The debate on the
workers’ government

Against defeatis

QORKING at the contributions last month on
the question of calling for a workers’
d government as part of the agitation around the
coming Generil Election, I found that in general,
I can sce the relevance and usefulness of such a
slogan, but some aspects of the debate were
worrying.

The arguments against the slogan appear to
fall into two main categories:

Firstly, that it is “too advarced” for the current
situation. This implies that we cannot ask people
to think about what government is for, because it
will confuse them about why we cafl for a Labour
vote. It betrays a lack of confidence in the working
class being able to follow through the logic of our
position.

It alse suggests that we can only call for a
government accountable to the working class
when we are in a strong position inside the Labour
Party. But it is precisely our weakness in the LP
which mikes it necessary to spell cut the difference
between the Blairites (“Vote Labour™), the soft [eft
/ ultra left (“Veote Labour and ..." or “Vote Labour
but..."), the exteaLabour left (“Don’t vote Labour™)
and owrselves. It crystallises our position far more
definitively.

Secondly, that it implies we've already lost on
the nature of the Labour Party. On the contrary,
the slogan actually enables us to link together the
sk of electing a Labour government with the task
of seeking to transform the Labour movement in
a concrete way. If we compare “Vote Labour and
fight for ...." slogans, they do not play this role, as
they fail to make clear how the fight shoutd be
organised, or on what terms. The SWP are quite
comfortable saying “vote Labour & fight” and to
them it means “fight outside the Labour Party”.

Where revolutionaries have any input into the
Labour campaign in their area, they have a particular
reason for needing a slogan which poses the
General Election in a specific way. We are not just
saying, vote Labour, We arc saying , “This Labour
campaign is different. The candidate proposes to
muake herself accountable to the Labour movernent.”
The campaign is a positive one, about the necds
of working class people. We need to be able to say
to people, this campaign is a model for how the
Labour Party ought to function — join it and help
make that possible. We say that our candidate
would be a “workers’ MP" — logically, we are
therefare agitating for the principle of a “worlters’
government” on a local scale.

The suggestion has been made that workers’
government ideas are useful as part of our general
propaganda, but not as a slogan. On the contrary,
“For a government accountable to working people”
or similar, is 2 useful way to pose the issues about
the nature of the state and the nature of the
Labour Party without presenting it as an ultrateft
discussion. It flows naturally out of the work we
have been doing around the welfare campaign, and
in those areas of the country where supporters of
the AWL have been able to have a significant
input into the Labour Party campaigns, we have
fought to present the coming generat election in
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these terms.

If comrades belicve the work we have done
in the Labour Party recently is correct, then the
logical progression is to usc the election to address
the issue of how we organise to get what we
have set out as the aims of the campaign — that
means addressing the issue of what government
is for, Here the workers’ government slogan is going
to be very useful.

There are, however, some problems with
the way the workers’ government idea has been
presented in Workers' Liberty, and in some
discussions. These need to be clarified. It has
been suggested that a workers’ government in
the current situation is a defensive proposition; that
we are calling for a Labour government without
Btair, Some comrades have taken that to mean that
we want a return to Labour governments a [a
Wilson or Callaghan. But that is not on offer, The
reality is thae the very act of purging the Blairite
tendency from the Exbour Party would transform
it: to succeed, the rank-and-file would need to be
mebilised and militant, the unions active and
political participants. The removing of Blair would
take the Labour Party forward, not backwards, and
it is on this basis that we should work,

It has been suggested that we call in words
for a Labour government without Blair, or for a
Labour government without Tory policies. But
these slogans are both fantastical and wWiealeft, They
have no grip on reality and offer no scope for
discussion with the working class electorate, who
will either smile and shrug their shoulders, or
fzugh at us. We can expect many working class
voters to need no lechures about Blair, but they do
need a constructive approach to their ideas. They
are, afier all, going to be voting Labour in many cases
despite Blair, but they recognise that he is a reality,
andd can only be removed with a struggle. The
struggle will happen around the link, which is the
practical test of the slogans for a workers’, not
besses’, government.

Likewise, it is true that using slogans around
aworkers’ government makes possible (far more
casily than if we say straightforwardly, “Vote
Labour™) a shift to 2 new position if we lose the fight
inside the Labour Party. From this has been
deduced a certain defeatism among those who argue
for a workers' government. Whether it is true or
not that those who initiated the debate believe the
battle is unwinnable, we in Leicester do not. We
do not see the workers’ government slogans as
defeatist. Just as the slogan makes possible a shift
0 a new position with a defeat in the movement,
so it makes possible a shift to a more offensive
position should we win the struggle inside the
Labour Party. Those comrades who say, “I believe
we can win, therefore I am against the use of the
workers’ government slogan” should instead say,
“I am against the defeatism, not the slogan”. The
idea of the workers' government is a flexible one
— transitional in the sense that it applies to a
point of transition inside the Labour movement,
when the issue of the nature of the movement itself
is open to debate: what is the Labour Party for?

Some comrades have suggested that the
purposc in voting Labour is to “break the logjam
in British politics.” This is true, but potentially
misleading. Where is the logjam? It can be
interpreted that the logjam is in Parliament, and
hence we vote Labour to “kick out the Tories.” But
that is not the case. We don't say, “Vote tactically”,
after afl. The logjam is in the working class, and the
point of wanting a Labour government is the

cifect an election victory will have among the
politically conscious elements of the class. So
kicking out the Tories is not enough — mobilising
the workers for political victory is all.

Fam worried that several contributions appear
to misjudge the severity of the situation inside
the Labour Party, and that this is not consistent
across the debate, That is, not all those who
underestiniate the significance of Blair are opposed
to the slogan, and not all those who are resigned
to defeat support it. There appears to be confusion
around the slogans because, I think, there is
confusion about our relationship to the Labour Party
at the moment. This is a fluid phase — things
could go very rapidly against us, or against Blair.
We cannot rely on old formulas or wait to see what
happens. We have to use the general election in
order to intervene not only into the working class
but also into the workings of the Labour movement,
and challenge the politically active workers to
think, “What is the Labour government to be for?
To serve the bosses or the workers?”

This is not accepting defeat within the Labour
Party, it is the only rational basis on which to
opposc the Blairites.

Richard Grasse

Socialist re-Action

HE AGM of the Campaign for Labour Party
T Democracy, 8 March, was a good place to

witness the destructive influence of Socialist
Action on both the Labour left and the wider
struggle to fend off the Blair leadership’s offensive
against the union link and collective, participatory
democracy in the party, Socialist Action is an
obscure sect on the left of the Labour Party which
specialises in sycophancy towards certain
strategically chosen bigwigs and (more usually)
smallwigs, combined with petty factionad hostility
towards rival socialist organisations active in the
labour movement. Its members were on top form
in the CLPD's AGM.

Mark Seddon, Editor of Tribune, introduced
the discussion on strategy to defeat the Iatest
offensive from the Labour leadership against the
rank and file. He urged comrades to think through
all the issues involved and question some of the
Labour left’s old certainties as we fice an attempt
by the Blairites to silence the working class in
politics. In particular, Seddon raised the idea of
refounding a Labour Representation Committee.
This would be a co-ordinated and logical extension
of the decision by a number of trade union bodies
to redirect some of their political funding away from
central Labour Party coffers and towards Labour
MPs and labour movement campaigns which
reflect their own policies, to deepen and renew
labour representation in the face of Blair's attempt
to destroy it.

Socialist Action's topsy-turvy analysis of the
battle to defend the Labour-union link was
cpitomised by the extremely silly Carol Tumer who
said that any decision by trade unions to divert
political funding away from central Labour Party
funds would be a weakening of the link between
Labour and the unions. This is to take a passive
approach towards the link in which determination
by the unions to stay with Labour means that
they allow themselves to be pushed around as nuch
as the Labour leadership wishes. Let us be clear
about this. Trade unions should pay enough money

37




into central Labour Party funds to ensure deir rights
as affiliated organisations, but why voluntarily
pay more money than necessary to a Blair leadership
determined to see the trade unions shackled in
industry and silenced in politics? Presurubly Carol
Turmner believes she was wrong in the past to
support trade unions making donations to the
Comumittee to Stop War in the Gulf, Labour CND,
the Anti-Racist Alliance and the Campaign to
Defend the Welfare State.

Turner also explained Socialist Action’s view
that the CLPD should be hostile to the Keep the
Link camipaign because KL was providing left cover
for trade union bureaucrats, didn’t opposc the
NEC’s proposals and anyway the Labourunion
link was not under threat.

These allegations are either sknderous, stupid
or both. Firstly, KTL has always opposed any
attempt to reduce union infiuence in decision
making so, of course, they oppose the NEC's
proposals, Sceondly, despite what Socialist Action
may say, both the Blairites and the bosses’ press
clearly understand the NEC proposals as an attack
on the link. The Financial Times reported the
proposals under the heading “Labour cuts union
influence over policy”, while in private Blairites
boasted that they have worked out the “clever” way
of cffectively breaking the trade union link.

Interestingly, it is only “left faking” trade
union bureaucrats who share Socialist Action’s
analysis: so who's covering from whom?

Now Socialist Action know all about providing
left cover for trade union burcaucrats and, for
that matter, fake left MPs, as anyone who has
come #cross their “campaigning” in defence of the
welfare state can testify. In the casc of the Keep
the Link campaign this charge is made regardless
of the facts which are that both the Keep the
Link campaign and the Keep the Party Labour
campaign (whose support includes Socialist Action
and CLPD) are campaigning against all the attacks
on the rights of ihe affifitted organisations, the CLPs,
apnual conference, women in the party, and in
defence of democracy generally, and that substantial
unity and co-operation cxists berween the (wo
campatigns on the ground.

What Secialist Action don’'t wwderstand is that
if Blair is to be defeated on this issue then it is
necessary to reach out to sections of the labour
movement rank and file beyond the tmditional hard
left and win the political argument about what the
Labour Farty is for. If at the union conferences we
get up and repeat Carol Turner's asscrtion that “the
union link is not under threat™ not only would we
be spreacding rubbish, we would be actively helping
the right-wing union teaders who don’t want their
unions to oppose Blair.

The current edition of the Keep the Link
newsketter contains statements and articles by
various trade union leaders who may or may not
end up opposing the constitutional changes. 1
think there are good reasons for including them.
Alkinnces need to be made between the existing
hard left and activists who have voted for and
look to trade union leaders who have pledged to
defend the link between Labour and the unions.
Central to the campaign must be to convince
these activists that fighting 1o defend the link in the
here and now means opposing the raft of
constitutional changes due to be put by the NEC
to Party Conference this autumn. The Keep the Link
newsletter does this very cffectively.

Acknowledgement that the existing hard
Ieft is not strong enough by itself to defeat the attacks
on democracy was reflected at the CLPD AGM
when most of those present, including Socialist
Action, argued that it was important to push
resolutions calling for any decision to be deferred
until the 1998 conference. Now there are good
reasons for trying to win a delay as well as building
as much opposition as possible, not least the fact
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that the timetable for consultation on the NEC
proposals is extremely tight and includes the
general election period when all local meetings arc
cancelled. But we need a strategy beyond one of
delay, wait and hope. It will take more than the
passing of another year (assuming deferment can
be won, which is not going to be easy) to build up
enough opposition to Blair to sce off the attacks
on the link and pagty democracy. It will require the
kind of approach adopted by Keep the Link in
reaching out to a much wider layer of activists.
Moreover, it is vital that this work is done now and
not put on the back-burner for after this autumn’s
conference when it may all be too late.

So what is Socialist Action’s problem? Basically,
they believe they are entitled to a monopoly on the
leadership of the labour left and the resistance 1o
the Blair offensive. They sce Keep the Link as a
competitor rather than an ally because they had
nothing to do with setting it up and have no
chance of taking it over. Serious socialists will
not altow this sort of smull-minded attitude to
prevent an effective alliance of Keep the Link
and Keep the Party Labour.

1917: a

bureaucratic revolution

EF a bureaucratic class can exist in Russia as a

Bill Davies

ruling class, can onc cxist without being the
ruling class {or, more particululy, what is their
relation to the means of production)?

Fmperial Russia had a Tsar who made all
decisions and had ultimate power. Decisions were
carricd out by burcaucrats wlo were not part of
the aristocracy or the church. These people were
paid functionaries. The system was known as
burcancratic-feudatism. Bureaucraes administered
the means of production so had much control of
it. They routincly diverted portions of the means
of production for their own ends in various forms.

How is this different from a worker stealing
from her boss or getting frechics? When bureaucrats
divert capital (or property capable of reproducing
itself) there is a qualitative difference upon which
a class is formed, gradually accumulating influence.

Why did a bureaucratic class ariser Due to
Russia’s vastness and spareness of resources,
administrative ability was at a premium, 5o that
during crisis they would be safeguarded. It wasa
desirable profession.

Technical skill was less important than the
ability to provide materials, ctc. The aristocracy
would encourage this 1o be separate from the
church te avoid the church becorning too powerful.

It is this system of bureaucratic privilege
which has been perpctuated by the Russian
revolution. It is my contention that the bureaucratic
class were revolutionary and class conscious and
that the Russian revolution was a burcaucratic
revolution. Only the extraordinary efforts of the
Bolshevik Party allowed the working class to have
so much influence.

Jim Noble

State capitalism

in the USSR?

ARRY Finger (WE37) and Roger Clarke (WI36)
B dispute my claim (Wi34) that the USSR and
the other Stalinist states were state-capitalise,
Central to the argument, both on their side and on
mine, is the question whether the USSR was based

on wage-lahour.

Wage-labour presupposes &n Owier of Owners
of the means of production with amassed wealth,
counterposcd to the worlers, from which they pay
wages; that is, it presupposes capital. The relation
between wage-labour and capital shapes the basic
classes, the struggles between them, and the
development of the productive forces. It is the
central defining relation of capitalism. The relations
between capitals — whether there is free
competition, whether prices move: frecly, whether
profits are cqualised, whether crises occur in
suclhand-sich a form — are less central.

Instead of being handed rations or possessing
their own means of production, the workers in the
Stalinist states worked for wages and bought their
subsistence in shops. They were wage-workers. Yes,
extreme state control modified wage Iabour. As
Bukharin wrote, “State-capitalist structure of
society makes the workers formally bonded to
the imperialist sgate”; or, as the Algerian Marxist
Benhouria put i, “State capitalism, for the worker,
is wagerlabour plus control and sarveillance”. The
question is whether the modifications made
Stalinism an exceptional, “deformed” capitalism,
or whether they made the clements of wage-
labour secondary and formal, and created an
altogether different mode of production, with
different social classes and a different development
of the productive forces.

Wage-labour exists fairly widely in pre-
capitalist systems, but they depend centrally on
other forms of exploitation, slavery, tribute-paying,
and so on, thus are not capitalist, Wagelabour will
continue to exist in a workers’ state, but it will be
systemutically eroded in favour of “frec and
associated labour”, and so a workers’ state is in
transition from capitdlism to socidlism., The Stalinist
socicties showed no similar logic of development
away from wage-fabour,

In the carly 30s Stalin talked about replacing
wages by state rations. He did not succeed. “In the
autumn of 1930 the attitude temporarily came to
prevail that... labour as well as the means of
production must be directly planned by the state. ..
Legislation, discussion and economic practice. ..
all reflccted a rapid movement towards the training
and allocation of Soviet citizens in accordance
with the needs of the central plan. ..

“These frreaching moeasares filed to estallish
a coherent systen for direct planning and allocation
of labour in any way comparable to the system of
planning and alocating industrial production... In
practice, outside the growing forceddabour sector,
workers normally remained free to change their
jobs and were not subject to compulsory direction. ..
a4 labour market, though an imperfect one,
continued to exist” [1]. From the 19505 to the 1980s,
that labour market moved closer to capitalist
norms.

Worlers in the USSR and other Eastern Bloc
countries moved from job to job, seeking the
best bargain. In some countries and periods they
did so freely, elsewhere and at other times in
defiance of unenforceable faws, but always they
moved. Employers bid for the best workers with
bonuses and perks, and sgueezed productivity
out of their workers with piece-rates [2].

When the workers mobilised, wage riscs
were among their first demands. Often the
mobilisation was sparked by price rises, somctimes
by uncontrolled inflation, Class struggles — both
the workers' struggle for better wages, and the
bosses’ struggte to increase production by piece-
rates and bonuses — show that the wage-relation
was real, The workers in the Stafinist states showed
in mobilisations like those of Hungary 1956 and
Poland 1980-1 that they shared the essential
characteristics and potential of the wage-working
class under capitalism.

A system in transition from capitalism to a
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hypothetical “burcaucratic collectivism” might,
Isuppose, still have wagelabour, gradually eroding
it in favour of state-slavery. However, in the Stalinist
systems the “stateslavery” clements were generally
strongest in the first years. Those systems bad no
internal logic which took them further and further
away from wagelabour; rather, the contrary. As the
totalitarian, or seni-totalitardan, wrench-grip on the
societies of Eastern Europe has been released,
since 1989, the spontancous economic trends of
the substructure have been revealed: not collectivist
but capitalist.

Yes, the State regulated the Stalinist ecorniomics.
How — according to what class interests and
norms — did it regulate them? The despotic
regime gave huge scope to whims and blunders,
but there were underlying regutarities.

As well as the legal state-regulated markets in
labour power and consumer goods, black and
“grey” free markets in those commodities and in
producer goods, #nd the surrounding world
market, encircled and limited the State plans.
Those State plans introduced no new economic
logic, taking the systems increasing outside the ambit
of capitalism, but, on the contrary, sought short-
cuts within the logic of capitalism.

The Stalinist regimes fixed prices mostly
according to planners’ estimates of what prices
should be in 2 market. Wages were set at social
subsistence level, as under capitalism; bourgeois
norms of distribution prevailed. Profits were
grabbed and controlled by a small minority, who
enjoyed vast privileges over the majority. The
organisation of production, the choice of
techinology, the lack of consideration given to
the environment and to other social costs and
benefits which cannot be reckoned on the market,
all conformed to capitalist standards.

The State regulation systematically twisted the
economy away from free-market patterns in three
major ways: towards cheap basic consumer goods
and, often, fairly full employment, to secure
totalitarian controk; towieds greater investment in
heavy industry; and towards awtarky (trying to
construct a national economy independent of the
rest of the world).

Those torsions were nationalist, not anti-
capimlist. In the mid 26th century, all across the
underdeveloped capitalist countries, petty bourgeois
formations rebelled against the parasitism,
corruption and dependence of the old oligarchies
or colonial administrations. They wanted nationl
development, They made bourgeois revolutions or
semi-revolutions against the bourgeois oligarchies
and their allies, feudalistic landowners and cofonial
rulers. Depending how tightly-knit and ideologically
coherent their organisation was, they pushed the
old oligarchics aside, reduced them to second
rank, or crushed them.

The petty bourgeois revolutionaries or
reformers did not want bourgeois democracy and
free enterprise, which would allow the old oligarchs
and imperialists still to hold considerable sway. In
all cases they created powerful interventionist
states, where they were vigorous, fervent, mass-
mobilising revolutionaries (revolutionary Stalinists)
they created totalitarian regimes, austerely dedicated
0 national industrial development, protected by
military discipline against disruption by individual
profiteers or by the working class.

In such cases the liberated peasants were re-
enslaved, this time to the profit of the State rather
than private landowners, Not mercly the larger part,
but the whole of surplus value was ruthlessly
concentrated in the hands of the State and
channelled into crash industriatisation. The Stalinist
states had many special features, but their staee
sectors developed large-scale national capitalism,
not anti-capitalism.

Barry is right to point out that Engels’ sketch
of state-capitalism is an extrapolation from advanced
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capitalism, not a model for industrially-backward
states. In Capital Marx indicated that state power
and force played a farge role in the early stages of
capitatism, too. “The organisation of capitalist
production, ence fully developed, breals down ail
resistance... The dull compulsion of economic
relations completes the subjection of the labourer
to the capitalist, Direct force, outside economic
conditions, is of course still used, but only
exceptionally... It is otherwise during the historic
genesis of capitalist production. The bourgeoisie,
at its rise, wants and uses the power of the state...”
{Capital volume 1, p.737). In 20th century
conditions, unanticipated by Marx, the role of
direct force in capitalist industrialisation reached
a scale and took forms unanticipated by Marx,

That framework can help us to see Stalinism
in perspective — it was not an abortive attempt
to supersede capitalism — and facilitate analysis
of its specificities (like, for example, the French
writer Jacques Sapir's meticulous “state-capitalist”
account of “Economic Fluctuations in the USSR,
1941-1985").

The “bureaucratic-collectivist” label appeals
because it seems to highlight the specificity of
Stalinism: “Call a whale a mammal? Nonsense! A
whale is nothing like a sheep!” In fact Barry's
assumption that capitalism is defined by
“spontaneous self-regulation” leads him to
characterise state and other bureaucracies in the
West as “bureaucratic-collectivist” too. Every
system is then a bit capitalist, a bit bureaucratic-
collectivist. The bureaucratic-collectivist bit is
large even in, say, Tory Britain, where 40% of
national income passes through the state budget,
and there are many more countries than those of
Stalinism where it is overwhelmingly dominant. And
s0, in fact, the *hureaucratic-collectivist” label
blurs the specificity and our historical overview.

1. R W Davies in David Lane (ed), Labour and
Employment in the USSR, p.31-32.

2, “Differing wages for similar jobs across
branches even within single towns persist” (Silvan
Malle, ibid, p.132). “35 per cent of workers are still
{1983] on the piece-work system” (p.133). Cf
Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed, chapter 4.4.

Martin Thomas

eep drugs illegal!

NDY Robinson’s “Drugs: serious solutions, not
vigilante repression”, (WI38), is a micup
of soggy liberal social-psychology — arguing
that calling someone a smackhead makes then one
— and a strange belief that legalising drugs would
reduce drug-related crime.

Legalising all drugs — as Andy prefers —
would not break the link between drugs and
street crime. Instead, it would make easier the life
of the drug barons,

No doubt, once legalised, the drug industry
would be governed by a less harsh regime than the
current regitation by a bouncerenforced ‘under-
state.” But I don't care to legitimate this dirty
maney nor to promote the men who run the
drugs world into the body-politic of British society.

Andy is also wrong to think that drug related
street crime would vanish. It is probably true that
dealers would no longer hang around street comers
making a threatening nuisance of themselves to
people living nearby and that would be positive,
But young people would still have to thieve to get
the money to buy the drugs, whether over the
counter or on the streets. Legalisation would
mzke no difference to his sort of drug related
crime — and it is precisely this problem which
engenders misery and undermines communal
identity and solidarity.

However, Andy is right to call for programmes

of alternative activities for young people. The
expectation is that through these activities people
will explore new ideas, opportunities and form the
relationships which will help them to make sense
of themselves and their social position,

Regardiess of these arguments, there is
another very good reason why drugs should not
be legalised. They are very bad for you. If tobacco
and alcohol were not legal, I doubt socialists
would campaign for the right of multinationals to
peddie these killer drugs.

Andy is right to think that decriminalisation
of cannabis for personal use (and maybe ‘E' 0o,
but that drug is too young for me to know much
about) is an appropriate demand — but it's a very
long way from that liberal demand to the position
of the old hard-right libertarian Tories (which
Andy endorses) who think that getting the state out
of a potentially healthy, money-making marlet is
more important than protecting people from this
kind of exploitation.

Finatly, Andy may well be right to say I am
naive about the IRA's anti-drugs campaign. It
might indeed be a mask for ensuring their control
of the streets, But I do prefer to see working class
action to clear up their streets and protect their
young, to seeing the same people campaigning for
legalising, legitiniising and easing the passage of killer
drugs into the hands of bored, alienated and
abused youth,

Sue Hamillon

What drugs do to you

AM acquainted with the view expressed by

Andy Robinson (WZ38) that ‘hard’ drugs should

be made legal. The underlying notion that an
appeal to reasonable hehaviour is sufficient o
prevent dependence and that people have a
right to do with their bodies as they will scems
irrefutable. However, very few of us arc free of
cmotional content. We might have one drink
teo mary or curse a close family member in 2 weak
moment, and then feel sorry for our behaviour!
At a time when the availability of automatic guns
is questioned; and reguiations governing car
safety are regularly tightened, it scems 10 court
disaster to make powerful drugs availabte to all.
Variants of cocaine and heroin are used medically
to prevent scrious pain; and within the medical
profession are governed by strict regulations.

Psychotropic drugs also can have hidden
dangers. The garish stories emanating from the
USA in the "60s regarding the behaviour of people
under the influence of LSD, e.g. attempting to fiy
from the upper stories of buildings, or staring at
the sun until eye damage occured, may have been
fabricated. My ¢xperience tells me that
psychomimetic drugs can induce irrational — if
moementanly uplifiing — feelings and activity.
However, I agree social conditions can induce
drug-taking e.g. personal isolation, the traumatic
end of a refationship, or simply the process of
growing up.

When I was living in Liverpool in the '70s
there was an outbreak of ‘joy-riding’. My initiat
responsce was amazement at the daring of these
kids, that is until a woman and daughter were run
down by a speeding youngster. Many people
can take drugs and ‘get off them, but some
people need a tecronic shift in their lives to
return to ‘normality’.

Those that insist on their 1ight to experiment
with ‘harder drugs’ must expect to risk addiction
with its attendant problems such as severe mood
swings, sleep disturbance, physical ill-health,
psychiatric disorders and an association with
the criminal fraternity,

Jobn Bryn Jones
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US Labor Pa

AST year big steps were taken
towards the creation of a mass trade
funion bascd Labor Party in the USA
(sec Workers’ Liberty July 1996). But
what sort of Labor Party? How can the
cause of a US Labor Party best be
advanced? Discussion of this question is
intense amongst US socialists. Here we
print the first two contributions in what
we hope will be an extended discussion
on the question of the US Labor Party.

stand in elections

{HE founding of a Labor Pa#ty in the
United States is a big opportunity for the
labor movement. This is the first time
that working people have moved toward
having our own independent voice in politics
since 1948 — rather than trailing after the
Democrats, hoping for crumbs.

$o it's a shame that some union
members are so critical of this new-born
Labor Party, just because it doesn’t
correspond to the fullfledged and ideal labor
party we'd like it to be. When they focus on
the many problems the Labor Party faces,
they tend not o see the forest for the trees.
Let's try to look at it with 2 little historical
perspective! Today a labor party s practically
in the mainstream of labor debate — which
is way ahead of where we were five years
ago.

One of the hot debates at the
convention last June was whether the party
should run candidates, and that debate is stilt
raging. I'd like to weigh in on the yes side —
though we were quite right not to try it this
year.

Labor Party founder Tony Mazzocchi
says we should stay away from elections
because the only result is either defeat
followed by demoralisation, or victory
followed by sell-out followed by
demoralisation. Therefore we should model
ourselves after the civil rights movement,
doing grass roots agitation that forces
politicians to change the laws whether they
wiltlt to Or not.

But I would argue that it's uniikely that
the Labor Party can start from where we are
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now and gro-v in a straight line till we have
“hundreds of thousands of members,” as one
resolution put it. We need (o take part in
elections because:

1. Running candidates says something
that no other type of grass roots work does,
It says, “Working people should take power.”
When the Labor Party (in the future) runs
candidates for Congress and President on our
far-reaching platform, it is saying, in effect,
“We don’t buy corporate competitiveness as
the organising principle of society; working
people should take the wealth from the fixe
cats,” We get to talk about the big picture.

Merely trying to influence existing
politicians and candidates doesn’t say that. It
says, “We're just another pressure group on
the professional politicians, who will always
be in charge.”

2. Candidates get publicity; running
them says you're putting your money where
your mouth is,

3. Many people will get involved in
electoral politics who won't in other kinds of
grass roots activitics, Like it or not, when you
say “party” to just about anybody, they say,
“Who are you running?” If all we're doing is
non-electoral work, why shoukl people join
us, to do work that they can do just as well
wearing another hat?

Jobs with Justice, for instance, is an
already-existing national organisation with
chapters in many cities, a labor-community
coalition that takes on various kinds of
campaigns. Why would anyone join the
Labor Party to do non-electoral work, rather
than Jobs with Justice, which has a track
record?

Of cousse, in the best of all possible
Iabor parties, the more top-down activity of
an election campaign would interact with
action in the streets, And we'd have to look
out for the constant tendency to have
illusions in indiviclual candidages, and also in
what it is possible for a few souls in office to
do.

We do need to “go beyond the electogal
process,” as our resolution put it, but we also
need to get into elections if we're to make a
name for the Labor Party and attract
“hundreds of thousands™ of members,

Labor Party leaders ought to be doing
some serious research and sounding out.
‘They should investigate where the endorsing
unions, both local and inteenational, might
have the combined capacity to run credible
local campaigns. This could be for school
board, city council, county executive, maybe
even Congressperson. The 1998 Labor Party
convention could adopt such campaigns and
prepare to go all out to win then.

Given that many chapters are not yet
very strong, this would be a sounder
approach than throwing open the doors to
any chapter anywhere that wanted to jump
into the electoral arena.

In addition, of course, local Labor
Parties are already free to launch or work on
ballot initiatives. The Patient Protection Act
on the November baliot in California,
introduced by the California Nurses
Association, is one example. In many cities
and states “living wage” campaigns are
already under way, to get the city council or
state legislature to set 1 minimum wage in
the $6.50-8 range for certain workers, or to
get a living wage initiative on the ballot.

These fit in perfectly with our party platform.

Some members have said that the
current Labor Party leaders are opposed to
running candidates because they don’t really

want 4 new party at all; their true plan is to
act only as a pressure group, prodding the
Democrats in Congress. They don’t want to
put up Labor Party candidates hecause that
would annoy their Democratic friends.

I believe this appraisal is dead wrong.
Party leaders’ reason for not ranning
candidates is tied to a recruitment striategy.

For the time being, at least, this strategy
is to make it easy for international and local
union presidents to endorse (and commit
funds). Joining the Labor Party should be a
mninimal, non-scary kind of commitment. And
that means you have to reassure themn that
they can keep on doing their thing with local
and national Democrats.

For many, many Labor Party members
whao are local union officials, raising money
for and asking favours of Democratic
politicians is part of their way of life, part of
the way they see themselves and their unions
as having influence. They are not inclined <o
risk changing it, especially when the Labor
Party is so new and wealk. This is particularly
true for public sector unions and in cities and
states where a union is kirge enough to have
some influence in internal party workings,
such as the UAW in Michigasn.

The Political Director of the American
Federation of Government Employees, for
example, says he sees no contradiction in
AFGE's president’s being on the Democratic
National Commitiee and also endorsing the
Labor Party. “The point where I'll see a
contradiction,” he says, “is if they decide to
run candidates.”

The party’s new recruitihent brochure
fists “Is the Labor Party running candidates?
No,” as point #2 in its self-<description.

S0, under this approach, the Labor Party
is to be a holding tank of progressive politics
sentiment. The strategy is to recruit unions
into a larger and larger holding tank, based
on the notion that you can be in the Laber
Party and still do your regular COPE work,
until there’s critical mass enough that you
can start acting like a party — that is, run
candidates.

Party leaders may well be looking
toward AFL-CIO Secretary-Treasurer Rich
‘Frumka’s becoming president of the
federation in not too many years, with the
aim of recruiting as many locals, intermediate
bodies, and internationals as they can to
pressure Trumka, once he takes office, to
lead a fabor party.

Stripped to its basics, the argument is
that you don't run candidates until the
holding tank has grown full enough. And the
only way to fili the tank is to keep a low
profile.

Now, it’s hard to argue with the notion
that you don't take bold action until you're
strong cnough. The question is, how does
the party get strong enougl?

Under the holding tank strategy, the
rank and file of the endossing unions are
likely to be pretty passive. They're not
supposed to do anything much; you hope
they'll know that their local or international
union has endorsed; the best will be
individual members as well. Then all of a
sudden someone opens the floodgates of the
holding tank and they’re supposed to rush
out and work their tails off for the Labor
Party?

Union members over the last decade
have been markedly resistant to union
leaders’ recommendations about how to
vote. Without a lot of groundwork — and
action — they won't be automatic converts
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to the Labor Party either.

There are other problems with the
holding tank strategy:

1. If we're not running candidates, what
will we be doing that will make union leaders
or members want o join?

2. The holding tank is not a4 conception
that can hold well, Already, Labor Party
Advocates leaders were pushed by restive
members who weren't satisfied with the
early conception of LPA as a mailing list/club.
They were prodded into allowing the
formation of chapters and then into
encouraging the formation of chapters.

Mazzocchi noted, “It's difficult to recriit
people, as many of our activists have pointed
out, when there's really nothing for them to
do,” and LPA called a founding convention of
a Labor Party even though its conception
was still pretiy similar to LPA. But members’
expectations were raised, Now that we're a
pirty, the pressure is on to act like one.

Labor Party leaders may be able to
maintain the holding tank strategy for a while
(but it should be noted that both the United
Electrical Workers and the Longshoremen
have said they want to rur candidates in the
relatively near future). In any case, there will
be more pressure and more fractiousness
than ever within the party. Many, many
Labor Party members, including members of
the endorsing unions, will want the party to
shit or get off the pot at some intermediate
stage, before others have decided the holding
tank is full enough.

So the debate will go on. There are acres
of terrain to contest in the party’s self
definition and ia what it does on the ground.
Those who want to write off the new party
because it isn’t the electoral equivalent of the
CIO are wrong. If we didn’'t take part in
organisations just because they're beset with
conflicting impulses, we wouldn’t be
involved in our unions either.

One final point: many of us have been
azctive in the labor movement for decades,
pushing and prodding it to reform, to
become more militant, to shape up. We
shouldn't forget that this Labor Party has the
potential to help change the labor movement
too.

Jane Slaughter

WORKERS’ LIBERTY APRIL 1997

I, Break wit
the Democrats!

AST summer, when Bill Clinton
plaved to the tune of conservatives
and signed the bi-partisan welfare
reform bill, he inexorably antagonised
two of the Democratic Party’s key
pillars, vnions and blacks. This bill will
condemn society’s most defenceless w
women, children, the elderly and
documented immigrant workers — to
poverty and homelessness by cutting
them off welfare after two years. Tt will
build a vast reserve army of the
unemployed, desperate to work at
starvation wages, cross a picket line to
take a striking union member’s job or
beg in the streets. Clinton’s signing of
the welfare reform bill was a calculated
measure: “Poor people don’t vote and
working pcople have no choice but to
voie Democrat.” Workers, who usually
vote for “friends of labor” Democrats,
are becoming increasingly fed up with
the bi-partisan anti-labor legislation like
NAFTA, the Team Act, deregulatory
schemes and the draconian Crime Bill
Demaocratic Party arrogance that
takes working people for granted was
the impetos behind the founding of the
Labor Party in June. 1,400 delegates
mostly from unions reportedly
embracing 1,000,000 workers travelled
to Cleveland to build a labor party that
will ostensibly change America’s
political landscape. In every
industrialised country, except here,
there’s a party that claims to speak for
the working class. In the 1.8, there have
been labor parties, but not aklways
independent and, like San Francisco's
anti-Chinese immigrant Labor Party of
1901, not always progressive. With the
trade union movement down to a mere
12% of the workforce labor must
rethink its political strategy. So far only
nine international and national unions
have endorsed the Labor Party. Most

union tops remain Democrat-loyal. John
Sweeney, new AFL-CIO chief, who was in
Cleveland during the Labor Party
convention, was conspicuously absent.
Only a militant rank and file upsurge
will break the labor aristocracy’s slavish
attachment to the Democrats,

0il, Chemical and Atomic Workers
Union (OCAW) official Tony Mazzocchi
and President Bob Wages started
organising the Labor Party ten years ago.
The Labor Party’s reformist program
challenges corporate America with
demands like full employment, a 32-
hour workweek, labor’s unfettered right
to organise, universal health care, and a
$10 an hour minimum wage. However,
the leadership’s abstentionist position —
that it's premature to run Labor Party
candidates in the upcoming elections —
prevailed at the convention... not
without a bitter fight. When Chairman
Wages initially refused to recognise a
motion from the ILWU perinifting party
organisations to run candidates at the
state and local levels it nearly provoked
a walkout by the longshoremen. Thus,
left unanswered was the convention’s
slogan: “If not here, where? I not s,
who? If not now, when?”

A debate over abortion ensued when
the nurses tried to amend the proposed
program’s limited call for “reproductive
services” (which places it to the right of
the Democratic Party) with an
amendment guarantecing the right to “a
safe and legal abortion”. It too was
defeated.

Indeed, the leadership tried to avoid
controversy at all cost. Yet, the creation
of a workers’ party is itself
controversial. Any labor party worth its
salt wouldn’t be afraid to raise the call
for nationalisation of basic industry in
the face of massive job losses due to the
global onslaught of privatisation; or to
demand an end to the U.5. imperialist
blockade of Cuba; or the release of
framed black freedom fighters
Geronimo Pratt and Mumia Abu-Jamal
Ianguishing in jail.

Explosive contradictions exist for
the Labor Party. If it is to be truly
independent its union affiliates can not
support or pariicipate in the Democratic
Party. Yet, American Federation of
Government Employees’ president john
Sturdivant sits on both the Labor Party
Interim National Council and the
Democratic National Committee. And i#f
this Labor Party is for real why didn’t its
head Bob Wages vote against the carly
endorsement of Clinton at the March
AFE-CIO Convention?

More significantly, a real labor party
ism’t just an electoral machine, It is
actively engaged in the class struggle,
leading workers on strike and
organising against racist repression.
Convention delegates voted
unanimously for a massive “March on
Detroit” to defend the embattled
newspaper workers on strike for a year,
If this Labor Paity is for real, then it will
rally the labor movement behind these
strikers. The future of both may hang in
the balance.

Jack Heyman

Jack Heyman, an ILWU Convention delegate,
attended tive founding convention of the Labor
Party in Cleveland in June.
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