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Clarity and rigour in theory are necessities not luxuries in the 
programme of a Marxist · Leninist party writes RON BELLAMY. 

REVISIONISM AND THE 1977 BRS 
This note was written to accom

pany the new draft of The British 
Road to Socialism, but is not part of 
it. It seeks first of all to assess briefly 
what part was played in the develop
ment of revisionism by the 1977 
edition of the BAS, "prepared for 
publication in light of decisions on 
the main issues of principle and views 
expressed on 2,600 amendments 
by the National Congress of Novem
ber 1977". 

Two cautionary points should be 
made at the outset. The first, and 
less important, is that any programme 
which seeks to combine scientific 
analysis with brevity and a popular 
style will necessarily forego some 
precision. 

The 1977 edition is no exception. 
But unlike all previous editions, its 
ambiguities were never resolved by 
a clear interpretation for which the 
Executive Committee took respon
sibility and fought for throughout the 
Party by means of an educational 
programme. The reason for this 
omission is clear. The Executive 
Committee which the Congress 
elected was split, and the revision
ists who controlled Marxism Today 
had by the end of 1979 already es
tablished an increasingly brazen 
monopoly for their selective inter
pretation of the programme's con
tents, and their distortion of its over
all balance. 

Congress had, for example, voted 
for a "broad democratic alliance" in 
preference to an "anti-monopoly al
liance", after the retiring Executive 
had assured the delegates that the 
term "broad democratic alliance", was 
being recommended to congress "on 
the understanding that its main con
tent was its anti-monopoly charac
ter". 

Congress was no doubt also influ
enced by other considerations - by 
Lenin's constant reference to social
ism as the result of "carrying through 
the struggle for democracy to the 
end", by the fact that earlier editions 
of the BAS had referred to "broad 
popular majority", and that the 1977 

draft itself spoke elsewhere in a 
number of places (e.g. on p.35) of 
"building a new anti-monopoly ma
jority". 

The second cautionary point is that, 
as the history of the international 
working-class movement shows, 
weaknesses in a programme can be 
offset by strong and principled Marx
ist-Leninist leadership; but equally a 
good program me can be perverted 
in practice by a leadership which has 
failed to adhere to the principles of 
democratic centralism. 

Some 85 per cent of the delegates 
to the 1977 Congress voted for the 
substantive programme: that is, they 
did not suppose that its weaknesses 
were great enough to demand its 
overall rejection. But they also, un
fortunately, voted for an Executive 
Committee whose majority did not 
defend the intentions of Congress 
against the revisionist abuse of the 
serious ambiguities in the document 
as finally edited and published. 

In order to focus attention on the 
most serious of these ambiguities 
which had not appeared in earlier 
editions, it is useful to eliminate at 
the outset one criticism which is fre
quently made of the 1977 edition, as 
indeed of all editions, viz the ab
sence of any reference to "the dicta
torship of the proletariat". It is per
haps forgotten that Lenin (in A Great 
Beginning) had not regarded himself 
as bound to a particular form of words, 
irrespective of context, when he wrote 
"If we translate the Latin, scientific, 

"Weaknesses in a programme 
can be offset by strong and 
principled Marxist - Leninist 
leadership; but equally a 
good programme can be 
perverted in practice by a 
leadership which has failed to 
adhere to the principles of 
democratic centralism" 

historico-philosophical term 'dicta
torship of the proletariat' into simpler 
language, it means just the follow
ing: Only a definite class, urban 
workers and factory industrial work
ers in general, is able to lead the 
whole mass of the working and 
exploited people in the struggle to 
throw off the yoke of capital..." 

Earlier editions of the BAS had 
tackled the issue of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat in that spirit. The 
abstract content of the term has been 
given very concrete and explicit form 
in such passages as the following: 
"Break the power of the millionaire 
monopolists by socialist nationalisa
tion"; "Break the political hold of the 
capitalist class ... by the democratic 
transformation of the Civil Service, 
the Foreign Office, Armed Forces 
and Police, Law Courts and admini
stration of justice" (1952 edition p.12); 
"Men and women who are deter
mined and loyal advocates of the 
people's power will replace those 
who uphold the old system in all 
positions of authority in the Civil 
Service, the Armed Forces, the 
Judiciary, the Diplomatic Service" 
(do p14); "It would be wrong to be
lieve that the big capitalists will vol
untarily give up their property and 
their big profits in the interest of the 
British. people. It would be more 
correct to expect them ... to fight for 
the retention of their positions by all 
means in their power, including force. 
Therefore the British people and the 
people's government should be ready 
decisively to rebuff such attempts" 
(p15). 

This is just the "simpler language" 
envisaged by Lenin, and appropri
ate for a programme which sold 
200,000 copies, five-sixths of them 
to non-communists. But it also shows 
a Marxist sense of history. It was 
written by and for people who had 
just lived through five years of war 
and ten years of struggle against 
fascist dictatorship. For them, the 
word dictatorship carried repellent 
overtones. In avoiding the "Latin, 
scientific-philosophical" form, the 



BRS nonetheless retained its con- sought above all else to unite the 
tent- state power in the hands of the working class as a whole in defence 
working class and its allies. of its class interests in every sphere 

The 1977 edition likewise itself of social life, and on the basis of that 
opens its section on The Revolu- unity to bring under its leadership all 
tionary Transition in an identical other sections of the population -
spirit:"The process described above especially other working people -
(i.e. the actions of left governments) whose interests were threatened by 
can produce a profound change in monopoly capital, and even tempo
the balance of class forces in the rarily to win into alliance or at least 
country. For socialist revolution and neutrality those sections of big capi
the transition to socialism, however, tal whose interest were damaged by 
state power is critical. What is needed the "the most reactionary, most 
is the transfer of state power from imperialistic, most militaristic sec
the old ruling class to the working tions of finance capital". 
class and its allies, and the transfer- · This was the conception of com
mation of the state apparatus so that mu nist leadership, inherited from 
it serves the needs of the working Lenin and Dimitrov, that was later to 
people". be damned by the revisionists as 

And at many other places the "narrow, go-it-alone, sectarian, econ
"struggle for democracy" is seen as omistic, and class reductionist". 
the positive way of re-stating the This move in fact narrowly lost the 
anti-monopoly struggle e.g. "the path day, and the Communist Party was 
to socialism is through the fullest correctly included in the section on 
development of democracy ending the labour movement, and its char
monopoly domination, giving the acteristics correctly described. But 
people control of the economy" (p4 ). it is easy to see that the development 

Nor is the leadership of the work- of revisionism followed this axis. 
ing class generally underplayed e.g. 
"the forces exist which can put Brit
ain on such a course ... the need is to 
develop and unite them in a broad 
democratic alliance led by the work
ing class and embracing the great 
majority of the people''. 

Nor, again, is there any playing 
down of capitalist resistance. But 
there has been widespread criticism 
of the formulation that "all demo
cratic parties, including those op
posed to socialism, should be guar
anteed political rights etc." 

Revisionist Offensive 
But the principle point of weak

ness, at which revisionism infiltrated, 
broke through, and directed its axis 
of advance, was in the longest sec
tions of the 1977 BRS, The Forces 
For Change. In the debates on the 
draft programme in the Executive 
Committee an attempt was made to 
take the Communist Party out of the 
section of the labour movement and 
thus to treat it as if it were no longer 
part of it. 

What might seem a merely formal 
matter of arrangement contained a 
vital point of substance. For the 
proposal involved abandoning the 
historic conception of communist 
leadership, in which the most ad
vanced section of the working class, 
having embraced Marxism-Leninism, 

New Social Forces 

For though the path was less straight 
forward, the same outcome was 
achieved through the expf6ifation of 
the ambiguities presented in a new 
concept: New Social Forces and 
Movements. This referred specifi
cally to the single-issue movements 
against racial and gender oppres
sion which had come to the fore 
during the 1 970s. 

The Broad Democratic Alliance 
began increasingly to be presented 
by the revisionists as a unity of single 
issue movements, of which the la
bour movement was no more than 
just another movement, that con
cerned with the "single-issue" of 
working class interests. The latter 
were then defined in such a way as 
to deny the working class any inter
est in issues of peace, racial and 
gender equality, and to confine it to 
economic issues. To reinforce the 
argument, the "new social move
ments" were said to be based upon 
ideological issues which had no basis 
in class society or class interests. 

Once this change had been made, 
the Broad Democratic Alliance was 
robbed of its traditional meaning in 
Marxism, as an alliance resting upon 
the objective interests of all those 
classes and sections of classes 
whose interests were threatened by 

monopoly capital, an alliance in which 
in Britain the working class is not 
only numerically overwhelming, but 
more importantly the class whose 
emancipation requires socialism. It 
is therefore the most powerful and 
the most coherent force for leading 
the alliance along the anti-monopoly 
road of changing the balance of 
economic and political power in fa
vour of the working class and its 
allies, thus creating a more favour
able jumping off ground for the high
est stage of struggle, that for state 
power. 

In place of that conception, we 
now have an alliance not of classes 
and strata of working people, but of 
movements, every one of which, 
including the labour movement, is 
seen as a single issue movement. 
This alliance is to be forged by the 
Communist Party. But as the CP 
began to be treated no longer as an 
integral part of the labour movements 
historical development, then its own 
organisation and ideology was seen 
as no longer having a material basis 
in the interest of the working class, 
and its emancipation through social
ism. 

The principal components to be 
welded together into the "broad 
democratic alliance" were the "new 
social movements", above all those 
directed against racial and gender 
oppression, which expressed the 
aims of the "new social forces". 

New Fields 
Of course, all previous editions of 

the BRS had taken full account of 
"the new fields of struggle" which 
emerge as now one, now another, 
particular contradiction of capitalism 
temporarily takes the centre of the 
stage and provides the key link in the 
chain of interconnected fronts of 
struggle against monopoly capital
ism, the link upon which oppressed 
people must focus all their efforts if 
the chain as a whole is to be fulled 
forward. But neither unemployment, 
nor the war danger, nor racial or 
gender oppression, nor problems of 
the environment are·wholly "new". 

They have long been aspects of 
the life of all working people and 
have therefore always been a part of 
the struggles of the working class. 
The fight for jobs, for nuclear disar
mament, for a healthy environment, 
for racial and gender equality affect 
the interest of the wor1<ing class above 
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all, because in Britain it is workers 
who are unemployed, who are killed 
in wars, who are affected by pollu
tion, and it is working-class women 
and black workers who are the over
whelming majority of the specially 
oppressed. 

Of course single issue movements 
have always been formed which can 
combine people from more than one 
class. But it need hardly be said that 
the sheer weight of the working class 
in Britain means that any effective 
mass movement must consist over
whelmingly of people from the work
ing class and take account of their 
class interest. It is true that not all 
workers feel equally each and every 
one of the effects of capitalism, but 
racial and gender oppression, be
cause they reinforce imperialism and 
split the working class, are a con
cern of the whole class and its unity, 
and not just those specially op
pressed. In the same way, security 
from nuclear destruction, from global 
pollution, from poverty and unem
ployment are not the interest only or 
even mainly of some "new social 
forces" as a separate section of the 
population. They are the interests of 
all working people. 

Because new problems do not arise 
at the same time or with the same 
intensity for all people, the mass 
organisations of the working class 
are not always the first to react, or to 
become vocal. But if those who 
react first pursue their interests in a 
sectarian, impatient or arrogant way, 
they slow down the mobilisation of 
the mass organisations of the work
ing class. Instead of fighting to win 
the working class and draw on its 
numbers and organisational experi
ence so as to develop effective mass 
movements, the most enthusiastic 
supporters of Si'lJie issue movements 
have only too frequently used any 
caution or slowness to move on the 
part of the trade unions as a reason 
to deny the leading role of the work
ing class, and to justify their treat
ment of it as just another and even a 
backward one at that - of many so
cial forces. 

If the working class can be viewed 
as backward, then a Communist Party 
would be held back by devotion to a 
working-class ideology, and would 
be more successful if it treated itself 
as outside the working class move
ment, both in its political work and in 
its own ideology, aims and organisa
tional forms. That is the logic of the 

revisionist position. 
Thus the section on the New So

cial Forces and Movements was the 
particular weak point through which 
revisionism made its break through 
and fanned out into an overall attack. 

There are warnings here for 
Communists when they draft their 
programme. It was not the purpose 
of this statement to give a full expla
nation of the way revisionism was 
able to take hold. But a substantial 
part of it was played by the honest, 
but mistaken acceptance of ambi
guities as inevitable in the limited 
time for discussion and drafting of 
compromise formulations in the in
terest of formal unity, and of the sac
rifice of scientific, Marxist-Leninist, 
precision to popular presentation. 
We have learned through tragic 
experience that clarity and rigour in 
theory are necessities not luxuries 
in the programme of a Marxist
Leninist Party. 

Programme 
In the current process of discus

sion and decision on the Draft Pro
gramme of the Communist Party of 
Britain, it is helpful to remind our
selves what a programme is for, 
what function it performs. u ·-

In its most general form this was 
given already in the first programme, 
The Communist Manifesto!'The 
Communists fight for the attainment 
of the immediate aims, for the en
forcement of the momentary inter
ests of the working class, but in the 
movement of the present they also 
represent and take care of the future 
of that movement." 

How to connect the future, the goal 
of socialism, with the fight for imme
diate aims, is a question which is 
always posed on concrete, historical 
conditions. As Lenin reminded us: 

"Nothing but an objective account 
of the totality of all the mutual rela
tionships of all the classes of a given 
society without exception, and con
sequently an account of the objec
tive stage of development of this 
society as well as an account of the 
mutual relationships between it and 
other societies, can serve as the 
basis for the tactics of the advanced 
class." 

Developing these concepts for 
Britain in our epoch, the Draft Pro
gramme states:"The British Road to 
Socialism is based upon the theory 
of scientific socialism first elaborated 

by Marx and Engels and developed 
by Lenin, creatively applying that 
theory to the contemporary situation 
in Britain and the world ... It has to be 
constantly tested in practice and re
assessed in the light of experience, 
both in Britain and internationally. In 
our programme we make clear our 
view: 

"FIRST, that the major social and · 
economic problems which we face 
today can only be resolved by put
ting an end to capitalism and estab
lishing socialism. 

"SECOND, that to achieve social
ism, the working class and its allies 
must take political, economic and 
state power out of the hands of the 
capitalist class. 

"THIRD, that decisive advances 
towards socialism can only be 
achieved by mobilising the mass of 
the people in support of an interme
diate Alternative Economic and Po
litical Strategy aimed at securing full 
employment and a general improve
ment in living standards, a wide 
extension of democracy and a genu
ine policy for peace. 

"FOURTH, that the socialist revo
lution can be carried through in Brit
ain by a combination of a socialist 
parliamentary majority and mass 
struggle outside parliament, ensur
ing a government that is determined 
and able to implement a socialist 
programme. 

"FIFTH, that the shift in the bal
ance of forces internationally against 
imperialism adds to the problems 
confronting any attempt at outside 
intervention in support of the ruling 
class, though it does not exclude the 
possibility that such attempts would 
be made in one form or another. 

"SIXTH, that the forces exist which 
can put Britain on a course for social
ism, and that the need is to unite 
them in a democratic anti-monopoly 
alliance led by the organised work
ing class. 

"SEVENTH, that essential to the 
achievement of the alliance and the 
advance to socialism is the building 
of an effective and much bigger 
Communist Party." 

Finally, in contradistinction to the 
revisionists, "our programme is based 
upon confidence in the ability of the 
British people, led by the organised 
working class, to overcome all oppo
sition and transform our country into 
a socialist society where the poten
tialities of every individual would be 
realised to the full." 


