AUTONGMY - A Case of Toc Many Meanings

Probably of all‘the:jarg;n-words utfered:by3BF members *autoncmy! -
must be pretty near top of the list inffr@uéncy; ’ﬁuﬁ6h5@Y};ié‘ h:7;
2 copcép#"that is central to ourfpdliﬁicé::but*by“naﬁfi#=h35'ﬁéb¢f;*1_-

meny meanings to be of much uses

'Autonomy' as a theoretical concept (that is what it ig) ean to. .
BF politics. via Italian Marxiste . in:the early 1960's who wrote in .
publications. like Quaderni Ross;u(Red_thes);w,there it;@@@ﬂfh -

a theory of working class atutonomy. The argunent being that the

needs of the worling_class'wereﬁindependent-éffcapitalism.{and.gf_

the trade unions) and that what the working class had to do-(and
revelutionaries working with it) was.to.asaert-in'struggleﬂits o
autonomous needs. The theory was already on the wild side for 1960's.
Italy (in the sense that working class needs were defined by capitalism .
and not autonomous from it) but it made some kind of sense.~.in that
itely was = comparatively baqkwar&_capitalist;gountry'withqut a welfare.
state and with little incorperation of the working clags ints the ... .
state and its institutions. So many militant Italian workers roesg-. .
ponded to a political programme which advocated direct action in the
work-places (the slogan was 'we are all delegates'), direct action =
over housing ('take over the city') and = refusal to compromise and
accept. reforms. ('we want everything'}. In time, this wave .of direct
confrontation ebbed - the conflict wes. institutionalised: the state
made some concessions and so- did the militant workers and the rvole .
of the trade unions (backed by the Communist Party) was re-inforced.
Those revolutionaries who did not.ascept the .compromise formed the
Red Brigades and other armed vanguards, which never had. any mass
support although many workers admired the nerve of their sctions,

The idea of autonomy Jose its cluss dimension snd was taken up by
groups like Autonomia whose politics occupied the wncertain

space between flower-power and the 1968 generation and the politics

of the gun, . :

Though workerist in that their main point of Ireference was (young,
male, migrant) workers at the point of production and consumption,
these idens of closs autonomy did have some resonsnce in Italy of the
early 1970's and they enabled groups like Lottsa Continua to grow

fast ~ until the confrontation between workerists snd feminists

rut an end to the organisation in 1976. But they made no sense .

at all when imported to Britain of the aarly 1970's - for there there .
wag never any sense in which militant sections of the working aiﬁsﬂ
were sutonomous. Neither were they sutonomous from capitel and the
state (there was the welfare state, state subsidised co-ope, workpluce
legislation etc) nor were they autonomous from lzbourist institutions -
in particular the trade unions but also the Labour party (Italy is S
the European country with one of the lowest rates of unionisation - undér
20%, the U.K. has one of the highest - over 50%). Right from the _
failure of the Pilkington strikers in.St.Helens in 1970 fo set up &
breakaway trade union -~ the writing was ob the walls the strategy

of working class autonomy would not werk in this country. The majority
of BF (at that time Liverpool was totally dominant in the organisation)
learnt the wrong lessous’from the Pilkington and other conflicts and

BF went on ultro-left bender that lasted until st lesst 1078, In

those years we published pamphlets atiscking shop-stewards znd which
took the line that workers would "rise up angry' if only the union:
bureaucracy (which ingluded the shewards) got off their bazcks. This
view of a working class longing to mix is no longer prevalent in

BF though it ritually surgnces at conference time in nostalgic

articles by Jack Brown. It serves the function of connecting the
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present membership with our historic myths. A myth that unfortunately
cost us dearly since it meant that BF was unable to relate to the
 pank and file militancy of the 1971=74 period - dominated by the SWP
"(then I8). It's true that even at this time many BF members were active
“{n their unions - but our publications reflected an ultra-left per-
spective that put off many of the workplace militants we came into
‘contact with. (For the. historical record; it should be mentioned that
it took dissiderts from Manchester BF a long, hard struggle to get.

s saner, more balanced position on stewards and the unions adopted

' by the organisation as a whole - and by that time it was too late since
" the rapk and file militancy was on the decline). Workplace politics
with this ultra-left perspective dominated early BF - it was the
‘politics of the BF Ford base gro'ps in Dagenham snd Halewood and of other
BF  industry base groups. At.the same time, there was considerable
activity in the community (around housing ete) = in Tower Hill

and on other estates, This was.very important political work informed
by the perspective that it was necessary -to teke the class struggle
fbeypb@@the,MOrkplgce;aﬂd'to involve those sectors of the working class
(gngihousewives;fthe*unemployed)'who do not participate in labour
movement. activities and who traditionally have been neglected by the
1abqqgﬁmqggﬁgptg;?his.wquJWas-always-an uphill struggle - necessarily
so  given .the lack of any permanent forms of radical organisation in
the community ond the few BF activists involved were unable to (help)
build forms.of organisation that survived the ups in the struggle
(e.g. around the time of ‘the rent strikes). After a period of time,
the comprades involved in this work got demoralised end for years thare
has. been virtually no BF work in the community. Not only has BF not
been sctive on Tower Hill for years but Tower Hill is almost
demolished = though the myth of our activity there still lives on
whthout any critical sssessment of what we did right nnd wrong there.
A critical. assessment would point out the virtual impossibility of
setting up permanent workingclass institutions without soem labour
movement support and the need to. involve raonk and file workers to make
the link between workplace and home - it's important to remember that
in Turin where 'tazke over the city comes from' almost all workers
work for Fiat or a company dependent on Fiat, working class housing

is owned by Fiat and the buses that take workers to and from work:
are run by Fiat subsidaries - Turin is e company town and the links
are much easier to make. : -

A look at the situation of the working class in Britain today shows
how._inappropiate the notion of class autonomy is. In fact the: working
¢class today has much less autonomy than in -ae 19th century - when
there wae & working class culture, working class social, educational
and: cultural institutions, workers' newspapers, working class commu-
nittes etc. Today the working class is fractured gemgraphically (the
mining communities of South Wales and Yorkshire are au exception

to the rule), culturally dominated by the media end multi-national
entertainment corporations and its educational institutions (e.g.
what: 1 <now. the WEA) have: been taken over by the state. It is political
madress; not to see that the needs, cultural aspirations, values of

the overwhelming majority of working class people (including militants)
are:to. a large degrec formed by capital and the state. By and large,
vhat: is striking is the success. of the state and capital in eradicating
what' autonomy  the working class used to have. The state may not

be ablag;o;fulfil;the expectations it has promoted (e.gs in the

welfare state) by that a very different matter. And even the more real
autonomy of sections of the working clmss like black youth is the result
of their remaining outside of the labour market and the consumption
process: - their autonomy would be sharply weakened 1f the system were
sble to provide them with jobs, wages eic as it has been able to do
to @& certain degree in the Btates (where is the black movement in the
Btates today?). The notion of class autonomy neglects the enormous
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growth of state involvment in the economy and society,

At & more fondamental level, one has to argue that the notion of clage
is ditself din & process of grosion. When Marziste talk sbout class they
- are not referring to a sociological entity but to . a class (e.g. the

working cless) as “ conscious agent with a sense of its own cohesion

Coand unity, And it iz this sense of cohesion and-unity which is being

Cunderinined a5 different social groupings (women,: blacks, gays etc)
-aﬁﬁert_theix ouWn needs &nd.damandﬁaHThiswdevelopmanﬁ-of the new social
movements (the womens' movement ete) cuts across the conwept of class
e, within the movements there are people from different classes)

- and vs well as being.in-confrontatimazwith-c&pit&l, the new social
'nmvements'aré'ﬁften_in confrontation with the back-bone. of the working
clags - the labour mévem&ntw,The_petionzof:¢1a$8rautonomy is an out-
dated luxury that BF can ne longer afford. ’

These confrontations hetween_tbe néw_sacial,movamemts and ‘the lzbonr
movemeht are in NG #sense sccidental, And they should make we think how
the uotion of ¢lusé is (has always begﬁ?i;shartnhan&-fO?;thefinterests
cafvskilled, white, ails workers and thal the rise-of feminism snd hlack
'c@maaiouﬁn@¢53is'Keaﬁingfﬁillﬁiaga.ﬁ@ian_unmaking of labourism as the
iﬁeﬁlmgy‘ﬁf-whiﬁe; male privilege, We are fully sware of the role
.ﬁf:ﬂan&éiﬁuﬁnéﬁﬁsrmiming in the development of the womens ' movement,

CInthe same way, Stts important to Sse how the labour movement was
o Irom the steart o seeisl movenent and how early trade unions wWorked
Es ey groups for siilled (and later unskilled) workers. Notions
colike skill which nre central to construction.of the labour mevement

~ond labouwrdem are to o large oxtent ideclogical notions and ‘to gain

Cparity with the labour movement, the new social movements will have
to confront them, (In 2 excellent article in Feminist Review & called
“Sex and 8kill, there is the following quote; '
- 'Ben Birnmbaum mrgucs that the distinctions (between skilled and semi-
“skilled jobs) eannot be rationalised in terms. of the content of the
work - i% nrose out of the struggle of men workers from the Russian,
-Jewish‘mnd-?olish'coMﬂuﬁiﬁiﬁé to retain their social status within
the family, even when excluded by their position as immigrants
from the 'skilled! jobs they might~¢therwise;huve-sone;:Forced as
they were to tako on mechining work usually done by women as semi-~
siwilled, they fought to Preserve their masculinity by re~defining (their)
- machining as skilled lsvour, Within the clothing trade he concludes
"the only way to becone skilled was te change one's sex'.) .

- As the confrontations betwsen the labour movement. and the new ‘social

noveménts bécﬁmefmore”acute,fBF's,attitude.of sitting on the fence

“and wishing 'love and peace’ to both-side_hecomes,mameaaad'more in-
adequate, Tt reflects our inability to see that there is no compatibility
“between class autonomy and the autonomy of the new socilal ‘movements,

fTHE,gatdnamy éf;the NGQISACiél;Mbﬁeméhfs- g

-With'mucthére‘relévﬁncg,-?autonpmy’_has been.used inside and outside
-HB?.tb_describé'the_pﬁsition in:society-of-the,new_social-meements
'(t"he‘womeﬂﬁ_mOVGment, the black movement, the gay movement).that have
'dévelapeﬁ-inffa&Vénééd‘_capitaliSf conntries over the-last 10 years.

Within the movements, the notien of autonomy operates at (at least two)
- levels: Cos . s e S i

e “iﬁé'firstly,“there_isfargﬁnisational autonomy. :This means
.'gfﬁups/éémpaighS’thét'arehe,g;;womén only. and/or autonomous from
- political groups and the labour movement. . . . .. .. o
o = secondly, ‘there is the autonomy of individuals within
~the sovial movements. T . o
It dis pot elsar to me vhat éxactly_is.the.relationship‘betWEen these
twe tevels = though T am sBure that the Second is much more important
than-it is usually token to be.. Under the impetus of the social move-
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ments, what is going on is & process of personal liberation that is ra-
dically changing people's concept of politics (the whole 'personal is

. political' issue) and changing ideas about what kind of political

. organisation radicals are prepared to be active in. The emphasis

. on personal liberation - which includes a changing relationship to

. one's body and to nature - is potentially a return to individualism

. and a turning away from collectivist values that have been seen ( and

 ebill are seen) as the backbone of socialism. Much clirrent feminist

theory (especially writiers like Dinnerstein and Chodorow) is a re-working/
critique of psycho-anslysis and starts with the family ns the place

- where an individual's myche is formed. That these theories lack a class
.dimension in no way invalidate them as theories of the formation of

an. individual'’s consciousness aud character.

What this quest for personal likeration means féf’BF'mémﬁéfs'is that
-the notion' of revolutionary sacrifice has disappeared off the horizon.

.. The majority of BF members are not prepared to sacrifice personal life,

sexaulity, family etc for the organisation and will only underteke

a limited commitment. Although BF has always portrayed itself as an
easy going laid-back -organisation, in fact it has always relied on a
..small number of 'head-bangers' to keep the organisational structures
(NC, commissions, newspaper etc) going whilst the rest of the member-
ship more or less did their-own thing and rather hypocritically cri-
ticised the head-bangers for being 'power mad', 'bureaucrats' etc

The change over the ‘last year is that the head-bangers have eased up
or left BF to join the Labour porty or had kids or taoken up jogging etc
And now there hardly anyone left to keep the structures going. If we
are to resolve this problem it will not be by asking for individuals
to volunteer themselves as head-bangers, it will be by convincing all
and all local groups that they must make a certain commitment to -
keeping the structures of the organisation going - that is assuming
that there is a consensus that such structures are necessary. We need
to be critical of a notion of autonomy which boils down to no more
than individualism and sees all demands the collective makes on the
individual as tyranny. If BF is to survive (as anything more than a
-dying social grouping), individuial members and local groups have

to accept certain limitations on their antonomy - e.g. that they

send members to commissions, that they send someone to the NC,
someone to work on the paper etc. If a4t the day school local groups

- .(and individual members) are not prepared to commit themselves to
doing this - BF should immeadiately dissolve itself. Since there

is no point-in passing motions at conference and day-schools if there
. i& no one prepared to be involved in carry.liag them out. For instance,

.- .no doubt everyone voted for anti-racism and anti-fascism to be BF

priorities ~ yet only 3 comrades turned up a2t the day school in June

to discuss how to implement this pricrity - and this is not an isolated
exemple. In London, it is quite impossible to get a meeting of

. delegates from the different London groups organised and if a public

- meeting is held (as over the Falklands) less than 10% of the member-

- -8hip can be counted on to attend. In this sitﬁation;.BF'undertakes
~nothing since you can't guarantee anyone being there to carry it off.

I would suggest that this discussion bf the solutdon of the conflict
between the demands of the organisetion and personal autonomy is crucial:
. .. firstly because the majority of people likely to join:BF come
from the social movements where they have already had to face up to this
conflict. ( the recent decline of the new social movements is in part
due to their inability to function collectively. And BF being the poli=~
-tical group closest to the new social movembnts is reflecting this

decline mors acutely). - S

and secondly because d resolution of this conflict lies a2t the
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heart of the rekindling of the socialist project.

Certainly, there are lmportant political differences between us but
these do not stdp us from working together {e.g. on the newspaper). What
is crippling BF of present is its inability fto carry ocut decisions

made collectively. And this is because many membors do not feel that
deciadons mode collectively (that they are invelved in) make any demands
on them. We need to begin te argue thnt sutonomy and individusnlity are
not the sawe as individualism and that it is only in a collective
envigrotment . that individuality can florish . If we can convince our
members of this, ve con go mxt and check out the messes.

Ben Roberts
(Camden BF)




