Mass Work and Big Flams

(A ghort, critiecal history of mass work and some suggeations
on how we re¥uild our relationship with the working olass)

iorn

For years in Big Flame we'wve said that "mass work" or "mass politics”
1s one of the maim features that scts us apart from the rest of the
revolutionary left. And bty mass work, we've meant two things, First,
that Im orgarising in working class commumities and im the workplace,
we $ry to relate not just to the official representatives of the
working class (tenants' assceciztion conmittee members, COMVeNOTS,
trade union officials or stewards) ®But to the mass of working class
people in those situations, and in particular the most progressive
sectlons of people - what we called the "mass vanguard". So in Tower
Hill, during the rent strike, our menbers organised mainly among women
tenants, and in Ford we direct ourselves more towards $he line workers.

Second, It means that in our work in broad fremts and movements — like
CNDy, TOM, NAC, 4NL - we're opposed te anm exclusive foous on the offiecial
labiour movements while we -direct a los of our efforts towards the
working class, we're also concerned to involve people already iavolved
in other progressive movemants and struggles — to make limks between,
for example, the women's mowenent, the Irish‘struggle, the anti muclesr
movement, and the anti racist struggle. Behind all this emphasis on
mass work and movements lies our belief that socialism can only be made
by the self-activity of the working class, and that liberation can

orly come about by the full flowering of zll radical movements. In
cther words, without a mass revolutionary movement, there never will be
a revolutior.

Mass politics - the early years

Many of our ideas =zbout how we carry cut pelitical work - and the
emphagis on mass politics = grow up in the early days of Big Flame when
it was 2 local orgarisation tased ondy om Merseyside. Az a rosult of
contacts made by the Biz Flame newspaper - then & local Liverpool
community. and workplace broadshect — the first dircot interventions in
working class struggle begans in the 1969 and 1971 naticonal Ford strikes,
ir the Pilkington sirike ip S+ Helens and in g dceries of rent strikes

o various working class cetates iﬁiLiverpGol. Although the first
cormtacts were often with stewards or tenants'! leaders, increasingly

these interventions to0k on a "mass politics" perspeciive.

For examples Pord Halewood

The first contact came when stewards Trem Halewood asked Big Flame to
print leaflets for the 1969 sirike. Lfter the strike was over, however,
it Pecare Increasingly clear that the stewards wers frequently
holding back shep floor struggles - zbout the pace of work, arvitrary
diseipline; and so on. Tnstesd they were trying.te zet the shop
floor to ge through the grievance procedure, o long drawn out affair
designed to take the steam ocut of disputes and zagreed at high level
between: top union leaders and Ford menagement. In other words, the
stewards wers acting as policemen of the shop flooer. wost of these
disputes involved the line workers, but their stewards were zlways

a minority on the stewards! committee with the off-line areas. (laspec~
tors, fesders, checkers - reople with much eonsier Jobs and hags of
Gyertime) have more stewards per worker, These stewards were more
1lke1y to be right wing, and against the linc workers! disputes,

which always threatcmed *o gat them laid off. Increasingly Big Flame
Came $0 Be seen as the voice AF the hundreds of line workers.
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well worked out .political tradition).

Finally, it was azlso thought that through this reguler mass.. ..
work, andd through broad discussions within the bose group; workimg
class ccmtacts would be able o dewelop an understanding of Big
Wiemats. politics as a wholes and would eventuslly jein the
eSatian‘wiﬁhout'beiﬂg calejed into doing so. Th fact we

‘were 50 hesitant about recruitment that this very rarely

happered {and there were other rensons - for example that Big
Flame wes only o local arganisatinm with mo clearly defined and

The: strengths and weszknesses of hase group organisation

Base group organisation had twe fundamentsl stroengths which are

‘today increasingly chsent from Bis Flame Branchess TFirst — a clear

erientation to the workimg class in struggle. And second ~ it
meant that there was a collective practice nnd collective theor—
etical discussion ATeund practical issuss within the hase group,
and within.the branch an interaction between the 2ifferent base

_groups.. So there was a Tramework of political support for

indizviduals in the organisaticm.

But, the whole perspective of basd group work was that of external
intervention - and this has marked the whole develonment of

Big Plame's political work cwer since. There was no urgency . felt

to rapidly nmove from a primarly external intervention to a maimly
internal interwentiom in which the working cliss people in that

- sltuation would gain confidenmce and power within the bage group,

eventunlly take over did Fake mich less demands on $he origimal
members of the Base group.  This had the practical conse@uencg that
base‘gfnups collapsed when the ex student Big Flame members ccased
to Iive on the dele and got themselves jobs which meant that they
had much less time and energy. The only sxceptions to this were the
Ford base group where Mersiyside Big Flame made o big effort to
sustaln the base group;s and succecded i recruiting two Ford workers
— @nd $hose interventions on working class cstates liks Tower -

Hill .where Big Flame members hod Fone B0 1ives. :

AlongsFde this was o failure within Bie Plame to make = high.. -
& 4 iy S5

pricrity of political and practical education of contacts and new
members - and an equal feilure to recruit +o Big Flame worKing
class people who werc close to thoe organisation.

Towards o mew-Wase: greup strycture for Pig Ilane

B ¥
It should be clear %y nbw that the Industrial Commission is proposing
& mojer re—orientation of the organisation towards the working class
in: strupgle. We are looking a2t ways that this can bBe achieved im
practice, and ome way that has VYeem suggssted ie that all branches
should consider adoptimg & new wersion of the base Zroup structure.
The major differcnces from the ¥ase groups of the past will be First
that they will prioritise interrnl interventions —~ receosnising thet
the majority of Big Flame wmembers are not siudents or on the -dole,
and second these will Ye a much higher priority on education and.
recruitment. : : : A
The ides is that all branches with sufficient members would conmsider
dividing imto groups of three or four, with at lenat one of the
members living, working or Crganising in a working class situntior.
This group would‘then‘be1the‘main'fﬁrum:‘or‘politioal support and
political education of all its membors ir the sahse that they would
discuss the probzlens Tacad by all the members of the base _
group in their political werk, and provide el eduecstion programme
for contacts and new members. It would alse give practical
support whenocwer it's asked for - for examrle, te distribute a



leaflet 4r l -organis= g mecting — and this support would
e ;V&lldbl tu 211 the membere of the basc group im all
their varicus political activities., Dut the overall bias would

Ye te the member crganising Jirectly in o working class

Csituation = develcping 1% rapidly intc am intvernsl intervention

by sustained political work and politiecal gducaticn leading fo

more working class contacts and recruits sc that-a majority
of ‘members of the base greoup are eventuslly working class

people living or working im the situati-n around which the
bage group wasrcrgﬁnising 2s a priority (+ncuph hepefully
gome of the new NE ™ xx® members 117 have oot invelved in other
aréaé_cf work ‘as well ~ in other campaigns’ SR ile vxrﬂnts)
i1 this does hot mean thet our work within movemenits and
mWPleﬂS will zuffer. TFor & stgrtg members of = base group

e

whose mainw political werk is in a bread campalgn or movenerrt will
have an establiched and regular forum to ﬂiwhu:s the provlems of

thet work {in addition-#e the separate women ond wen's
meetings that now cccur in many LrgncaeQ) Tney will be able %o
turn 4o members of the base grour for practical or political
support. DJecause the base group will, overall, have a clear
working class vrientation, uh1~ will 264 » new impetus and
direction t2 our work in movements and campaigns — and - 1t will
force the base.gfcup to include in their mass woerk in in th

working class the political questions raised by the move mgnts or
campaigns. Tn other words, it will hely to get ue in Tie TPlamo
to start forging the links we often tnlk abeut.

Tt will certainly imcreass the sense of collectivity and unﬁ“rt
within Big Flame; and Jlﬁh base group work as a mejor-peint of -
reference, it will enable commissions and the NC o have a cleare

role = assessihg whatts going op in different regions and diffcrent

arcas of work, and preparing clear guidelines for cur mass work
both in mowements and lm the worging class. In the same way, it

will help focus the whole orgamization on the role of the paper.
s budilding ocur base work and in building the orzanisaticn.

Towards a gradual revolution in Big Plame
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If wmak changes "like thess woere accepted lm Bip Plame, it wouldn't

result im gn mve“pljbt transformaticn. Rather, it would mean

that we were omec agein on the slow road T

gelves into a working class and femimist socislist

Working class people would, hopefully, begln to *"~¢ mmxz thmt it
was of real usa to Join the organigaticn, end would slowly feel
confident te invite friends or reliatiwves to doin. In that way

new situations = im the comunity =rd in new workplaces — would '

Yecome possible for mass work 4o begin. Hopefully it would be

a rolling snow®all sessees

Jack Brown

trying to ohange CuUT=



