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Dave Cook's article in the December 1978 
Marxism Today raises a number of issues which 
many of those who voted for the new BRS must 
find contentious. We will deal here with only two of 
them—class struggle and alliances, and the party 
branches. 

Class Struggle and Alliances 
In his almost indecent haste to "overcome 

'traditional' attitudes" among party members and to 
further the "renewal of Marxism" in the party, Cook 
elevates the importance of the so-called "new" 
social forces and downgrades the importance of 
"traditional" areas of struggle such as factory floor 
and trade union. The result is that we are left with 
a bewildering array of areas of struggle, some of a 
class nature and others of a non-class nature, which 
apparently all have equal validity and in which 
Communists should involve themselves. That we must 
involve ourselves in an all-round struggle against 
monopoly capitalism and thus participate in many 
diverse areas of work is not in dispute. What needs 
to be questioned is Cook's ability to distinguish core 
issues from peripheral ones; those which raise con
sciousness from those which remain narrow. Thus 
while paying what amounts to lip service to the 
leading role of the organised working class, labour 
movement struggles are placed on a par with gay 
liberation and an abstract presentation of the 
ideological questions surrounding the women's move
ment, while the politics of "rock climbing", "darts 
and gardening" are thrown in for good measure. 
No mention is made of the wages struggle, the 
spearhead of the party's current campaign, and its 
key role in developing political consciousness among 
workers and other sections. 

The party's current insistence on smashing the 
5 per cent is not based on some sort of pragmatic 
evaluation of "what is up for us", as if the wages 
struggle had been selected at random from an array 
of other issues as Cook's article would imply. Rather 
it rests on an understanding that any victory won 

by trade unionists in "the basic extractive, transport 
and manufacturing industries"1 extends beyond them, 
raises the crisis to a higher level and poses questions 
about capitalism and offers solutions to millions of 
workers. As Marx and Engels put it: "The unceas
ing improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly 
developing, makes (the workers') livelihood more and 
more precarious" and "the growing competition 
among the bourgeoisie, and the resulting commercial 
crises, make the wages of the workers ever more 
fluctuating". 

Is this not strikingly true today, that wages and 
employment are under fierce attack in a major crisis 
of imperialism, with inter-imperialist rivalry and the 
monopolies' introduction of technology certain to 
make matters worse. 

Further: "The development of Modern Industry, 
therefore, cuts from under its feet the very founda
tion on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropri
ates products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, pro
duces, above all, is its own gravediggers. Its fall and 
the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable".2 

Thus the wages struggle is the key to unlocking 
the door to alliances; the crisis in modern industry 
lays the basis for alliances; "in the struggle the 
mass becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class 
for itself".3 The struggle over wages spills over into 
the political arena and offers the opportunity to 
mount an assault on the capitalist class, an oppor
tunity to challenge the assumptions of capitalist 
ideology, an opportunity to open the way to 
socialism. 

Class Struggle and Party Branches 
Cook spends some time discussing what should 

be done about party branches. Everyone agrees that 

1 Morning Star, 11th December 1978, Costello's 
Statement, p.3. 

2 Communist Manifesto. 
3 ibid. 
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the majority need revitalising.4 But the question is 
how. 

One of the biggest problems facing us at present 
is the decline in the number of factory branches and 
in the level of activity of those that remain. Yet 
if we are really to mobilise workers in defence of 
their living standards and develop their political 
consciousness at the same time, then party organisa
tion in factories, depots, pits and yards will be 
essential. It is precisely at the point of production, 
where the contradictions of capitalism are most 
sharply focused, that the traditions of solidarity 
and discipline become most developed. This is why 
the workers in big factories etc., have to be seen as 
the core or leading section of the struggle against 
monopoly capitalism, and why any discussion on 
revitalising party branches must start by tackling the 
key question of regenerating Communist organisation 
in the factories. 

Yet Cook barely mentions factory branches. 
Instead he concentrates on area branches which 
should become, he argues, centres for "propaganda" 
and "community politics". And here again he misses 
the main point. In the localities as in the factories, 
the Party's job is to give leadership to the working 
class and its allies in the struggle against the 
capitalist system. So therefore, campaigning on com
munity issues is not enough. We must identify the 
key class issues in any locality and begin to organise 
the people around them. Above all, we need to move 
beyond purely propaganda work to agitational work. 
In other words, all the propaganda in the world will 
have little impact in a locality unless it is linked to 
organising and moving people into struggle on the 
bread-and-butter issues which affect them directly. 
Working people learn political lessons from their own 
political experience. 

For example, in developing mass action in the 
course of a housing campaign, people can learn 
rapidly about the need to draw in other sections such 
as local shop stewards and Labour councillors, as 
well as confronting in a new way the local agents 
and organs of the capitalist state. And here the 
experiences of the East End of London in the 1930s 
and 40s, described in Phil Piratin's recently re
published book Our Flag Stays Red, are of particular 
importance. It relates in some detail how the party 
began to organise, street by street, the tenants of 
Stepney from 1934 onwards. On the one hand this 
was successful in halting the growing influence of 
fascist ideas in that part of London by a success
ful combination of agitational and propaganda 
work. On the other hand, it built such a base of 
support for the party that was to secure, by the 

4 Although why they have come to need revitalising 
is not yet clear. 

mid-1940s, a mass Communist party in Stepney, 
12 Communist councillors and a Communist MP. 

Conclusions 
The lessons for us today are clear. The wages 

struggle remains central and the key area of class 
regeneration. The struggle in the localities, led by 
party cadres and branches, needs to be linked to 
the struggle in industry. The regeneration of 
Communist party branches in industry and locality 
is a necessity. 
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