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In the past few years,Jthereghas been ‘a tendeﬁcy
- Mass - polltlcs to becomeddentified with a-part
HBF seen_by ozhezsor fhEﬁquVES aa SMandlng fbr

“ifor he”;dea of mass work or
lar group of people in’
'return’tp‘ the theory

re~bu11d1ng effocilve 1nme"”enu10n in workzng class struggles has proved
largely unsuceessxul, 4nd this is right. .In-this short document I Want
& Cas and modlfylng the,mass politics coneedt

ik ich egperlences.?'Thls is partlcularly 1mportaﬁt
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that dﬁsplue 1t -frequent use in BF'(and elsewhere),
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Argulnn for. Labour to'ﬁe a" ;
workplace branches; connunlty Organlslng an g0°0 . S
Yet +his is only a specific “gomponent of CERAY could be meant.by mass
polltlcs znd bears the imprint of the constraints of the Labour Party
experlenc , T would 1ike to suggest that there are three predoninant
strands of 1deas . and prectlce thae conexlst in BF and the rest of the

Teft co"ce“mlng ness

a1y




‘o olass self-activity: It has always been the central tenet h
of. revo-utlonary Marxism-that the’ struggle for-socialism was ‘based; oft the .
se1f~act1v1ty of the working class. This veferred both to the type of ;
socleﬁy socialism would be (self—management etc) and the means of ach1ev1ng

it (1ndependence of the working class as a.soclal. force) Given that the..
activity of conslderable numbers of 8001a11 ts gradually lost this. orlentatlon
(in favour Df one . towards leadershlps and ‘bureaucracies seen as representatlve
of the worklng claus) the empha51s of sections. of the new 1eft on self-actmvmty
Was a form. of mass polltlcu., Although we. have cr1t01sed the -a@proach o
for not bolng 'mass’ enough . . and, for. belng restrlctlve in its range - (eg over¥ '
enphasis. on the hop stewards movement), there is no douht that organlsatlons
1ike mbe SND have contrlbuted greatly to a re-emphasis on independent. workin{
clasg acticn and. organlsalon. When BF has talked of ’mass work®, basically.

we have meant selfractivity in a general sense - organlsatlon and polltlcs .
built fr ‘botton—up.,,_ - - SIS i :

2, égﬁgggplqﬁ- Hoaever, BE hlstorlcally has never referred merely to fg””-*

the 1nd@nemdan¢e of worklng class*action. -The original guiding concept of

working '$~autonomy was' meant to indicate that ‘if the working c¢lass

was uo'aé t'zts independént material ‘needs it would need to break with

the spedifip wbrklngs ‘of “the postewss capltallst system, ‘based on'

the Key* s se of ‘state planning #nd Wages’ ‘policy: Hencée the cemral

perupevtlves_of ‘wages independent of productitity" and 'refusal of work®:

ccabined as ‘more ‘money less work". " This *Ttalian® ‘theory I take to be . -

cubst“ntkal1y diseredited ‘both as theory and practice. I do not intend

;epo ating a critique made perfectly adequate elsewhere(I), merely to note

its extrem ﬁly negative consequence for the idea and practice of mass polltlcs

This has two core aspects. First a great divide is drawn between terrains -

[owits actlvzty tranufamed and used by post-war capital, notably the state |

and the umions.: Second, the means to advan01ng socmallsm was seen unamblguouslv

to existin worﬂlng class strugpée as it existed on its own terrain - hence

the famous’ ..... 'comnunimm is-inherent in the strugegles of the working class ‘.

45 a conseqience this orientatiocn led to a simultaneous over-estimation -

of the character of day-to-day struggles and under-valuing of the necessity -

to geuera1¢"” “Hetion and demands and to transform them into programmes

that could he'implemenuu iat the Tlevel ‘of the unions, the state, or some

other sphere of non-immediate struggle( eg workers' plans, social leglis ation).

A° Finn I goﬁln noted: "As a total distinctimis drawn between the - -
tltutlons -of capltallst society and worklng class: autonomy, -then such

moves are seen. as forms of co-option, of ising tsken in by the state"

As such B cnﬁcept of mass politics at best has some force only in perlu%

od:upturn. and - hlgh,struggle when it appear: appears as 1if the. worklng class has

Lroken from Capltal and all the worklngé of its*co=-optive’ instruments®,

34 £2lls dnto confu31on and disuse, Vorse, it ceases to have a semblance

of genuine mass polltlcu;‘lnvegtlng support ‘instead in -actions or: organl sations

of an extreme minority character, unconnected to the real procass of winning

the hﬂarts and mlnds of the mass of people for socialism. Cei

3. Ramconstructlng 5001allsm-_ It 1s thls 1aiter battle thai I take S
the core:component: of mass. polltlcs.. Most of the mistakes made by uectmons
of the Left derive. from the notlon that soc1allst gonsciousness. already
existwiin.the worklrg class and. 1s awaltlng “the right 1eadershlp/programme_
(a concept-shared. by the orthodox Labour Left and orthodox Trotskyism)s. or >
such a conscipusness. is. 1nherent in the- class/struggle 1o be awakerd by
experiencey: propaganda OF Bsome | equlvalent of “the ‘princess kissing the frog.n
Activity imder such conceptlons is inevitably geared to eircles already
converted aud aetlve, 80O as 1o sharpen the 1deau and strengthen the vehlclen
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Hee: '

P inderson: ‘The Crlsl° of theRevolutlonary Left in Europe'; RS 5

F Macools 'A Critical look at BR's theory'; DB April I98I. ..

Mackenzie:. 'Draft of article for Socialist Reglster on History and Pollt;cs

of BRY,



==

This is not merely -z comment on varieties of Leninism. It 'is perfectly :
expressed “in"a recent comment of Tony Benns - ™The’ greatest problem #e face
is not that our -policies are unpopular, The problem is that many people -
don't believe what we say and don't know whether' we would do it “if we were
elected," (quoted Guardian 2-9-81). While there is ‘an element of -
truth in the statement, the fact is that many people” (and that includes " -
Wo;klgg'people);do'knOW what we ‘want to do and they don't like it at alli
Thlsulgfto”éo_With“the-partial'dominatibh of bourgevis idevlogy = rew
prouced thraugh: the media, the'experiencés'of'sdlcalled'socialish’in

_both Russia and the social dembcracies and the jgeneral way that people

"come_ﬁ?'ﬁermS'with'living their lives in a eapitalist society. Only the =
recognlﬁlon;that“socialism'iS'unpopulai'and the Gonsclous propériy of ‘&
small minority of society guarantees a mass politics, if that lesson-has
been properly;understood. That mass politics requiresfg'long haul'® at &
the level of ideology, culture, policy and organisation, a point I will '

s return to later. T T o E RO

One:obvious point that. follows from the aboveqdifferehi.conceptidﬁs;”iéf
that tactics do not exist.a priori to a concept. of mass politics, they .
.- have to be. worked out: based on the theoretical content .. ‘given to the idea.
I now:want to look briefly at.some of. the relationships between theory .
and practice. . o e TS P

MASS POLITICS TN PRACTICE -~ . -~

a.Big Flame: The practice that was partly based on the Vauwtonomy'
component Of mass politics, as stated earlier is dead and had never _
been replaced effectively.. Let me give an.example of that early practica.
from our activiy at Fords Halewood. Some superb work was done in this =~
~area for.many years, it was however flawed and ultimately collppsed,

e deliberately_adfbcaied'aupéii¢yuaf;ignbring"theVUnionﬂbranCh[ég,“ -
connected to ﬁheﬁPlah£? exCéPt”iﬁ'sﬁécifié'océaéidns'whEn'workers'ébuld

use them for their own ends. ~ In addition‘we were cool or hostile to
building_a_preSencé¢on the shop stewards' committee. On Merseyside o
generally the pattern was a similar story. Even at our height no attempt -
was ever made to meks .inroads into the Trades Council. The consequences

were that we had no consistent practice in the traditional institutions

of the lgbour movement that could have keyed into long~term organising, .

we Tecruited no activists among expericnced militants that could have
provided political stability and edfication to the organisation and .
specifically to the large number of working class militants of a 'raw’

kind that passed through BF in the mid-seventies; and therefore the mass. -
‘dimensicn to.our activity increasingly rested on the external.and often .
misleadingly optimistic activity of leafletting. - When:the. leafletters ...
got tired, got Jjobs, got hitched or moved élsewhere -the practice was . . ..
difficult to sustain both practically and infterms.of-politiCal_reeadjuﬂtment
inmtheaperiod_of_downtﬁrn. This i& not to say that the; autonomous - - -
nass politics practice had no connections with traditional working class
_institutions.. But the over-riding idea of 'Working class use' of tlm. ..
proved an inadequate tactic for long term politichl work. Tt-was as .. ..
uwltinately dismissive of them as the CP/Labour Left 'left government . .
supported by extra~parliamentary mobilisationg® is of the'worklng.glasgm{:.
75 & seif-active force. . SOEELG s s e g el B s D fee

To say we hévéJﬁevérffébiéééd_fhis;fdrﬁ'of}aCtivity'is not meant-to ... .
indicate that we have failed to db mass politics since.. in: fact we. .

have;done-in-ajnumber_offimpprtant:waysl' I ahited front-and campaigy work

" have comsistently emphasised going out o the brosdest mass of people .

“lthat is realistic.(opposing'?labOUr'mOVementﬂonly'sperspectives):_ Thage _
nave been a small number of collective base activities/interventions eg
the-Sheffiela.!council”workex'“bulletin;--Individual.mixiatnts,_sgpgorted
sometimes by BF have struggled in théir own spherc for 4 mass politics

orientation in struggles, the most nétable.ﬁéxample;b?i?g~J§CR;Brbwn L
in Pords. Finally, we -‘have propagandised for mass ppllt;cs in our pap&



A
and other publications. However their are important. limits to what we: = .
have gone, both politicd and organisational.. If as Kimberly aggues, we ..
should “re~lauch mass work® we would have two big problems. Firstly we .

no_ longer have any general political perspectives within which such .. ..
an orientation would meke sense to our members. With the demise of the .
autonomy theory, there is not cven an inadequate strategy to guide the . .
orgapisation. In practice even those who nominally support the old ides .
around aytonomy (and I am not here referring to the autonomous movements) are
utterly half-hearted in their adocacy. . Instead, and understandably in .
things like the Indmstry pamphlet, it has been replaced by the first = .
compenent, 0f general working class self-activity and independent organisation.
Secondly, we just don't have the mumbsers of militants,, in or connected to .
BF to make mass. work in any way effective. . . e T e

b. The extra-parlismentsry lefts OF ithe vest of this section of the left, the
SWP are Dy far the most significant organisers:for s limited brand of - .l
mass politics - through the ANL, the RTWC and other initiatives, The orthodox
Trotskylsts tend to refer and use mass work as an oceasional tactic when

thelr burrbwing in institutions is ineffective or recopnised:even. by them. -

as inaddguate,  The. loony left.(RGI/P etc) alienate even the most hard ...
coré leftists o I won't waste any words on’them were mass politics' is' concerned.
But to teturn to the SWP. A Lot of what they do is good as far as it goes
(some of it isn't eg in relation to feminism). However, it is not wootd

in any long term strategy for wimning a majority to socialism. What they

have is their own variety of orthodox Leninism combining propaganda for ...
socialism (fairly limited) with militant struggle (often effective). Any long
term perspectives for creating and ‘sustaining a socialist conscilousness .

in the working class is contained ‘only within:the inferred militancy~crisis-
collapse-party<power scenario handed dewn second-hand-from I917. .

-

¢. The Labour Left: Bvensts 1iké the  Unomployment demos, the Peoples' MAreh,
demos against the cuts like the I5,000 that marched in Lothian, show that
the Labour Left can be a channel through whith mass protest can co-alesce,
But they have shown themselves unwilling or unable to create and sustain

a popular mobilisation that can comnect the battle fr= control of the LP, ..
and for an alternative programme to everyday struggles #nd comsciousness.
Fven . in those cases where they recliise that popular supvort needs mobilising
they are largely wedded to the conception #fxg and practice of representational
politics,=1acking.the_sclfnactiviiy_compoheﬁt“@ffméss'politics."There axre
fortunately sections of the new Labour .left, arotnd Hain/+the LCC, SERA etc:
that are struggling towards and for a mass polities perspective. o

T am aware that-the above discussicn doms not éncompasse the whole  of the -
left or radical movements. There is a need for parallel examinations of the
. relaiionwbetween:feminism-and.other,mOVeménﬁs;,ahﬂ‘mass”pplitiCS¢€ HDWev§r3
"t think some limited conclusions can be drawn, Tt is stupid to gt trapped
within the current practice of blaming every limit cr defeat of struggle
on @ -particular strategy or tactic of the Teft. "If We look at the'struggle
against’ the cuts for instance every tacticgs“mobiliSe"for'soc1allsmﬂon:theu

CONCLUSION® it

rates, no cuts, no-ratea/rent-rises,_its_ndﬁ;bﬁr'prdbléﬁ/?arxy“on-s?ruggling
for what we want = has largely falled to mobilise the Wérk;ng:clags ine
large nimbers ‘and win.: We &re dealing with long term problens of rereating

s soclalist politics in a conservative culture, ~To'meet this challenge.. .

Big Flame needs to assess its theory and practice. :Tthbas?cs‘offmy.agsjssment

would be twofold ol this-sgecigig_apea:(_npt referring to wider areas).

i. Ditch ths 'autonomy® component of mass politics; and work towards.a
“‘strategy that-combines the other twap¢mp099ﬁts§i&gf?hgsresult-would.bea__

thé linkage of mass politics with a trag$it%gga1~ppl;tlps:ﬁgat.Would-hayg- )

a dual'emphasis-onfbuilding-indepenéeht,ﬁgrking*class'actlclty and organisation,

alohgside the struggle'for.alternaii?e;$Q§i§1i$£*p5$i¢iesyog t@e-state_terrain
ond turning the Labour Barty outwards towsids a mase, Campalgning party.
11, " Work ‘towards the formation of a larger nes politics tendency, that

would ‘be based on alliances inside and outsidg‘@héfLabour Party. : |
I hope to work with bther comrades on a longer strategy document that can
take up these themes. , Mackenzie




