist powers – there are far less big factories like Putilov, or the Ford River Rouge plant, or the Lenin Shipyard in Gdansk means that the prospects of working-class revolution are somehow diminished. He thinks this observation is somehow proof of my (and ‘the faction’s’) sliding away from Marxism. What a daft argument! Pete does allow that the working class, and the nature of production and distribution, has changed somewhat. He cites the case of Trafford Park, where he says 1,400 companies employ 35,000 workers. Okay, but when I came to Manchester in the early 1960s Trafford



Park included, among some other very big workplaces, the AEI plant (‘Metrovicks’) , which employed 25,000 workers all on one site and with one employer. Even in the later 1960s, it still employed 20,000 workers– we used to distribute 1,500 factory bulletins there every fortnight, and always ran out before the end of the paper sale. (We wrote them, incidentally, with the help of workers in the factory, and regularly collected donations towards their production at the gates.) Trafford Park is a shadow of its former concentration of workers. All the big workplaces I mentioned were engineering plants. They were characteristic of a phase in capitalist development when metal workers were at the militant core of the working class. This comes out in two very good pieces of writing by non-members of the ‘faction’: Alex Callinicos’s 1977 article on Soviet Power, and Donny Gluckstein’s book The Western Soviets. Are there still big concentrations of workers? Of course there are. Many of them, though, consist of sites where dozens, even hundreds, of different employers operate. This is true of the airports and the big shopping complexes, for example. Do changes in the concentration of workers make the prospects of working-class revolution less? Pete seems to think I believe this. What nonsense! A central question that faces any working class – now, of course, including millions of socalled ‘white collar workers’ – that sets out on the road to revolution is that of the coordination of literally hundreds of workplaces. The Lenin Shipyard was not just significant because it employed 16,000 workers in 1980, but because it had a big meeting hall. There, delegates from over 600 occupied workplaces assembled to form the historic inter-factory strike committee¸ the closest thing to a soviet we’ve seen in Europe since the war. (At the shipyard in Szczecin, down the coast, 740 workplaces were represented.) Do changes in the nature of the working class make such a development less possible? Not at all. Just to stir Pete’s pot a little, though, I’ll now add that there are other changes that will very likely make a difference to the form of organisation adopted by any future revolutionary workers’ movement - and I don’t have a clue how they will be handled. By way of illustration, let me briefly recount my father’s experience. In 1919, at age 14, he left school – as did most working-class kids. He was lucky, he got an apprenticeship (seven years!) in a factory in East London. At the time he started work, the pension age was 70, and 80 per cent of worker never lived long enough to collect their pensions. Today it’s different, in two significant respects. First, large numbers of young people, many of them working class, don’t begin anything like fulltime employment till they are in their 20s. Second, many more workers survive to collect their pensions (even though both Labour and Tories are trying to claw some of this gain back). Why does this matter? In any future workers’ revolution, there will be a whole layer of young people, and another layer of lively 70 and 80 year olds, who will play important parts in making and consolidating the new society. They will demand to be part of any new ‘constitution’. The question of the forms of working-class power will have to take account of this. Ever since the 1960s, for example, students (school and college) have played a significant part in mass insurgencies, and it hardly seems likely they won’t be involved in new forms of soviet. Pensioners are hardly likely to accept a form of popular democracy based solely on workplaces that excludes them! So the form that the workers’ councils of the future will take is an open question. And we have damn-all experience to theorise about how it will be solved. Saying that does not, to my mind, involve any retreat from the principles of Marxism. Pete should remove his sectarian blinkers and learn to think. Colin (Manchester)
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