
370 MARXISM TODAY. DECEMBER. 1978 

The British Road to Socialism 
and the Communist Party 
Dave Cook 
{The author is the National Organiser of the Communist Party) 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Since World War II there have been major 

shifts in strategy by communist parties in most 
advanced capitalist countries; a recognition that 
insurrectionary models from past eras and different 
conditions are totally inappropriate. The adoption 
of the first edition of the British Road to Socialism 
in 1951 was part of this process. Subsequent editions 
have developed the general orientation, but that 
adopted at our last Congress contained important 
new strategic ideas. These were made necessary by 
the scale of changes in politics, in marxist theory, 
in the working class and within the left over the 
previous decade. 

(a) Political changes 
The increase in the number of workers in white 

collar, technical and public service employment, and 
their impact on the trade union movement can be 
measured by the fact that at the last TUC Con
ference approximately half the delegates represented 
these sections. The structure and composition of the 
labour movement has also changed dramatically 
with new political alignments, union amalgamation, 
the introduction of regional organisation, and altera
tions to the structure of trades councils, combine 
committees, new roles for shop stewards, changes 
in the law relating to trade unionism to name a few. 

In addition, a whole range of "new" movements 
have entered the political stage, and many older ones 
have been transformed—the various components of 
the women's movement, students (at college and at 
school), national, black people's, environmental, 
gays, community politics. There are many more. 

Traditional structures have been subjected to 
powerful strains, expressed for example in the weak
ening of two party domination, minority govern
ments, the rise of national and fascist parties, an 
end to the constitutional stability of the political 
system under the impact of destabilising pressures 
from Ireland, the EEC, devolution, and the crisis 
of British capitalism. 

Marxism has received potent reinforcements from a 
host of important thinkers and experiences. 

(b) Decline of the Left 
However alongside these new openings has also 

gone a significant decline in the overall position of 
the left. This is illustrated in the steady drop in 
Labour's share of the vote, and the decline of its 
membership and activist role. While there has been 
an expansion of interest in Marxism among many 
younger people, there has probably been a fall in 
socialist consciousness among what are sometimes 
called the traditional sections of the working class. 

Nor has the Communist Party been immune from 
this decline. It has been expressed in a fall in mem
bership, votes and the circulation of the Morning 
Star, as well as in its impact as an independent 
campaigning force. It is also expressed in a sense of 
demoralisation felt by many members. 

Although the new edition of the British Road 
provides the theoretical approach with which to tackle 
these problems, as well as the necessary basis for 
that optimism which Lenin once described as 
"revolutionary passion", the fact of its adoption is 
not enough in itself to overcome them. The significant 
minority who do not understand, or who oppose 
the new programme, remain uneasy or hostile. Some 
of its most enthusiastic supporters have tended to 
lose heart. 

(c) The Left's response 
The new edition then, was our party's response 

both to the political changes and the new openings 
of the last ten years, but also to continued decline. 
Although their conclusions have been very different 
and much less systematic, other sections of the left 
have also responded to these changes. From within 
the Labour Party a revitalised left current associated 
with some of the Tribune Group, Benn, Holland 
and developments in some constituency LPs has 
emerged. Sections of the ultra left, with a degree of 
success, have attempted to break out of sectarian 
isolation. 

The Communist Party's response is a major shift 
in our analysis of how socialist revolution will be 
achieved in Britain. This has far-reaching implica
tions for the role, work and life of the party, which 
have yet to be fully translated into our practice. It 
is urgent that this is done if we are to reverse the 
decline, and carry out the job given to us in our 
programme. 
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(d) The propositions of the past 
The ground has shifted beneath some of the pro

positions on which the party used to be based. As 
the decision to set up a Commission taken by the 
last congress revealed, many comrades are no longer 
happy with a relatively monolithic conception of 
democratic centralism. The renewal of Marxism has 
sparked off divergent trends, which pose problems 
for achieving a new relationship between theory and 
practice. Past attitudes to the socialist countries, 
whereby they tended to be regarded as a model, are 
no longer acceptable. The changing reality of the 
working class itself, with new movements, forces and 
alignments within and outside of the labour move
ment raises sharply the question of how the party 
intervenes in them. 

It is no longer possible to have a concept of the 
party, as geared up for a final assault like an army, 
whose detachments carry a line into other organ
isations. 

We no longer have such an easy base for self 
confidence as in the past. We have to construct a 
new basis of self confidence in the way we work, so 
that dynamic action, united by common strategic 
conceptions based on the new British Road, replaces 
the present decline and demoralisation. This is not 
an easy task. I hope this article contributes to the 
process of discussion about how to achieve it and 
helps to spotlight both directions in which we should 
move and also methods we should make conscious 
decisions to abandon. 

2. THE NEW STRATEGIC IDEAS 
(a) The idea of revolution as a process 

The achievement of socialist revolution is seen as 
a lengthy (but not gradual) process of struggle which 
will involve attempts to extend democratic control 
over all areas of life. In the course of these struggles 
people will be won to see that socialism is a neces
sary condition for the fullest development of demo
cracy. At the heart of this process is the campaign 
to implement alternative democratising policies in 
each area of life, at each stage. These policies will 
increasingly be about alternative ways of running 
things—about ways of expanding the control working 
people are able to exert. 

At the level of national politics, left Labour 
governments, with communist representation in the 
councils and in parliament becoming an important 
factor, are seen as winning and rewinning the political 
majority. These governments will be without prece
dent in British politics in the policies they advance, 
the left unity and militancy on which they will be 
based, and a totally new relationship to mass extra-
parliamentary action. They will be pivotal in that the 
likely struggles around their democratising policies, 
and whatever popular initiatives independent of their 

programmes may emerge, can help transform the 
political situation. The revolutionary process will 
make possible great changes in the balance of power 
in the country, but unless taken to its socialist 
conclusion, all gains will be vulnerable. To take it 
to its conclusion will involve the fullest democratisa-
tion of the state in Britain. 

(b) The Concept of the Broad Democratic Alliance 
The BRS speaks of the great majority of the 

population becoming involved in struggle for alter
native policies in the form of a broad democratic 
alliance, increasingly involved in action to improve 
and extend control over all aspects of their lives. 
There are a number of different forms of unity and 
alliance contained within this concept, and it is 
important to distinguish them. 

Class forces 
Firstly we are concerned with the class forces; 

both unity within the working class, broadly defined, 
and between it and a section of the capitalist class, a 
layer of smaller employers, self employed profes
sional people and working farmers who also suffer 
at the hands of monopoly capitalism, although in 
different ways to the working class. Although more 
likely to have an ambivalent position, we envisage 
some of this latter group being drawn into the 
broad democratic alliance, and through their political 
expressions becoming part of a left political majority 
in national politics. 

The working class experience a common relation
ship of exploitation to monopoly capital. The class 
reaction to this remains, as it always will be for 
communists, right at the centre of our work. 

Reactions to oppression 
However, to understand how people will be drawn 

into action, united and ultimately won for revolu
tionary politics, we need to consider also how they 
are oppressed. Workers (and others) are oppressed 
according to their sex, their colour, the social ser
vices they use, their age, as young people, where 
they live etc. In reaction to these varied forms of 
oppression, movements of struggle have emerged, 
(national, women, black people's etc.) Because of the 
class structure of our society most people involved 
in these movements will be from the working class, 
broadly defined, but it is often their consciousness 
of oppression, rather than of their class exploitation 
which is the key politicising factor. This is particularly 
true, for example, with young Asian industrial 
workers, recently politicised around anti-racialism, 
and many women from white collar sections of the 
working class drawn into the women's liberation 
movement. 

In other words we remain at the level of card-
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board cut out politics if our analysis is restricted 
to workers who are only interested in "class" ques
tions, and others who are only concerned with 
"peripheral" issues. This is wrong. Workers can be 
politicised by all the concerns of the broad demo
cratic alliance, as well as their reaction to class 
exploitation. Therefore the second great question of 
unity with which our strategy is concerned, is that 
between the class organisations, the trade unions etc., 
and the various movements against oppression, 
women, youth, black people's etc. 

Political unity 
The third aspect of alliance and unity bound up 

in the concept of broad democratic alliance con
cerns the political forces; the objective of left unity. 
Because of our history, the main left political parties, 
the Labour Party and the Communist Party, have a 
uniquely close relationship with the organised work
ing class; but they are not the same thing. At the 
moment the labour movement is far from cor
responding with the whole working class "politic
ally," as illustrated by the many workers who 
regularly vote Tory. Many millions are "organisa
tionally" outside its main components, the trade 
unions, the Cooperatives and the Labour Party. 

At each stage of political advance, of the 
revolutionary process, these three groups of forces 
must be united if the political majority is to be 
won and the political understanding of each is to be 
advanced. This can only be achieved under the 
leadership of the working class. 

Working class leadership 
The capacity to provide such leadership derives 

both from the power that the organised working 
class can exert, greater than any other section of the 
alliance, and its potential to overcome sectional and 
reformist attitudes which now greatly limit its ability 
to provide a uniting lead. At present this capacity 
is more of a potential than a reality. For example, 
many Welsh people who want devolution for their 
country consider Plaid Cymru a more adequate 
vehicle for their aspirations than, say, the Labour 
Party. Some trade unions offer the very opposite 
of a uniting lead in the context of their industries. 

Against the background of the BRS "working 
class leadership" has a number of specific meanings. 

It means providing a campaigning lead in mass 
initiatives, displaying a preparedness to use the 
organised strength of the working class, both on its 
own behalf and in support of others who experience 
oppression. We should never underestimate the 
importance of this. It is the vision of the most 
powerful of the forces within the broad democratic 
alliance being won to so use their strength, which is 
the most magnetic attraction of communism. It pre
figures a higher level of society, where strength. 

economic and political, is used not for self interest, 
but for the benefit of all. 

"Working class leadership" will need to be reflected 
in the councils and parliament, with majorities won 
by a transformed Labour Party, and Communist 
representation. It will have to mean new politics 
by these majorities, a new relationship with mass 
struggle, and especially in democratising areas of 
political life at present dominated by bureaucracy 
and inertia. 

It is important to distinguish between two 
separate, although interconnected ideas—those of the 
broad democratic alliance, and the political majority 
won for left policies. Ultimately the former has 
got to be expressed in the latter at the level of 
national politics. The expression broad democratic 
alliance is often used in different ways, and with 
different meanings. It can be a way of describing a 
range of forces; it can be an objective of alliance 
which has yet to be achieved; it can express the 
potential of a political majority. We have to be 
clear that in the last two cases there is nothing 
automatic about their achievement. It is up to 
revolutionary leadership to turn that potential into 
reality. 

Starting from now "working class leadership" 
will have to penetrate areas of the state—neighbour
hood councils, local radio, boards of nationalised 
industries, watch committees, council sub-committees 
and beyond. . . . 

Bound up with this is to win ideological leadership. 
A mass attraction to the ideas of revolutionary 
Marxism will overwhelm the "common sense" prag
matism which in our class divided society is synony
mous with the ideology of the capitalist class. 

It is precisely this contrast between the potential 
for leadership, between becoming the force which 
expresses the aspirations of the majority of oppressed 
people, and therefore the force which can cement the 
broad democratic alliance—and the present reality— 
which pinpoints the revolutionary role of the Com
munist Party. It is to provide the political lead which 
will enable this potential to be realised. 

"Working class leadership" means more than a 
left wing Labour party, more militant trade unions 
and a more democratic efficient Coop—although 
these will be part of it. It means more than over
coming the sectionalism and reformism which ham
pers the organisation of the working class from taking 
on board the struggles of all oppressed people— 
although this will be part of it. In addition to these 
it means taking initiatives to tackle the problems 
people face now, involving them in collective action 
which expands their confidence, knowledge and con
trol. This means new forms of action, for new 
objectives—for the democratisation of all aspects 
of life. 

This is the sort of working class leadership which 
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is envisaged in the BRS to achieve the broad 
democratic alliance and in the process transform the 
political understanding of the majority of people in 
Britain. 

(c) How Capitalist Rule is Maintained 
The repressive character of the capitalist state is 

clearly recognised, as is the domination of ideolo
gical life by the ruling class through direct and indirect 
means. However, alongside this goes what the BRS 
described as "a large measure of voluntary accep
tance of capitalist rule". These three elements are 
seen as interrelated aspects of class rule in our 
society. 

Family, educational, cultural and political in
fluences all help to shape people's thinking. Reac
tionary ideas are not just seen as a conspiracy. 
People are not regarded as empty vessels into which 
the ruling class pour their propaganda. The way 
people live their lives helps cement the right wing 
and limiting ideas which dominate popular attitudes. 

"Common sense" arguments like "man is innately 
aggressive" or that it is unnatural for men to 
change nappies are in essence part of an ideology of 
social control, rationalisations for privilege and 
power which are used to justify the status quo. 
Racism and sexism reach down into peoples' lives, 
actually enlisting them in the defence of certain 
privileges which for example white workers may 
have relative to blacks, and men relative to women. 

However right from the start it is important to 
recognise a particular problem involved in the 
expression "voluntary acceptance". While it repre
sents an important advance on any "conspiracy 
theory" of how right-wing ideas come to dominate, 
it perhaps underestimates the discontent which I am 
sure the majority of working people experience under 
capitalism. It certainly is vital to understand how 
the family helps to prepare new generations for their 
role in society, and develops expectations of the roles 
men and women are expected to play. However, a 
striking feature of this "socialisation" process is how 
uneven and strained is its effect. Conventional out
looks often sit uneasily in all areas of lift?. It is 
important that we recognise the "destabilising" pres
sures which the contradictions within class society 
continually set off, and do not, in our analysis, erect 
the domination of ruling class ideas into too great 
an obstacle. Perhaps the term "voluntary accep
tance" gives rather too much away in this regard. 

It is commonplace to say how "unpolitical" the 
British people are, compared with many other 
nations. Yet there is a dense undergrowth of activity, 
organisation and ideas by which people live their 
lives and express their aspirations, ranging through 
work, family, leisure, sports, culture, etc. All too 
often we dismiss these as "not class issues", yet, 
because these are in that area of life where involve

ment is "voluntary", as opposed to enforced by the 
edicts of the law and the state, how people are 
involved is drenched in ideological significance. 

3. IMPLICATIONS OF THESE NEW IDEAS 
FOR THE COMMUNIST PARTY 
(a) The development of alternative policies 

The first big implication of the idea that the 
achievement of socialism will be a process, is to 
increase the importance of the development of 
alternative policies for each area of life, not only for 
when socialism is won, but for today. It means that 
a vital task for the Communist Party is to help 
pioneer positive left alternative policies with an 
immediate relevance, and to use our resources to 
build up a head of steam behind them. 

This process assists the development of struggle on 
immediate issues, which is often hamstrung by the 
apparent trump card of the right wing—that there is 
no alternative. The drawing up of policy can itself 
be a very democratic process, involving consulta
tion and discussion with a whole range of forces 
inside and outside the party. It can act as a political 
magnet to people with expertise and skill who are 
critical of the status quo. The left has got to be able 
to display the capacity to become an alternative 
ruling force at every level. The ability to put forward 
realistic and sophisticated policies is a major part of 
this. 

Ultimately this process will have to expand from 
the field of detailed policy to cover the great themes 
which dominate national political and ideological life, 
such as democracy, nationalism and patriotism. The 
concept of the left winning the political majority will 
involve progressive elements of these great themes, 
for example, the struggles by our working class move
ment to expand democratic rights, becoming built 
into what the left represents in the eyes of the 
people. 

The development of these "left alternatives", both 
in detailed policy and ideology is a responsibility 
for the left as a whole. However, it is a particular 
responsibility for us, as the largest organised Marxist 
force on the left, and whose strategic perspective 
spotlights the need for this approach. 

Probably the few years following 1945 were the 
most productive period of our history for the deve
lopment of such policies. What does it mean now to 
lay more emphasis on this approach? 

(b) Break down isolation 
For a start it means a determined campaign to 

break down the relatively high degree of isolation 
which exists between different areas of party work. 
The "left alternative" plans, produced by the North 
West District for their region, and by the Birmingham 
City Committee for Leyland were only possible 
because industrial and white collar workers, 
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academics, trade union officials and full time party 
workers came together to draw up such policy. As 
the new BRS edition puts it "To this end the party 
must create new and close relationships within its 
own ranks . . . only in this way can the party over
come the expression among its members of the 
sectionalism that divides people". 

Nor is this just a matter for the party. The 
alternative plans drawn up by the Lucas shop 
stewards for the production of socially useful 
products as an alternative to sackings, grew out of 
combine organisation which was able to cross tradi
tional union boundaries. 

This approach means that the various specialist 
advisory committees within the party, need to become 
more concerned with policy development, both in 
their own fields, and in contributing to policy 
formation at city, industry and national level. 

The renewal of Marxism over recent years, in 
which the Communist Party has played an important 
part, has tended to remain at an abstract level. It is 
necessary to work for a much closer relationship 
between our theoretical work and practical activities 
—for the mutual enrichment of both. For example, 
this could involve the allocation of comrades with 
specialist skills to assist particular branches and 
advisories with the production of material like 
factory bulletins. It could mean a greater prepared
ness to establish ad hoc groups of comrades 
brought together from different fields of work for 
short term projects like preparing for a propaganda 
impact at a particular event. Items at present dealt 
with by industrial advisories should periodically 
feature on the agendas of city committees. 

"Compartmentalisation" in all areas is something 
that must be continually attacked, as an obstacle to 
getting within the party that mixture which we work 
to achieve within the broad democratic alliance. Nor 
should we underestimate how difficult this may be. 
The use of the broad definition of the working class 
does not in any way remove the very real social 
and cultural differences that can exist between its 
different components. It is important that these are 
openly discussed or else they may become distorted 
by suspicion. 

In practice the "compartmentalised" character of 
much of our work comes out most strongly in the 
separation of many comrades in industry from the 
rest. This impoverishes both groups. The structure 
of industrial advisories exists alongside the branch 
/area/district organisation but does not often interact 
with it. Many comrades active in industry work 
through the advisories, but only rarely attend branch 
meetings. 

This is not a new problem, and many attempts 
have been made to tackle it. It places a responsi
bility on the Executive Committee to put forward 
detailed proposals for the development of alternative 

policies and, action around them, which "challenge" 
the advisory/branch and industry/residential separa
tions. This means both tackling head on in the party 
any sectional tendency to argue that it does not 
concern "us", and at the same time following 
through the detailed application of proposals which 
involve all sections of the party in interrelated 
aspects of the campaign. 

The need to challenge this compartmentalisation 
means that we have to make a very determined 
attempt to mix the concerns of the various com
ponents within the party. This means positive dis
crimination of under represented sections in the 
leadership at every level; whether they be women, 
shop floor workers, blacks, youth, cultural workers. 
If we accept the traditional categories for providing 
leadership, we will end up reproducing the very 
sectionalism we need to overcome. 

(c) Transform the party's action role 
The view that revolution in Britain will take the 

form of a process, rather than an abrupt insurrec
tionary break reinforces the importance of mass 
action behind alternative policies which the party has 
always stressed. Changes of mass consciousness are 
likely to occur in stages, to an important extent 
arising out of the sort of action people take part in. 

What is needed is an enormous expansion of the 
experience of collective action. Yet we have to face 
the fact that at the time when our theory gives a 
greater importance to movement around alternative 
policies, our ability to initiate such action is at a 
very low level. Many branches are inactive, and few 
of our initiatives bring forth a mass response. 

(d) The responsibility of leadership 
The responsibility of the Executive Committee to 

provide political leadership for the party which is 
addressed to this task is very great here. We now 
look at the process of advancing the political under
standing of the working class through the lens of 
the broad democratic alliance. This means our lead 
must relate to all the forces of progressive politics, 
and not just be restricted to the trade unions. The 
main objective of our leadership is to initiate action 
around alternative policies, so it needs to be modest, 
in the context of the problems facing the party and 
the left. It also needs to be detailed and specific. 
We should reorientate the work of our leading com
mittees to getting action and development in the 
branches and advisories, instead of the frequently 
over-generalised discussion of the total political 
situation, which is too often the case now. This 
means we need to move away from a "situation" 
style of EC, PC and DC report, and move towards 
concentrated discussion on a particular aspect of the 
"alternative", focussing on a very specific estimate 
of the stage reached, and concluding with a clear 
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set of tasks for the party branches and advisories. 
Of course this does not and must not rule out our 
responsibility to closely follow political events as they 
occur in order to intervene in them, but it is doubtful 
that an omnibus "situation" style report is the best 
way to do this either. 

Along with this approach we must go further in 
recognising the importance of evaluation and self 
criticism as an indispensable element within our 
leadership. Without this it is difficult to move from 
one phase to another unless we adequately evaluate 
that through which we have passed; the contribution 
the party made, its weaknesses etc. Unless we openly 
state where we were wrong, attempts to change 
direction will often be imperceptible to all but a few. 
Too often we tend to search for compromise for
mulae which blunt the degree of change, and stress 
the continuity. 

To dramatically change the situation in the party 
rules out that the leadership plays any referee's role, 
balancing between alternatives. 

The British Road recognises that some of the weak
nesses of our working class finds expression within 
the party, for example sectionalism. We should not 
be dismayed that to tackle such weakness will require 
very strong political argument within the party, the 
open clash of politics. It is possible that the fierce 
debates around the last Congress were the first to 
have really challenged old attitudes about our 
strategy in a fundamental way for many a long year. 
The process though painful, was long overdue. 

The need to change some of the ways we work 
places a responsibility on the Executive Committee to 
continue to initiate open and hard hitting public 
debate within the party. 

However, to help overcome "traditional" attitudes 
is not just a question of a more open clash of politics 
and fierce debate, because so many of the differences 
on both "sides" are prejudices and hard to shake 
off. Therefore, it is also a particular responsibility 
of the Executive to initiate campaigning proposals 
on such questions as child care, where there is much 
common ground between comrades say from the 
women's movement and from the factories. Joint 
action on such issues can help understanding develop, 
where argument on its own may result in collision 
and even tend to strengthen differences. 

Along with the need for more detailed and specific 
leadership for branches and advisories, goes a cor
responding responsibility for the national and district 
leaderships to find the way to devote more time, 
resources, guide and campaign material to help these 
basic units. A move away from "situation" style 
reports and discussion would clear more space on 
crowded agendas for the consideration of these mat
ters, and point more logically to this approach. We 
need to give more "autonomy" to advisory com
mittees and specialist collectives to bring in new 

forces to assist with these tasks. What we are after 
is scope for more creative self-activating, self critical 
collective work within the context of our overall 
strategy. Whether or not the "full timer" is involved 
in this is unimportant. If ever the maxim "once 
the political line is decided organisation decides all" 
needed replacing by "involvement decides all" it is 
now. 

(e) The crisis and the cities 
The fabric of life in the cities reflects the disinter-

grating effects of the crisis in a particularly devastat
ing way. It is here that the movements reacting to the 
varied forms of oppression have their dynamism. 
Yet in many cases we have not found the way to 
respond to these movements. 

A movement of health workers develops—it could 
be any city in Britain—new forms of action, new 
propaganda, new politics, a whole new area of 
politicisation. What tends to be our reaction? Area 
branches can mobilise support, but find it difficult 
to play any initiating role because they are unlikely 
to be directly involved. The city committee has 
overall responsibility for all aspects of the work 
and cannot devote the time and resources. Too often 
we make little intervention. Only collective com
munist work among our members involved in this 
area of work, given back up support by the city 
leadership, perhaps with comrades from other fields 
allocated to help, will be able to provide policy, 
propaganda and perspectives. Only the full weight of 
the party's organisation in the labour movement 
being mobilised by that city leadership will be able 
to make a unique contribution to that struggle. These 
things have always been important, but they take on 
a new urgency when the politicisation of the working 
class is seen through the lens of the broad 
democratic alliance. 

Where we have no such collectives, we will need 
to have a much more flexible ad hoc approach to 
establishing them. Unless we do we will miss out. 

The whole concept and structure of "advisories" 
in the party, having a role restricted to the deve
lopment of policy, which it is then the responsibility 
of the branch/district/Executive to carry out needs 
to be looked at. Certainly at city level there are now 
movements operating in all the areas of policy they 
are concerned with. This means that their activist 
role will have to be developed. 

This has implications for the status of area com
mittees in our party. Often these occupy a sort of 
twilight zone between district committees and 
branches, both of which have greater rights and 
importance according to our rules. Yet increasingly 
it is at city level that much of the politics of the 
broad democratic alliance explodes. 
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(f) Revitalisation of the branches 
Right at the heart of the revitalisation of the 

action role of the party, is the revitalisation of the 
area branches. Recognising that situations will differ 
greatly, let us look at the experience of the London 
borough of Hackney. 

From a position where only two of the eight area 
branches were consistently active five years ago, now 
nine functioning branches cover every part of the 
borough. 

Indexes of membership, finance, propaganda, 
Morning Star sales, literature, political activity, left 
unity and, perhaps most of all, engagement in the 
local community, show advances. 

The first stage was the strengthening of the borough 
committee, as a number of young comrades moved 
into activity at borough level alongside older com
rades who had been consistently and publicly 
active over a long period. Activity was initiated 
from the borough leadership and took the form of 
regular street meetings, Star sales, with a party march 
against racism being an important stage in this 
period of centrally organised activity. Much of the 
card issue was similarly conducted by the borough 
committee. 

This stage was followed by a conscious decision 
to switch emphasis to the area branches, with com
rades in the borough leadership taking responsibility 
to assist their development. This switch in emphasis 
was expressed in encouragement to branches to begin 
to organise public activity and events, with the sup
port of the borough leadership. A vital step in this 
process was the political argument for every branch 
to stand its own candidate in the local elections. 
Branches began to take initiatives at a local level; 
for example, discussions with Labour councillors, 
work with community associations, etc. Help in 
establishing local ANL branches has also been very 
important. While a significant number of young 
political activists have been recruited to the party 
throughout the period, also a number of comrades 
who had previously been active in mass organisa
tions in the borough, in isolation from the party, 
have begun to feel that it is now a relevant force 
for their work and been drawn back into organised 
party work. 

This process of revitalisation still has a long way 
to go, as I am sure the Hackey communists would 
be the first to admit, and the simplified description 
here probably obscures uneven trial and error. 
Nonetheless, an important beginning has been made. 

Several things stand out. First of all is the initiat
ing role of the borough leadership which, in the 
earliest stages, became a sort of "super branch" for 
those communists whose prime field of activity was 
within party organisations but could not get activity 
from their local branch. Secondly, the objective, 
which at all stages was kept in mind, was for the 

area branches to become prominently engaged in 
local politics around campaigns; in other words by 
making a priority of a particular issue in their area, 
and working consistently at it. This became expressed 
in the programmes of some branch meetings with the 
emphasis being continually placed on an integration 
of local involvement with speakers from campaigns, 
and collective discussion of thcirproblems,along with 
subjects from national and international politics. 

Thirdly, the changing role of the borough leader
ship is significant. As the viability of the area 
branches built up, it became more of an initiator 
and co-ordinator of collectives, for example, in 
propaganda, anti racism and community politics. 
The development of policy as illustrated by the two 
Hackney needs Socialism pamphlets; and support 
for branch initiative became major responsibilities. 

Fourthly, the temptation to amalgamate small 
ailing branches into larger ones was resisted. Such 
amalgamations tend to saddle the key activists with 
the job of servicing inactive members, with little 
chance to engage in local political struggle. What 
is needed is for area leaderships to discuss and 
adopt a strategy for the revitalisation of their 
branches, and try and follow it through with a 
regular review of progress. In fact, our perspectives 
should be for branches to cover smaller areas as they 
grow stronger. 

How often at city level (indeed at all levels) do we 
continually speak in generalised objectives e.g. "'work 
for closer unity with the Labour left". Yet how 
rarely do we actually discuss what these might mean 
in practice. In the cities, we need to relate to all the 
forces of politics. Yet our allocation of responsibili
ties on leading committees sometimes suggests we 
relate only to certain ones. Why not a community 
politics organiser—as well as comrades responsible 
for work in the labour movement and among women. 
An urgent task is to take initiatives to establish offset 
print/design facilities at city and national level, and 
develop the training in skills and propaganda that 
go with this. It is striking how often the various 
movements against oppression develop around 
journals. 

The revitalisation of the action role of the party 
will be a process. It is already under way, but there 
is still much ground to be crossed. 

(g) Democratising victories 
Our programme proposes that the political 

majority, expressed and legitimised in left govern
ments, which, in turn, are forced forward by inde
pendent initiatives of the forces of the broad 
democratic alliance, in our conditions has the political 
power to win important democratising victories in 
parts of the apparatus of the state. The state is 
not seen as some inviolate citadel which will remain 
intact in enemy hands until a final assault. In fact, 
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the confidence, unity and understanding that can be 
built around such struggles as for the repeal of the 
Official Secrets Act, for proportional representation, 
democratic immigration laws etc., can make such 
victories a vital part of the revolutionary process. 

This idea means that these democratising objec
tives will have to be expressed in detailed policy. 
There will be political benefits from this in current 
politics because we sometimes find ourselves in an 
unnecessarily defensive position against ultra-leftist 
accusations that such an approach is illusion creat
ing nonsense, if we are not in a position to put 
forward a clear perspective of how a particular 
institution can be changed. 

(h) The local state 
It is significant that two of the most recent 

extensions of the state at a local level, neighbour
hood councils in London, and community councils 
in Scotland and Wales on the one hand, and com
munity relations councils on the other, show the 
potential to become arenas of considerable political 
struggle. Indeed sometimes, no doubt despite the 
intentions of some of their founders, they have begun 
to play an important campaigning role. 

The whole concept of the "local state" seems to 
me to be a very valuable one. It stresses the inter
connection between local agencies and the central 
apparatus, and thus spotlights the British state's 
far flung character, and especially that it contains 
significant contradictions within it which provide 
entrances for mass politics. The concept of the 
"local state" thus elevates the importance of struggle 
around local government and community politics, 
an elevation which the implications of the politics 
of broad democratic alliance makes overdue. To 
speak of democratising victories makes much more 
sense against an adversary whose centralised core has 
important local extensions, where challenges are 
already underway, for example, in the demand for 
trade union and community representation on 
council sub committees, and the decentralisation of 
council services, than it does against what we have 
sometimes regarded as a relatively monolithic 
structure. 

At this point it is appropriate to refer to what 
seems to me to be an ever present pitfall for our 
strategy, which arises out of the idea of the achieve
ment of socialism being a revolutionary process. 

(i) The danger of over reliance on the official 
movement 

Our perspective is that correct work by the 
communists and the left, the development of left 
unity and political understanding, can transform the 
great mass organisations of the working class and 
democratic movements and also win important 
democratising victories within the apparatus of state. 

It is all too easy, both now and in the way we project 
into the future, to underplay the prime importance 
of independent initiative by forces of the broad 
democratic alliance as the precondition for this 
process. 

It is wrong of course to pose one against the 
other. Left policies and left leadership in a trade 
union can create the conditions for a reinforcement 
of mass struggle and the advance of political con
sciousness. 

Indeed, a perhaps unique characteristic of our 
working class is its high degree of response to an 
official call. Despite numerous sell-outs, its organisa
tions still possess great mobilising power and can 
draw on reservoirs of discipline and loyalty. 

However, our strategy involves the transformation 
of labour movement organisations, often at present 
dominated by the right wing, involving bureaucratic 
and undemocratic features in their make up. Also 
we envisage struggle on the more difficult ground of 
representative institutions shaped sometimes by cen
turies of ruling class domination, or parts of the 
state apparatus where the left have few advantages 
other than the development of trade unionism 
among the work force employed in them. The dangers 
of incorporation are obvious. 

The pitfall spreads to other areas of work—take 
the anti-racist movement for example. Is not the 
tendency, which sometimes comes up in the party, to 
view a representative delegate committee, albeit with 
roots and prestige in the local community, as all 
that is needed to tackle racism, a reflection of the 
same pitfall?The ability of the ANL often to mobilise 
a fast and militant activist response more effectively 
than such broad committees have often been able to 
do, has been a salutory lesson. 

"Representative" politics can be an enormous 
aid to "mass polities'", but they are not necessarily 
the same thing. 

One powerful implication for our practice, deriv
ing from the idea of broad democratic alliance is 
that we will be working in many movements where 
we are weak. Our strategy quite explicitly rules out 
any aim of controlling forces we work with in a 
"frontist" way. However, sometimes we find it diffi
cult to work in movements where our political 
approach does not predominate. The often reluctant 
involvement in the Anti-Nazi League by some sec
tions of the Party shows that this is a real problem. 
Too often we make self fulfilling by our absence, 
the prophecies we tend to make about the future 
direction of important organisations in which rival 
political forces may have influence. 

(j) Death blow to "ginger-groupism" 
The new ideas in the BRS deal a death blow to 

any conception of the party role as being primarily 
a "ginger group" one. We are working to initiate. 
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unite with and strengthen left developments in the 
labour movement, adding to them the enriching 
mixture of the concerns of the broad democratic 
alliance and the politics of revolutionary Marxism. 
Only if this happens can the Labour Party be so 
transformed that it can win back the political majority 
for left policies which is so important in our strategy. 

However, these things cannot happen unless our 
party, the Morning Star and the YCL emerge as a 
more significant political force in British politics. 
Unless we recognise this, we end up by really saying 
that the Labour Party, or some new political forma
tion, can become a leading force on its own. To 
accept this is to put our faith in something that is 
contradicted by all our experience. 

The trade unions and the Labour Party on their 
own, are not able to unite and mobilise all the 
component forces of the broad democratic alliance. 

Take once again an example that seems particu
larly rich in political lessons, the Anti-Nazi League. 
It was precisely because this was much broader than 
the labour movement organisations, with a range of 
cultural sponsorship and involvement (Rock against 
Racism, actors, sport, festivals, etc.), that the ANL 
was able to trigger off such a response from pre
dominantly working class youth. Indeed, at its incep
tion the leading political forces were the SWP and 
Labour lefts. And yet, because it managed to sub
sequently obtain the greater involvement of the labour 
movement (and here the Communist Party and the 
Morning Star were very important) the whole ANL 
movement received a crucial reinforcement. 

(k) How people become political 
Some of the biggest implications of the notion of a 

degree of voluntary acceptance of capitalist rule 
concern the processes by which people become 
political. 

There are likely to be avenues into what we call 
politics which are not traditional ones. We turn our 
backs on these areas of life at our peril. 

Obviously it would be totally unrealistic to sug
gest that all of these issues are priority tones, but 
it is important to think about them today with the 
perspective of a mass party in mind. From my own 
experience I have learned that there is a lot of 
politics in rock climbing; the question of access to 
the cliffs to name a major one. In the same way 
there are probably some politics lurking in such 
apparently unlikely places as darts and gardening. 

Often we have tended to assume a fairly direct 
progression from "class consciousness" to "political 
consciousness", with the "purest" expression of the 
former giving the best possibilities for the latter. In 
fact the opposite may be the case. What was signi
ficant about the relatively high degree of support 
for socialist ideas in London East End in the past 
was that common experiences of exploitation were 

mingled with the sharpest forms of oppression— 
notably anti semitism. In other words the politically 
advanced character of the people's attitudes arose 
out of a consciousness that was mixed (i.e. made 
more potent) rather than "pure". Of course the 
process was not spontaneous, and the political work 
of the Communist Party was also decisive. None
theless such questions as how people become political 
are pivotal for revolutionary politics. 

(1) Public and Private Concerns 
The BRS demands that we face up to the distinc

tion between "public" and "private" concerns. Only 
fairly recently have questions like oppression within 
the family, sexuality, childbirth, abortion etc., 
become "public" issues of "politics", and it is 
still not always easy to feel relaxed at their inclusion. 
Indeed, to many on the left they are consigned to a 
"private" world which is not the concern of "real" 
politics. The problem about this approach is that you 
not only consign the issue out of the way, but also 
the potential involvement of an enormous number 
of working people, mainly women, who are at grips 
with these problems. It is interesting that the further 
to the right you go in the political spectrum, the 
more you find this sharp division between the public 
and the private, and the tendency to take the 
"private" questions out of the orbit of politics, and 
to elevate the family as a citadel that is bound up 
with the values of society. You also find the 
mobilisation of its alleged virtues for right wing 
political use; for example, in strike breaking—"Go 
back to work, think of the children". 

Apart from its very direct liberating effects for 
many women, perhaps the greatest contribution that 
feminism has made was to challenge this separation 
off of the private, not just in theory but in practice. 
It built a movement which attacked this separation. 
It proved the possibility of collective action around 
"private" areas of life which were considered un
changeable. Not only that, but the movement won 
victories, triggering off repercussions in other areas 
like the health service and the medical professions 
for example. Feminism has begun the process of 
enlisting the support of the most powerful sections 
of the broad democratic alliance, the organised 
labour movement, in its struggle. 

The existence of "voluntary acceptance" is the 
surest sign that the ruling class has a position of 
ideological leadership in our society. They have the 
forces of repression, but they also dominate the 
"voluntary" areas. The BRS envisages the defeat of 
this domination. It sees both traditional politics in 
Britain and the "dense undergrowth" of voluntary 
organisations becoming a political battleground 
between revolutionary democratic ideas on the one 
hand, and reactionary ones on the other. This pro-
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cess can open up a whole new avenue into politics 
for millions of people. 

The following example pinpoints the problems if 
we ignore such questions. Over the last six months 
there has been a horrific series of attacks on women 
in the Leeds area. Several have died. Had this car
nage been inflicted on shop stewards, or blacks, 
there would correctly have been a massive outcry 
throughout the country. Yet murder on such a scale 
represents a massive attack on women, whose move
ment must become a central part of the board 
democratic alliance. The left did not really know how 
to respond politically to these events (and indeed it is 
not easy to see how they should) but the right wing 
did. "More power to the police": "Bring back the 
death sentence"—you can imagine the mileage they 
are making out of the issue throughout the West 
Riding. 

(m) Pluralism 
The new edition has great implications for how 

we see democracy being advanced within capitalism, 
and the sort of socialism we want to build. We 
want to strengthen contest within, and to assist in the 
transformation of, many areas of life. Our perspec
tive is not that we ride to power on the ruins of 
those organisations with which we work, but that they 
will form an expanding plurality of forces for revolu
tionary change. Plurality, an abundance of forces in 
the achievement of socialist revolution; political 
pluralism after it—that is the equation on which we 
stand. This is another way of saying that the way 
we fight for socialism will determine the sort of 
socialism we get. It rules out the tasks of the party 
being seen as those of an army, whereby its detach
ments carry "the line" into other organisations. 

Our conception of democratic struggle, the "self-
activity", the active involvement of working people 
to expand areas of popular control, encompasses all 
areas of politics. It ranges for example, from extend
ing the scope of collective bargaining to eliminate 
hazards in production, to the campaign by the Lucas 
shop stewards combine to force the firm to make 
socially useful products rather than sacking|workers. 
It has implications for the sort of state we envisage 
in a socialist Britain. This is likely to be based on a 
combination of transformed centralised state struc
tures, this plurality of democratic forces, and a 
democratised, decentralised "local state". 

For example, the provision of housing in a socialist 
Britain that is implied by the BRS would mean not 
only a publicly owned and democratically con
trolled building industry, with centralised planning. 
It would also mean the involvement of the trade 
unions, local authority workers, tenants associations, 
housing action groups, residents and squatters 
associations, citizens advice bureaux, law centres— 
as well as whatever new forces emerge in the course 

of the struggle—all represented in some way either 
in the structures of the state, or involved in housing 
provision in the closest association with it. 

This is a totally different conception of socialism 
than one which starts from the notion of a highly 
centralised state, built anew on the ruins of the old. 

With this approach to the expansion of democracy, 
defined here as the degree to which working people 
are able to be actively involved in decisions about 
their lives, it is not a tactical question how we react 
to abuses of democracy in the socialist countries. 
It is a question of the deepest principle, which will 
be one of the decisive factors in determining how 
the party, and therefore the broad democratic 
alliance, is to develop. 

It will affect how seriously our commitment to 
working to win advances in democracy will be 
regarded. It will consequently have implications for 
the success of the objective of alliance which is so 
central to our strategy. 

4 CONCLUSION 
In the context of the new ideas of the BRS and its 

overall strategic approach, the job of the Communist 
Party can be summarised as fourfold. 

It is firstly to develop socialist propaganda and 
Marxism to increase understanding and build an 
alternative ideology. Secondly, it is to initiate and to 
lead mass struggle, so that the party, and therefore 
its influence, is rooted in the life and struggles of the 
people, and thus able to exert its maximum effect. 
Thirdly, it is to transform and unify the forces mak
ing up the broad democratic alliance at each stage 
of the revolutionary process, on the basis of political 
analysis within the overall approach of our strategy. 
Fourthly, there is the need to link our struggle to the 
world wide movement against capitalism and 
imperialism, thus helping to overcome the chauvin
ism and racism which have such deep roots in all 
areas of our national life. 

This combination of tasks will be our distinctive 
contribution, our leadership role, to the unifying 
and transformation of the forces for revolution in 
Britain. Our ability to fulfil this role is bound up 
with the degree to which we succeed in building the 
implications of the new edition of our programme 
into the ways we work. 


