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Introduction

It comes as no surprise that academia, and bourgeois culture more generally, should try to bury revolutionary Marxism under so many confusions and dis​tortions that it becomes useless as a guide to political practice. However, the left has contributed to this confusion. Stalinism and various strains of post-modernism have been smuggled into what is generally accepted as Marxism, in the form, alternately, of authoritarian conceptions of leadership, or as what amounts to effectively the "rejection" of leadership altogether. And the bureau​cratic interpretation of Lenin's contribution to the debates over leadership and organisation by even the Trotskyist left makes the so-called libertarian alter​natives to Marxism seem attractive. This pamphlet is an attempt to show that the genuine tradition of Leninism is the best alternative to the bureaucratic methods of both Stalinism and the small Trotskyist groups that we all recog​nise so well.

To rebuild the revolutionary movement on a sound footing it is necessary for socialists to begin to cut through all these confusions. As a contribution to this, in this pamphlet we discuss questions of revolutionary leadership and spontaneity on the one hand, and on the other that favourite shibboleth of the left, Democratic Centralism.

The harsh reality is that no section of the revolutionary left in Australia has a serious following in the working class movement. Reflecting both the defeats that workers suffered in the 1980s and the legacy of Stalinism, the far left today is largely a student or ex-student phenomenon. While important oppor​tunities do exist for rebuilding the revolutionary left, one of the important questions we have to face up to is how should these small numbers of revolu​tionaries organise themselves to be the most effective politically. In doing so we draw on the genuine Marxist tradition, on Lenin and the Bolsheviks (as they actually existed, rather than the Stalinist fiction) and on our own experi​ence of building a socialist organisation If this contribution helps in winning a few people to revolutionary Marxism, then we'll be happy.

SO WHAT DO WE MEAN BY A REVOLUTIONARY PARTY?

Given the long history of Stalinism on the left, and its impact even on many groups that claim to be Trotskyist, it is understandable that there is a suspi​cion/hostility by many activists to centralised, co-ordinated activity and to any​thing smacking of "leadership". This underpins the idea that all that is neces​sary or desirable is some loose federation of local groups. The underlying assumptions are that centralised organisations inevitably undergo bureaucrat​ic degeneration and that "autonomous" organising and the spontaneous activities of workers and the oppressed are a sufficient basis for the achievement of socialism.

The evidence for the first assumption is on the face of it impressive. The social democratic parties of the early twentieth century are a textbook exam​ple. It was German social democracy that furnished Robert Michels with the material from which he formulated the "iron law of oligarchy". The Communist Parties, founded to wrest the politically conscious workers from the influence of conservative social-democratic bureaucracies, became in time bureaucratised and authoritarian to a degree previously undreamt of in working class parties. Moreover the basic mass organisations, the unions, became a byword for bureaucratisation.

From this sort of evidence libertarians draw the conclusion that a revolution​ary socialist party is a contradiction in terms. This is. of course, the traditional anarcho-syndicalist position. More commonly it is conceded that a party may, in favourable circumstances, avoid succumbing to the embrace of capitalist society. However, the argument goes, such a party, bureaucratised by defini​tion, inevitably contains within its structure the embryo of a new ruling group and will, if successful, create a new exploitative society along the lines of Stalinist Russia.

But the bureaucratism of these organisations is inseparable from the political and social function that they perform. The social-democratic (Labor) parties play a role in channelling discontent back within the confines of the system. For this reason, they often sharply conflict with their rank-and-file, and this makes any genuine democracy within these parties impossible. In later years, the Communist Parties were just a variant on this theme as well. On the other hand, once the Bolshevik party had been purged of its original, revolutionary, members, it was dominated by a new class of bureaucratic capitalists who controlled the Russian state and industry - and once again, this is incompatible with a democracy that includes the workers they are exploiting.

The equation centralised organisation equals bureaucracy equals degenera​tion is in fact a secularised version of the original sin myth (the original sin here being Lenin's support for a "vanguard" party). It leads to profoundly reac​tionary conclusions. For what is really being implied is that working people are incapable of collective democratic control of their own organisations. Granted that in many cases this has proved to be true: to argue that it is nec​essarily, inevitably true is to argue that socialism is impossible because democracy, in the literal sense, is impossible.

Stalinism and Bolshevism
That Stalinism is the heir of Bolshevism is an article of faith with most libertar​ians. It is also the view of the great majority of social democratic, liberal and conservative writers. Of course, in the purely formal sense that the Stalinist bureaucracy emerged from the Bolshevik Party, it is incontestable. But this does not get us very far. As Victor Serge, a communist with a strong libertari​an background, and a participant in the Russian revolution, put it:

It is often said that the germ of all Stalinism was in Bolshevism at its beginning". Well. I have no objection. Only. Bolshevism also contained many other germs - a mass of other germs - and those who lived through the enthusiasms of the first years of the first victorious revolu​tion ought not to forget it. To judge the living man by the death germs which the autopsy reveals in a corpse - and which he may have car​ried in him since his birth - is this very sensible? 

Given the economic backwardness of Russia at the time of the revolution, which germs flourished and which stagnated, which of the several outcomes actually materialised, depended above all on the international situation. The Russian revolution took place in the context of a European revolution. The revolutionary movements proved strong enough to overthrow the German Kaiser, the Austrian Emperor and the Turkish Sultan as well as the Russian Tsar. They proved strong enough to prevent an imperialist military intervention sufficiently massive and sustained to overthrow the Soviet regime. But they were aborted or crushed before the critical transition, the establishment of working class power in one or two advanced countries, was reached. The fail​ure of the German revolution to pass beyond the stage of the capitalist-demo​cratic republic was decisive. It sealed the fate of working class rule in Russia, for only substantial economic aid from an advanced economy, a socialist Germany, could have reversed the disintegration of the Russian working class and the subsequent triumph of Stalinism.

It was these political developments, not the Bolsheviks' organisational meth​ods, that sealed the fate of the revolution. Whether the Bolsheviks had organ​ised on the basis of "autonomous" groups or as a federation instead of as a Leninist party would have made no difference to the triumph of the counter-revolution, given Russia's isolation following the failure of the revolutions in Western Europe (except that the revolution would have been extremely unlikely to have succeeded in the first place without the existence of a Leninist party). As the Russian revolution was undermined, Stalin transformed the Bolshevik party by expulsion of the old Bolsheviks committed to workers' democracy, and promoted careerists. And to consolidate the new bureaucra​cy's power, he carried through a wide-ranging counter-revolution. There was no linear, logical, unbroken progression from the Bolshevik party that led the revolution of 1917, to the bureaucracy that ruled by 1929.

It does not of course follow that the last word in organisational wisdom is to be found in the Bolshevik model from before the revolution. In the very differ​ent conditions of capitalism at the turn of the millennium, arguments for or against Lenin's specific organisational schema of 1903 are not so much right or wrong as irrelevant. The "vanguardism" of some of the Trotskyist sects is the obverse of the libertarian coin. Both alike are based on a highly abstract and misleading view of reality combined with a caricatured view of Lenin and the Bolsheviks.

What is a vanguard, anyway?
"Vanguardism" in its extreme forms is an idealist perversion of Marxism, which leads to a moralistic view of the class struggle. It is only necessary for the vanguard to proclaim its "correct" ideas and expose the reformist misleaders, and the mass of workers and students will rally to the cause. One of the negative features of this "vanguardism" is the assumption that the answers to all problems are known in advance. All that is necessary is to interpret the sacred texts. That there may be new problems that require new solutions, that it is necessary to learn from your fellow workers and students as well as teach, are unwelcome ideas.

It is this caricature of Leninism against which libertarian ideas seem so credi​ble. However, the real Marxist tradition provides the best alternative, not libertarianism. A vanguard implies a main body marching in roughly the same direction and imbued with some sort of common outlook and shared aspira​tions. Such a movement has not existed in the advanced capitalist countries since the immediate post war years. Socialists today are no longer part of a much broader movement where basic Marxist ideas are widespread. In many ways we are back at our starting point. Not only has the vanguard, in the real sense of a considerable layer of organised revolutionary workers, students and intellectuals, been destroyed. So too has the environment, the tradition that gave it influence. In Australia that tradition was never so extensive as in Italy or France or Germany but it was real enough in the early years of the Communist Party. The crux of the matter is how to develop the process of re​creating it.

What is in dispute here is in part the usefulness of the vanguard analogy. It is clear that any substantial revolutionary socialist movement is necessarily, in one sense, a "vanguard". For all the dross and distortions associated with it, there is an important grain of truth in the "vanguard" analogy. It lies in the recognition of the extreme unevenness of working people and students in consciousness, confidence, experience and activity. A very small and con​stantly changing minority is actually involved, to any extent, in political or trade union activity. A larger minority is episodically involved and the vast majority is drawn in to activity only in exceptional circumstances. Moreover even when largish numbers of workers or students are engaged in strikes or occupations, these actions are typically sectional and limited in their objec​tives. The only major exception which occurs more or less regularly, the act of voting for a party seen as, in some sense, "the workers' party" is largely ritual​istic. And even at this level it has to be remembered that at every election since the war something like a third of the working class has voted Liberal.

To state these well-known facts is sometimes regarded as a slander against the working class. And yet it is merely a statement not only of what exists but also of what must exist for capitalist society in its "democratic" form to contin​ue at all. Once large numbers of people actually act directly, collectively and continuously to change their conditions they not only change themselves; they undermine the whole basis of capitalism. The relevance of a revolution​ary party is firstly, that it can give the real vanguard, the more advanced and conscious minority of workers and students and not the sects or self-pro​claimed leaders, the confidence and the cohesion to carry the mass with them. It follows that there can be no talk of a revolutionary party that does not include this minority as one of its major components.

There is no substance in the argument that the concept of the vanguard and the need for a party is elitist. The essence of elitism is the assertion that the observable differences in abilities, consciousness and experience are rooted in unalterable genetic or social conditions and that the mass of the people are incapable of self-government now or in the future. Rejection of the elitist position simply means recognising that the observed differences are attributable to causes that can be changed.

Spontaneity and Organisation
The old red herring, the question of whether socialist consciousness arises "spontaneously" amongst workers or is imposed by intellectuals from the "out​side", has absolutely no relevance to modern conditions. It is strictly a non-question because it assumes the existence of a more or less autonomous working class world outlook into which something is injected. Whether the rel​atively homogeneous working class outlook of late nineteenth century capital​ism was ever as autonomous as has often been supposed may be ques​tioned. In any case it is dead, killed by changing social conditions and above all by the mass media.

It is rather ridiculous to argue about whether one should bring ideas from "outside" to workers who have TV sets, videos and increasingly Internet access. Certainly most workers and especially the activists see things differ​ently from share market analysts. Their whole life experience ensures this. But workers are not automata responding passively to the environment. Everyone has to have some picture of the world, some frame of reference into which data are fitted, some assumptions about society. The whole vast apparatus of mass communications, educational institutions and the rest have, as one of their principal functions, socialising people to accept the existing order. The assumptions convenient to the ruling class are the daily diet of all of us. Individuals, whether call centre operators or lecturers in Cultural Studies, can resist the conditioning process to a point. Only a collec​tive can develop a systematic alternative world view, can overcome to some degree the alienation of labour that imposes on everyone - on workers, stu​dents and intellectuals alike - a partial and fragmented view of reality. What Rosa Luxemburg called "the fusion of science and the workers" is unthinkable outside a revolutionary party.

Spontaneity is a fact. But what does it mean? Simply that groups of workers, students and the oppressed who are not active with any political group, movement or even union organisation take action on their own behalf From the point of view of organisations the action is "spontaneous"; from the point of view of those concerned it is conscious and deliberate. Such activity is con​stantly occurring and reflects the aspirations for control over their lives that are widespread even amongst those that are often dismissed as part of the "apathetic mass". It is an elemental expression of resistance to the system. Without it socialist activists would be suspended in a vacuum. It is the force that drives the class struggle forward.

However, spontaneity and organisation are not alternatives; they are different aspects of the process by which increasing numbers of workers and students can become conscious of the reality of their situation and of their power to change it. The growth of that process depends on a dialogue, on organised activists who listen as well as argue, who understand the limitations of social​ist organisations and parties as well as their strengths and who are able to find connections between the actual consciousness of those they are working alongside and the politics necessary to realise the aspirations buried in that consciousness.

So what does this mean for a revolutionary organisation?

A revolutionary party cannot possibly be created except on a thoroughly dem​ocratic basis; unless in its internal life vigorous controversy is the rule and various tendencies and shades of opinion are represented, a socialist party cannot rise above the level of a sect. Internal democracy is not an optional extra. It is fundamental to the relationship between party members and those amongst whom they are politically active. The point is well illustrated by Isaac Deutscher in a discussion of the Communist Parties in the 1930s:

When the European Communist went out to argue her case before a work​ing class audience, she usually met there a social democratic opponent whose arguments she had to refute ... Most frequently she was unable to do this. because she lacked the habits of political debate, which were not cultivated within the Party... She could not probe adequately into her oppo​nent's case when she had to think all the time about her own orthodoxy ...She could propound with mechanical fanaticism a prescribed set of arguments and slogans... When called upon... to answer criticism of the Soviet Union she could rarely do so convincingly, ..her hosannahs for Stalin covered her with ridicule in the eyes of any sober-minded audience. This ineffectiveness of the Stalinist agitation was one of the main reasons why over many years, even in the most favourable circumstances, that agitation made little or no headway against social democratic reformism. 

Latter-day parallels will doubtless spring to mind.

The self-education of militants is impossible in an atmosphere of sterile ortho​doxy. Self-reliance and confidence in one's ideas are developed in the course of that genuine debate that takes place in an atmosphere where differences are freely and openly argued. The "monolithic party" is a Stalinist concept. Uniformity and democracy are mutually incompatible.

Naturally a party cannot include every conceivable standpoint. The limits of membership are determined by a serious commitment to the ultimate objec​tive: the democratic collective control by the working class over society. Within these limits a variety of views on aspects of strategy and tactics is nec​essary and inevitable in a democratic organisation. There are two approaches to achieving the discipline that is certainly necessary in any serious organisa​tion. Some groups attempt a system of artificial unanimity enforced by edicts and expulsions, a system that is counterproductive in a socialist group. However the only way a genuinely revolutionary organisation can develop a working discipline is through a common tradition and loyalty built on the basis of common work, mutual education and a realistic and responsible relation​ship to the spontaneous activities of workers, students and the oppressed.

Where to from here?

Right across the world there is increasing disillusionment with the impact of global capitalism on the lives of millions of ordinary people. The events in Seattle and at S11 in Melbourne are but two of the most obvious symbols of this pattern. Yet most of the time this discontent does not break through to the surface. One of the key reasons for the lack of ongoing open resistance that challenges capitalism is the absence of a viable alternative, not just at the level of ideas but in the form of a meaningful organisation: one which can demonstrate its ability to analyse and explain present difficulties and to chan​nel present discontents into practical activity, which can show clearly how immediate struggle is an integral part of an overall strategy for revolutionary change. In a phrase: a revolutionary party, with practice and theory consistent with its aims to achieve a socialist revolution. Today of course nothing in the least resembling such a party exists in Australia. Socialist Alternative does not have any illusions that we by some act of will can create such a party - that will take the involvement of much broader forces of tens of thousands of workers and students not yet involved in the left. But we do believe we can make a theoretical and practical contribution to laying the basis for such a party. The time to start is now.

LENIN AND DEMOCRATIC CENTRALISM: DEBUNKING THE MYTH

One of the dangers that small groups of socialists can fall into is to puff up their own importance in the world. It is tempting for revolutionaries to compen​sate for their lack of genuine influence in the working class by pretending they are latter day Lenins and Trotskys. By vastly overstating your importance you may be able to boost internal morale and attract a few more people in the short term. However in the long run it can only breed an air of unreality in the group and foster sectarian tendencies which help to wall you off from the mass of workers and students you need to recruit if you are to build a gen​uine revolutionary party.

The tendency to exaggerate a group's self-importance can take a variety of forms: from grandstanding gestures in political campaigns, to overblown rhet​oric in papers and journals to attempting to run your organisation as though you were a mini-version of the Bolshevik party at the height of the Russian Revolution. Typically, this is accompanied by grandiose rhetoric about the need for a "Leninist party", the importance of strong leadership and discipline and the need for "democratic centralism" It can lead to farcical attempts to replicate the internal structures of mass organisations like the Bolsheviks in a group at best a few hundred strong.

Democratic centralism is one of the most abused and misunderstood terms in the Marxist vocabulary. It is usually presented as though democratic central​ism was some peculiar creation of the Russian Bolshevik Party and of Lenin personally. In reality there is nothing specifically Bolshevik about democratic centralism. The concept has a long history in the socialist movement and the Bolsheviks seem to have taken the term from the reformist German Social Democratic party. And the Mensheviks, the Bolsheviks' reformist rivals in Russia, also called themselves democratic centralist.

Nevertheless, hiding behind the authority of Lenin, the Stalinist Communist parties for decades invoked "democratic centralism" to justify tight bureaucrat​ic discipline. The democratic element completely disappeared from the Stalinist version of democratic centralism, which would be better called bureaucratic centralism. Decisions made at the top, usually under direction from Moscow, were handed down as orders for the membership to carry out.

Worse still, the anti-Stalinist left was impacted by the Stalinist distortions of Leninism and took up a quite bureaucratic conception of democratic central​ism as their model for organising. While most socialists today would dissoci​ate themselves from Stalinism, this distortion persists in what is understood as "democratic centralism" by most on the left. However this view is in sharp contradiction with the real practice of the Bolshevik Party before Stalinism.

The Bolshevik Party and its Evolution
Despite all the mythologised accounts of right wing commentators, which are unfortunately also retailed by many on the left, the Bolsheviks were anything but a monolithic party. In 1936 in The Revolution Betrayed Trotsky provided one of the best accounts of the Bolshevik Party before Stalinism:

Freedom of criticism and intellectual struggle was an irrevocable content of the party democracy. The present doctrine that Bolshevism does not tolerate factions is a myth of the epoch of decline. In reality the history of Bolshevism is a history of the struggle of factions. And. indeed how could a genuinely revolutionary organisation setting itself the task of overthrowing the world and uniting under its banner the most audacious iconoclasts, fighters and insurgents, live and develop without intellectual conflicts, without groupings and temporary factional formations? The far​sightedness of the Bolshevik leadership often made it possible to soften conflicts and shorten the duration of factional struggle, but no more than that. The Central Committee relied on this seething democratic support. From this it derived the audacity to make decisions and give orders.

A far cry from what we hear about democratic centralism from most of the left today. The real history of the Bolsheviks absolutely shatters the monolithic conception of democratic centralism, and of the Bolshevik organisation, that is propagated by the left today. Moreover the popular myth that Lenin always got his way in the Bolshevik party is far from the case. Lenin's position was often defeated in internal party debates and on at least on one occasion the official newspaper of the St Petersburg Bolsheviks refused to publish Lenin's point of view.

In the early days of Marxism in Russia the Marxists did not organise on the basis of democratic centralism. The socialist organisations consisted of loose and scattered groupings that were not coordinated nationally and had no cen​tralised leadership. There is, incidentally, no evidence in his entire Collected Works that Lenin thought that this form of organisation was inappropriate while the movement was getting oft the ground. If there are any parallels between modem socialist organisation and the Russian movement, it is with these early looser groupings, and not with the mass party that followed.

When Lenin became convinced that the movement was mature enough to try and launch a national organisation, he argued in Our Immediate Task for: "the need for complete liberty of Socialist-Democratic activity to be combined with the need for establishing a single - and consequently centralist - party".

Even when the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) was estab​lished Lenin never approached democratic centralism from the direction of a timeless formula. His approach to organisational questions was based on the needs and degree of development of the movement. As a result he was extremely flexible, arguing for different organisational methods at different times on the basis of what best enabled revolutionaries to intervene creatively to forward the class struggle. Given this, it's no great surprise that the state​ment usually used as summarising Lenin's views on organisation is quite gen​eral: "unity in action, freedom of discussion and criticism”.

Lenin tended to use the term democratic centralism very loosely and with very different emphases depending on the concrete circumstances. When the argument was about the demands of the Jewish Socialist Group (the Bund) and the Latvian Social-Democrats for their own completely independent organisations within the party. Lenin argued for a unified party which he referred to as "democratic centralism", as opposed to a federation of inde​pendent national groups.
 At other times, Lenin equated democratic central​ism with the "elective principle", i.e. the election of party leaders at local and national level by conferences of members, rather than centralised appoint​ment. These conferences were to be the highest decision making bodies of the party. On this basis, Lenin argued that the RSDLP, as long as it was forced to operate under conditions of repression in Tsarist Russia, could not really be democratic centralist, as was the party in Germany (the SPD) where the Social-Democrats could engage in legal political activities and have open elections.

Lenin on Minority Tendencies

Once things became more liberal in Russia itself, Lenin argued for a "demo​cratic centralism" that would shock most of its adherents today. Lenin support​ed the decision of the 1905 RSDLP Congress to give the minority in the party "the unconditional right, guaranteed by the party rules, to advocate its views and carry on an ideological struggle" after the Congress. Local organisations had the right to publish their own literature independently of the Central Committee.
 In 1906 at the Unity Congress of the RSDLP. which reunited the Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks in one organisation. Lenin argued successful​ly for a democratic centralist party structure. He did so quite explicitly to lessen the power of the Central Committee, on which the Mensheviks had a majority, and to allow greater autonomy for the Bolshevik minority. In this peri​od Lenin argued for an "ideological struggle" against Central Committee reso​lutions which he considered mistaken. Indeed on several occasions the Bolsheviks, at Lenin's urging, refused to carry out decisions made by the Central Committee.

So much for the commonly propagated view that "democratic centralism" means that minorities should not be allowed to argue their positions after a conference has voted. On other occasions Lenin supported referenda to set​tle "the most important questions, and especially those which are directly con​nected with some definite action by the masses themselves".

At other times, such as during the civil war, Lenin called for "iron discipline" in the organisation. Yet even then Lenin never embraced the anti-democratic views often attributed to him as "democratic centralism". Expulsions were rare and debate was central. It was the only way the organisation could maintain its cohesion, and hope to win over the mass of non-party workers.

Nor was Lenin opposed to representation for minority positions on the leader​ship bodies. Numerous examples illustrate this point. Two members of the Central Committee, Zinoviev and Kamenev opposed the October Revolution, but were not thrown out of the party for it. Indeed, they were subsequently re-elected to the Central Committee, by a majority who were enthusiastic sup​porters of October. Disputes amongst the leadership were not simply had out behind closed doors. Debates over Bolshevik policy were fought out in the open, with positions put in mass-circulation papers.

In 1918, during the heated debate over whether to sign a peace treaty with Germany, Central Committee members publicly argued three different posi​tions. In the 1920-1921 debate on the role of trade unions, the Central Committee had supporters of eight different positions in its ranks. Once again the minority were not removed, and were re-elected (this time Trotsky and Bukharin). In 1921, when the faction fight with the Workers Opposition was in full swing, Lenin supported having two representatives of this tendency on the Central Committee, and made it clear that he has vehemently against remov​ing them from the leadership. Lenin took this approach because he under​stood that an organisation that systematically disenfranchises its minorities will be more factionalised, and be more prone to splits. A leadership body must be able to carry the whole organisation, not simply the dominant faction. Unrepresented minorities are much less likely to support decisions and initia​tives of a leadership from which they are completely alienated.

So far from providing a solid authority for the kinds of bureaucratic centralism so common on the left, Lenin actually provides solid arguments for abandon​ing this severely flawed approach, and at least the outlines of an orientation for figuring out what we should be doing.

A Revolutionary Organisation
The great breakthrough Lenin made in Marxist theory on the question of organisation was not democratic centralism at all, but rather the need for rev​olutionaries to form their own distinct organisation separate from the reformist elements of the working class movement. However, if this organisation was not to degenerate into a sect, then it had to attempt to lead workers outside its own ranks who were still influenced by reformist ideas. Leninism is essen​tially about how a revolutionary party relates to the most advanced sections of the working class and via them attempts to organise the mass of workers. It is not primarily about how the party is organised internally but how to lead work​ers in struggle.

Inside the Bolshevik Party internal debate was vital for assessing policies, strategies and tactics being argued to the mass of workers. Feed back by rank and file members was vital for modifying and refining Bolshevik policies. Indeed it was the strong traditions of internal party debate that made Bolshevik activists much more capable of arguing their politics in public than their reformist rivals.

The circumstances confronting socialist groups today are vastly different from those confronting Lenin's mass party. Precisely because a small group is incapable of leading any substantial layer of workers in struggle it can't seri​ously test out its ideas and strategies in practice. There is no feed back from the working class. So while a small group may adopt the form of democratic centralism, it can't develop the living reality of democratic centralism as a means of trying to lead the working class in action.

Robbed of this vital element of political intervention in the class struggle, "democratic centralism" becomes little more than a timeless organisational formula that could just as easily be applied to your local cricket team or social club as a revolutionary organisation. It becomes a lifeless recipe that tells you nothing about how a small socialist group should operate in practice. The danger is that the mantra of "democratic centralism" becomes a substitute for a real concrete analysis of how a small revolutionary group should operate in the actual circumstances facing us today.

Leadership by Politics and Conviction
This is not to say that elements of Lenin's ideas on organisation don't apply to small socialist groups today. The key one is that leadership is fundamentally about convincing members of theoretical and political positions and convinc​ing them to do things, and not about organisational rules. The Bolsheviks operated as a disciplined party not because of rules and regulations, but because of political conviction.

Any socialist group has to have some process for democratic decision making and any form of democratic decision making necessarily entails a degree of centralism - after debate and discussion a vote is taken and the majority decision is implemented, while the minority retains the right to argue its posi​tion on a subsequent occasion. However, the way that many groups who claim to be democratic centralist operate is that they have a conference every year or so, in the lead up to which internal debate is allowed for a very brief period. At the conference positions are adopted and a national leadership elected. However, in between conferences, internal debates are effectively prohibited or heavily frowned upon. The leadership makes all the major deci​sions and members have little say in the running of the organisation. This is a bureaucratic semi-Stalinist caricature of Leninism. Lenin emphasised the right, indeed the necessity, of minorities being allowed to carry on a continu​ing "ideological struggle" even after their positions had been defeated at a conference.

The reality is that any decision adopted at a conference can only be provi​sional, and not something set in stone, because the real world changes. Political analyses need to be updated and refined between conferences and that is not a task for the leadership alone. It would be crass stupidity to say that if six months after a conference an analysis is not working, then nothing can be done to change it, or that a minority in the organisation can't raise crit​icisms, publish documents and so on or that discussion can only take place if the leadership invites it.

This undemocratic approach is justified on the basis of an appeal to Leninism but in reality it has nothing in common with the history of the Bolsheviks. Major debates in the Bolshevik party occurred in response to political devel​opments in the real world, not simply at conferences or when the leadership said it was allowed. For example, during the course of the 1917 Russian Revolution, there were a series of sharp debates as the party attempted to respond to the different phases of the revolution. These could not be timed to fit in nicely with the timetable of conferences. The debates were had when they were needed.

But what does all this mean for how socialist groups should organise today? The first thing that needs to be emphasised is that there is no set formula. Socialist organisations need to be extremely flexible. There is no substitute for a concrete assessment of actual developments in the real world and how a revolutionary group can best relate to them to win people to socialism. A certain amount of modesty, of flexibility, of awareness of limitations is neces​sary. The exact organisational structure will depend on the size of a group and the level of struggle and politicisation in society.

But if Lenin's approach to revolutionary organisation does not provide social​ists with a ready blueprint for what they should do today, it is full of very defi​nite lessons of what you should not do. There is no place in small socialist groups for grandiose organisational or leadership structures. There is no place for puffed up leadership bodies that pretend they are leading anything much at all in the real world, let alone claiming to be the leadership of the working class. Furthermore that expulsions in small socialist groups on politi​cal grounds should be a rarity and that repeated calls for discipline or "demo​cratic centralism" in small organisations are symptoms of bureaucratic and political degeneration.

The more positive lessons include: that political ideas and commitment are much more important than organisational structures Secondly that strong leadership means clear political argument to convince and inspire people not threats of discipline; that small socialist groups need to combine a serious commitment to activism and rigorous debate with a relaxed atmosphere and a sense of humour; Finally that the smaller the group the greater the stress needs to be on democracy and on the initiative of the membership.

Conclusion
While socialist groups remain small and scattered, the concept of democratic centralism cannot be meaningfully applied to them. The emphasis should be placed on clarifying political questions Central to this is a publication (or pub​lications), which both propagates the group's positions and encourages debate and discussion of political and theoretical questions. Out of this process the group can develop a leadership and a membership capable of taking initiatives and carrying arguments outside their own ranks. This can lay a solid basis for rapid growth in periods of radicalisation. When a socialist group becomes larger with thousands of members and some genuine base in the working class and begins to move from propagandising ideas to agitating for action, then the emphasis will need to change - and democratic central​ism will start to become meaningful.
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