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COMMUNISTS 
AND WORKERS’ 
CONTROL

The following article is based on a report made to the 
National Executive of the Communist Parly in October. 
Following the report a resolution was carried unanimously 
supporting the concept of workers’ control and calling on 
communists to promote it in unions and zvorkplaces.

T H E  R E C E N T  DISCUSSIONS on w orkers’ control in  A ustralia 
reflect a general revival of interest in  the dem ands of workers’ con
trol in  m odern form. T here  have been w idespread debates am ong 
socialists in  W estern Europe on some of the theoretical and  prac
tical questions involved in  such concepts as workers’ control, p a rti
cipation  and  self-management. T h e  discussion reflects a deep 
feeling of the  need for social control, for workers’ rights and  for an 
effective voice, for grass roots democracy.

T h e  purpose of this article is to focus a tten tio n  on the dem and 
for w orkers’ control as an im portan t m edium  for a socialist strategy 
in  advanced capitalist countries. I t is based on the estim ation 
th a t the  factors w hich have b rough t this dem and to the fore in 
o ther countries operate increasingly in  A ustralia and  provide 
favourable conditions for p ropagation  of workers’ control. T h e  
revival in  the dem and for w orkers’ control is due to several factors:

1 T h e  changed conditions in  industry , due to the scientific and  
technological revolution. T h is has lead to greatly increased produc
tion, often w ith  fewer workers, to changes in  w orking conditions, 
to greater m obility, to  job  evaluations, often to  increased intensity 
of work, to  the loss of some jobs and  to  a grow th of the need 
for skilled workers. These are changes w hich have a far-reaching 
effect on the workers, bu t in  w hich they have no say. It leads to  a 
grow th of the feeling and the dem and th a t they ough t to have a 
say in  developm ents w hich directly affect the ir lives.

2 T h e  developm ent of the m odern, “mass society”, the grow th in 
size of institu tions and  of bureaucratic  structures leads to  an in 
creasing feeling of insignificance am ong ord inary  people, of being 
unab le  to  be heard, of being ineffective in  this society. T h e  dem and 
for forms of d irect control can be seen as revolt against the big 
institu tions, against the increasingly depersonalised character of the 
mass society. Such things as take-overs and  far-reaching technolo-
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gical changes often leading to decisions affecting the fu tu re  of 
workers involved being m ade from  afar, seem to have an  irresistible, 
over-powering character. I t seems too big, too overw helm ing and 
the ind iv idual appears powerless before it. T h e  big and  bureaucra
tic structures are often (precisely because of th e ir very size and 
bureaucracy) no t able to cope adequately w ith the requirem ents of a 
rap id ly  changing society. T hey  even become obstacles in  the way of 
necessary changes. T h is  is a com plex and  grow ing problem  for 
all mass societies.

3 T h e  experiences of the socialist countries have added to the 
search for su itable form s of w orking class control. T h e  socialist 
countries too face the problem s of the mass society, the dehum anis
ing aspects of the in d ustria l system, the lack of involvem ent, a liena
tion and non-participation . T h e  deform ations of socialism and 
the developm ents which flowed from  them  gave rise to a new search 
for suitable forms of social control. One of the stated goals of the 
economic reforms in  the socialist countries is to achieve greater 
partic ipa tion  by the workers in  various forms of local m anagem ent 
as distinct from  the centralised directive form  of m anagem ent of 
the industrialisation  period, though the results so far achieved are 
no t very great.

4 As many of the pressing economic problem s have been partially  
met, other, and often new needs come to the surface. T h e  May ’68 
events in France w hich gave rise to various forms of self-action 
and  local in itiative, and  w hich revealed a la ten t revolutionary  
potential, b rought a new im petus to the discussion on ran k  and 
file control, direct dem ocracy and  workers’ control as p a rt of a 
socialist strategy for advanced capitalist countries.

In  A ustralia these questions are no t yet on the agenda to the 
same extent partly  because large-scale retrenchm ent, unem ploym ent, 
re tra in ing  of big sections of the work force, intensification of work 
(which exist, of course) have not yet assumed a mass character in 
o ur expanding  economy, which can still absorb some of these 
problem s b etter th an  o ther com parable countries. In  add ition  
socialists have been tardy in  in troducing  these m atters in to  the 
organised working class. However the trend  is in  the same direc
tion. T he problem  is clear enough, b u t solutions differ. Even the 
terms ‘workers’ con tro l”, “p artic ip a tio n ” o r “self-m anagem ent” 
have different m eanings to different people. B roadly there  are four 
types of responses, o r  solutions offered to these problm s:

1 T here  are those who say tha t workers’ control is an illusion 
w ithout first establishing a socialist system an d  th a t Socialism is 
workers’ control. T h a t  m eans tha t the dem and for workers’ control 
is identical w ith the dem and  for socialism. T h is  view is based on 
a double m isunderstanding. Firstly workers’ contro l does not m ean
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workers “ tak ing  over” under capitalism . T h e  ru lin g  class would 
certainly no t stand by and  watch tha t. W orkers’ control is a means 
of gradually preparing the conditions whereby social change is 
placed on the agenda.

Secondly, it is surely a sim plistic belief th a t socialism autom atic
ally solves these problem s. Lenin in The Threatening Catastrophe 
And H ow  to Avert It  w ritten  in  Septem ber 1917, before the O ctober 
revolution  speaks of “Control, supervision, accounting . . .  en
croaching upon  the om nipotence of the  landow ner and  cap ita l
ists . . .” H e certainly did not see w orkers’ control as identical 
w ith  socialism, bu t as the means of p reparing  the conditions for 
the socialist transform ation.

2 T h e re  is the u top ian  reaction w hich revives some of the old 
anarch ist ideas, which ignore political struggle and political power. 
T hey  often counterpose workers’ contro l to  political struggles, poli
tical parties and  the trade unions, in  some cases to  all trade unions 
irrespective of policies and attitudes.

3 T h e  reform ist approach is o rien ta ted  towards “partnersh ip” 
w ith the owners, towards reducing w orkers’ dissatisfaction by giving 
them  (or ra th e r some of their representatives) a voice, a feeling of 
partic ipa tion , a t the same tim e preserving the sacred rights of the 
owners of industry. “P artic ipation” gives the w orkers’ representatives 
responsibility w ithou t substantial righ ts w hen essentials are in 
volved. I t  is a m ethod of in teg ra ting  the workers’ organisations 
in to  the capitalist system, of adap ting  them  to the needs of cap ita l
ism. In  W est G erm any where a good deal of practical experience in 
partic ipa tion  exists, m any w orkers’ representatives have been 
“absorbed” on the Boards of the b ig  concerns.

T h is  is an elem ent in the new strategy of the ru lin g  class, which 
has found  th a t it can now absorb a great many workers’ dem ands 
th a t previously seemed fundam ental, and  w hich it had  to reject. 
T h e  scientific and technological revolu tion  has provided it  w ith  
new opportun ities for adaptation . T h is  is shown in  wage struggles. 
I t  is possible for the ru ling  class to “give” increases and  wages and 
higher living standards in  the shape of m ore consum er goods w ith
ou t in  any way altering  the division of income.

C ertain ly  in  the post-war years there has been no notable change 
in  the d istribu tion  of wealth. Studies in  B ritain  have established 
tha t, contrary  to  p o p u la r belief, there has been no change in  the 
d is tribu tion  of income d u ring  the last century. (Between 1870 and 
1950 wages’ share of the national incom e in B rita in  has varied 
betw een 36.6% and  42.6% ). T h is  occurred despite economic ex
pansion and  higher living standards in  terms of m ore consum er
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goods. W here there have been changes, they have, on a global 
scale, not been in  favour of the w orking class. In  W est G erm any, 
where m uch has been m ade of the new “prosperity  for a ll”, 305,000 
families (1.7% of households) own 35% of all private fortunes 
and  approxim ately 70% of all means of production. In  add ition  
to the above, where necessary the ru lin g  class can recoup wage 
increases by a variety of devices such as price rises, taxation  policy, 
decline of social services, o r the rising cost of some social services.

It is interesting to note th a t whereas in the past m any employers 
regarded partic ipa tion  as a d irty  word, today it is the conscious 
policy of the m ore “en ligh tened” employers and  th e ir industria l 
psychologists to encourage w orkers’ partic ipation , to give a feeling 
of “belonging” and  of course, to  prevent them  from  taking a 
revolutionary path.

All this does no t m ean th a t m ilitan t struggles for econom ic de
m ands have lost the ir im portance. It does m ean th a t the ru ling  
class seeks to channel all workers’ dem ands in to  avenues tha t the 
system can absorb. T h is capacity for absorption  is considerable, 
certainly m uch g reater than  m any socialists believed. T h is  means 
tha t in  present conditions m ilitancy on econom ic questions can 
generally be contained. O f course the employers prefer docile trade 
un ion  leaders, bu t they can cope w ith the m ilitan ts th a t confine 
themselves to  econom ic dem ands. W hat they really  fear are dem ands 
tha t go beyond this, dem ands th a t challenge and  encroach upon 
their sacred rights of decision m aking, of undivided control, of 
ownership and  non-accountability. T h e  same applies to areas of 
war and peace, of defence and  foreign policy.

4 A revolutionary approach  to workers’ control

W e are dealing  here w ith w orkers’ control as an issue under 
capitalism . A fter the ending  of the capitalist system this problem  
takes on new forms,' cen tring  around  workers’ self-management.

W orkers’ control does no t m ean workers ru n n in g  industry  under 
capitalism . It does no t even m ean workers con tro lling  industry. 
It means workers having some control over the way in  which the 
capitalists ru n  industry, over the ir decisions, an d  having a growing 
m easure of control, w hich encroaches m ore and  m ore on the sacred 
dom ain of the ru lin g  class. It means controlling the controllers. 
I t  is not partic ipa tion  as described above, a lthough w hat many 
workers understand  by partic ipa tion  are in  fact measures of w ork
ers’ control. I t should no t be counterposed to the trade unions, 
a lthough it has a distinct role to play, w hich gives fu ll scope to 
the knowledge, in itia tive , and  creative ability  of the workers on 
the job.
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T h e  dem and for workers’ control has revolutionary  implica 
tions, it  is an  im p o rtan t means of advancing the fighting capacity 
and  revolutionary  o rien tation  of the w orking class. Correctly ap
proached it is a dem and tha t cannot be fully absorbed, yet w hich 
is realistic, sensible, and which can gain mass support. T h e  dem and 
for workers’ contro l has only real significance if it  fits in to  and  is 
p a rt of a w ider revolutionary strategy. It will only get accepted 
and  succeed in  its aims if it is seen in  this light.

In  A ustralia  the prospects for a fundam enta l change in  society, 
for a social transform ation are not short-term , they are ra th e r long
term. A revolutionary  is one who works towards realising such a 
perspective, p reparing  it step by step, th a t is, creating the  p re
conditions for such a radical change. It can hardly  be claimed 
th a t a ll those who aim  at a fundam enta l change in  society are 
consciously and  systematically w orking towards it. T h ere  is certa in
ly no consensus or even a systematic conception of how to achieve 
it, and  work towards it.

Socialism as a goal will never be achieved unless some of its 
values are dem onstrated  and practised now. In  a society where 
o ther values predom inate (lack of concern for others, the ethos 
of the “consum er society”, apathy, lack of involvem ent, etc.) the 
need for socialism will not be felt and understood in  a mass way, 
unless its values contest and successfully contest the established 
values of the present society. W orkers’ control has this feature — 
it is a vision of the fu ture society, it prepares the w orker to  ru n  
society, it acts as a safeguard tha t socialism will become the k ind 
of society th a t we are aim ing for.

C apitalism  rules in  A ustralia today no t by force, bu t because its 
ideas and  values dom inate society, because of its hegemony in  ideas. 
T h e  workers, by and large, accept this. A viable socialist strategy 
m ust be based on an  objective analysis of the A ustralian  w orking 
class and  its ideas and  attitudes as it  is today, and  of the likely 
trends of developm ent. T h ere  have been two significant changes 
in  A ustralian  w orking class a ttitudes in  recent years.

Firstly, a notable grow th of m ilitancy am ong significant sections, 
especially the younger and m ore highly skilled workers, including 
some w hite collar workers. T h is  is generally confined to  economic 
questions an d  is often associated w ith views of the  trade un ions as 
successful pressure groups. T h is m ilitancy is growing, w hilst of 
course, a large num ber of workers are no t yet involved in  m ilitan t 
struggles of any nature.

Secondly, along w ith  greater m ilitancy there has also grown a 
greater acceptance of capitalist values an d  of the capitalist system, 
socialist ideals have dim m ed, there is a grow th of preoccupation
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w ith  m aterial things and  a w ider penetra tion  of the ethos of the 
consum er society.

T h e  growth of the technical intelligentsia, and  the m ore highly 
tra ined  and better educated  workers, w ith the ir w idening horizons 
has led to a grow ing feeling of a lienation  am ong these generally 
better paid workers. T hey  feel the contradiction betw een the role 
they play in  the process of p roduction  and  the ir lack of pow er in 
decision m aking. T hey  feel disfranchised and  the need for a voice. 
I t is these workers who exert pressure for trade un io n  democracy, 
and  the m odernisation  of the trade un ion  m ovem ent. T h is is an 
im portan t leverage p o in t for revolutionary activity.

A viable socialist strategy for A ustralia m ust be based on con
testing the hegem ony of the ru lin g  class. I t  m ust p repare the 
g round  by challenging capitalist values w ith socialist values. T h is 
can not be left u n til after the socialist revolution , for there will 
be no socialist revo lu tion  unless and  u n til this contest is won. 
T h is  calls for a to ta l challenge to  all the bourgeois values of our 
society. T h e  old strategic concept w hich was largely based on a 
m ajor economic breakdow n, now  increasingly felt to be unrealistic, 
has not been adequately  replaced. Such a vacuum  helps the spread 
of bourgeois ideology. C ertain ly  there will be political an d  social 
crises of d ifferent kinds in  the fu ture bu t unless socialists’ ideas 
achieve dom inance we w ill not be able to take advantage of such 
crises.

T h e  problem  is to find suitable forms of counter-hegem onic activ
ities. W orkers’ contro l is such a form. Designed to  restrict the 
bosses’ powers step by step, it  prepares the w orking class for the 
id tim ate  contest. For w orkers’ control to be p a rt of such a counter- 
hegem onic strategy it  m ust be based on some of the following 
considerations: I t  is no substitu te for political action, o r for o ther 
revolutionary struggles. I t should not have an  an ti-trade union  
edge, particu larly  w here the official trade un ion  supports and en 
courages it. I t  should  include such dem ands as restric tion  and 
control over the bosses’ righ t to hire and  fire, speed-up, work 
organisation, allocation of jobs, safety on the job. I t  should  set out 
to transform  p artic ipa tion  in to  control by such measures as full 
and  regular repo rting  back on all discussions and negotiations w ith 
the employers to mass m eetings on the job; the rig h t to  recall by 
workers of representatives they are not satisfied w ith; no responsi
bility  of w orkers’ representatives for decision arrived a t jo in tly  
(which is designed to  restrict the workers’ freedom  of action). T h e  
dem and for no secrecy of any negotiations is also v ital for this p u r
pose. ‘‘O pening the books” is ano ther im p o rtan t dem and of w ork
ers’ control.
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As part of such a strategy m any long-standing trade un ion  de
m ands assume a new content. T h is  includes such dem ands as — 
righ t of job  organisations and  of trade union  representatives, the 
l ight of entry, the righ t to m eeting on the job, changes in  the A C T U  
C harter on Shop Committees, abolition  of penal powers and other 
restrictive legislation, w hich ties the trade un ion  m ovem ent to the 
A rb itra tio n  System. T h e  struggle for industria l unionism  assumes 
a new significance in  these conditions.

All this w ill inevitably be resisted by the employers, as it chal
lenges the basis of the capitalist system in the workplaces, and 
tra ins the  w orking people for the challenge. I t  is an offensive strategy, 
w hich seeks to b ring  about struc tu ra l reforms, w hich the ru ling  
class is forced to accede to, b u t w hich changes and underm ines its 
dom ination . S tructural reforms as we understand  them, are an ti
capitalist reform s of structures w ith in  the capitalist system. H ere 
m uch depends on how  these reform s are achieved, the aim  w ith 
which they are carried ou t not only what  they are.

W e should  p u t forw ard such dem ands and  policies and  encourage 
such action  a round  them  as will fu rth e r  our socialist aim  and  will 
weaken class collaboration while strengthening  workers' control; 
will weaken preoccupation w ith lim iting  defensive issues while 
strengthening  the trend  towards action on w ider issues; will weaken 
the trends to  confine the workers’ a tten tio n  to economic questions 
and  w ill lead them  to in terfere  m ore and  m ore in  the sacred dom ain 
of the employers and  the ir governm ent — the political questions. 
W orkers’ control will help  to b u ild  the bridge between the im 
m ediate and  long-term  questions. T h e  m ore radical atm osphere in 
the country, the grow th of dissent, and  an ti-au tho rita rian  senti
ments, the shift to the left in  the A C T U  all com bine to  create 
favourable conditions for the developm ent of the m ovem ent foi 
w orkers’ control.

C O R R E C T IO N S

In Harry Gould's contribution in the 
last issue of A LR , the word “placemen” 
on page 32 inadvertently appeared as 
“policeman”. The error is regretted.

An unforgivable error crept into my 
review of Poverty in Australia in the 
last issue of ALR . The activist whom 
I called “Garrie Henderson” was in 
fact Garrie Hutchinson, a former pres

ident of the Melbourne University 
Labor Club. I was not referring to 
Gerard Henderson, a former president 
of the Melbourne University DLP 
Club and a leading “threat expert" on 
the New Left. I apologise to Mr. 
Henderson for any pain or distress 
that may have been caused by my 
mistaken praise of him.

J o h n  P l a y f o r d
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