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WORKERS’ GONTROL:
an idea
on the wing

GEOFFREY OSTERGAARD

SIX YEARS AGO, in ANARCHY 2, Colin Ward described workers™ control
as an idea “looking for a movement”. My own impression, after
attending the 5th National Conference on Workers” Control held at
Coventry in June, is that today the idea is on the wing. Rising like
a phoenix from the ashes where it has been buried for more than a
generation, the bird has stretched its wings and is taking off. For
those of us who have been raking over the ashes for the past few
decades, it is a most welcome spectacle.

If T am right in my judgment, it is a case of third time lucky.
Since the war, there have been two other serious attempts to revive
the movement. The first was made by the short-lived London League
for Workers’ Control formed at the end of 1948; the second by dele-
gates from five small left-wing groups, including the London Anarchist
Group and the Syndicalist Workers’ Federation, who launched in
January 1961 a new National Rank and File Movement. The present
attempt originated with the Centre for Socialist Education which spon-
sored the current series of conferences beginning with a seminar held
at Nottingham early in 1964.

I was not able to attend the first four conferences and thus cannot
compare this one with the others. But there is no reason to doubt the
judgment of Ken Coates and Tony Topham—the prime movers in the
new campaign—that the 5th National Conference was the most repre-
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sentative gathering of its kind held in the British Labour Movement
since the heyday of Syndicalism and Guild Socialism, 1910-1924. Some
300 delegates and individuals attended the two-day meeting, a number
which included 50 delegates from the TGWU, 20 from the AEU, and
others from various trade union branches, shop steward committees
and trades councils. Several groups of workers were represented at
the conference for the first time, among them a small contingent of
students waving the new banner of ‘‘Student Power”. The latter
included David Adelstein, the hero of the recent LSE “‘troubles”, and
Terry Lacey, the Young Liberal syndicalist. As might be expected,
representatives of the various socialist sects were also in attendance.
But the centre of gravity of the gathering was well symbolised by the
chairman, Bill Jones, the London busmen’s leader, vice-chairman of
the TGWU executive and their recently nominated candidate for the
TUC General Council. In short, this was a conference largely repre-
sentative of the Labour and Trade Union Left, seasoned by a mixed
bag of New Left intellectuals.

The venue of the conference was well chosen: Coventry, the
centre of a modern growth industry which has borne the brunt of the
Government’s planned “‘recession’ measures and an industry in which
the idea of workers’ control must take root if it is to have any relevance
in the future. The timing of the conference also proved most pro-
pitious: the weekend which saw the publication of the Report of the
Labour Party Working Party on Industrial Democracy. The conference,
in fact, began with a speech from John Hughes (a member of the
Working Party) presenting the main points of the document. The
delegates, therefore, were able to initiate “‘the thorough debate” on
the report which Len Williams anticipates “‘might well lead to far-
reaching changes being made in the foundations of our industrial
society” (Foreword). Since few of those present had had time to read
and digest it, the discussion on the report was not particularly well
informed. It is clear, however, that John Hughes was right in judging
it to be “something of a revolution by British standards”. Industrial
Democracy is. indeed, a significant advance on the joint consultation
and trade union representation mentality that has dominated Labour
thinking for the last 40 years and on the more recent sophisticaated
rationalisations of Hugh Clegg with his so-called “New Approach to
Industrial Democracy™ (see anarchy 2, April 1961). The Working
Party’s report merits extended examination and also close scrutiny——
if only because of its reception as both revolutionary and “meek and
mild”” (the latter the phrase of the director-general of the CBI). Its
most obvious shortcomings is its failure to face squarely the issue posed
by Coates and Topham in their recent pamphlet: Participation or
Control? (Bertrand Russell Centre for Social Research, March 1967).

) This issue was raised by several contributors to the discussions
in plenary session. It is not merely a question of semantics but rather
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one that goes to the heart of the matter. Throughout its long history
the concept of industrial democracy has been plagued by spurious sub-
stitutes: in the 19th century by capitalist co-partnership and profit-
sharing, in the 20th century by Whitleyism. joint consultation and trade
union representation. *‘Workers’ participation” is only the current
form of the counterfeit. It is the “O.K. version” of a radical demand,
the version commended by The Times, the employers. conservative
trade union leaders, and all those who wish to head off any challenge
to managerial prerogatives. It should be obvious that no enterprise
can be carried on without workers’ participation: the only questions
worth bothering about are the forms of participation, the manner in
which it is achieved. and the spirit with which it is conducted. Stripped
to essentials. the question is whether all workers are to be recognized
as equal partners in a common endeavour or whether they are to be
accorded some inferior status. Until the first alternative is fully
accepted, participation is only a new name for the old idea of buying
off or smothering the “trouble-makers”. The sociologists have a word
for it—“co-optation™: the act of allowing critics to share in decision-
making in order that they may be all the better emasculated. It is a
beautifully simple and, alas, usually successful practice: give the
critics a small say and make sure that they are bound by the decisions
which you would have taken in any case. It is precisely this which
the Labour Government is trying to put over in its proposals for
workers’ participation in the renationalized steel industry. If it is
accepted, we shall be one step further towards the development of
corporate state capitalism.

Having made this point, we can also agree with Ernie Roberts of
the AEU who questioned the juxtaposition of the two concepts, parti-
cipation and control. What participation means in practice will depend
on what the workers want it to mean. Workers will continue, as in
the past, to make what use they can of any machinery that is available
in their efforts to control the authority of management. The counter-
feits of control, it must be insisted, are a confession of management’s
weakness, its need to make concessions. Properly used by people who
recognise what it is and know what they are doing, participation may
be one more step forward in extending the frontier of control.

Another issue raised at the conference was that of industrial versus
political action as the means of achieving workers’ control. If I were
not writing for an anarchist journal, I would be tempted to dismiss this
as a great non-issue. Perhaps there are some who believe that workers’
control can be legislated into existence; but they were not much in
evidence at the conference. There was a real difference of opinion,
however, about the part that parliamentary action can play in extending
the opportunities of control. Some appeared to believe it was irrelevant,
some that it was essential, while others took up various intermediate
positions. For my part, I can’t accept that it is either irrelevant or
essential. The latter I need not argue here, but the former merits a
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word. If John Fraser succeeds in persuading his colleagues in the
PLP to pass the Industrial Democracy Bill he is said to be drafting,
the act will certainly be relevant and its provisions may extend the
opportunities of control. 1t is idle to deny that legislation can affect
behaviour: the important thing is to see that it does not inhibit the
right kind of bebaviour and make matters worse. Capitalists can be
denied their property rights by statute and this may be an advance, if
only because it may clarify the real issue.

In general, the conference, composed as it was mainly of reluctant
and disillusioned Labour voters, felt that it was best to proceed on two
legs—the industrial and the political—rather than on one. All seemed
to be agreed—even Stan Orme who brought fraternal greetings from
the left in the PLP--that industrial democracy must come from the
bottom and cannot be imposed from above. It was also generally
agreed that workers’ control, however pursued, is a political matter—
which, of course, it most definitely is if one defines politics as con-
cerned with the shaping and sharing of power.

Yet another issue raised was whether it is possible to achieve
workers’ control under capitalism. “Ilf you can’t have socialism in
one country, you certainly can’t have it in one factory,” declared one
delegate. It was a neat turn of phrase. but one that betrays a pro-
found lack of understanding. True, as the delegate went on to say,
workers’ control does mean (among other things) working-class power.
But power is a complex relation, not a thing which one either has or
does not have. Looked at in terms of relations, it is clear that workers
already exercise considerable power in certain areas of decision-making
(e.g. speed of output, hiring and firing) even under the present system.
The real problem—well undersiood by most of the delegates—is to
extend these areas as widely and as rapidly as possible. There will be
no sudden leap into freedom and, if there ever comes a day which we
may be tempted to describe as such, it will only be the day when we
declare to the world the freedom we have already won.

From the impressions 1 have given so far the older reader may
be led to think that this was a conference which he had attended before,
at least in spirit. None of the issues mentioned above is new: they
have been with us a long time and will be with us for some time to
come. Eric Harrison, a delegate from the Committee of 100 and the
AFGB, expressed this view while invoking the name of Kropotkin,
author of Fields, Factories and Workshops (a reference, incidentally,
which surprised Ken Coates who should know better). Harrison was
right up to a point, but to my mind there was something new about
this conference and it was this element which 1 found most encouraging.
T refer to the specific proposals for various key industries which were
discussed mainly in the seminar groups. The proposals varied greatly
in quality and content; and in the group which I attended—education

297

—we didn’t get much beyond generalities. But in the discussions as
a whole I sensed a determined attempt to express the demand for
workers’ control in terms of practical and realisable issues, relevant to
present circumstances and capable of mobilizing men for action. It
was this, rather than the general debate on ‘‘principles”. which con-
vinced me that I was taking part in a movement.

We are, I believe, on the move and the current campaign for
workers’ control is part of “the new politics”. This ““new politics” or
“new radicalism™ still awaits clear definition. Personally, I would
describe it as the politics of the alienated man, struggling to transcend
his alienation. The old politics, which will take some sloughing off,
is the politics of the alienated man who is unaware, except dimly, of
the causes of his alienation. The hallmark of the new radical is aware-
ness of his plight and his determination to tackle the problem at the
root. Such a man will no longer be satistied with expressing his aliena-
tion in concern for remote objects which only too often seem quite
beyond his capacity to influence. Rather, he will be concerned to link
these remote objects (Peace in Vietnam, the Socialist Revolution, etc.)
with his daily struggle to live an authentic and truly human existence
in his family, his neighbourhood and his workplace.

The concept of workers’ control focuses on a major source of
alienation in contemporary society. No radical can ignore it if he
wishes to be taken seriously. It was sad, therefore, to find so few
avowed anarchists present at the Coventry conference. Anarchists
have an honourable record in developing and in preserving the tradition
of workers’ control (‘““The mine for the miner” is the anarchist ideal,
declared a writer in ¥FREEDOM, December 1/889); and anarchism generally
has an enormous contribution to make to the definition of what I
have called “‘the new politics”’. If anarchists are to make that contri-
bution, they must cease to be thought of, and to think of themselves,
as just another of “‘the socialist sects”. They should not refuse to
join with others, who do not share all their principles, in working for
genuinely radical change. To become an anarchist is itself a life-long
process: some will make it, many will not. If more anarchists parti-
cipated in the 6th National Conference on Workers® Control scheduled
to be held at Scarborough later this year when the Labour Party holds
its annual jamboree, they might make no new converts. But, on the
basis of the Coventry conference, the journey might prove well worth
making for any non-sectarian anarchist who is not afraid to lose his
chastity. Who knows? We might even learn something about how to
revive other of our cherished but presently encapsulated ideas!







