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Politics of the recession 

The labour movement in Canada has been 
consistent, and almost alone, in seeing the 
recession as at root political. 

The policy of monetarism, with slight 
national variations (in Canadese "Gradu
alism") has been around since the mid-
1970's. However, in 1981 there was a rad
ical departure led by the Reagan Admi
nistration and the Thatcher government, 
whereby the governments of the OECD 
countries explicitly committed themselv
es to extend monetarism to the global le
vel and run the world economy into a re
cession. The policies of high interest rates, 
tight money, social cutbacks, incomes po
licies (wage controls) and contract conces
sions from labour are all of one piece. 
There was to be a holy war against infla
tion, fought on the backs of the unemploy
ed. The governments delivered a harsh mes
sage to their domestic populations: we 
must cutback, become leaner and more 
competitive in the national interest so that 
we can be internationally competitive, ex
port and grow. Subsequently we have had 
the comparative race to see who can cut
back wage and public spending the most. 
The most obvious flaw in this strategy, 
beyond its social inequalities, is that it is 
self-defeating. If every economy dramat
ically constricts demand, where these 
much-vaunted exports to be sold? The 
predictable result is that world trade came 
to a halt in 1981 and is falling in 1982. 

The policies of monetarism have not 
worked and the governments of the OECD 
are coming under increasing pressure to 
act on unemployment. 

The IMF, in the 1982 Annual Report 
prepared for that other Conference being 
held in town expresses "widespread dis
satisfaction and concern" with global 
economic conditions. 3 However they are 
looking through the other end of the tele
scope. The IMF is urging governments not 
to yield to pressures to stimulate the econ
omies and reduce unemployment. The 
IMF calls for "courage" in the face of the 
governments' own people and continua-
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tion of monetarism accompanied by "ap
propriate adjustment policies". By this 
they mean social cutbacks, curbing food 
subsidies and addressing the "inflexibili
ty" in the structure of wage rates. As an 
example of flexibility, they put forward 
the Japanese model. Let me say in passing 
that the 'Japanese model' entails the fol
lowing unacceptable features: 

1) bonus rather than straight wages
comprise the largest share of workers' in
comes. The bonuses are dependent on 
corporate profitability over which the 
workers have no determinative decision
making power; 

2) the much-heralded form of lifetime
job security applies only to a minority of 
workers, mostly males in large enterprises. 
The rest of the workforce is in small en
terprises or contract labour, mostly com
prised of women who are regularly pushed 
in then thrown out of full time work; 

3) Japanese unions are enlisted to play
the policeman role in suppressing dissent 
in the company and issuing industrial dis
cipline.4 

Finally, on top of weak trade, the IMF 

says that protectionist measures by the 
industrialized countries "would be partic
ularly injurious to the trade prospects of 
the developing countries" and their ability 
to earn foreign currency to pay off their 
debts. No doubt, the pre-occupation here 
is with the defensive reaction of unions in 
the mature steel, auto and textile indus
tries of North America and Western Eu
rope pushing for job security and import 
restrictions. The clients of the IMF and 
World Bank in this regard are beneficia
ries of its "export substitution" develop
ment strategy in the NIC's and EPZ's. 

The result of all the above is political 
polarization. The interests and policies of 
the IMF/World Bank are in conflict with 
unionized industrial workers in the OECD 
countries. Further, the policies of mone
tarism, high interest rates and unemploy
ment is causing increasing political con
flict for the OECD governments on the 
home front. Indeed, in this regard Key-

nesianism was much more than simply an 
economic policy of full employment and 
counter-cyclical fiscal and monetary tech
niques. It was also a class political com
promise. It was a deal: the ownership and 
control of the dominant means of eco
nomic production and distribution re
mained and were legitimated in private 
hands, on the condition that employment 
and growth were substained. If Keynesian
ism is over, then the deal is off. Politically 
we face a crisis in democratic capitalism 5. 

A new deal entails a fundamental shift in 
the 'mixed economy'. 

Crisis in the world capitalist sys
tem? 

We talk, I have talked, about an economic, 
social and political crisis. Is there a crisis 
in the world capitalist system? 

I don't believe there is a crisis, in the 
sense that the system is about to suffer an 
imminent collapse. It is however going 
through a major restructuring, with trau
matic unemployment and social effects, 
accompanied by bankruptcies in major 
corporations and defaults in some coun
tries. 

If there is within the system a crisis, it 
is a crisis of accumulation that dates back 
to the late 1960s, prior to but accelerated 
by the OPEC Crisis of 1972/73. From 
the mid-1960s, there was a slowdown in 
growth, and hence profitability in the 
mature industries of steel, auto, etc in 
North America then Europe, which had 
been the key industrial expansion in the 
pre and post-World War II era. 'Western 
prosperity' was very much dependent on 
them. So- called 'Fordism as a mode of ac
cumulation and consumption had reached 
its limits. The problem we are faced with 
is, to the extent that you have an econo
my dominated by privately owned corpo
rations, their ability to grow, make a prof

it, accumulate and invest is fundamental 
to maintenance of income and employ
ment. What we have seen in the last de
cade and a half is the multinational or 
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transnational corporations, in league with 

the IMF - World Bank develop their an

swer to the crisis of accumulation by a 

major shift to the NIC's and EPZ's. 

If the crisis is real, and I believe it is, 

then what do we do domestically and in

ternationally? If there is a major interna

tional shift in the organization of capital, 

then the formations of class are also 

changing, particularly the relationship of 

Third World workers and First World in

dustrial workers. It is not too much to 

say that the dynamics of the accumula

tion crisis will dominate the political agen

das of trade unions, popular movements 

and their political parties for this decade. 

Will the redistribution of income from 

wage and salary earners to capital in Cana

da and the OECD countries work? If so, 
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on whose terms and how will the social 

burden be distributed? Will North Ameri

can and European workers construct a 

defensive wall against imports? Or, will 

trade union and human rights be achieved, 

along with social redistribution in the 

Third World? Will new mechanisms of fi. 

nancial allocation and trade emerge, on 

different terms than the IMF, the World 

Bank and the EPZ's? 

These are some of the questions flow

ing from the analysis presented above. 

Trade unions will have to deal with them 

as a matter of practical necessity. Aca

demics can contribute by deepening and 

broadening the analysis. Concerned church 

people can extend the arena of discussion 

for our options. 

Aerial view of the Kidd Creek open pit 

mine north of Timmins, Ontario. 

Notes: 

1 International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions, Export Processing Zones, 

1982. From 1979-81, the number of 
EPZ's increases from 220 to 370. Their 
share of world trade is expected to rise 
from 8 per cent to 20 per cent by the end 
of the decade. 
2 See Alain Lipietz, "Marx or Rostow?" 
and " Towards Global Fordism?". New 
Left Review, No. 132 (Mar-April, 1982). 
3 Globe and Mail, 1982-08-24. 
4 See John Junkerman, "We are Driven: 
Life on the East Line at Datsun", Mother 
Jones,August 1982. 
5 See Adam Przeworski and Michael Wal
lerstein, "Democratic Capitalism at the 
Crossroads", Democracy 2, July 1982, p. 
52-68. ■ 
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Table 1 

Canada, production of leading minerals 1980 and 1981 
(in kt and M CAD, except where noted) 

% change 
1980 1981 1981/80 

Metallic minerals 

Iron ore 49 068 49 844 + 1.6

Copper 716 718 + 0.2

Nickel 185 155 -16.0

Zinc 884 995 +12.6

Gold (t) 50.6 49.5 - 2.2

Silver (t) 107 120 +12.4

Molybdenum 11.9 14.1 +18.9

Lead 252 273 + 8.5

Platinum group (t) 19 

Cobalt 1 2.6 

Magnesium 8.8 

Selenium1 0.3 

Cadmium 1.3 

Tin 0.2 

Calcium 0.6 

Industrial minerals 

Potash 7 201 6 815 - 5.4

Cement 10 274 10 368 + 0.9

Asbestos 1 323 1 133 -14.4

Lime 2 554 2 463 - 3.6

Salt 7 423 7 283 - 1.9

Clay products 

Gypsum 7 336 7 800 + 6,3

Energy minerals 

Petroleum (km3 ) 84 477 74 763 -10.4

Natural gas (km3 ) 87 108 000 82 186 000 - 5.6

Coal 36 688 39 250 + 7.0

Uranium (t) 6 739 7 746 +14.9

Notes: 
1 Market economies only 2 Not among top ten . . Not available 

Sources: 

Annuaire Minemet 1981 

Canadian Mining Journal, February 1982 

Financial Times, 1982-09-08 

Mining Annual Review 1982 
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Rank in world 
%change production 

1980 1981 1981/80 1981 

1 700 1 918 +12.7 5 

1 860 1 591 -14.4 4 

1 497 1 415 - 5.5 1 

858 1 193 +39.1 1 

1 165 881 -24.4 3 

829 487 --41.3 4 

299 317 + 6.0 4 

274 268 - 2.2 3 

224 3 

102 3 

30 5 

7 

6 4 

5 2 

4 2 

1 021 1 051 + 2.9 2 

581 681 +17.1

619 589 - 4.7 2 

129 149 +14.9

123 135 +10.0 7 

108 120 +14.9

40 46 +17.5 2 

9 038 9 411 + 4.3 9 

6 149 6 157 + 0.1 5 

932 1 046 +12.2 10 

702 770 + 9.6 2 1 
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