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No doubt-most:readers.have.quiokly-passad on to the next article after
seeing the word 'theory' in the title, so why should the:rest of you ..
who are still heré at least attempt. to read on a bit more? I am aware .
of the complaints which have been made -about the DB containing too many.
long, boring, academic articles by the same few people..I accept that . |
this does have the effect of discouraging other people from contributing,
although 1 .wouldn't agree that all the blame for. the . narrow range of '
contributers lies with those .who.do write, Why then do I still want to.
infiict a discussion.of BF's Theory on you? There are two main reasons: .
(1) a brief spell as Education. Organiser for the :North Londen group
demonstrated that most of the new members who have joined over .the last '
couple of years don't know very much about the ideas which influenced _
BF in ite early ysars, The majority are probably  indifferent to learning:
‘more about what those ideas were, believing (and I don't disagree) .that
the important thing is to have a theory and practice relevant to the
problems we face .today. However there are.at least some members who are
interested in knowing more about where BF has come from .and how :it has
developed. Hopofully thls artlcle wlll be -of .some use although 1 should
state at the outset that I'm a relatlvely new member myself and those
who have been around the organisation longer_may wall disagree with

what I'll have to say.

(i) 1 thlnk an, 1mportant task at the moment 1s reassessing BF s previous
theory and practlce. Idon't want to imply any ddealised image of the
past, but therse was I belleve a .period up. untll a few years ago when BF
members were much more confident that the organisation had 2 theory and

a practice whlch was quite distinct from that of the rest of the left.
8ince then many members have abandoned many of those 1deas.without a .
full discussion of what was wrong or inadequate about them and the
organisation as a whole has much less ‘sensé of any direction. T think
that a re-examination of BF's theory in the past should be one step
(although obviously not the only one) in the process of sorting out’ where
we go from here, and the major aim of’ thls articlo is to encourage a '
discussion of thls toplc

The Orlgins of BF's: Theory

In attemptlng to glve a . very brief outline of some of the sources of BF s;;
theoretical approach, I am very aware of the. danger of blindlng people: .

with a mass of names and dates.. ALY6re. feeling too bored. by this section:
should skip it and move straight to the next one, 1.believe there were

at least two major sources. for BF' S theory: (i) the.’'workers. autonomy
current in the Italian New Left and (ii) C,L.R; James and the: Correspondence
Publlshing Committee/Faclng Reality group:i: N R T

The 'workers altonomy” current in Ttaly had its" or;gins in a; sthall group o
of intellectuals who produced two magazinos from I960 to 1967: Quaderni *
Rossi (Red Notebooks) and Classe Operaia’ GWOrklng ‘Class), As'_he erisis o
deepened and political” options sharpened ‘this group split thres ways. _
One tried tactical entrism into the Italian Communist Party and they are' '
still there. Anothe? bécane the” group ‘Potere’ Operalo (Workers Power)

‘which dissolved in I973"with members becomlng ‘part-of the "autonomist
movement’ (itself since largely smashed by state représsion with former:
leading Potere Operaio theorist Antonio Negri impriscnsd withéut frial
since April 1979%), The third. became the. group Lotta Continua (The .
Struggle Continues) which dlslntegrated in, 1976 although the neWSpaper
of the same name continues It was.the last. of the three which -BF was'
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most influenced by and with which. BF establlshed 11nks. I haven't the
space hore to discuss the theoretical ideas developed by the Italian
workers autonomy current excepi to list soms of the major themes which
will be explained when I come to examine BF's theory later: the mass .
worker, refusal of work and working &lass autonomy. All these ideas
which emphaS1se working class struggle in the workplace can be seen as -
a reaction to the dominant position on the Italian left of the Communist
Party which emphasised a gradual struggle at the levels of ideas and
culture, ’

The influence of C.L,R; James and the Correspondence Publishing:Committee/
Facing Reality on BF is not so obvious and you may wonder why I have ‘
given it such prominence. I feel it is worth drawing attention to the-

work of this current in the USA in the I1950s if only ‘because it was a
major ‘influence on the work of the workers autonomy current in Italy in-
the 1960s (among the articles in the magazines mentioned above were '
translations from the Jamesian current); CLR James became a Trotskyist -

in Britain in the 1930s. He moved to the USA and with Raya'Dunayevskaya o
formed in I941 an oppositional grouping within the Trotskyist movement
called the Forest/Johnson Tendency, “After a spell within two Trotskyist
organisations the group left and broke: with Trotskyism in 1950, It

called itself the Correspondence Publishing Committee, although it was
later renamed ‘Facing Reality after one of its major publications. After

a split in 1955 Dunayevskaya formed her own group called News and Letters,
whils further splits in the edrly I1960s resulted in Facing Reality

falling aparti Themes of this current which were echogd later in the
Italian left were: the importance of Taylorism and Fordism in changing

the production process, ‘an emphasis on the daily struggles in the
workplace and a critique of Leninist® forms ‘'of organisation while
empha51sing instead the creative ‘self activityof workers (again- ‘tha'se

are points which will be developed more fully when I get on to ‘discussing
BF's theory), If the Italian Communist Party was the important context

in which to understand the workers autonomy current, then the Trotskyist
past is erucial t6 an understanding of the Jamssian one. Another '
important part of James's politics wasthe support he gave to the autonomous
organisation of black people within the 5001a115t movemant (James 19

black snd originally from Trinidad)

While I take ‘the se groups as the two maJor influences there wore others. .
For example Maoism had a s}gnlficant impact on the politics of some people
who joined BF in the early days and, agaln, it was a vital indirect '
influence with Lotta Continua bearlng the imprint of Maoism and the
cultural revolution e.g. in the notion of the mass line (which is also
discussed below), It is also worth mentioning two more British groups,
although their politics was considerably different from BF's in many
erucial respects: the group Solidarity (no connection With the Polish
organisation eurrently in the limelight) and the Power of Women Colleetive
(later renamed-Wages for Housework), I mention them because (a) in the
early I1970s about the-time BF was getting off theground in Liverpool’

they ware at the height of their influénce; (b) BF groups included
ox~-members of bothj : ! (c) while BF always saw itself as different from =
these groups they were often the reference points from’ which BF distanced
itself in debates. By the late 1970s the reference points ‘had ‘switched:
to the Trotskyist/neo-Trotskyist left. (Both Power of Women and the .
magazine Race Today, which influenced sone of BF members involved in
anti=-racist work, owe an important debt to CLR James. Sclidarity was.
inspired by a French’ group called Soclalisme ou Barbarie (Socialism or.
Barbarism) which was another 1ibertarian split from Trotskyism and had
close links with Facing Reality) {d). Power of Women (and Race Today) o
wera much more influential on the first. BF East London group which left:
the organisation in I975 and whose. ideas will be compared to the rest of
BF later in this article, : > : T i

Now I've got the historical sketch out the Way,I 11 turn’ to the paal’
subject matter: the theoretlcallideas éurrent ‘in BF botweon 1973 and
1976. Trying to summarise them shouldn't try to hide the fact that BF's
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theory was changing over this period and that there were major differences
in the organisation over just about every aspect of this theory. The period
I have chosen to cover includes Merseyside BF's intervention in the *
" Libertarian Newsletter Network, the debate between Merseyside BF and
 East London BF at the 1975 Conference, the debate between Plan X and
PlanY at the 1976 Conferences and ends with the launching of the project
for .a new revolutionary organisation. The Draft Manifesto produced in
1977 can in rhetrospect bo seen as an attempt to  sum up the-ideas developed
in this period, Obvhously there is no way I can aim to include evarything
~in this article and some aspects of BF's ideas e.g. on the oppression of
women are mentioned only briefly in passing, whilé others e.g. the unde r«
standing of the international situation at¥e totally omitted. I've confined
mysalf to three areas: (i) the nature of the working class, {(ii) the nature
"+ of post-war capitalism and (iii) how to do political work, I'll begin with
. & description of BF's ideas in these three areas, then go on to a critical
‘assessment. - Lo R b '

-.The Working Ciass e _ _ . L .
Probably the most central idea ih the threoiy developed by BF in its early
days was the notion of working class autonomy (the use of the word autonomy
to refer to the whole class is of course distinct from the use of the same
word applied to the need for sepatraté organisation by specifically
“pppressed groups). The argument was that the working class.is constantly
‘@stablishing its autonomy from capitalism. By this it was meant that the
working class is asserting its own material needs indépendent of the
institutions of capitalist society. One way the argument was sometimes
expressed was to say that the working class has a contradictory dual _
mature: a reformist face which expresses its role as labour power within
capitalism and a revoluticonary one which represents its attempts to develop
its own interests which are antagonistic to capital. This leads on to an
analysis of reformism, i.e. the trade unions and the Labour Party, a$ the
organisations representing the face of the working class inside capitalism,
The early BF was particularly concerned with examining the role of shop
stewards. Stewards were characterised as tending to direct struggles into
certain ways of doing things: sectionalism, passive delegation, looking for
a financial ‘settlement as the answer to every grievance, etc, (Its only
fair to note that the very critical line on stewards expressed in a -
pamphlet like"Shop Stewards and the Class Struggle'' was to some extent
modified in later publications 1like "The Working Class, the Unions.and
Mass Practice”}, The progressive integration of unions into the state and
the adoption of policies by the leadership more and more divorced from

the' needs of the rank and file were seen as the result of limitations
within the very nature of trade unionism, that is getting the working elass
the bast deal within capitalism, The relationship of the working eclass to
reformist ‘institutions was portrayed as a dialectical one of confrontation
with them, making use of them ‘and being co-opted by them. Thus it was argued
that BF could not afford'tb'igﬁdre'réformist_organisations;'bht'that}it_
should have a tactical relationship towards them based on a position.of
autonomous strength and involvement in mass sctivity, '

The working class expression of its autonomy was seen as being manifosted
in a refusal of labour, or in other words the affirmation of workers' power
‘against the discipline of work represents a total rejection of the
capitalist rules of production. BF was concerned to identify what it called
mass vanguards. The term was. used in a rather loose way to refer:-to the
group of workers in each section, factory, town,ete who make up the fost
active and conscious militants, The aim is to identify a wider group of
workers than committed revolutionaries whish are identified by their -~
willingness to engage in militant actions. Often the use of “the term mass
vanguards has involved the:sesarch for. the group of workers e.g. miners,
- Ford workers, public sector workers who are going to be at the forefront

of attempts to break state incomes policies. Another notion'related to -
class autonomy is that of popular power. This term is applidd.to periods

of -acute class-polarisation when.class autonomy develops at a higher level
and workers produce forms of organisation which regain direct control over
key areas of their lives. The two examples usually cited are Portugal and




'Chlle Whloh explﬂlns Why two of BFS equlest p?mphlEtS (after one on Italy)
were 'Portugal: A Blaze of Freedom! and fChile Si', Ancther. earky pamphlet
“was 'Ireland:Rising in the North', one of its mein themes. being . that in the
- 'Ne~-Go! areas the communlty was governlng 1tself The notion of w-e autonomy
‘has ds its nscessary conclusion the idea that commnism is inherent in the
struggles of the working-class,’ Thls has usually been presented in opmposition
to the idea of communism as the possesion of the vanguard. pqrty. As we shall
see later, this argunent is advanced 31mu1taneously with one that the party
is necessary in the long rim to make the communist content . of mags struggle
"1nto con501ous aot1v1ty for the destruotlon of oapltallsm.:

The early'BF ana1y51s of | womens 0ppresslon stems °1so from the role of the
working class as Wage~labour, and its revolt cgalnst this role. The posit ion
of women was feen as hinging on the unwaged work women do in the home, with
housework seen as fundawental to expleitation of all women in every part of
their lives.icusewcrk, it isargued, is organised by capital, and is‘the way
"the rullng class crgenises the work of producing and reproducing labour-

- power, The analysis of divisicns in the working-class starts out from a. sim-
ilar perspective., It is capital which is attempting to use . the, weaker, less
organise’ sectirns of the working class to undercut the more powerful Thus
the working-class is weakened by sectlonallsm,_raolsm and sexism., To over-
come th g problem, BF supperts sections of the class suffering partloular
forms of oppression, organlslng 1ndependently to, flght that oppressiorn..

Post-Wa r Capitalism

According -to’ the early BF, modérn capltallsm ig characterlsed by the. state
taking on a new, wider role as the collective braln of. capltallsm. Thls new
role is desoribed as Kezn51an after thé British economlst John Maynard _
Keynes, whose ertlngs influenced the changed role of the state in the
post-war boom: on the one hand +the state was tu become the over&ll go=""
ordinztor and stimulator of the economy; on the <thér, there was an att-
empt to incorporate the workzng Zelass ints one system by-both involving
trade-union leaders in sta%e institutons ani b, policies aimed at full
~employment, steadlly rlslng wages, and the expe nded welfﬁre stete and .
*social wage'. '

Another trend which was seen as significa nt by DF W”S the ohanglng com-
position of ‘the we! rklng-olass; which was seen as a Consequenoe of . . .
Taylorism and Fordism," The USA was seen as perldlng ‘the model for ZOth
century capitalism, Frederlk Taylor was the orlglnator of 'scientific
management' ‘which sought to carefully analyse the series “of operutlons .
by which Workers performed their jobs, and devise new Ways which increased
managements control over them. Henry Ford pioneered the technlque -af the
assembly line production in his car plants, BF saw that the loglo of thegse
developments was that capital was dlspen81ng 1norea31ngly with skilled
workers and replicing them with deskilled mass workers, Parallel with .this,
it was argued there was the 1norea51ng proletarianisation of the mlédlen
~class, Occupatiuvns such as teaching were losing their previous pr1v11eges.
Wages and conditions at work were getting poorer -and controls of how
_teaohers ﬁctually carried cut: their gobs was belng 1ost :

. This was rel ted to fur theb developments I the grow1ng 1nfluence of cap-
ital over every area of -social life, which memnt that areas such as educ-
ation and housing were being geared more and more to the meeds of prod=
ustion. This was described as the !Social Factory', What was meant by it:
never seems to have-been properly defined, but the dimplication was:that -
the literal analogy of the factory could be applied to many -other spheres
of 1ife, For example in hospitals,: nurses-and auxilaries could:be equated
with the mass workers in the factory, as the logie of . capltal 1ncr8331ng1y
détermine i how, hospltals were organised. : ER P

(Note"thls page has been re-typed by auplloutoruperson, -as: sald machlne
ate ‘the first stenoll It has been abrldged te aocomodate 1arger type-faoe)
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BF believed that it was class struggle which provided the motor for the
development of capitallsm and contrary to most of the rest of the left
that it was the working class which was résponsible for the crisis of
capitalism, The decline in profits was not the outcomé of any inherent _'“
law of capital1st development but the strength of the ‘working class in
resisting capital's attempts to reorganlse the process “of productlon and’
the ability to constantly force wage's uUpward&. By 1976 (the end of the
period I'm dealing'with) the depth of the crisis was becoming apparent.
There was clear agreement.in BF:. thatit was no: longer possible: for the
working class-to: fight: and win. struggles on a delegated: and sectional . ..~
basis; There had:to:-be:different:demands in.a period of crisis and
recession, Iit:-was recognised that.growing unemployment would. 1ncrease

the feeling of powerlessness:of the.working class and that the. e
inecreasing prominence: of iracism and .fasclism. would reinforce. leiSlonS_-,*.
in the working. class. However, there were: dlfferences in the estimation ... :
of the extent.of:the problems faced. At‘the_1976_Con£erence the  supporters .
of Plan X:took a much .more: optimlistic line than those who backed Plan.Y .
believing:that it wouldn't take: to:much: more of the social contract before.
reformism: was-discredited: in the eyes.of the. mass; of: the working class.:
and feeling that:was. a.real.potential for a new.upsurge of mass struggles :
in the near future,

Do1ng Politlcal Work

‘Taklng first: tha quest1on of” who to do polltlcai work W1th BF: argued that:
“the orgnaisation's:limitéed resources meant that. we should.work in: those.
places’ and: situations: which most clearly expressed the new contradictions
of the.capitalist:system, Hence the early BF concéntrated much. of- its work:
with:ithe:group of workers: it saw as most characteristic ofc:the development:
of-the composition of the’working class: towards mass workers- in the .
motor industry;-A second -question is the form-of relationship we have .
towards those .weé work withy BF's. idéas were:contained’ in the notion:of

mass work. This meant: that-organisation’and’ politics had to be built from.
the bottom up iwith #rcreativeland-non-manipuative: relationito the masses. -
It .is seen’asiVitalito:work with 411 of ‘the mass:and nof  just those, for
example stewards, who apparefitly:represent them. The!aim for BF was said

to be :tolovercome.cursexternalityito:the masses, to express the needs and
intersts: of -the workifig-class and to-syntheésise and generalise thesg needs
and to. help-develop-mass: vanguards, Sometimes: this process is expressod

as developing a mass line. The mass line is the politieal: programme thrown
up in the :struggles:of-the working &lass and clarifisd by the vanguard
eletbents.of the.class. The ‘role of:a revolutionary organisation is to give
a guide on the tactics: needed to advance the:line 'and to reassess the line-
in the light of :changing ‘circunstancas; The 'line &as thus developed is ‘taken
back into. the .struggle: and tested in'prdctice, thereby starting the whole =
cycle again::(it-should be pointed.out that no two descriptions given of '*
what the -mass:line msant.were .ever exdetly the sime. Some writers placed
more stress on the massline having its origins’in the working class, others
on the role of .revolutionary ‘organigations in synthesising and developing -
it..Allagree that for the ‘process.to work that the revolutionary organisation
needs to be involved in the struggles of the masses as an‘active force. The
emphasis is:en theory being develdped through:pradtice; -One document
supported the argument: that:practice-is the highest educational inst1tution
with a .quote from:!Comrade Wyatt Earp "The frontier 1s my college™, 5

Athird question to answer is what we struggle for i, e ' the sort of demands.
we raise in the struggles we take part in, BF in its early theory regected
the division between economic and political struggles which'is seen as
central to their politics by many currents on the ‘left. BF argued that’

day to-day confrontations over wiges and working conditions were political'
because they raised quostions about: the' niaturd of ‘¢lass: pow‘e'r ‘and 'wage' labour,
This is particularly the case ‘in-roecent times where wage struggles bring you-
up against noti bnly: management but also the state Challenglng the traditional
economic/political divigion ‘did not mean saying that all strugghs are on

the. same- level, Obvibously some” struggles are more political in the sénse
they: are more’ conscious, organised,:etc, Another traditional left’ perSpectlve
BY challenged-was the distinetion between reformist and revolutlonary
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struggles whlch deflnes the former in terms of struggles about immediate
issues. BF, aff1rmed the rev‘l 'ionary potent1al of everyday struggles '
and argued that all- struggl § can-be- -@ither reform1st or- revolutionary.‘
It is not 51mp1y a question,qf what is . belng fought for but also -of how -
the fight is seen, exaatly how it is fought ‘and most cruclal of all what
the part101pants learn from the process of struggle

The last question I want to:take up’on how to work politlcally 1s the role
af a revolutionary: organisation like'BF. The 'esarly: BF-started from the.
position that what it wantéd: to do was to encourage: and help: the Working>-
class think, act and-organise for itselfy But it:also-beliéved that the: .~
needs of struggles dictates a degree of centralisatign.: Abstract calls. -~ -
for self organisatidn on the part of the working class are not enough,:

A dogmatic: anti-organigation position means an:inability: to respond to. -
the needs of mass vanguards, You are likely to remain an ideological
organisation with no: politieal base. The-early BF gave Solidarity as =

one such. ‘example. Against them BF took f£rom Lenin the basis of its FRE
argument for the need for an overall political. organisation. Experience’ :
in capitalist society is fragmented and-an organisation-.is:necessaryto. ..
totalise experience and generate overall political-perspectives,.:: .. .»

Refining a Political Tendency

The ideas I have outlined in the previous three sections seem énough to - -
me-to confirm: that the:politics developed: by BF in.its:earlyidays-defined.:
it as part of a distinet political tendency which is:distinguishable

from other pelitical traditions like Trotsyism, Maoism, ete, In.addition
the way BF developed the ideas it took over from the libertarian left ...

ih .which.&tulargely originated leads me to support the. argument that fhese-:
politics must also be.clearly distinguished from the libertarian currents,
In this I am agreeing with most of the points made by P,T, and B.S, in
their article in the first BF Internal Bulletin entitled "Chips with i . .-
Everything" which argued that the.politics of East London BF- (which had:
then just left the organisation) identified them as.part of an ultra left
current whose politics were quite :distinet from the.rest of: BF ~Their critique
of ELBF's politics included the -following points: . i :
IYthe theory is a crude materiallst one which sees. power as: derlved from

a 'hierarchy of labour powers' which is identified with the wage :each:
grmie »seei-eS, -Racial and sexual ‘divisions are . also seen .a correspond1ng v
to different 1evels of the wage, : :

2) it is predetermined that the most oppressed groups ‘are necessarlly the
ones which will struggle most. Support is gilven.to .some groups: of workers
solely on the ‘basis that they: act outside trade unions. LR
3) the unification between the different- parts .of -the work1ng class isg o
posed in a purely spontaneous way; Left_organisations are.invariably !
portrayed as holding back the class's impulse towards revelution.

4) little attempt is made.to distinguish between purely:spontaneous;.:
unconscious and individugl forms of struggle:and more.political ones, -

5) they use a very vague , catch-all notion of the mass worker which:
simultaneously includes Ford ine workers, -housewives and those

struggling in Northern Ireland and Palestine. SRR S
Thus despite. the .fact that ELBF shared with the rest of BF | common-‘-“‘~
terminology: mass worker, class autonomy, refusal of workg atc,, they:

did not necessarily understand the same thing by them, Thus I see them

as lying outside the politlcal tendency I have attempted to descrlbe in
this artlcle U

A year after ELBF Split away there Wae agaiﬂ
political positions at the BF conierence, TH a8 th
the supporters. offflaneix and. Y, Whatever dlfferences there Were between
. the two positions‘ bih ‘sides viewed BF as part of a distimt political .

tendencrf &y hixy have differed in the number of other tendencies. they
idEyﬁif o8 aking Uup the British lefﬁ of whether .our political .
f d gricy should be defired as made tp of & set. of ideas of .a particular . -

social base .(d.e. the fass worketr) ih the working clags, but despite those:
differences thete was mutual tonfidence in BF's political distinctivehess, :
S8ince then things have changed,. Of course many new: members have. joined BF
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recently from other political traditioms with little knowledge of BF's past.
However, more importantly:-the politics.of many of the older members has
shifted and they now. rarely make:any reference to the ideas which previously
inspired BF, Today the.organisation lacks much of 5 sense of unlty or: :
agreed purpese, There are many reasons for'this: the decline of collective
practice, the severe.the problems the left faces today and so.on, Another of
them is the lack of ‘any consensuson.our:political ideas. There may be: some ::
people in BF who would argue that the solution is 51mple :All we have to do
is go back to- the .old positions, Iwouldn't argue this , becauss:I think:there
are major problems with these. positions:: But what I thlnk ‘we-have to-do is

to learn from the psast by 3559551ng what these problems ‘were and what we:
should be retaining, - :

Towards an Assessment o:E BF s Theory

I'11 leave to last: discu551on of BF's: 1deas on’ the nature of the warklng

class as I .think it 'contains the most problems and -look- at- the .other two areas
first, Obviously I'll only have the space hore to take up a few of the
positions I've outlined, .but hopefully this will be.a start, Taking first

BF's discussion of post war ‘developments in Capitalism, it's important to

say that BF was .at.least trying:to come 'to grips with the way capitalism has
changed. Keynesianism, Fordism, etc are major trends which were rightly ' _
highlighted, BF's approach was a great improvement over that of some other ;
sections of the left which ignore them and ‘seea single epoch’ of capitalism

in decline extending from:the I1930s to today. On the other hand the way BF
identified trends was.frequently -very crude. For example the portrait of the
state as the collective brain of -capital .fails to distinguish enough between
capital and the state and fails to see that both of them are not unitary
bodies but rather contain within themselves a series of complex contradictions,
It implies that groups of capitalists get together and conspiratorially

hatch up a new ‘plan . to smash the -working -¢lass, .The notion -of the social -
factory hassimilar problems, Whils~it is true that etbénpls-aré ;constantly
heing‘made'toﬁimpOsefcapitalistuforms.of.the%social'servicss which ‘make up: -
the welfare state, there is also a continual tendency for the -consumers of

the .services ‘to ‘struggle against ‘them, The form the services take at any . -
parficular-moment-revealsrbothlworking=c1ass-gains and eapitgl's control.
However the form of struggle is :particular to each area of the welfare -state
and the -gnalogy with ‘the. factory 'i's more confusing -than -helpful. BF also
exaggerated the trend towards the deskilling of workers and ‘the. impllcatlons
this necessarily has in terms of cosciousness, While .the “trend is a.
significant one .too-much was made . of ‘a few industiies like motors.

Finally I am-:dubdous of the notion of proletarianisation. It is true. that
there have been major changes in the .position of teachers, social workers,: etc.,
I still’ think that its right to regard tham as part of a profegsional— 7 .o
managerial class who may or may not:.ally themselves with' the working class,
The notion-of proletarianisation managed to sidestep all the difficulties
with alliances between students/professional workers and the working class

by dissolving them all into-one :group. I've probably been overhsrd on-BF's < =
analysis of recent developments in capitallsm While often 51mp118t1c it _
did emphasise .some’ 1mportant trends, and it would be . totally wrong to- have __'
expected BF by itself to produce a fully worked out ‘analysis of what will
obviously contlnue to bs the subgect to cont1nuous heated dabate

To move. on to ‘BF' s p051t10ns on ‘how .to. work - polltlcally, I bslleve thls is

the area which the ideas BF helped develop .are invaluable “and rightly continue
to influence our practice. In contrast to much of the rest.of the left BF
aimed at a non-sectarian, non-manipulative approach to those'it worked with,"
treating people as: people. It also recognised that consciocusness changes when
- people begin to develop a sense of their own power through the ‘struggles they
are part of rather than some political party coming along and -presenting them
with a programme which perfectly embodhes socialism, -Of course when it comes .
down to the details of some of BF's practice in the past there are criticisms
which should: be: made., The model. adopted in the very early days .of local branches
being made up of base groups of external militants workingiaround a particular
factory or working class .community was. adandoned.: Partly this was: a move away
from the image of the mllltant who denies her/his personal needs and engages
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~full time in political activity. In addition it implied the acceptance
"of a much wider range of areas as important to struggle in including the
‘public sector work in which many members are employed. However the ideas.
which lie behind the notion of mass work are still valid without the.
base group model, Where.perhaps there are still problems.is when:the
orientation outwards towards the masses and their struggles means
insufficient. attention is given to:the needs of the organisation. BF
continues to debate the problems, which I haven't the space to go-. -
into here; of whether we handle properly such.things as recruitment,
internal education and organisation. Another charge which: is commonly
made is that BF's emphasis on.practice has.meant a neglect of theory.
While some mombers may have been.overly hostils theory (and this is
understandable given the abstract character of such much.that .goes

under the name), BF was right to highlight the link between theory

and practice, If you think it is important to develop your politics
from what people are thinking and saying, and you believe .peoplse's-
experience is an integral part of a theoretical understanding; then ...
you are going against perspectives which try.to map out a totil. theory .
and political strategy without taking them into.account. Saying this. ..
doesn't mean that we can dispense with-thinking theoretically -about:
experience and practice, but (as Barbara Ehrenreich says. in RS no6)

wg should remember.that what theory is ba51cally is a codification of -
experiencs. : : : : : :

The Notion of’ Worklng Class Autonomy

BF's theory was & considsrable 1mprovement on. that of most of the rest

of the left which saw the working class as passive and the mercy of
abstract lwas of inherent tendencies.in capitalism., It rightly.pointed

out all .the ways in which the working class and other oppressed.groups
constantly struggle .against capitalism; many of which are not so obvious
as they don't appear to be political in the way the word is normally .
understood. It rightly placed :the working class. at the .centre of any
analysis of how capitalism has developed., Still I think there -are -major-
problems with the theory of the nature of the working class developed by
the early BF, Taking as the starting. point of the analysis the wage labour
performed by the working class and the class's revelt against that work,
necessarily makes .the workplace the main focus of :attention. While BF did
take more interest than much of the rest of the left in community struggles,
the way they were understood was to refer back to.preduction by uncovering
the connections between.the two areas. This is not always adsquate. For .
example women's oppression . is not explained by :the .unwaged work women do. o i
which helps to maintain capital., That's .part-of.the story, but more P
fundamental is the way men oppress women and to explain that we need 2
separate theory of patriarchy. There is also another problem with .. o
promoting the .form-of -ldbour people engage in as the .centre of the 'theory.
Questions of ideology get left out of the analysis as conscicusness 1s
seen as unproblematically produced by the sort of work people do, The. [
process of production obviously has . to be a major part of a-theory:of,gﬁf
capitalism, but the-analysis has-to incorporate-othar; dynamicsf

The early BF was again in’ advance of much of the 1eft in raising the * °
questlon of divisions in the worklng class, ‘but ‘the analys1s went no where
near far enough, The emphasis was ‘on the d1v151ons being created by capital
and the autonomy of the sp901fica11y oppréssed groups is presented as a
fleeting step .along the road to reunification of.the working class. There
is no conception that different sections of the working c¢lass-might have ..
antagonistic interests.: That, there is no necessary .ccmmection betweon
patriarchy and capitalism. That when political programmes are presented

as the one.to unify the. working class they dinvariably base themselves on -
the interests of male, .industrial workers. One gquote will serve to -illuustrate
the perspective of the early BF (this is not intended to singleiout the
authors as the viewpoint was widespread}. It comes from the. article. .
mentioned above ''Chips with Everything'. There the suggestion that we have
to discard the notion of the working class in general and that: there. .are
divisions in the working class equivilent to those between capital and
labour is dismissed as a 'sick vision' and a 'sectarian :blind.alley'.
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The central notion in BF's theory of the working class is that" of ¢lass
autonomy. How useful is it? Well if we lodk at any struggle BF has trumpeted
then we find -at the centré acore of dedicated activists. For example Mike
Cooley and-others at Lucas Aerospacé. The idea of class autonomy tends to:
play this down, If also implies that all.we have-to do is to help struggles:
become more militant and the impulse against capitalism will be developed; -
Howeveri'ther}more“militancy"approach;ofxsomecleft groups ‘is not enough,
It may only lead to defeat dhd demoralisation.:What-I am doubting is the -
claim that 'communism is inherent ‘in the: struggles of the'working~class'.

I do agree-thatviﬁ capitalist sociéty. struggles develop spontaneously.

which are anti--capital and anti-wage labour; but do they:necessarily

imply - a move-towards socialism, For this to be ‘the -case they have:to be
transformed by genéralising them and: widening their horizons, The: empha51s B
on class autoriomy has meant that many in BF have.been suspicious and:
hostile, 1n1t1a11yat least; to some of the more 1nterest1ng ideas
originating -on the British left over the:last few years such. as alternat:.ve=
plans and the: idea of a 'third road’ to socialism;(I'm not saying there
aren't problems with them; particularly the latter,-but they've raised
fundamental -problems ignored by others), -As a total distinction is/drawn
between working: class autonomy and.the -institutions: of- capitai;st 5001ety
then such moves are ‘'seen-as forms-of ‘co<option;.of- be1ng taken: in' by the
‘state, In:the same way BF hasn't taken reformism: ser1ously enough; I
don't mean that BF has no analysis of reformism, What it:has said: about -
reformism as a way of. d01ng things is, extremenly important, but BF hasn't
devoted encugh attention to ‘developing a strategy to deal with reformism.
This is because the:positionion class autonomy 1mplled "that reformlst
institutions could be simply.bypassed:;: :

Even if you accept (and it should be clear by now that I don't) that the _
theory produced by the early BF was adequate at the time, ‘thers is also the
question of how much changed clrcumstances nec9551tate modlflcatlon. ‘Much
of the theory is based on the experiénce of the Keynesian ‘state, Now we are
faced with monetarism, In particularithe ideas which- influenced ‘BF came
out of the perlod of major mass struggles from 1968.to: 1974, An: esgsentiglpart
of the theory is that there mist be widespiead’ struggles taking place amongst
the class which organisations 1iké BF can-relate to. Too-often people in

BF have avoided facing up to''the extend things:have ¢hanged by producing a
new list of groups of workers who have recently taken-part:ingstrugglés and -
presented this as evidence of a new upsurge. What does the decline in mass
struggles mean for. thei!politics of BF?:Last summer I was: talking to a-
former member. .of BF who was:previously closely identified with:the ideas.

I have outlinsd here, He saw no futiire in BF being an’organisation with a
finely. developed set of ‘political-ideas; if it'-has no relatidn to thése -
places where sipgnificant sections of people were-organised, ‘Ha méntioned-
two possibilitiés for such:an orientation- by BF. One ‘would be- towards -
Beyond the Fragments if it .took offiand developed into.a significant
movement. (the .conversation took- place beforeithe BIF: conference last

August) :and :the ‘othéri.would be towards the Labour part;. ‘He-has himself "
since joined the Italiam Communist Party, presumably becauseit did-
represent given the available options a way of relat1ng outwards towalds |
the masses, I think there is a fundamental problem for BF at the momeut

If we don't want to be inward looking and want to go out anﬂ ‘relate to. . ..
peqgile in struggle, how do we identify the areas where strupgles are going
to ocecur in the future? How sericusly do we take developments in the

Labour party? When a fightback does begin to grow in strength against the
Tories which groups are going to be at the forefront?

If you begin to question, as I have, the implications BF drew from the
notion of class autonomy and, in particular, the argument that communism
is inherent in the working class, does this automatically mean that you
have returned to the position that the working class has to be taught
socialism from the outside by a vanguard party? I don't believe that
challenging this aspect of BF's understanding of the nature of the
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work1ng class means mod1fy1ng our: 1deas on how we do pOlltiGal work Those

ideas, .many of which BF has'in common: with the women's movement;. still.
stand: the relationship between .a.political. organisatlon and the
movement, seeing struggles as having to oxpress people's:real. needs,;

the model of how consciousness: .changes;-emphasis. on the important.of _
personal life,; fighting against hierarkthical: forms- whereever:we find .them
inciuding our own organisational forms; the: .importance of immediate .
experience and so on, There:is no.reason: to change: any . of these points. .
which influence -our waws of doing. political work and constitute a. CoLi
crlthue of the approach of the self proclaimed. vanguard, partles. There . . .

1s a danger of the response to the inadequacy of some:of the-ideas which ..

have made: . up the perspective of BF in the past going to:far. This

may result in the abandonment of important .elements of:our. past
perspectives and the taking up of elements:from different p011t1ca1 o
traditions as the noew starting points, For.this reason 1 am .unhappy: with.
those who identify a crisis-of politics. as the main problem facing the
worklng ¢lass today (rather than the way the crisis has reinforged o
divisions and feelings of powerlessness) and then see the. arswer to be ..
found in.ideas about the nature of the class,: the role of the party and .
the character ©0f the epoch which are: substantlally different from those
developed by BF in the past. . C . o

Flnn MacCool (NLBF)

I'd 11ke to thank Rob Banks and Llnda Suddes for their many .useful
comments on a rough first draft of thisdrticle,

Recommended Readlng _ '
I thought it might be useful to prov1de a 115t of’ some of the thlngs I
locked at to get an 1dea about past debates in BF coT

Merseysxde BF "From Organlslng to Organlsatlon" (document for leertarlan---
Newsletter Conference, Sept. 1974).
Morseyside BF "What is a Big Flame Group and ELBF 'What Ais a Bxg Flame
Group" (documents .for BF Conference I1975) . s -
P.T, and B.S, "Chips with Everythlng" Internal: Bulletin June 1975
P.A, "Economism is Dead--Why can't we bury 1t9" Internal Bulletln.._.-;
May I976. ' o " T S R I
P.T, "Economism-in:Big Flamﬁ" Internal Bullatzn June 1976 P i
P.T, !Why we need pOlltlcal centrallsatlon Ain. Blg Flame” Internal
Bulletin August 1976, Do : ot
P.A,, J.H, and P;T, "General Organisaticn and POllthal Perspectlves ,;a;-t:
M.D., A.F, and A H, '"Towards.a New Communist Movement" and M.Y.and . .
J.R. "Do we have a futuro?" (documents for BF. conference 1976), plus
#havWobeh's ﬂﬂmmié*ion Report. to the 1976 Conference. ot LT
Many of the early:pamphlets produced by: BF are worth: 1ook1ng at. eSpec1a11y
"Shop - Stewards -and - Class - Struggle" and. Mark Dryden 'Worklng Class, Unions: ..
and Mass Practice! : : L ST TR R 4 ..ua-.‘ pi
There's a lot of 1nterest1ng material in’ past Internal/Dlscu591on

Bulletins and someday when I got the time I pfoduce an update, of : m;
Fred Read's’ 1ndex of the contents. S :



