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Discussion: 

The British Road to Socialism 
and the Communist Party 
Bill Ward 

(The author is the North West District Organizer of the Communist Party.) 

Writing 12 months after the adoption by Congress 
of the new edition of the British Road to Socialism, 
Dave Cook attempts to re-evaluate it in the light of 
subsequent progress. 

In a number of aspects, including the use of 
phrases like "Losing heart" and "demoralisation", 
the article conveys a certain atmosphere of pessimism. 

Are such feelings really justified? 
The adoption of the new programme in 1951 and 

the subsequent developments of that programme, 
including the whole range of new and revitalising 
ideas of the latest edition, marked a big stride for
ward in world and not just British Communist 
theory. It was born out of a realisation that our 
pre-1951 strategy, especially in the conditions of the 
post-war world, was hopelessly outdated, and could 
only continue to lead both Party and movement up 
a dead end. 

The emergence of such a body of strategic ideas in 
Britain was not without significance. Special factors 
were at work, including the loss of Britain's world 
imperialist domination and relegation to an econo
mically fifth rate and dependent power. But, in addi
tion, the peculiar nature of the British state, its 
relation to private and public institutions of capital
ism, the quasi-constitional position of the Labour 
Party, the strength of the TUC and, above all, the 
powerful democratic traditions of the British people 
—all have increasingly combined to affect the think
ing of the BRS programme drafters, with the results 
expressed in the 1977 edition. 

The accelerating pace of development of the 
process of production techniques, resulting in far 
reaching changes in class structure and in social 
relationships, only serves to underline both the 
correctness of the strategy and the need for the 
Party to assimilate rapidly the significance of the 
changes. Difficulty in either appreciating the full 
significance of these changes or of the need to modify 
our previous approach is understandable. It is not a 
crime to make a mistake in politics. The same can
not be said, however, for the repetition of the same 
mistake over and over again. 

Advance or decline of the Left? 
The adoption of the programme arises from a 

recognition of great need, the absence of such a 
strategy leaving a yawning gap in the policies of the 
movement and the Party. Without its understanding 
and application we cannot expect any real political 
advance for the class, its organisations or its 
hegemony. 

In this light we can examine the debate as to 
whether the Left has advanced or declined. 
Hobsbawm speaks of decline and so does Cook. 
Ken Gill however, in the same issue, is adamant 
that organised labour is now a political power in 
the land. 

No doubt if we make a simplistic comparison 
between the strength of the Trade Union movement 
before the war and now, or between the years of 
Carron's and Deakin's law and now, the organised 
movement is stronger. It also has much more political 
potential. There is however, a wide gap between 
potential and actual achievement. 

On the one hand, advances such as the increased 
strength of the TUC, the larger number of trade 
unionists, the much greater involvement of women, 
the increased influence of the Left despite setbacks, 
together with the accompanying ability to pass resolu
tions on a wide range of political and economic 
questions, represent a political advance. But it is clear 
that this is not yet the qualitative advance needed and 
for which the programme was designed. 

Further, the political dangers are as strong as they 
ever were and the possibility of a decisive political 
swing to the right, delaying further social advance for 
a lengthy period is a very real one. This possibility 
has to be faced and with it the specific purpose and 
role the Party programme is intended to play. 

What is there about this strategy that was not there 
before? 

Are the many new ideas, shifts in emphasis and the 
re-appraisal of the revolutionary process merely 
peripheral, with the struggle on wages and working 
conditions the all important essence of our policy? 
Or are the new strategic ideas as well outlined by 
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Dave Cook absolutely fundamental to any serious 
appraisement of the British Road to Socialism? 

Militant wages struggles, especially those which 
compel state intervention in any form obviously have 
political effects and can even lead to political defeat 
for the Tories and reaction. We might pay dearly 
however for overestimating the degree of political 
advance arising from such struggles. 

Considerable progress has been made in overcom
ing the tactical sectarianism which characterised 
much of the Party's work in earlier years. The 
fundamental problem remains however, of how to 
influence much larger sections of the labour move
ment and of the people generally. For the working 
class to win the leadership of the nation (and nothing 
short of that will move us to socialism), a conscious 
effort is needed now to understand the basic aims 
and hopes of the British people as they exist, and 
from these positions to consider how to win political 
support for left wing and progressive ideas. 

Overcoming strategic sectarianism seems to me to be 
the prime purpose of the programme. 

The Great Debate 
It is of the utmost importance that the debate 

around this central question of winning wide political 
influence continues. No short term tactical considera
tions arising from immediate practical struggles, 
however plausible the arguments might be, must be 
allowed to close off the discussion. Such a short 
sighted action would be a fundamental betrayal of 
the spirit and letter of the programme and a gross 
disservice to the movement. 

Political influence does not come easily, certainly 
not to revolutionary political parties in advanced 
capitalist democracies. It does not drop from heaven, 
nor does it arise spontaneously from immediate 
struggles no matter on how militant a level they 
may be conducted. We have to face the sobering 
fact that the Communist Party in our country is 
probably as politically isolated among the broad 
masses of the people as it has ever been, 58 years 
after its formation. 

Nor is it helpful to conceive the debate as some 
sort of theoretical confrontation between workers 
and intellectuals. Other Communist Parties in other 
periods have had to face similar charges when 
undergoing a self-critical adjustment in policies and 
strategies. 

Clearly we cannot opt out of current struggles, 
either on wages or on anything else but we must 
learn to plan, to think ahead simultaneously with 
involvement in immediate campaigns. The process is 
only possible if the challenge of new ideas is 
accepted, if there is a preparedness to discuss and 
face new thought and admit the possibility that some 
of it may be correct. (It would be somewhat easier 

to refute, if we were making more advances than in 
fact we are, in our electoral work, in building the 
Party or in recording higher sales of the Morning 
Star.) 

The test of practise 
The 1977 Congress did not settle the debate on the 

new strategic ideas mentioned by Dave Cook. It only 
really opened it, raised these questions for us and 
the movement for the very first time. We are not 
wasting time in talking about them, the time was 
wasted before in not talking about them, leading 
inevitably to a position of decline and drift. 

So the talking must continue. Let it be open ended 
and let all our Congresses, National and District 
provide opportunities for deepening the discussion 
(as did the new format of the North West District 
Congress last November), increasing the participa
tion of all our members in such discussions, from 
which true conviction and commitment will arise. 
Party discipline, in a voluntary Party, is completely 
dependent on such conviction. 

The validity or otherwise of all such ideas can 
only be tested in practise, so that the presentation of 
the range of practical ideas by Dave in trying to 
apply the programme is very welcome. Democratic 
involvement in local community politics is an impor
tant way in which our Party can become rooted in 
the masses and earn- its spurs as a leading demo
cratic force. We have branches and comrades who 
have demonstrated this truth again and again in every 
District and during our entire history. But we have 
not yet found the way to make this basic principle of 
Party existence a way of life for the majority of our 
branches. Might it not be that our style and methods 
of work continuously hinder such a flowering of Com
munist democratic practice ? 

We are attempting, in East Lancashire, to open 
up a discussion on a regional policy basis. This will 
cover industrial development, as well as a compre
hensive range of other policies covering every aspect 
of social life. The touchstone will be the quality of 
life and participation by people in the emergence of 
such plans. We are trying to use and involve as many 
comrades as possible, industrial workers in textiles, 
engineering, paper, boot and shoe, teachers, doctors, 
social workers, chemists, scientific workers, university 
lecturers, young, old, men, women. It is clear that the 
sharp decline of the textile industry, the problems of 
a skilled engineering workforce partly geared to arms 
production and the uncertainties of employment in 
round-the-clock shift work in modern electronics, 
papermaking and wallpaper industries cannot but 
have important social effects. 

The content and future development of policy in 
planning, housing, education, transport, health, cul
ture and in fact every local and public service is 
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vitally affected by industrial development in the 
region. 

If the basic ideas of the BRS strategy cannot be 
put to the test here, they cannot be tested anywhere. 
In fact, the demand for democratic involvement, for 
the building of a broad democratic alliance, the 
demonstration of the true character of the state, 
both national and local, the conception of the revol
ution as a process and the role of the Communist 
Party in providing the essential conscious element, 
persuading, encouraging, opening up and, at the last, 
inspiring—the entire synopsis of the Party's pro
gramme in fact, can find no riper area for applica
tion than in East Lancashire. 

There must be many other areas just as suitable. 
If we could start to tackle only a few of them in 
1979 the continuing discussions would begin to take 
on a flesh and blood quality that can carry them 
through to finality and conviction throughout the 
Party. 

The surprising thing is that, apart from a brief 
reference, the Morning Star is not accorded, in Dave 
Cook's article, any significant role in the fight to 
apply the principles of the programme's strategy. 
Yet was not the very change of title from Daily 
Worker to Morning Star founded on a desire to widen 
the appeal of the paper, to make a broad, demo
cratic appeal? Never was the need for a daily news
paper with such an appeal so sharp as today. 

The achievement of this objective however, is 
prevented by a major contradiction. The close 
control and direction of the paper by Party must 
surely conflict with the aim of creating a popular, 

democratic and progressive daily newspaper. The 
relative political isolation of the Party is therefore 
largely shared by the Morning Star. It seems to me 
that we need to try to end the second in order to 
assist the process of ending the first and not the other 
way round. 

Discussion around the question of broadening the 
control of the paper, of striving to establish broader 
and more representative campaign committees 
throughout every District and every locality, which 
can themselves campaign in the name of the paper 
on many of the general democratic aims set out in 
the programme—such discussions could be the crucial 
factor needed to lead to a massive increase in 
circulation. 

Conclusion 
So, Dave, don't despair. We aren't all deaf to new 

ideas, even older comrades like myself. 
We have the task of building an alternative 

ideology to that inflicted upon and accepted by the 
masses of the people, just as you state. The way 
you indicate is probably the only way that we can 
start to do this. 

The power of the basic ideas contained in the 
British Road to Socialism is considerable, because the 
ideas are true. They correspond to reality, to the life 
of the British people. If we take our stand on those 
ideas they will become victorious within the move
ment, go on to grip the minds of the people and 
becoming a material force, begin to tilt the British 
scales, for the first time, in the direction of socialism. 


