WV Chrysler-Auktion (1980)
In connection with discussions about the current attack of the German auto companies against their workers, were they managed to ram through concessions in living standards between a few hundred million Euros up to 30 % of the total wages and still have more on their agenda and especially in regard of the Opel-Bochum strike I remembered a weird thing of the/my former past: The propaganda the SL/U.S. produced in 1980 about the then bancrupt American Chrysler company: Here is what I found in Workers Vanguard No. 238, 17 August 1980:
“All the talk about "Saving Chrysler" is in reality about saving Chrysler's profits and propping up the capitalist system.
Whatever scheme is cooked up to revive Chrysler, it is certain that auto workers will be its victims, not its beneficiaries. "The Administration's willingness to consider aid will depend on Chrysler's submission of an operating and financial plan reflecting current conditions and prospects," Miller says (New York Times, 10 August). That means getting rid of "inefficient" and "unproductive" facilities—whether these are 70-year-old plants or 30-year-old workers.
Carter's bailout plan is modeled precisely on a similar scheme of loan guarantees extended to New York City during its 1977 fiscal crisis. The city was put in receivership to the banks, which demanded tens of thousands of layoffs and drastic cuts in social services as proof of financial "responsibility." Noting the parallels to Chrysler, former Treasury Secretary Blumenthal remarked that in New York, "The unions made a great many sacrifices... a lot of services had, to be cut..." (New York Times, 6 August).
It won't be any different for auto workers. The government bailout is strictly for the benefit of the major Chrysler stockholders. If it goes into effect, it will mean more layoffs at Chrysler. As for dilapidated plants—the junking of Dodge Main will be just the beginning.
The pro-capitalist UAW leadership is ' no less concerned with the company's profits. "We'll take into consideration whatever is needed for the survival of Chrysler Corporation," promises union president Doug Fraser. Far. from proposing to fight the wholesale attack on the UAW's 130,000 Chrysler workers, Fraser has already exempted the company from strike action when the national auto contract expires September 14, and indicated his willingness to negotiate a substandard contract with the No. 3 auto maker.
It is not the task of the UAW to select the "best" of the various capitalist proposals to bail out Chrysler. The demand of auto workers must be .not "Save Chrysler," but defend jobs and living conditions! Fraser has already wasted precious weeks lobbying Carter for handouts to Chrysler.
A Workers Auction?
If Chrysler has gone broke, because of bad investments or because it is being beaten by foreign competition, then Let it go rather than further subsidize this giant loser. Why should taxpayers bail them out? All the social democrats' talk about nationalization of losing companies is really a cover for subsidization. General Motors president Thomas Murphy expressed the spirit and logic of capitalism a lot better than Doug Fraser and the social-democratic reformists who want to subsidize losing companies. When presented with Fraser's tepid nationalization plan Murphy said not without a firm understanding of capitalist self-interest:
"I think it would be a horrible idea for government to get involved in ownership, because it's a step toward nationalization. .. .competition is a discipline on all of us. .. .having the government finance one segment is completely foreign to American industry."—New York Times, 5 August
This sounds like the Hayakawa principle enunciated by the right-wing senator   from   California   during  the recent gas crunch: let the price rise until it's available—that's the way capitalism works. (But at least the oil companies would be worth something if they were nationalized.)
The irrational workings of capitalism throw threaten tens of thousands of Chrysler workers and their families with the loss of their livelihood. Chrysler workers: fight for your jobs! Organize effective and militant sit-ins in the plants!
The only way workers can hope to salvage this situation of sunk companies is to seize them. Not piracy but mutiny. What then? Either Chrysler is broke or it isn't. If it’is broke then the workers ought to democratically elect a board to liquidate Chrysler. But not a cent to the Wall Street shareholders of Chrysler! Let the stocks, bonds and bank debts go down the tubes. All the money from the sale of assets should go to the Chrysler workforce including the foreign workers. At present market value this is roughly $55,000 per employee (in addition to full unemployment, welfare benefits and guaranteed, unlimited SL B pay). It ought to be divided on the basis of seniority—a share a year. Even Iacocca gets his six-months' share.
Take It, It’s Yours
That section of the American ruling class which opposes any government support to Chrysler has almost universally warned against taking the U.S. economy on the first step down the road to "creeping socialism" a la Britain. And indeed Britain is living proof of the bankruptcy of social democracy, which posers a program for piecemeal nationalizations. Successive Labour governments have nationalized failing firms, for example Leyland, the big auto manufacturer. In doing so they .give the bankrupt capitalists more money than they could get from otherwise liquidating their assets. The nationalized industrial cripples are then run in competition with more efficient private firms. In order to compete, they resort, sometimes even more than private capitalists, to wage restraint, speedup, layoffs, etc. Leyland, for example, pays lower wages than does British Ford. The utter failure of this miserable system is obvious not only to Wall Street, but to Detroit auto workers as well.
The reformist practice of nationalizing only the least efficient capitalist operations is in a sense the exact opposite of socialist expropriation. Socialist economic planning is based precisely on appropriating from the capitalists the most advanced means of production.
Unemployment, inflation and ravaging depressions will-plague the workers as long as capitalism remains. So we have a response to Thomas Murphy of GM—a workers government that will take over Big Oil, GM, Ford and the rest of society's productive resources and run them in the interests of working people, finally providing jobs and a decent standard of living for all.”
In issue  no. 247, 11 January 1980, Workers Vanguard added the following arguments:
“ A Revolutionary Program for Chrysler Workers
The central axis of the SL program for Chrysler has been for plant occupations and class-struggle mobilizations as against reliance on the government. The sit-down strike is not only particularly appropriate to counter plant closings, but it has important historical tradition in the United Auto Workers. Precisely because it challenges the sacred property rights of the bosses, this type of strike has a galvanizing effect on other sectors of the working class. The historic 1937 Flint GM sitdown sparked a wave of similar strikes in the successful battle to unionize basic industry. Factory occupations by Chrysler workers today to win even a small share of what the bosses have taken from them would do tar more to inspire a real fight for jobs by the American working class than all the government bail-out schemes retailed by the bureaucracy and its reformist hangers-on.
Revolutionaries who aspire to lead the American working class to power have a responsibility to give an answer to the plight of Chrysler workers. We have put forward a perspective that simultaneously offers the workers much more than they can get from any bailout scheme and represents a radical attack on capitalist property rights. If Chrysler is going bankrupt, let the workers seize the plants and hold them. "Not piracy but mutiny," as the WV article put it.
Faced with this attack on their sacrosanct property rights, the bosses will certainly respond by raising the armed fist of the state: police, National Guard, even the army. But these threats can be beaten back. With expensive machinery in the workers' hands, the bosses will hesitate to order an assault. And the labor movement can counter-pose a superior force by dispatching "flying squads" of pickets (the beginnings of a workers militia), calling for spreading the strike industrywide and locally, and sparking militant actions elsewhere. Such a plant takeover in the Chrysler citadel would electrify Detroit, bringing thousands of fellow auto workers to the defense of the sit-downers.
And then? The more left-talking reformists would have the workers call on the government to nationalize the company. (The SWP and CP are such wet    noodles    that    in    calling    for government/"public" ownership of Chrysler they don't breathe a word about factory occupations.) But in the absence of a general working-class upsurge posing the possibility of proletarian revolution, operation of such state-owned facilities according to the rules of the capitalist game will simply mean more wage cuts, speedup and layoffs, as at British Leyland. This hardly points in a revolutionary direction.
Instead of relying on the capitalist government—don't forget it's theirs, not ours—class-struggle unionists must wage a militant fight against the companies. If Chrysler isn't really bankrupt,   then   with   workers  deter-
mined to hold on to the seized properties, management may be in a mood to bargain. If the bosses plead poverty, then we have a proposal they will surely understand—a good old-fashioned bankruptcy sale. Only this time it will be the workers pounding down the gavel. As WV wrote:
"...the workers ought to democratically elect a board to liquidate Chrysler. But not a cent to the Wall Street shareholders of Chrysler! Let the stocks, bonds and bank debts go down the tubes. All the money from the sale of assets should go to the Chrysler workforce including the foreign workers."
Such a radical, anti-capitalist demand would have an enormous appeal not only among auto workers, but also broader sections of the population justly outraged at Chrysler's wealthy mis-managers asking for government handouts while their employees get wage cuts and dismissal notices.
Attentive readers of Workers Vanguard will note that we have not always raised this program. In an article last spring on the shutdown of Dodge Main (WV No. 232, 25 May), we wrote: "In the event of large-scale plant closings, militants would demand government takeover of the plants and nationalization   of   Chrysler   without compensation." This was a reflexive attempt to give immediacy to the socialist program of expropriation, but here it was incorrect. Our rejection of nationalization in this case is based on the specifics of the Chrysler situation and the politics of the American working class. This antiquated, looted and mismanaged firm was driven to the wall by superior domestic and foreign competition. Nobody wants Chryslers. Now accounting for only 10 percent of auto production, Chrysler is hardly vital to the American economy.
Everyone knows this government is not going to nationalize Chrysler. Therefore, any talk of nationalization could only serve as a left cover for a government bail-out scheme. This is just how Fraser used his proposal (now dropped) for one-third government ownership. To demand the nationalization of Chrysler is to propagate the reformist program of nationalizing the losers. We have no desire to foster illusions, particularly where none such now exist, that government takeovers can guarantee full employment or generally overcome the irrationalities of capitalism.
Partial Nationalizations and the Transitional Program
For workers to seize and sell off the assets of a bankrupt firm is not a tactic for all seasons and all places. Especially in a backward country and region, the failure of a big firm could be an economic catastrophe, forcing a large part of the industrial working class into permanent unemployment and impoverishment. British Leyland today is a case in point. Here the bankruptcy of a particular firm becomes a crisis point of the capitalist system in general.”
A “bankruptcy sale” as a center slogan for a revolutionary party has at least something to it, as it “concretely” tries to show in vain how the working class could be the gravedigger of its capitalist masters.
But as real bancrupty sales or international debt relief campaign show clearly: bourgeois rights and their institutions for cleaning the table after the fights are over are nothing to dream about for the workers and the international paupers or even subjugated states.

