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Few questions have produced more bitterness in Marxist
circles than that of the relation between the party and the

class. More heat has probably been generated in acrimonious

disputes oyer this subject than any other: In generation after
generation the same epiphets.are-thrown about—‘bureaucrat’,
‘substitutionist’, ‘elitist’, ‘autocrat’. " 3

Yet the principles underlying-such debate have usually been
confused. This despite the importance of the issues invoIvgd.
For instance, the split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks

that occurred over the nature of the organisation of the party

in 1903 found many of those who were to be on.the opposite
side of the barricades to_Lenin in 1917 in his faction (for )
instance, Plekhanov), while against him were revolutionaries

‘of the stature of Trotsky and Rosa "Luxemburg. Nor was this-

confusion an isolated ineident. It-has been a continuous .
feature of revolutionary discussion. Tt is worth recalling
Trotsky’s remarks, at the second Congress of the Comintern,
in reply to Paul Levi’s contention that the mass of workers
of Europe and America understood the need for a party.
Trotsky points out that the situation is much more complex
than this: 3
'If the question is posed in the abstract ‘then I see
{ Scheidemann -on the one side and, on.the other,’ _
| American or French or Spanish syndicates who not °
only wish to fight against the bourgeoisie, but who,
unlike Scheidemann, really want to tear its head off—
for this reason T say that I prefer to discuss with these
Spanish, American or French comrades in order to
prove to them that the party is indispensable for the
fulfilment of the historical mission which is placed
upon them .. . T will try to prove this to them in a
comradely way, on the basis of my own experience,
and not by counterposing to them Scheidemann’s long
years of experience saying that for the majority the
question has already been settled . .. What is there
in common between me and a Renaudel who excel-
lently understands the need of the party, or an Albert
Thomas and other gentlemen whom I do not even
want to call “comrades” so as not to violate the rules
of decency?’

The difficulty, to which Trotsky reférs—that both Social
Democrats and Bolsheviks refer to the ‘need for a party’,
although what they mean by this are quite distinct things—
has been aggravated in the years since by the rise of Stalinism.
The vocabulary of Bolshevism was taken over and used for
purposes quite opposed to those who formulated it. Yet too
often those who have continued in the revolutionary

tradition opposed to both Stalinism and Social Democracy
have not taken Trotsky’s points in 1920 seriously. They have
often relied on ‘experience’ to prove the need for a party,
although the experience is that of Stalinism and Social
Democracy.

It will be the contention of this argument that most of the
discussion even in revolutionary circles is, as a consequence,
discussion for or against basically Stalinist or Social-
Democratic conceptions of organisation. It will be held that
the sort of organisational views developed implicity in the
writings and actions of Lenin are radically different to both
these conceptions. This has been obscured by the Stalinist
debasement of the theory and practice of the October
revolution and the fact that the development of the Bolshevik
Party took place under conditions of illegality and was often
argued for in the language of orthodox Social Democracy.

2. The Social-Democratic View of the Relation of Party
and Class

The classical theories of Social Democracy—which were not
fundamentally challenged by any of the Marxists before 1914
—of necessity gave the party a central role in the develop-
ment towards socialism. For this development was seen
essentially as being through a continuous and smooth growth
of working-class organisation and consciousness under
capitalism. Even those Marxists, such as Kautsky, who
rejected the idea that there could be a gradual transition to
socialism accepted that what was needed for the present was
continually to extend organisational strength and electoral
following. The growth of the party was essential so as to
ensure that when the transition to socialism inevitably came,
whether through elections or through defensive violence by
the working class, the party capable of taking over and
forming the basis of the new state (or the old one refurbished)
would exist.
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The development of a mass working-class party is seen as
being an inevitable corollary of the tendencies of capitalist
development] ‘Forever greater grows the number of
proletarians,more gigantic the army of superfluous labourers,
and sharper the opposition between exploiters and exploited™,
crises ‘naturally occur on an increasing scale’?, ‘the majority
of people sink ever deeper into want and misery™, ‘the
intervals of prosperity become ever shorter; the length of the
crises ever longer’.* This drives greater numbers of workers
‘into instinctive opposition to the existing order.’ Social
Democracy, basing itself upon ‘independent scientific investi-
gation by bourgeois thinkers’ exists to raise the workers to
the level where they have a ‘clear insight into social laws.””
Such a movement ‘springing out of class antagonisms . . .
cannot meet with anything more than temporary defeats, and
must ultimately win.”® ‘Revolutions are not made at will . . .
They come with inevitable necessity.” The central mechanisms
involved in this development is that of parliamentary
elections (although even Kautsky played with the idea of
the General Strike in the period immediately after 1905-6).°
‘We have no reason to believe that armed insurrection . . .
will play a central role nowadays.”® Rather, ‘it (parliament)
is the miost powerful lever that can be used to raise the
proletariat out of its economic, social and moral degrada-
tion.”! The uses of this by the working class makes ‘parlia-
mentarianism begin to change its character. It ceases to be a
mere tocl in the hands of the bourgeoisie.”? In the long run
such activities must lead to the organisation of the working
class and to a situation where the socialist party has the
majority and will form the government. ‘. . . (The Labour
Party) must have for its purpose the conquest of the govern-
ment in the interests of the class it represents. Economic
development will lead naturally to the accomplishments of
this purpose.”®

Not only did this perspective lay the basis for most socialist
action throughout western Europe in the forty years prior to
the First World War, it also went virtually unchallenged
theoretically, at least from the Left. Lenin’s astonishment at
the SPD’s support for the war is well known. Not so often
understood, however, is the fact that even Left critics of
Kautsky, such as Rosa Luxemburg, had not rejected the
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foundations of the theory of the relation of the party to the
class and of the development of class consciousness implied.
Their criticisms of Kautskyism tended to remain within the
_overa]l theoretical ground provided by Kautskyism.

What is central for the Social Democrat is that the party
represents the class. Outside of the party the worker has no
consciousness. Indeed, Kautsky himself seemed to have an
almost pathological fear of what the workers would do
without the party and of the associated dangers of a
‘premature’ revolution. Thus it had to be the party that takes
power. Other forms of working-class organisation and activity
can help, but must be subordinated to the bearer of
political consciousness.

“This ““direct action” of the unions can operate effec-

tively only as an auxiliary and reinforcement to and

not as a substitute for parliamentary action.’**

3. The Revolutionary Left and Social-Democratic Theories
No sense can be made of any of the discussions that took
place in relation to questions of organisation of the party
prior to 1917 without understanding that this Social-Demo-
cratic view of the relation of party and class was nowhere
explicitly challenged (except among the anarchists who
rejected any notion of a party). Its assumptions were shared
even by those, such as Rosa Luxemberg, who opposed
orthodox Social Democracy from the point of view of mass
working-class self-activity. This was not a merely theoretical
failing. Tt followed from the historical situation. The Paris
Commune was the only experience then of working-class
power, and that had been for a mere two months in a
predominantly petty-bourgeois city. Even the 1905 revolution
gave only the most embryonic expression of how a workers’
state would in fact be organised. The fundamental forms of
workers’ power—the Soviets, the workers’ councils—were not

frecognised. Thus Trotsky, who had been President of the
;Petrograd Soviet in 1905, does not mention them in his
analysis of the lessons of 1905, Results and Prospects.

Virtually alone in foreseeing the socialist content of the
Russian revolution, Trotsky did not begin to see the form
this would take.



‘Revolution is first and foremost a question of power
—not of the state form (constituent assembly, republic,
united states) but.of the social content of the govern-
ment.’?3
There was a similar omission in Rosa Luxemburg’s response
to 1905, The Mass Strike. Not until the February revolution
did the Soviet become central in Lenin’s writings and
thoughts.2¢

The revolutionary Left never fully accepted Kautsky’s
position of seeing the party as the direct fore-runner of the
workers® state. Luxemburg’s writings, for instance, recognise
the conservatism of the party and the need for the masses
to go beyond and outside it from a very early stage.!” But
there is never an explicit rejection of the official Social-
Democratic position. Yet without the theoretical clarification
of the relationship between the party and the class there
could be no possibility of clarity over the question of the
necessary _internal organisation of the party. Without a
rejection of the Social-Democratic model, there could not be
the beginnings of a real discussion about revolutionary

" organisation.

This is most clearly the case with Rosa Luxemburg. It
would be wrong to fall into the trap (carefully laid by both
Stalinist and would-be followers of Luxemburg) of ascribing
to her a theory of ‘spontaneity’ that ignores the need for a
party. Throughout her writings there is stress upon the need
for a party and the positive role it must play:

‘In Russia, however, the Social-Democratic Party must

make up by its own efforts an entire historical period.

It must lead the Russian proletarians from their present

‘““atomised” condition, which prolongs the autocratic

regime, to a class organisation that would help them

to become aware of their historical objectives and

prepare them to struggle to dchieve those objectives.?8

.. . The task of Social Democracy does not consist

in the technical preparation and direction of mass

strikes, but first and foremost in the political leader-

_ship of the whole movement.’*®
The Social Democrats are the most enlightened, the
most class-conscious vanguard of the proletariat. They

cannot and dare not wait, in a fatalistic fashion with
folded arms for the advent of the *‘revolutionary
situation”.”2°

Yet there is a continual equivocation in Luxemburg’s writings
on the role of the party. She was concerned that the leading
role of the party should not be too great—for she identified
this as ‘the prudent position of Social Democracy”.?* She
identified ‘centralism’, which she saw as anyway necessary

(‘the Social Democracy is, as a rule, hostile to any manifes-
tation of localism or federalism’??) with the ‘conservatism
inherent in such an organ (i.e. the Central Committee).’?*
Such equivocation cannot be understood without taking
account of the concrete situation Luxemburg was really
concerned about. She was a leading member of the SPD, but
always uneasy about its mode of operation. When she really
wanted to illustrate the dangers of centralism it was to this
that she referred: )

‘The present tactical policy of the German Social

Democracy has won universal esteem because it is

supple as well as firm. This is a sign of the fine

adaptation of our party to the conditions of a parlia-

mentary regime . . . However, the very perfection of

this adaptation is already closing vaster horizéns to

our party’.
Brilliantly prophetic as this is of what was to happen in 1914,
she does not begin to explain the origins of the increasing
sclerosis and ritualism of SPD, let alone indicate ways of
fighting this. Conscious individualists and groups cannot resist
this trend. For ‘such inertia is due. to a large degree to the
fact that it is inconvenient to define, within the vacuum of
abstract hypotheses, the lines and forms of non-existent
political situations.’* Bureaucratisation of the party is seen
as an inevitable phenomenon that only a limitation on the
degree of cohesion and efficiency of the party can overcome.

It is not a particular form of organisation and conscious
direction, but organisation and conscious direction as such
that limit the possibilities for the ‘self-conscious movement
of the majority in the interests of the majority’.
“The unconscious comes before the conscious. The logic
of history comes before the subjective logic of the



human beings who participate in the historic process.

The tendency is for the directing organs of the socialist

party to play a conservative role.’?*
There is a correct and important element in this argument:
the tendency for certain sorts of organisations to be unable
(or unwilling) to respond to a rapidly changing situation. One
only has to think of the Maximalist wing of the Italian
Socialist Party in 1919, the whole of the ‘centre’ of the Second
International in 1914, the Menshevik-Internationalists in
1917, or the KPD in 1923. Even the Bolshevik Party con-
tained a very strong tendency to exhibit such conservatism.
But Luxemburg, having made the diagnosis, makes no
attempt to locate its source, except in epistemological gener-
alities, or looks for organisational remedies. There is a strong
fatalism in her hope that the ‘unconscious’ will be able to
correct the ‘conscious’. Despite her superb sensitivity to the
peculiar tempo of development of the mass movement—
particularly in The Mass Strike—she shies away from trying
to work out a clear conception of the sort of political organ-
isation that can harness such spontaneous developments.
Paradoxically this most trenchant critic of bureaucratic
ritualism and parliamentary cretinism argued in the 1903
debate for precisely that faction of the Russian party that
was.to be the most perfected historical embodiment of these
failings: the Mensheviks. In Germany political opposition

to Kautskyism, which already was developing at the turn
of the century and was fully formed by 1910, did not take on
concrete organisational forms for another five years.
Considerable parallels exist between Luxemburg’s position
and that which Trotsky adheres to up to 1917. He too is very
aware of the danger of bureaucratic ritualism:
‘The work of agitation and organisation among the
ranks of the proletariat has an internal inertia. The
European Socialist Parties particularly the largest of
them. the German Social-Democratic Party, have
developed an inertia in proportion as the great masses
have embraced socialism and the more these masses
have become organised and disciplined. As a conse-
quence of this, Social Democracy as an organisation
embodying the political experience of the proletariat
may at a certain moment become a direct obstacle to
open conflict between the workers and bourgeois
reaction.’?®

Again his revolutionary spirit leads him to distrust all
centralised organisation. Lenin’s conception of the party can,
according to Trotsky in 1904, only lead to the situation in
which: ’
"*. .. The organisation of the Party substitutes itself for
the party as a whole; then the Central Committee
substitutes itself for the organisation; and finally the
“dictator” substitutes himself for the Central Com-
. Mmittee."’ )
But for Trotsky the real problems of working-class power
can only be solved,
‘by way of systematic struggle between .. . many trends
inside socialism, trends which will inevitably emerge
as soon as the proletarian dictatorship poses tens and
hundreds of new . . . problems. No strong “domin-
eering” organisation will be able to suppress these
trends and controversies . . ."**
Yet Trotsky’s fear of organisational rigidity leads him also to
support that tendency in the inner-party struggle in Russia
which was historically to prove itself most frightened by the
spontaneity of mass action. Although he was to become
increasingly alienated from the Mensheviks politically, he did
not begin to build up an organisation in opposition to them
until very late. Whether he was correct or not in his criticisms
of Lenin in 1904 (and we believe he was wrong), he was only
able to become an effective historical actor in 1917 by joining
Lenin’s party. -

If organisation does produce bureaucracy and inertia Luxem-
burg and the young Trotsky were undoubtedly right about
the need to limit the aspirations towards centralism and
cohesion among revolutionaries. But it is important to accept
all the consequences of this position. The most important
must be a historical fatalism. Individuals can struggle among
the working class for their ideas, and these ideas can be

“important in giving workers the necessary consciousness and -

confidence to fight for their own Jiberation. But revolution-
aries can never build the organisation capable of giving them
effectiveness and cohesion in action comparable to that of
those who implicitly accept present ideologies. For to do so is
inevitably to limit the self-activity of the masses, the. '
‘unconscious’ that precedes the ‘conscious’. The result must be
to wait for ‘spontancous’ dévelopments among the masses. In
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the meantime one might as well put up with the organisations
that exist at present, even if one disagrees with them politi-
cally, as being the best possible, as being the maximum
present expression of the spontaneous development of the

. masses.

4. Lenin and Gramsci on the Party and the Class

In the writings of Lenin there is an ever present implicit
recognition of the problems that worry Luxemburg and
Trotsky so much. But there is not the same fatalistic suc-
cumbing to them. There is an increasing recognition that it is
not organisation as such, but particular forms and aspects of
organisation that give rise to these. Not until the First World
War and then the events in 1917 gave an acute expression to
the faults of old forms of organisation did Lenin begin to

give explicit notice of the radically new conceptions he him-
self was developing. Even then these were not fully developed.
The destruction of the Russian working class, the collapse of
any meaningful Soviet system (i.e. one based upon real
workers’ councils), and the rise of Stalinism, smothered the
renovation of socialist theory. The bureaucracy that arose
with the decimation and demoralisation of the working class
took over the theoretical foundations of the revolution, to
distort them into an ideology justifying its own interests and
crimes. Lenin’s view of what the party is and how it should
function in relation to the class and its institutions, was no
sooner defined as against older Social-Democratic conceptions
with any clarity than it was again obscured by a new Stalinist
ideology.

Many of Lenin’s conceptions are, however, taken up and
given clear and coherent theoretical form by the Italian
Antonio Gramsci.?®

What is usually ignored by commentators on Lenin is that
throughout his writings are two intertwined and comple-
mentary conceptions, which to the superficial observer seem
contradictory. Firstly there is continual stress on the possi-
bilities of sudden transformations of working-class conscious-
ness, on the unexpected upsurge that characterises working-
class self-activity, on deep-rooted instincts in the working class
that lead it to begin to reject habits of deference and
subservience.
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‘In the history of revolutions there come to light
contradictions that have ripened for decades and cen-
turies. Life becomes unusually eventful. The masses,
which have always stood in the shade and therefore
have often been despised by superficial observers,
enter the political arena as active combatants . . .
These masses are making heroic efforts to rise to the
occasion and cope with the gigantic tasks of world
significance imposed upon them by history; and how-
ever great individual defeats may be, however
shattering to us the rivers of blood and the thousands
of victims, nothing will ever compare in importance
with this direct training that the masses and the classes
receive in the course of the revolutionary struggle
itself.’s°

‘... We are able to appreciate the importance of the
slow, steady and often imperceptible work of political
education which Social Democrats have always con-
ducted and always will conduct. But we must not
allow what in the present circumstances would be
still more dangerous—a lack of faith in the powers
of the people. We must remember what a tremendous
educational and organisational power the revolution
has, when mighty historical events force the man in
the street out of his remote garret or basement corner, and
make a citizen of him. Months of revolution sometimes
educate citizens more quickly and fully than decades
of political stagnation.’s*

“The working class is instinctively, spontaneously
Social Democratic.’? ’

“The special condition of the proletariat in capitalistic
society leads to a striving of workers for socialism; a
union of them with the Socialist Party bursts forth with
a spontaneous force in the very early stages of the
movement.’s?

Even in the worst months after the outbreak of war in 1914
he could write:

“The objective war-created situation . . . is inevitably
engendering revolutionary sentiments; it is tempering
and enlightening all the finest and most class-conscious
proletarians. A sudden change in the mood of the
masses is not only possible, but is becoming more and

more probable . . %



In 1917 this faith in the masses leads him in April and in
August-September into conflict with his own party:
‘Lenin said more than once that the masses are to the
Left of the party. He knew the party was to the Left
of its own upper layer of “old Bolsheviks™."
In relation to the ‘Democratic Conference’ he can write:
‘We must draw the masses into the discussion of this
question. Class-conscious workers must take the matter
into their own hands, organise the discussion and exert
pressure on “those at the top™.”*

There is, however, a second fundamental element in Lenin’s
thought and practice: the stress on the role of theory and of
the party as the bearer of this. The most well kriown recog-
nition of this occurs in What is to be done when Lenin writes
that ‘Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolu-
tionary practice.”s” But it is the theme that recurs at every
stage in his activities, not only in 1903, but also in 1905 and
1917 at exactly the same time that he was cursing the failure
of the party to respond to the radicalisation of the masses.
And for him the party is something very different from the
mass organisations of the whole class. It is always a vanguard
organisation, membership of which requires a dedication not
to be found in most workers. (But this does not mean that
Lenin ever wanted an organisation only of professional
revolutionaries.*®) This might seem a clear contradiction.
Particularly as in 1903 Lenin uses arguments drawn from
Kautsky which imply that only the party can imbue the class
with a socialist consciousness, while later he refers to the
class being more ‘to the Left’ than the party. In fact however,
to see a contradiction here is to fail to understand the
fundamentals of Lenin’s thinking on these issues. For the real
theoretical basis for his argument on the party is not that
the working class is incapable on its own of coming to
theoretical socialist consciousness. This he admits at the
second congress of the RSDLP when he denies that ‘Lenin
takes no account whatever of the fact that the workers too
have a share in the formation of an ideology’ and adds that

‘.. . The *““economists” have gone to one extreme. To
straighten matters out somebody had to pull in the other
direction—and that is what I have done.”™
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(The real basis for his argument is that the level of conscious-

ness in the working class is never uniform. However rapidly
the mass of workers learn in a revolutionary situation, some
sections will still be more advanced than others. To merely
take delight in the spontaneous transformation is to accept
uncritically whatever transitory products this throws up. But
these reflect the backwardness of the class as well as its
movement forward, its situation in bourgeois society as well
as its potentiality of further development so as to make a
revolution. Workers are not automatons without ideas. If
they are not won over to a socialist world view by the inter-
vention of conscious revolutionaries, they will continue to
accept the bourgeois ideology of existing society. This is all
the more likely because it is an ideology that flavours all
aspects of life at present and is perpetuated by all media.
Even were some workers ‘spontaneously” to come to a fully
fledged scientific standpoint they would still have to argue
with others who had not.

‘To forget the distinction between the vanguard and

the whole of the masses gravitating towards it, to forget

the vanguard’s constant duty of raising ever wider

sections to its own advanced level, means simply to

deceive oneself, to shut one’s eyes to the immensity

of our tasks, and to narrow down these tasks.’*° //
This argument is not one that can be restricted to a particular
historical period. It is not one, as some people would like to
argue, that applies to the backward Russian working class of
1902 but not to those in the advanced nations today. The
absolute possibilities for the growth of working-class con-
sciousness may be higher in the latter, but the very nature of
capitalist society continues to ensure a vast unevenness within
the working class. To deny this is to confuse the revolutionary
potential of the working class with its present situation.
As he writes against the Mensheviks (and Rosa Luxemburg! )
in 1905:

‘Use fewer platitudes about the development of the

| independent activity of the workers—the workers
1 display no end of independent revolutionary activity

which you do not notice! —but see to it rather that

you do not demoralise undeveloped workers by your

own tailism.’**



‘There are two sorts of independent activity. There is
the independent activity of a proletariat that possesses
revolutionary initiative, and there is the independent
activity of a proletariat that is undeveloped and held
in leading strings . . . There are Social Democrats to
this day who contemplate with reverence the second
kind of activity, who believe they can evade a direct
reply to pressing questions of the day by repeating the
word “class” over and over again.’*? §
In short: stop talking about what the class as a Whole can
achieve, and start talking about how we as part of its devel-
opment are going to act. As Gramsci writes:

‘Pure spontaneity does not exist in history: it would
have to coincide with pure mechanical action. In the
“most spontaneous’’ of movements the elements of
“conscious direction” are only uncontrollable . . .

There exists a multiplicity of elements of conscious

direction in these movements, but none of them is

predominate . , .’*
Man is never without some conception of the world. He never
develops apart from some collectivity. ‘For his conception of
the woild a man always belongs to some grouping, and
precisely to that of all the social elements who share the same
way of thinking and working.” Unless he is involved in a
constant process of criticism of his world view so as to bring
it the coherence:

‘He belongs simultaneously to a multiplicity of men-
masses, his own personality is made up in a queer
way. It contains elements of the caveman and prin-
ciples of the most modern advanced learning, shabby
prejudices of all past historical phases, and intuitions
of a future philosophy of the human race united all
over the world.’#

‘The active man of the masses works practically, but
does not have a clear theoretical consciousness of his
actions, which is also a knowledge of the world inso-

“far as he changes it. Rather his theoretical conscious-
ness may be opposed to his actions. We can almost
say that he has two theoretical consciousnesses (or one
.contradictory consciousness), one implicit in his

actions, which unites him with all his colleagues in
the practical transformation of reality, and one super-
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fically explicit or verbal which he has inherited from
the past and which he accepts without criticism:” (This
division can reach the point) ‘where the contradiction
within his consciousness will not permit any action,
any decision, any choice, and produces a state of
moral and political passivity.**
‘... All action is the result of diverse wills affected
with a varying'degree of intensity, of consciousness.
of homogeneity with the entire mass of the collective
will . . . It is clear that the corresponding, implicit
theory will be a combination of beliefs and points of
view as confused and heterogeneous.” If practical
forces released at a certain historical point are to be
‘effective and expansive’ it is necessary to ‘construct
on a determined practice a theory that, coinciding
with and being identified with the decisive elements
of the same practice, accelerates the historical process
in act, makes the practice more homogenous, coherent,
more efficacious in all its elements . . "¢

In this sense the question as to the preferability of ‘spon-
taneity’ or ‘conscious direction’ becomes that of whether it is:

‘preferable to think without having a critical aware-

ness, in a disjointed and irregular way, in other words

to “participate” in a conception of the world

“imposed” mechanically by external environment,

that is by one of the many social grqups in which

evervone is automatically involved from the time he

enters the conscious world, or is it preferable to work

out one’s own conception of the world consciously

and critically.™”
Parties exist in order to act in this situation to propogate a
particular world view and the practical activity corresponding
to it. They attempt to unite together into a collectivity all
those who share a particular world view and to spread this.
They exist to give homogeneity to the mass of individuals
influenced by a variety of ideologies and interests. But they
can do this in two ways.

The first Gramsci characterises as that of the Catholic
Church. This attempts to bind a variety of social classes and
strata to a single ideology. It attempts to unite intellectuals
and ‘ordinary people’ in a single organised world view. But it
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= can only do this by an iron discipline over the intellectuals
that reduces them to the level of the ‘ordinary people’.
‘Marxism is antithetical to this Catholic position.” Instead it
attempts to unite intellectuals and workers so as to constantly
raise the level of consciousness of the masses, so as to enable
them to act truly independently. This is precisely why
Marxists cannot merely ‘worship’ the spontaneity of the
masses: this would be to copy the Catholics in trying to
impose on the most advanced sections the backwardness of
the least.

For Gramsci and Lenin this means that the party is con-
stantly trying to make its newest members rise to the level of
understanding of its oldest. It has always to be able to react
to the ‘spontaneous’ developments of the class, to attract
those elements that are developing a clear consciousness as a
.result of these.
‘To be a party of the masses not only in name, we
must get ever wider masses to share in all Party
affairs, steadily to elevate them from political indif-
ference to protest and struggle, from a general spirit
of protest to an adoption of Social-Democratic views,
from adoption of these views to support of the move-
ment, from support to organised membership in the

Party.’8
Z/The party able to fulfil these tasks will not, however, be the
party that is necessarily ‘broadest’. It will be an organisation

that combines with a constant attempt to involve in its work
ever wider circles of workers, a limitation on its membership
to those willing to seriously and scientifically appraise their
own activity and that of the party generally. This necessarily
means that the definition of what constitutes a party member
is important. The party is not to be made up of just anybody
who wishes to identify himself as belonging to it, but on,ﬁ'
those willing to accept the discipline of its organisations{ In
normal times the numbers of these will be only a relatively
small percentage of the working class; but in periods of
upsurge they will grow immeasu;ably.

There is an important contrast here with the practice in

Social-Democratic parties. Lenin himself realises this only

insofar as Russia is concerned prior to 1914, but his position
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is clear. He contrasts his aim—a ‘really iron strong organisa-
tion’, a ‘small but strong party’ of ‘all those who are out to
fight’—with the ‘sprawling monster, the new-Ishkra motley
elements of the Mensheviks’.*® This explains his insistence on
making a principle out of the question of the conditions for
membership of the party when the split with the Mensheviks
occurred.

Within Lenin’s conception those elements that he himself is
careful to regard as historically limited and those of general
application must be distinguished. The former concern the
stress on closed conspiratorial organisations and the need for
careful direction from the top down of party officials, etc.
“Under conditions of political freedom our party will
be built entirely on the elective principle. Under the
autocracy this is impracticable for the collective
thousands of workers that make up the party.’s®
Of much more general application is the stress on the need to
limit the party to those who are going to accept its discipline.
It is important to stress that for Lenin (as opposed to many
of his would-be followers) this is not a blind acceptance of
authoritarianism. The revolutionary party exists so as to
make it possible for the most conscious and militant workers
and intellectuals to engage in scientific discussion as a prelude
to concerted and cohesive action. This is not possible without
general participation in party activities. This requires clarity
and precision in argument combined with organisational .
decisiveness. The alternative is the ‘marsh’—where elements
motivated by scientific precision are so mixed up with those
who are irremediably confused as to prevent any decisive
action, effectively allowing the most backward to lead. The
discipline necessary for such a debate is the discipline of
those who have ‘combined by a freely adopted decision’.5*
Unless the party has clear boundaries and unless it is
coherent enough to implement decisions, discussion over its
decisions, far from being ‘free’ is pointless. Centralism for
Lenin is far from being the opposite of developing the
initiative and independence of party members: it is the pre-
condition of this. It is worth noting how Lenin summed up
the reasons for his battle for centralism over the previous
two years in 1905. Talking of the role of the central organ-
isation and of the central paper he says that the result was
to be the:

17



‘creation of a network of agents . . . that . . . would
not have to sit round waiting for the call to insurrec-
tion. but would carry out such regular activity that
would guarantee the highest probability of success in
the event of an insurrection. Such activity would
strengthen our connections with the broadest masses
of the workers and with all strata that are discon-
tented with the aristocracy . . . Precisely such
activity would serve to cultivate the ability to estimate
correctly the general political situation and, conse-
quently, the ability to select the proper moment for
the uprising. Precisely such activity would train all
local organisations to respond simultaneously to the
same political questions, incidents, and events that
agitate the whole of Russia and to react to these
“incidents” in the most rigorous, uniform and
expedient manner possible . . %% oo
By being part of such an organisation worker and intellectual
alike are trained to assess their own concrete situation in
accordance with the scientific socialist activity of thousands
of others. ‘Discipline’ means acceptance of the need to relate
individual experience to the total theory and practice of the
party. As such it is not opposed to, but a necessary pre-
requisite of the ability to make independent evaluations of
concrete situations. That is also why ‘discipline’ for Lenin
does not mean_hidi iffer i
buf rather exposing them to the full light of day so as to argu¢

them out. Only in this way can the m

sc@t_‘_e’vj]ﬁam. The party organ must be open to the
ophions of those it considers inconsistent.

‘It is necessary in our view to do the utmost—even if
it involves certain departures from tidy patterns of
centralism and from absolute obedience to discipline
—to enable these grouplets to speak out and give the
whole Party the opportunity to weigh the importance
or unimportance of those differences and to deter-
mine where, how and on whose part inconsistency is
shown.’s®
In short, what matters is that there is political clarity and
hardness in the party so as to ensure that all its members are
brought into its debate and understand the-relevance of their
own activity. That is why it is absurd, as the Mensheviks tried
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to do, and as some people still do, to confuse the party with
the class/The class as a whole is constantly engaged in
unconsci6us opposition to capitalism; the party is that section
of it that is already conscious and unites to try to give
conscious direction to the struggle of the rest. Its discipline
is not something imposed from the top downwards, but rather
something that is voluntarily accepted by all those who
participate in its decisions and act to implement these. {

5. The Social-Democratic Party, the Bolshevik Party and
the Stalinist Party

We can now see the difference between the party as Lenin
conceived it and the Social-Democratic party simultaneously
envisaged and feared by Rosa Luxemburg and Trotsky. The

" latter was thought of as a party of the whole class. The

coming to power of the class was to be the party taking
power. All the tendencies within the class had to be repre-
sented within it. Any split within it was to be conceived of as
a split within the class. Centralisation, although recognised as
necessary, was feared as a centralisation over and against
the spontaneous activity of the class. Yet it was precisely in
this sort of party that the ‘autocratic’ tendencies warned
against by Luxemburg were to develop most within it
the confusion of member and sympathiser, the massive
apparatus needed to hold together a mass of only half politi-
cised members in a series of social activities, led to a toning
down of political debate, a lack of political seriousness, which
in turn reduced the ability of the members to make indepen-
dent political evaluations, increased the need for apparatus-
induced involvement. Without an organisational centralisa-
tion aimed at giving clarity and decisiveness to political
differences, the independenice of the rank-and-fle members
WS Ot 1o be permanently undermined, Ties of personal
alfection or of deference to established leaders become more
important than scientific, political evaluation. In the marsh,
where no-one takes a clear road, even if the wrong one, then
there is no argument as to which is the right one. Refusal to
relate organisational ties to political evaluations, even if done
under the noble intention of maintaining a ‘mass party’ neces-
sarily led to organisational loyalties replacing political ones.
This in turn entailed a failure to act independently given
opposition from old colleagues (the clearest example of this
tendency was undoubtedly Martov in 1917).
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It is essential to understand that the Stalinist party is not a
variant of the Bolshevik party. It too was domxnated by
organisational structures. Adherence t jon-
rather than to the politics of the organisation mattered.
Theory existed to justify an externally determined practice,
not vice-versa. Orgamsauonal loyalties of the apparatus are
responsible for political decisions (the former relate in turn
to the needs of the Russian state apparatus). It is worth noting
that'in Russna a real v;gto;y of the apparatus.over the party
required. precisely the bnﬁgmg into the party of hundreds of
thousands of ‘sympathisers’, a dilution of the ‘party’ by the
‘class’. At best politically unsure of themselves, the ‘Lenin
levy’ could be relied upon to defer to the apparatus. The The

Leninist party does not suffer from this tendency to burcgy_
cratic control precisely because it restricts its membership to

those willing to be serious and disciplined enough to take
political and theoretical issues as their starting point, and to
subordinate all their activities to these.

But does this not imply a very elitist conception of the party?
In a sense it does, although this is not the fault of the party,
but of life itself, which gives rise to an uneven development
of working-class consciousness. ‘The party to be effective has
to aim at recruiting all those it conceives of as being most
‘advanced’. It cannot reduce its own Jevel of science and
consciousness merely in order not to be an ‘elite’. It cannot,
for instance, accept that chauvinist workers are ‘as good as’
internationalist party members, so as to take account of the
‘self-activity’ of the class. But to be a ‘vanguard’ is not the
same as to substitute one’s own desires, or policies or
interests for those of the class.

Here it is important to sce that for Lenin the party is not the
embtyo of the workers’ s!ate——-lhc Workers Council is. The

ing class as a W| VoIV organisations
lhat constitute its state, 1he most backward as well as the most
progressvc elements. ‘Every cook will govern’. In Lenin’s
ma)or work on the state, the party is hardly mentioned.

The function of the party is not to be (he state, but rather to
carry out continual agitation and propaganda among more
buckwardelcmenuohheclassloanomsethmselfcon-
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sciousness and self reliance to the pitch that they will both
set up workers’ councils and fight to overthrow the forms of
organisation of the bourgeois state. The Soviet state is the
highest concrete embodiment of the self-activity of the whole
working class; the party is that section of the class that is
most conscious of the world historical implications of this
self-activity.

[
The functions of the workers® state and of the party should
be quite different (which is why there can be more than one
party in a workers’ state). One has to represent all the diverse
interests of all the sections—geographical, industrial, etc.—
of the workers. It has to recognise in its mode of organisation
all the heterogeneity of the class. The party, on the other
hand, is built around those things that unite the class nation-
ally and internationally. It constantly aims, by ideological
persuasion, to overcome the heterogeneity of the class. It is
concerned with national and international political principles,
not parochial concerns of individual groups of workers. Tt
can only persuade, not coerce these into accepting its lead.
An organisation that is concerned with participating in the
revolutionary overthrow of capitalism by the working class
cannot conceive of substituting itself for the organs of direct
rule of that class. Such a perspective is only available to the
Social-Democratic or Stalinist Party (and both have been too
afraid of mass self-activity to attempt this substitution through
revolutionary practice in advanced capitalist countries).
Existing under capitalism, the revolutionary organisation will
of necessity have a quite different structure to that of the
workers’ state that will arise in the process of overthrowing
capitalism.>* The revolutionary party will have to struggle
within the institution of the workers’ state for its principles as
against those with opposed ones; this is only possible because
it itself is not the workers’ state.®®

This enables us to see that Lenin’s theory of the party and his
theory of the state are not two separate entities, capable of
being dealt with in isolation from one another. Until he
developed the theory of the state, he tended to regard the
Bolshevik Party as a peculiar adaptation to Russian circum-
stances. Given the Social-Democratic (and later the Stalinist)
conception of the party becoming the state, it is only natural

2|



for genuinely revolutionary and therefore democratic
socialists not to want to restrict the Party to the most
advanced sections of the class, even if the need for such an
organisation of the most conscious sections is recognised.
This explains Rosa Luxemburg’s ambiguity over the question
of political organisation and theoretical clarity. It enables her
to counterpose the ‘errors committed by a truly revolutionary
movement’ to the ‘infallibility of the cleverest central com-
mittee’. But if the party and the institutions of class power
are distinct (although one attempts to influence the other) the
‘infallibility’ of the one is a central component in the process
by which the other learns from its errors. It is Lenin who sees
this. It is Lenin'who draws the lessons, not (at least until the
very end of her life) Luxemburg. It is not true that ‘For
Marxists in the advanced industrial countries, Lenin’s
original position can much less serve as a guide than Rosa
Luxemburg’s . . .”*® The need is still to build an organisation
of revolutionary Marxists that will subject their situation and
that of the class as a whole to scientific scrutiny, will
ruthlessly criticise their own mistakes, and will, while engag-
ing in the everyday struggles of the mass of workers, attempt
to increase their independent self-activity by unremittingly
opposing their ideological and practical subservience to the
old society. A reaction against the identification of class and
party elite made by both Social Democracy and Stalinism is
very healthy. It should not, however, prevent a clear sighted
perspective of what we have to do to overcome their legacy.
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Some confusion creeps into the ar b of the experi of

Rfuss:a after 1918. The important point, however, is that it is not the form

::.-f ttl;]e party that produces party as opposed to Soviet rule, but the decimation

OC i e working class. (See C. Harman, How the Revolution Was Lost, IS 30.)
1iff makes this point in Trotsky on Substitutionism, but for some unaccountable

reason, llso‘ says that in Trotsky's early claims that Lenin's theory of organ-

isation was ‘substitutionist’, ‘one can se¢ his hetic genius, his ity of

looking ahead. to bring into a unified system every facet of life’. (IS 2).

IS PROGRAM IN BRIEF

We stand for socialism: collective ownership and democratic
control of the economy through workers! organizations, est-
ablished by a revolution from below and aimed toward build-
ing a classless society. We stand for an internationalist po-
licy, completely opposed to all forms of class exploitation and
in solidarity with the struggles of all oppressed peoples.

We believe in socialism from below, not dispensation from
above. Our orientation has nothing in common with the var=-
ious attempts to permeate or reform the ruling classes of the
world, or with the idea that socialism will be brought to the
masses by an elite. Socialism can only be won and built by

. the working class and all other oppressed people, in revolu~

tionary struggle.

We oppose capitalism as a system of class exploitation and as
a source of racial and imperialist oppression. In the interests
of private profit and corporate power, it presents itself in the
United States as a liberal/conservative "welfare state'', based
on a permanent war economy. It promotes unemployment,
poverty and racism; it violently suppresses militant opposi-
tion. As an international system of imperialism, U.S. capi-
talism struggles to contain and absorb the colonial revolution,
and continually deepens the underdevelopment of satellite eco~
nomies.

I.S. is an activist organization which seeks to build a mass
revolutionary movement in the United States, to train revolu-
tionary socialists, and to develop socialist theory to advance
that movement. We see ourselves, not as the revolutionary
leadership, but as part of the process of developing it; we work
toward the building of an American revolutionary socialist par-
ty ~- a party, based on the working class, which can provide
the leadership necessary for the revolutionary seizure of state
power by the working class.

We regard the working class, female and male, black and
white, blue collar and white collar, as potentially the leading
revolutionary force in society. We see great promise in the
new militancy of the labor movement, including the emergence
of black workers! organizations.
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The struggles of students and young people against imperialist
wars, and against education and training desig'ned to make them
the agents or passive victims of oppressiom, likewise are shak'-
ing society. We participate in these struggles not only for their
own sake, but also because they will help bring other sections
of the population, including young workers into motion.

We are part of the international movement against imperialist
exploitation and aggression. We support popular revolution
against American domination, and fight for the withdrawal of
American troops from all foreign lands. In vietnam, we favor
the victory of the NLF over the imperialists -~ but we believe
that the new regime will establish bureaucratic class rule, not
a socialist society.

We believe that no existing regime can be called socialist. On

a world scale, the "socialist'! countries constitute a system of

regimes and movements in different stages of development, but
with a common ideology and social origin. In place of capital~

ism, this system has achieved, and now aims at, not the abol-

ition of class society, but a new type of class system.

In some areas (e.g. France and Indonesia), the official Com=~
munist parties~both ''Soviet" and '"Chinese''~have held back mass
energies, in a search for power through maneuvers at the top.
Elsewhere, these movements have been able to organize immense
popular energies in revolutionary opposition to the capitalist
state; but the leadership of these movements does not organize
the working class to seize power for itself, nor does it intend to
establish a regime in which the masses themselves rule.

The revolutionary struggle expels capitalist imperialism and
expropriates the native capitalist class, but the leadership aims
at a social system in which that leadership constitutes a ruling
class through its control of the state which owns the means of
production, and through the repression of independent workers'
organizations. Thus, where successful, these movements have
placed in power, not the working class, but a self~perpetuating
bureaucratic class.

Taking power in backward countries, these regimes have based
their attempts to industrialize (successful or unsuccessful) on
the crushing exploitation of workers and peasants. In all cases,
popular discontent reappears, but the struggle of the masses
cannot be carried forward through the ruling party, but only in
revolutionary opposition to it. This system is no less class~
ridden, and in its fully developed form (as in the USSR) no less
imperialist than capitalism.
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We support uncompromising struggles by rank and file forces
against racism and bureaucratism in the labor movement, and
against the subordination of the workers' interests to the de-
mands of the state. In places of work, we fight to build work-
ers' political consciousness, and to link their movement with
the struggles of oppressed peoples in this society and inter-
nationally. We regard the development of a new radical party
based on rank and file workers' organizations as a giant step
in the political independence of the working class and in the
coordination of all insurgent forces.

Workers, organized as a class, can stop bourgeois society
dead in its tracks. More importantly, they can organize so-
ciety on a new basis, that of revolutionary socialism. In the
course of doing so, they will create new instruments of dem-
ocratic power, just as the workers of Paris created the Com-
mune in 1871, the workers of Russia the Soviets in 1905 and
1917, and the workers of Hungary the Workers' Councils in
1956. Our conception of socialism is bound up with such or-
ganizations, which embody workers' control of industry and
the state.

We stand together with the struggles of black people and other
oppressed minorities for liberation. We support armed self-
defense, independent self-organization of the ghetto, and the
right of self-determination for the black vommunity. We look
to a future coalition of black and white workers; however,
blacks cannot allow their struggle today to be subordinated to
the present level of consciousness of white workers.

We work to build the movement for women's liberation, both
in society at large and within the radical movement. We sup-
port the formation of independent women's organizations, in
which women will work out the organizational and program-
matic forms of their struggles. Within these organizations,
we push for an orientation towards organizing working class
women.

Women's oppression is bound up with the exploitation of labor
in all class societies; thus the struggle for women's liberation
can only be won as part of a broader struggle for a socialist
society. We do not counterpose women's participation in their
own liberation movement to their participation in revolutionary
socialist organizations. But women's liberation will not result
automatically from socialist revolution; women must build their
struggle now, and continue it after a revolution, if they are to
be free under socialism. This struggle, like that of other op-
pressed peoples, will itself be one of the forces which will be~
gin to shake the capitalist order. :
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In these countries we support and identify with the struggles-
sometimes organized, more often not~of rank and file forces for
their socialist birthright. We pelieve that socialism connot be
achieved in these conntries without the overthrow of the ruling
groups.

In all countries we advocate revolutionary struggles as sparks for
the world revolution~it alone offers the solution to the problems

of poverty and underdevelopment, which cannot be overcome in
the framework of a single country. But this internationalist
perspective itself depends on the mass struggles for liberation

in individual countries, whether against capitalist or bureaucratic
regimes. In the bureaucratic states as under capitalism, SOCIAL-
ISM MEANS ONLY A REVOLUTION IN WHICH THE WORKING
CLASS ITSLEF OVERTHROWS ITS EXPLOITERS AND DIRECTLY
RULES THE STATE.

Basing its work on the ongoing worldwide struggles against op-
pression and the ideas of revolutionary Marxism, 1.S. seeks to
build a socialist movement which is both revolutionary and
democratic, working class and internationalist: an international
struggle in which the world's masses can fight for power and win
a new world of peace, abundance, and freedom that will be the
foundationstone of classless, communist society.,
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