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Why, then, is it crucial that at this time we try to re-

build IWCE?

    The division of labour that we discussed earlier has

a still more damaging effect, as follows. There are no

grounds for thinking that capitalism can permanently

solve the problems which the human species faces,

for example starvation, disease, bloodshed and eco-

logical devastation. Its ‘solutions’ are at best tempo-

rary, both because it has reached a point where its

own growth inescapably amplifies these problems, and

because long-term solutions to problems of this order

can arise only if the problem-solving potential pos-

sessed collectively by what Antonio Gramsci called

‘the instrumental classes’, and amongst them by the

working class – that is, by people who have no alter-

native but to live by doing in return for a wage work

usually classed as basic-grade and routine – is real-

ised. The ‘instrumental classes’ possess this poten-

tial because human-beings come to understand the

world primarily through working in and on it, and as a

result the roots of the insights that make human

progress possible lie overwhelmingly amongst the vast

majority whose lives are spent doing such work, and/

or their direct dependents. But the division of labour

intrinsic to class society means that, except at a day-

to-day level authorised by the ruling class in the short

term interests of production, the problem-solving ca-

pacity which workers possess is chained up within

them.

    In other words, the continued existence of capital-

ism is itself a problem that only the working-class can

‘solve’ – by superseding this social order with a better

one and thereby clearing the ground in order that they

can tackle the still greater problems that exist. So

either working-class people will organise amongst

themselves an educational movement that starts to

reverse the monopolisation by the ruling class and its

direct agents of the means of intellectual production

or, no matter how many temporary ‘solutions’ are cre-

ated, the problems which the human species faces

will remain unsolved.

    Global developments over the last 25 years, includ-

ing in post-compulsory education, provide more spe-

cific evidence as to why this is the case.

    In discussion since 2009, and in particular in the

lead-up to this manifesto, people with an interest in

IWCE have emphasised that many aspects of educa-

tion for working-class people provided by or funded

through the state are deteriorating.

    They have pointed out, for example, that the edu-

cation system today is failing to equip working people

with knowledge and skills for political participation and

Why rebuild

IWCE?
Colin Waugh

We print here section 8 of the new PSE pamphlet Class-Struggle Adult Education for the
21st Century. Why we need it and how we can move towards it.
    The pamphlet is a contribution to discussion within the Independent Working-Class
Education Network (IWCEN) of a proposed manifesto. The preceding section (‘Defining
IWCE’) was printed in PSE 79. It included the claim (see paragraph 2 below) that a
‘division of labour’ between working people and an intelligentsia that serves ruling-class
interests has been - and is - intrinsic to all forms of class society.
    For a copies of the pamphlet, please email: colin.waugh@btinternet.com. For details of
the IWCEN, go to: www.iwceducation.co.uk or email: iwceducation@yahoo.co.uk



2222222222 Post-16 Educator 80IWCE

social change, that education is increasingly central-

ised and educators subjected to bureaucratic control,

that the purpose of education is reduced to an indi-

vidual’s business decision to invest in higher future

income, and that many working-class children feel al-

ienated from contemporary schooling.

    They have noted how curricular changes have rein-

forced this shift: how at all levels knowledge has been

fragmented by modularisation; how school and FE

curricula are being narrowed; how the Government’s

history curriculum for schools is concentrated on con-

tent/facts at the expense of developing young peo-

ple’s capacity for broader understanding; how mod-

ern and labour history are being marginalised within

both schools and universities; how the status of HE

courses in fields like Media Studies, Sociology and

Psychology in HE has been lowered; how arts educa-

tion has been eroded and marginalised, as if it is not

essential to learning, and how if this is provided in

schools, working-class arts tend to be neglected.

    Post-compulsory public provision has, in the view

of IWCEN supporters, deteriorated especially far. Op-

portunities for people to rejoin education have been

greatly reduced. Working people, including migrant

workers, are increasingly excluded by fees, lower in-

comes and long or irregular working hours. Part-time

provision is primarily aimed at skills and employabil-

ity. Studying the humanities, sciences and social sci-

ences is restricted to extremely costly full-time de-

gree programmes. Universities have mostly stopped

their external part-time provision in these subject ar-

eas.

    Moreover, WEA and trade union provision has

equally declined. The WEA’s work now takes place

almost entirely with either charitable or public funding

and in the latter case at least is required to promote

‘employability’. Working-class people often have little

access or exposure to the arts. TUC and individual

union education programmes have become dominated

by a ‘skill-based’ agenda and a bureaucratic empha-

sis on ‘training’.

    All these things are happening against a back-

ground of wider ideological conflict, characterised by

the development of globalised mass media empires,

the proliferation of fundamentalism, fascism and su-

perstition, and, in countries like the UK, the pressure

on key sections of workers to embrace a small-busi-

ness mentality. But is it purely chance that the in-

stances of deterioration noted above have come to-

gether at the present time, or do they signify some

broader and deeper change?

    Nearly all the changes cited reflect a shift away

from the arrangements for public education that were

put in place in the UK from the close of World War 2.

Under these arrangements, schooling for the majority

of the population was organised, of course within lim-

its, as a public service. But now those in power are

moving towards a system that increasingly treats edu-

cation as something which ordinary people or their fami-

lies must buy if they want to receive it, with only a

minimal public service left in place to discipline those

excluded from aspiring to this. This move is accompa-

nied by three other factors. First, work processes have

been restructured in ways which push people towards

getting higher and higher paper qualifications. Secondly,

more and more aspects of institutions which appear to

be publicly-provided are in fact being privatised. Thirdly,

the Government is openly handing over significant parts

of the system for exploitation by for-profit providers.

    These changes in turn stem from the intensified rul-

ing class assault on working people that began in the

second half of the 1970s and reached a climax in the

Thatcher government’s defeat of the NUM in 1985. The

overall strategy implemented  by Thatcher on behalf of

dominant sections of the capitalist class centred on

the ‘de-industrialisation’ of the economy – that is, the

export of industrial capital to low wage economies ruled

by repressive regimes overseas, the restructuring of

the industrial production that remained so as quantita-

tively to expel labour from it and qualitatively to re-or-

ganise it, both in terms of technological innovation and

in terms of the higher qualifications demanded from

the minority of workers retained within it. This strategy

also involved the attempted – and partly successful -

recreation of a petty bourgeoisie which provides serv-

ices to finance capital (for example self-employed

plumbers maintaining oligarchs’ houses in the South

East) and a large pool of workers who must alternate

between casualised, low-skilled work and shrinking

welfare benefits.

    The successful imposition of this strategy has made

it possible for the ruling class in the UK and its direct

agents to dismantle and/or erode both public services

and the mechanisms of bourgeois democracy. This can

happen because, basically, there are no longer within

the UK economy large blocks of securely employed

and unionised industrial workers in a position to dis-

rupt profit-making at the point of production, and hence

the wealthy and powerful are no longer under the pres-

sure which existed hitherto to blunt the edge of class

struggle by providing relatively good public services.

    One direct consequence of the ‘de-industrialisation’

strategy pursued by the ruling class in countries like

the UK has been a series of changes in higher educa-

tion across the world, driven mainly by a tighter and

tighter integration between private capital, scientific

research and a form of technological change which

accelerates the building of human capacities into plant,

especially, but not only, through information technol-

ogy.

    In the UK these changes have led to decisions by

governments over the last few years to concentrate

research funding even more than hitherto on elite insti-

tutions in order that these can compete in a global
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market for fee-paying HE students. This in turn has

produced a situation in which many of the former poly-

technics given university status in 1993 are being

pressed into providing a form of semi-privatised, largely

‘vocational’ education. In short, it is pushing them back

towards the FE sector from which they began to sepa-

rate themselves in the 1960s. Some of the formerly

more prestigious universities are also being pushed

downwards, but others are competing successfully as

global ‘brands’, and are being subsidised to do so by

taxes taken from the wages of the working people who

are increasingly shut out from them by tuition fees

and living expenses. Combined with the globalisation

of the labour force, such changes are producing a

worldwide two-tier further and higher education sys-

tem. One tier is educating members of the ruling class

itself and creaming off a thin layer of people from other

classes to become its direct agents or even, in some

cases, to join its ranks. The other tier is increasingly

offering to the less well-off the appearance – but for

many not the reality - of a vocational higher education.

So in villages across much of the developing world,

people who are being driven by the capitalisation of

agriculture (the so-called ‘Green Revolution’) deeper

and deeper into poverty – and ultimately off the land

altogether – are clubbing together to send family mem-

bers into higher education, including in the UK, be-

cause they believe this will provide a route out of des-

titution via a good job.

    In short, there is emerging, both in countries like

the UK and US and in countries like India or Brazil a

layer of people from less well-off backgrounds who are

increasingly under pressure to pursue vocational quali-

fications to degree level, in many cases supporting

themselves by working long hours in casualised em-

ployment. They, and often their extended families, hope

that through this study, which is frequently prolonged

by the resitting of modules, they will gain entry to a

global workforce of IT technicians and admin. staff.

Some of them will do so, but many will not. Capital-

ism, then, is less and less able to guarantee the jobs

and lifestyles to which such education purports to lead.

And the more it fails to do so, the more likely it is, as

with the sale of indulgences by the church in medieval

Europe, that people will rebel.

    In this situation, there will be two possibilities. Ei-

ther socialists who organise in support of valid post-

compulsory education across the world will succeed

in winning backing for our ideas amongst higher edu-

cation students from poor backgrounds and their fami-

lies, or we will not. In the first case, there is a chance

that opposition to the delusory and exploitative nature

of what is on offer to the majority of such students will

take a pro-democratic form, opening up the possibility

of alliances between them and industrial workers in

production zones in China, South East Asia, Bangla-

desh, India, Mexico and Brazil. But in the second case

this opposition will default to a right-wing direction -

that is, to the kind of fundamentalist religious, political

and cultural movements that are already apparent.

    In short, we need to ensure that the IWCE move-

ment that we in countries like the UK try to build both

indicts the HE system and is attractive to and habit-

able by potential activists amongst the students/

casual workers identified above.

    However, the strategy of de-industrialisation pursued

under Thatcher and her successors in the UK has also

brought about another situation which requires that

we rebuild an IWCE movement, namely that in unions

unelected officials, in the Labour Party political advi-

sors, and across the whole field people who lead left

groups have come to exercise much greater power

over what the majority can do than they once did. This

has happened mainly because the number of indus-

trial workers who take an active part in union activity,

Labour politics and community campaigns has been

sharply reduced.

    A healthy, growing IWCE movement would change

this situation in three ways. First, instead of having to

be trained in skills like public speaking, conducting

meetings, drafting motions, writing publicity and the

like through mainstream union routes or not at all, new

activists arising from below in workplaces would have

another avenue – and a different set of ideological as-

sumptions – through which they could acquire these

capacities. Secondly, community campaigners con-

sidering whether to become Labour councillors would

have access to advice and education other than that

organised by the Labour Party bureaucracy. And thirdly,

instead of having to choose between joining a left group

or doing a formal qualification, people seeking knowl-

edge about working-class history or socialist thought

would have another option.

    In summary, then, we believe that there is now an

urgent need for working-class people everywhere to

take control of their own education beyond compul-

sory schooling. We further believe that this can best

be done by starting with the collective self-education

of those who are  - and those who feel prompted to

become - union and/or community activists. We con-

sider that every such activist is potentially also an

educator, and that there must be a stable, democratic

connection between rebuilt workers’ education and the

labour movement. For all these reasons, then, we pro-

pose to organise a 21st century version of the adult

education system that the Plebs League began to put

in place, and which was in turn a 20th century version

of the pre-1848 ‘really useful knowledge’ movement.

We believe that building such a movement is a neces-

sary condition for a successful effort by workers to

break out of the maze of vicious circles in which they

are currently trapped.


