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Introduction

Over the past decade the Socialist Workers Party (formerly the International Socialists) has grown into an organisation capable of small but signifi​cant interventions in the class struggle, and with a real possibility of laying the foundations for a revolutionary party in Britain. Many comrades who have joined the SWP in this period, or who have worked alongside us, quite rightly want to know where we have sprung from.

The following article will sketch out the history of the SWP and its predecessor groups over the past thirty years. The aim is not to answer all the slanders thrown at us by rival groupings; nor is it to prove that we were always right—we certainly weren't.

‘Without revolutionary theory there is no revolu​tionary practice', said Lenin in a much-quoted phrase. But, as Lenin's whole life shows, correct theory is necessary but not enough. If the theory is not adopted and fought for by workers, it is a worthless abstraction. The history of the SWP is the history of the continued attempt to turn theory into practice.

The following brief history consists of three articles. The first two were written in early 1975 and published in International Socialism 76 and 77 in that same year. The third, which takes the story up to the 1979 Tory election victory, has been written in 1981. Readers may therefore notice certain discrepancies of style and perspective between the first two articles and the third.

In particular the closing section of the second article was written at a time when it was still not clear to any of us how long and deep the downturn in struggle that followed the Labour election vic​tory was going to be. I have therefore dealt with this period, and the internal debate that arose during it, again in greater detail in the third article, at the price of a certain overlap. The most glaring omission in the first two articles, however, is any treatment of the development of women's organi​sation in the International Socialists. I have tried to make amends for this in the third article.

A sharp attack on the account presented in the first two articles has been made by Martin Shaw, a former IS member, in The Socialist Register 1978 (Merlin Press). This article, and my reply in The Socialist Register 1979, may be of interest to any readers who want to take the argument further than is possible in this short article. Likewise, David Widgery's The Left in Britain 1956-1968 (Penguin 1976) contains much interesting material relevant to the earlier part of this history.

I should like to thank Norah Carlin and Duncan Hallas for advice and criticism during the writing of all three of these articles.

lan Birchall, March 1981

Part 1: From theory into practice

1950-1960: THE FIRST TEN YEARS
THE ORIGINS of the International Socialists are in the Trotskyist move​ment. The historical achievement of Trotskyism was to keep alive the Marxist method and its insistence on the revolu​tionary role of the working class in the face of the barbarous distortions of Stalinism. Some excellent revolu​tionaries swallowed every barbarity and change of line from Moscow because there seemed to be no alternative; others were so sickened with Stalinism that they wrote off the Russian Revolution altogether and became social democrats or even drifted to the extreme right. The achievement of Trotskyism in preserving Marxist ideas and keeping together a small group of Marxist cadres far outweighs any theoretical errors or incidental absurdities.

But the 15 years that followed the Second World War offered a very hostile environment for revolutionaries, an environment in which throughout the world anti-Stalinist Marxists found themselves confined to tiny groups on the margins of the working class.

There were two main reasons for this. Firstly the Cold War, beginning in 1947, led to a massive political and ideological assault on the Left. While there was nothing comparable to McCarthyism in Britain, there was a systematic witch-hunt of Communists in the trade union movement, while publishing houses turned out floods of pseudo-intellectual ‘refutations’ of Marxism.

Secondly, and even more fundamentally, the prolonged post-war boom made it exceptionally hard to relate political ideas to the actual experience of workers. The political and economic struggles seemed to be totally separate. In the ten years from 1953 to 1962 there were only 30 ‘constitutional’ stoppages in the engineering industry, and in the five years from 1954 to 1958 there were none at all. As The Economist rather sadly commented: ‘full employment since the war has not led to more strikes because the unions, now more highly organised than ever, have been getting their own way with​out recourse to them.’
 In short, workers were able to solve their immediate problems without any kind of generalisa​tion. The fifties saw the growth of the shop stewards movement as we know it today, but they also saw the Tory Party re-elected with increased majorities at three successive elections.

Things had changed radically since the early years of Trotskyism, and the move​ment had to reconsider the basis of its politics. Very briefly, there were two main issues.
 Firstly, Trotsky’s perspec​tive for the immediate pre-war period had been that the coming war would end in a massive crisis with great revolu​tionary possibilities. He was wrong. In the short term the mass Communist Panics headed off revolution; in the longer term Marshall Aid and the development of the arms economy opened up a new period of capitalist expansion. This meant a need to re-examine radically theoretical views of modem capitalism.

The second question that confronted the movement was one that had already been much discussed – the so-called ‘Russian question’. Up to his death Trotsky had always argued that Russia, despite Stalin’s crimes, remained a workers’ state, though a ‘degenerated’ one; he rejected the view that Russia had reverted to capitalism, or that a new form of class society had grown up there. By the late forties, however, a new element entered the debate. Following the great carve-up of the world at the end of the Second World War, Russia had taken over a number of countries in Eastern Europe and established regimes there which were becoming more or less identical with the set-up in Russia. The question that arose was – were these too workers’ States? If not, how come they seemed to function in exactly the same way as Russia? If they were, then didn’t that mean you could have a workers’ state without a workers’ revolution and without an independent, revolutionary party?

It was in this situation that a grouping within the British Trotskyist movement developed the theory that Russia, and the East European states, were ‘state capitalist’.
 The main theoretical elaboration was the work of Tony Cliff. The theoretical confusion in the Trotskyist movement was accompanied by a degeneration in the organisation and the standard of internal debate. As a result the comrades who held the "state capitalist’ position were either expelled or left, and late in 1950 began to publish a duplicated paper Socialist Review. The new group, taking its name from the paper, held its founding con​ference at Whitsuntide 1951.

To an outsider the debate about the ‘class nature of Russia’ often seems arid and almost theological. But the issue was a very real one. The ‘state capitalist’ theory stressed that what was central to the class nature of a society was not formal ownership, but control. The absence of workers’ control in Russia was not a defect in an otherwise pro​gressive system, it was a clear indication (hat the system was in no sense a workers’ state. The central position that ‘workers’ control’ always had in IS’s political analyses and industrial strategy derives directly from the theory of state capitalism.

It is sometimes alleged that the creation of the Socialist Review group represen​ted some sort of concession to Cold War pressure at the time of the Korean War. In fact, the Korean War was not the issue at the heart of the split. Rather it was the shamelessly oppor​tunist support for Tito’s Yugoslavia by the rest of the Trotskyist movement
 from 1948 onwards that highlighted the principled differences. Moreover, anyone who in 1950 wanted to ‘capitulate’ to pro-American pressures had plenty of other and more com​fortable openings available; one could become a right-wing witch-hunter in the Labour Party or trade union movement, or join the circles of Washington-financed anti-Communist intellectuals. And for those who resisted the pressure to give in to Western imperialism, there was still the danger of submitting to Stalinist pressure – of taking a more or less uncritical attitude to Yugoslavia, North Korea or other Stalinist states. It was precisely this trap that the rest of the Trotskyist movement was falling into. By so doing it was abandoning the very essence of Trotskyism, namely, independence of both Western imperial​ism and Stalinism.

From the beginning the Socialist Review group made no concessions to the Western Alliance and the South Korean dictatorship it supported. “The Labour movement must oppose the alliance with Truman, Adenauer, Syngman Rhee and the other representatives of ‘Western Democracy’; they must fight for an alliance with the millions of toilers of Europe, Asia, Africa and the rest of the world.”
 It denounced the ‘full-scale colonial wars’ in Vietnam and Malaya.

The logic of the position that the Eastern European states were ‘workers’ states’ was, of course, that revolutionary parties were not necessary for the establishment of workers’ states. The Socialist Review group, on the other hand, stressed that only the working class could establish socialism; and that it was necessary to build independent workers’ parties. As a resolution carried at an early national meeting of the group
 put it, ‘Our grouping, based on the conception of Russia as a State-capitalist country, is the nucleus of that new Marxist party, and can be built firmly ONLY on the acceptance of party discipline in the tradition of Bolshevism under Lenin’s leadership.’

The other essential component of IS’s basic theory was also developed at this time. This was the idea of the ‘permanent arms economy’,
 which sought to explain how the prolonged post-war boom was possible. The argument that it was arms expenditure that was post​poning capitalist crisis was vital for an argument on two fronts. On the one hand the Communist Party and most sections of the Trotskyist movement refused to recognise any significant change in the capitalist system; slump was predicted every time the un​employment figures, went up a few hundred. On the other hand theorists of the Labour Party right – such as Anthony Crosland – argued that the system had been fundamentally trans​formed and that expansion and reforms could continue indefinitely.

Against this the arms economy theory argued that the post-war boom was a prolonged and deep-rooted phenomenon, and that revolutionaries must plan their strategy accordingly. But against the reformists it argued that capitalist stability was bought only at the price of creating weapons that could destroy humanity itself; moreover, that the crisis could not be put off indefinitely:
“The war economy may thus less and less serve as a cure for over-production, a stabiliser of capitalist prosperity. When the war economy becomes expendable, the knell of the capitalist boom will surely toll.” 

Together with ‘state capitalism’ the arms economy theory equipped the meagre forces of the Socialist Review group to face reality.
Splits are not to be undertaken lightly in the revolutionary movement. Unity of action combined with full and fraternal debate is often a preferable solution. But when the whole question of political direction and strategy is at stake, a split becomes inevitable. In these terms the split of 1950 was justified.

Marxists are not fatalists, and in any historical period there is something for a revolutionary to do. But there are historical situations where objective factors prevent revolutionary ideas from reaching a mass audience. In such a situation small groups can play a vital role simply in keeping the revolutionary flame alight. Marx in a letter to Bolte wrote: ‘Sects are justified (historically) so long as the working class is not yet ripe for an independent historical movement.’

But to accept the necessity for a sect is not to justify sectarianism. A correct analysis, on its own, guarantees nothing. A number of other groupings with a State capitalist analysis of Russia emerged around this time in various parts of the world. Most of them cither just disappeared, or got lost in the lunatic fringe of sectarian politics.
Such dangers were very real ones for the newly formed Socialist Review group. At the first recorded meeting (September 1950) there were just 33 members represented. Groups existed in London, Thames Valley, Crewe, Birmingham, Sheffield and Manchester. 19 of the 33 were in the Labour League of Youth. Although it was claimed this 33 represented a quarter of the total forces of British Trotskyism, it was nonetheless a minute force. 350 copies of the first issue of the paper were produced; sales were apparently sufficiently encouraging for the figure to be raised for the second issue ... to 375!
For any small group there are two opposite pitfalls. One is to see itself as the centre of the universe, and thus become obsessed with defending itself against its equally insignificant rivals. The other is to surrender to its own impotence, and therefore to project the job of making the revolution on to someone else – the colonial revolution, the left trade union leaders, or whatever. Examples of both errors abound.

The Socialist Review group was, throughout the fifties, a purely pro​paganda group, it was not able to make any meaningful intervention in the class struggle. But propaganda has to have an audience; and unless a revolutionary group remains in intimate contact with its audience, the dangers of falling into a complete fantasy world are great indeed. Throughout the fifties the Socialist Review group, despite its limited numbers, always strove to relate to the actual problems of the working class. Minutes of the discussion of the paper Socialist Review dating from 1951
 show a concern to make the paper relate. ‘The main points were that there was not enough on Britain, and editorials should be on British matters’; ‘It was generally felt to be still too much composed of anti-Stalinist articles.’

In practice this meant work in the Labour Party. All members were expected to be active in the Labour Party; before the 1951 General Election a directive was issued stating: ‘It is most necessary that our comrades become known to the working class in their local areas as the most energetic and anti-Tory Labour Party workers.’

But Labour Party work was not under​taken on the basis of impending crisis; there was no expectation of imminent split, no hope of capturing the leader​ship of a section of the Party. In a period of stability, when the traditional Labour Left was declining in strength and power to mobilise, such a perspective could have led to dangerous opportunism (as was the case with Socialist Outlook – published by the forerunners of the Socialist Labour League (now the Workers Revolutionary Party) – which opened its columns to Party bureau​crats like Bessie Braddock). The Labour Party was seen as an arena which made it possible to keep contact with the working class movement, and as a source of recruits. The latter was, of course, particularly applicable in the case of the youth movement. A resolution carried in December 1950 stated: ‘That we concentrate in the next period on recruiting, and direct our primary efforts towards the League of Youth, accepting all elements who will accept our theoretical position, even though their theoretical level is low.’

Trade union intervention was necessarily very limited for a small group with few industrial workers. But priority was always given to the few opportunities that did exist. Minutes of the first few months of the group’s existence record discussion of the coming USDAW Con​ference, at which a comrade was to be a delegate, and the recommendation that a comrade should stand for the NEC of NALGO. There was regular work on the Birmingham Trades Council.

And in 1959 Geoff Carlsson, a founder member of the group and convenor at the ENV factory in North West London, ran for the Presidency of the AEU. The number of AEU members in the group could have been counted on the fingers of one hand, and there was no inter​vention other than the work of indi​viduals. But candidates had the right to circulate an election address, and Carlsson used this to put forward an alternative policy for the union. After criticising the right-wing leadership of the union for failing to give a lead over wages or redundancies, he went on:

‘In the elections over the past years, members borne bad to choose between candidates backed by the right wing Labour or the Communist Party. The choice has not been easy. Although most members owe allegiance to the Labour Party, they cannot accept the policies pursued by the right wing of the Trade Unions and Labour Party when these have included wage-freezing, class-collaboration and "sell-outs". Alter​natively, although they respect the militant activities of the individual Communist Party member in the daily struggles on the shop floor, they cannot ignore the external loyalties of the Communist Party to Russia; nor forget the anti-working-class measures adopted by that country in East Berlin, Poznan, Hungary, etc.’

That there was some response to this position was shown by the voting; Carlsson, without any machine at his disposal, got 5615 votes out of a total of 91,400, against 57,127 for right-winger Can-on and 19,799 for Com​munist Party member Birch.

It was not the concrete achievements of any of the activities of the fifties that mattered; they were, of course, quite negligible. What did matter was an orientation to the working class, an orientation that was to make interven​tion possible when things hotted up in the sixties.

1960-64: NEW OPENINGS
IN 1960 the Socialist Review group was not significantly bigger than it had been ten years earlier. Its small size had prevented it benefiting from the events of 1956—the radicalisation caused by the Tory invasion of Egypt and the split in the Communist Party following the Hungarian Revolution. But now new possibilities beckoned.

The nuclear arms race had brought relative stability to the Western economies. But, ironically, it was the nuclear arms race which sparked off what was to be the biggest mass move​ment on the left since the thirties. The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, calling for unconditional unilateral abandonment of nuclear weapons by Britain, was set up by a handful of intellectuals and pacifists in 1958. The movement grew rapidly out of the control of its launchers, and at Easter 1960 and 1961 about a hundred thousand people took part in the marches from Aldermaston – most of them young and a significant proportion working class. At the Scarborough Labour Party Conference in 1960 a resolution for unilateral disarmament was carried against the resistance of the Parry leader, Gaitskell, and the right-wing platform.

Most important of all, the demonstra​tions and local CND groups provided an initiation into politics for a whole new generation of young people. Most of them had little experience of the Labour Party, though some of them later moved into its youth movement. The Communist Party, too, was absent in the early years of the Campaign, arguing that it was ‘divisive’.

Of course it couldn’t last long. The 1961 Labour Party Conference saw the machine get back on top, and with the approach of a General Election the Labour Left began to retreat in the name of ‘unity’. By 1963 the Campaign was definitely on the decline.

For the Socialist Review group this new upsurge offered the chance to break out of the routine of Labour Party and trade union work. Without abandoning its fundamental orienta​tion on the working class. Socialist Review (now printed fortnightly) tried to find an audience among those newly radicalised by the CND.

Socialist Review’s rejection of capitalism East and West – summed up in the slogan ‘Neither Washington nor Moscow but International Socialism’ – clearly meant that it condemned equally British, American and Russian H-bombs. This distinguished it from the Communist Party, and from certain ‘orthodox’ Trotskyist groupings - notably the SLL – which argued that the Soviet possession of H-bombs (and by implication their pos​sible use against Western workers) was somehow different – The Socialist Review position was certainly closer to the impulsive reactions of the majority of CND supporters, even if most of them did not have a very clear analysis to back it up. As a result of its politics and activity, the Socialist Review group was able, in the early sixties, to recruit a new set of cadres to supplement the small number who had survived the pressures of the fifties.

But while Socialist Review supporters were active in all the work of CND, they were also concerned to direct the campaign towards the working class, the only force that could actually win the fight against war. The newly launched journal International Socialism (1960) welcomed the unilateralist victory at Scarborough, but pointed out that the Party machine could easily reverse the decision unless it was con​cretely related to the industrial struggle:

‘The Left is in no position to face Gaitskell’s machine with one of its own. Our organisational resources reflect our weakness in policy magnified by the greater stress we place on convictions and on the spontaneous recruitment of people to implement them. Our strong​est weapon would be to link the issue of defence with the stuff of ordinary life on which workers have shown unshakeable convictions to the point of heroism.

‘From this angle, it is significant that those sectors of workers that have been engaged in industrial struggle latterly – railway men, engineers, transport workers – are in general the most out​spokenly unilateralist. It is even more significant that the Central London busmen, highly critical as they are of Cousins’ leadership on industrial matters, are solidly behind him on the Bomb issue. It is obvious that progress for the Left lies in breaking down the high stakes of nuclear diplomacy into the small chips of class struggle.’ 

It is against the background of the growth of the CND that the decision by the Labour Party, in February 1960, to launch a new national youth movement, the Young Socialists, must be seen. The. Labour leaders were deeply distressed by a decade out of office, a continuing inability to attract young voters, and the sight of thousands of energetic young potential canvassers wasting their time on anti-Bomb marches. They had no affection for youth movements, which were traditionally inclined to be well to the left of the Party. The League of Youth had been disbanded in 1955, and since then the local youth sections had deteriorated, so that by the late fifties there were probably only around four thousand members, mainly middle class.

So the bureaucrats gritted their teeth and launched the Young Socialists – and moreover gave it a relatively liberal con​stitution. In the short term it paid off – by the spring of 1961 Transport House was claiming 726 YS branches, and the first national conference had over three hundred delegates. There was a large new pool of fresh fish, and every Trotskyist grouping in existence was getting its fishing rod ready.

The Socialist Review group’s interven​tion was through a paper called Young Guard. This was not the sole property of Socialist Review; it came into exis​tence as a broad front of left tendencies within the Young Socialists. It first appeared in September 1961, following the fusion of two papers, Rebel and Rally, and was also supported by a group of young socialists who had been involved in the apprentices’ strike of 1960, mainly from Glasgow, and by a number of Tribunites and CND supporters. But Socialist Review provided the editor, and increasingly came to dominate the political line. The paper had a democratic constitution, and its columns reflected a wide range of views on political and cultural matters. The letters column debated such questions as whether Cuba was socialist and what should be a socialist’s attitude to religion.

It was part of the success of Young Guard that it was able to break out of the traditional milieu of revolutionary politics. The cultural atmosphere around Young Guard – characterised mainly by beer drinking and folk singing – may not have met the approval of revolutionary purists or puritans, but it enabled a new generation of young workers to move towards the traditions of Marxist politics.

But Young Guard did not merely adapt to a milieu; it also fought to relate this milieu to the class struggle. The young people who were turning to socialism in this period were mainly workers-manual or white-collar – but they had no traditions of trade union organisa​tion. The typical political evolution of a young comrade at this time was as follows: first get involved in CND demonstrations, then join the Young Socialists, and, via Young Guard, come into IS. It was probably only after this that the comrade was persuaded of the importance of going to his union branch meeting. Recruits were being made on the basis of ideas rather than activity – indeed, IS did not have activity of its own, as distinct from participating in the activities of the Young Socialists and CND. And the process was not, in strict terms, a radicalisation inside the Labour Party. Those who came to IS at this time were not longstanding Labour Party members, but young people who had come in around the CND mobilisa​tion.

Despite the absence of any real links with the trade union movement, Young Guard tried to relate the political and industrial struggles. Throughout its existence it gave central importance to the apprentices’ movement, and the various struggles that developed bet​ween 1960 and 1965 for better pay, shorter hours, longer holidays, day-release and negotiating rights for apprentices. Despite the intrinsic difficulties of organising apprentices, and the confusion caused by various political tendencies trying to take over the movement, the apprentices’ struggles provided a vital bridge between the political and economic fights, and helped to save Young Guard from sinking into a morass of sectarianism.

For, from the very outset, the Young Socialists was a cockpit of embittered factional dispute. The main responsi​bility for this lay on the Labour Party bureaucrats in Transport House, who, hypersensitive about their electoral image, clamped down on left-wingers in the Young Socialists with proscriptions, expulsions and closures of branches.

But some share of the blame lies also on Young Guard’s main political rival in the Young Socialists, Keep Left. Keep Left had the same politics as the Socialist Labour League (already proscribed by the Labour Parry) and was eventually itself proscribed. The politics of Keep Left and the SLL differed from those of IS
 on a number of specific points. These included the Russian question; the SLL’s belief that Russia was a degenerate workers’ state led it to argue that Russian H-Bombs and even Russian nuclear tests were somehow a gain for the working class. Their perspective led them to see every flicker of the economy as an indication of impending slump and every outburst of racialism as an omen of imminent fascism.

But even more important than particular positions was the SLL’s style of politics. A concern about me need for leadership was transformed into a belief that the fight for leadership consisted of pro​claiming the correctness of one’s own positions. This led at best to severe sectarianism making any practical co​operation impossible, at worst to a form of megalomania which put the SLL at the centre of the political universe:

‘From Transport House and the Com​munist Party headquarters at King Street, down to the much smaller groups of Mr Cliff and his so-called Socialist Review state capitalists and the tiny Pabloite fragments, there is unanimous agreement that the Socialist Labour League should be destroyed.’ 

IS comrades generally responded with a healthy, if ribald, cynicism. But any hope of a united struggle against the right wing was destroyed. By 1964 the factionalism had grown so poisonous that it threatened the very existence of the Young Socialists. Keep Left and Young Guard supporters could not meet without accusations of ‘political scab​bing’, ‘collaboration with the right wing’, and so on. Whereas a couple of years earlier the Young Socialists had been a place where young people could receive a first introduction to revolu​tionary politics, a Young Socialists meeting was now such as to frighten way for life any uninitiated youth who might happen to stray in by accident.

In the end the Young Socialists tore it​self to pieces much more effectively than the right wing could have done. Keep Left walked out just before the 1964 election, and the repeated rumours that the Young Socialists would be dissolved never materialised; it simply faded and became a rump.

For IS the experience in the Young Socialists had produced a qualitative advance. The group had grown numerically and by 1964 it had topped the two hundred mark. Even more important, the new recruits had played a leading role in what was, albeit briefly, a mass movement. They had rapidly acquired a degree of political sophistication, in some ways an excessive one.

The comrades also had to fight against a number of other currents of thought which, in general, stemmed from a sense of defeatism at the weakness of the left. For example, IS engaged in a polemic with the group which published The Week (forerunner of the IMG) about whether Marxists should give unqualified opposition to incomes policy. The Week argued that the left must not isolate itself from those workers who had illusions in the Labour Government and called IS’s uncompromising hostility to all incomes policies ‘sectarian’:

‘The left must find a way of opposing the incomes policy with slogans which will appear reasonable to those sections of workers. With due humility we would again put forward our particular slogan:
“No negotiations on an incomes policy until the books are open to the workers”’
 it claimed.

Another manifestation of this defeat​ism was the "Third-Worldism’ which flourished in many parts of the left. The dramatic struggles in Algeria, Cuba, etc became a substitute for the more down-to-earth tasks faced at home. New Left Review published an article on ‘The Third World’ by one Keith Buchanan. After praising the ‘royal socialism’ of Cambodia, Buchanan – writing from the vantage point of a professorship in New Zealand – declared:

‘Having tasted the delights of affluence, European workers have tended to be​come "embourgeoise" and ever more Europo-centric and parochial in their attitudes. A Fanon may cry that the well-being and progress of Europe have been built with the sweat and corpses of black man and yellow man, Indian, and Arab—but the cry is unheard amid the distractions of a new and delightful opulence.’ 

Others, who attached some importance to Marxist orthodoxy, did not feel able to abandon the working class so lightly. Instead they solved the problem by changing the meanings of words so that a state established by a peasant-based national liberation struggle became a ‘workers’ state’:

‘The Algerian revolution has in reality entered into its decisive phase. Whilst revolutionary measures increase in the direction of a transformation of the country into a state having the economic and social structure of a workers’ state, the threats against the internal and external revolutionaries are becoming clearer.’ 

IS was certainly not free from tactical errors in this period; but the emphases and analyses derived from its basic theory enabled it to escape the more obvious pitfalls.

It was during this time that the political and organisational style which was to characterise IS began to develop. This had two main features. The first was a sense of proportion, of the relative in​significance of IS as an organisation. When IS had two hundred members, and the SLL, at best, twice that many, the question at stake was not the ‘crisis of leadership’, the struggle for control between groups of which 98 per cent of workers had never heard. It was the much more modest task of educating those who were around to listen and of striking roots in the class in a small way where this was possible.

IS members in this period were well aware of their own insignificance. (The present writer remembers posting the entire out-of-London circulation of Labour Worker in a pillar-box in Finsbury Park). Indeed, one of the things that distinguished IS from most other revolutionary groupings at the time was an ability to look at itself with a sense of humour, at times a self-deprecating one.

The second feature was an awareness that the revolutionary organisation had to be built inside the working class and not in isolation from it. The question was one of involving and developing comrades, not of building walls to preserve the purity of the embryonic party. Hence the flexible attitude to membership taken by the IS group. New comrades were involved in activity, participated in meetings and – somewhat unsystematically – were introduced to the group’s political positions. This was important in that the comrades, while being aware that they were in a tiny minority, felt themselves part of a broader movement – CND or Labour Party left – and thus never had the sense of isolation from reality so easily generated by sectarian politics.

But these positive characteristics had their negative aspect. It was from these years that IS members inherited a some​what libertarian attitude to organisation, a tendency to distrust discipline or any kind of formalised or centralised structure. As the situation changed over the following years one of the obstacles IS had to overcome was the libertarianism of its own traditions.

Although the youth movement was at the centre of the arena during this period, IS never dropped its concern with the industrial struggle. More workers were being recruited to IS, though they were being recruited as individuals on the basis of general politics rather than on the basis of an industrial strategy, and most of them were too young to have any decisive influence at their place of work. But for the future they provided the basis for a new industrial cadre.

The industrial orientation was also encouraged by the launching, in 1961, of a new paper, Industrial Worker, soon to be renamed Labour Worker, intended to be more agitational, more geared to ongoing industrial struggles, than Socialist Review had been. It was uneven in quality, and sometimes seemed to consist of nothing more than a scries of strike reports. But at best it was lively and contained a significant num​ber of articles by industrial militants (for example, the March 1964 issue contained signed articles by members of the TGWU (two), ETU and UPW). Its politics – unconditional support for un​official strikes and total opposition to incomes policy even under a Labour government – distinguished it from most other publications on the left.

By 1964 Labour Worker had achieved a circulation of over 2000, and in April 1964 the first Labour Worker con​ference was held in London, attracting about 150 people.
 This put the main stress on the coming Labour government and the threat of incomes policy. Steps were being taken to prepare for the struggles to come.

1964-67: THE LABOUR GOVERNMENT
THE ELECTION of a Labour Govern​ment in 1964 was greeted with con​siderable enthusiasm by ordinary mem​bers of the labour movement, who had endured 13 years of Tory rule, and now hoped, not for the socialist millennium, but at least for some radical reforms.

Paradoxically, Labour’s arrival in power was also welcomed by large sections of the ruling class, basically because they hoped that Labour might be able to impose a successful incomes policy and keep the trade unions in their place. Clearly there was a contradiction here; and though Wilson was able to obtain a massive victory in the 1966 election, the contradictions could not be permanently suppressed.

Incomes policy itself had been on the cards for quite a long time, but even many pro-Labour trade unionists could not stomach the forms it took. Many more of Wilson’s supporters were alienated by his vicious red-baiting attacks on the striking seamen in 1966, by the tightening up of immigration controls, and by the fawning support for US policy in Vietnam.

Since long before Labour came to power, IS had taken a firm position of unconditional opposition to all incomes policy under capitalism. This position left it almost completely isolated from the rest of the left. For example, at a Conference organised by the Institute for Workers’ Control in April 1964, the two IS members present were the only people to take a position of all-out opposition to incomes policy.

The importance of incomes policy was that it posed a direct threat to the forms of organisation that British workers had developed during the fifties. The shift from national to localised bargaining, with the conse​quent growth in importance of shop-floor organisation as against the trade union bureaucracies, had led to a rise in self-confidence among workers, but also to a fragmentation and relative lack of interest in broader political issues. But if the Labour government was to have an incomes policy, it had to take on the strength of the shop-floor organi​sations; and whether workers wanted politics or not, they were going to have politics rammed down their throats.

The most obvious organisation to give a lead in industry was the Communist Party, which ever since the Second World War had maintained a significant influence among industrial militants. But the Communist Party was in difficulties. It had already suffered serious blows in the mid-fifties at the time of the Hungarian Revolution, and – though it had regained members in the early sixties, its composition had be​come more middle class. Now it was inhibited from an all-out fight against the Labour government by two factors. Firstly, a number of its members and supporters had won high places in the trade union bureaucracy. The Party was not prepared to defend shop-floor organisation to the extent of offending its friends in the bureaucracy. Secondly, the Party was committed to a strategy of strengthening the left wing in the Labour Party and thus pushing Labour to the left. At a time when the Labour "lefts’ were moving right as fast as they could, this was a difficult strategy to carry through. In any case it prevented the Party from trying to mobilise the industrial opposition to Wilson and turn it into an independent political force.

As a result many Communist Party militants became disillusioned with the Party. Even if they did not actually leave the Party, they tended to act more and more on their own initiative rather than in a co-ordinated way. A few Turned to Maoism for an alternative, though this usually led to the sterile dead-end of competing splinter groups.

Of course IS was in no position to take over from the Communist Party. But the new situation did open up the possibility for IS to transform itself, providing it was ready to radically change its style of work.

This meant a reassessment of the group’s strategic orientation to the Labour Party. All along IS had pointed to the limits of Labour Party work. Workers were getting less and less interested in the traditional reformist organisations as their shop-floor power grew. IS had given little credence to the view that a revolutionary party could be built within the Labour Party, or by a split within that Party.

At the very same time, since the oppor​tunities for trade union work were very limited for most comrades, the Labour Party – and especially the Young Socialists – had been seen as a milieu where revolutionaries could operate, and make contact with at least some of the more class-conscious workers who were around. IS members fought for their ideas in the Labour Party and to earn the right to criticise they canvassed, collected subs, organised bazaars and participated, somewhat cynically, in the whole un-political routine of local Labour Party life.

As the anti-working-class nature of the Labour government became clear to more and more of its former supporters, the Labour Party as a membership organisation went into even sharper decline. Many Party activists left the Party (for example, in the London Borough of Haringey, no less than six Labour councillors resigned from the Party in the period from 1966 to 1968). But in the absence of any focus to attract them, there was no possibility of an effective left regroupment. In short, the situation was one of crumbling rather than of split, and an appropriate response was called for. A simple decision to quit the Labour Party on a given day would have been easy but mistaken. There were huge differen​ces between the active left-wing Labour Panics in some areas and the moribund or openly racialist parties in others; the pace of disillusion varied from one individual to another; and the situation was complicated by the fact that, following the departure of Keep Left, Young Guard found itself the effective leadership of the – admittedly much diminished – Young Socialists, and the comrades were, quite rightly, reluctant to abandon this role.

What was needed was a thoroughgoing reorientation of the group. An IS Con​ference in July 1965 carried the follow​ing resolution:

‘The IS Group rejects the Labour Party as an instrument for social change; re​jects it as a milieu for mass conversion to socialist consciousness; and sees in it primarily an arena for ideological con​flict, a link to a living working-class audience and a source of individual recruitment to a revolutionary pro​gramme.’

What this meant on the ground was spelled out in an article in Labour Worker:

‘The plain truth is, that only a small minority of Labour’s millions are in any way politically active, and a large per​centage of the active are masochistically obsessed with the tote tickets and marking up electoral registers … Obviously Marxists should take those positions which give access to the direct workers’ organisations. But in the wards and GMCs the practice of buying the right to discuss politics by over-fulfilling the canvassing norms, should cease or be reduced to the minimum. For the left the Labour Party is a platform for political discussion and the winning over of individuals to a revolutionary programme.’ 

But a phased withdrawal from the Labour Party was only half the story. The struggle in Britain was fragmented, and revolutionaries had to find their way into the fragments.

The main struggle was to be in industry, and here the IS group’s forces were still pitifully weak. There was hardly any union where IS comrades were able to intervene. In the AEU there were a number of experienced militants but they were almost all concentrated in one factory – ENV in North London. The left in the AEU was on the ascendant, preparing to replace the right-wing Carron with Hugh Scanlon, but at the same time they were in some confusion, following Reg Birch’s break with the Communist Party.

It was out of this base in the AEU that the most significant intervention in the industrial field arose. The convenor of ENV, Geoff Mitchell, was involved in a legal dispute, and following action to support him, the ENV Shop Stewards Committee decided to broaden out the struggle and convened a meeting to launch the London Shop Stewards Defence Committee. The meeting was held on 16 January 1966 and attracted some two hundred people, about three quarters of them industrial workers, from 23 different unions.

The platform speakers included two IS members from ENV, Geoff Mitchell and Geoff Carlsson, and another IS member, Jim Higgins of the POEU. There were also two Communist Parry members – Reg Birch, an AEU Divisional Organiser and long-standing Communist Party militant, now severely critical of the Party’s parliamentarism, and Jim Hiles, chairman of the building workers’ Joint Sites Committee.

The resolution unanimously adopted by the meeting was remarkable in bringing together what were to be the main issues facing British workers over the coming decade:

‘This Conference of rank and file Trade Unionists is deeply perturbed at the proposed, and actual, intervention by the Government into established wage negotiations.
‘We equally deprecate the threats of legislation against the Trade Unionists and rank and file militants who have been mainly responsible over the past years in improving the wages and con​ditions in Industry.

‘We are opposed to the Government’s Incomes Policy which has nothing in common with Socialist planning; as likewise we are opposed to those Trade Union Officials who support the Govern​ment on these issues.
‘It is our belief that the so-called In​comes Policy, the threats of legislation and the interference in wage negotiations can only strengthen the Employers in their efforts to smash the Shop Stewards and the rank and file movements.’

The ability of IS comrades to take the initiative in helping to launch a venture of this sort was an important indication of the group’s development. But the venture itself was in some senses pre​mature. The SSDC (and the counterparts set up in other pans of the country) aimed to unite a rank and file movement which did not yet exist. A general cross-union body of this son is meaningful only if it brings together rank and file currents in a number of unions and industries. And in 1965 such currents did not exist. The SSDC itself was relatively short lived, though its influence in inspiring other initiatives cannot be ignored.

One important thing which the London SSDC did achieve was the publication of the book Incomes Policy, Legislation and Shop Stewards. It was written by two IS members. Tony Cliff and Colin Barker, and had an introduction by Reg Birch, written between his break with the Communist Party and his retreat into sectarian Maoism.

The book set out in a clear and non-sectarian manner the main lines of the analysis IS had been developing over the previous couple of years. It began with a general consideration of the economic situation that had led the ruling class to start imposing incomes policy. It then looked at the existing situation on the wages front and in particular showed the importance of the phenomenon of wage drift in the preceding period. It contrasted the role of shop stewards with the full-time union officials who were shown to be becoming increasingly conservative and impotent. Finally it looked at the pattern of strikes over the preceding period, in which working-class Strength had been reflected by the predominance of short, unofficial and generally successful strikes, and predicted that with the introduction of legislation against trade union rights the situation would have to change.

The book closed with a call to action, stressing the need for ‘a political as well as an industrial response’.

‘The first essential task for any worker is that of ensuring that his own imme​diate organisation is in fighting shape; that every factory and place of work has a joint stewards’ committee (includ​ing all stewards regardless of their union membership, and covering white-collar workers like draughtsmen too); that every company with different factories is covered by combined stewards’ com​mittees to co-ordinate activities and prevent "splitting" activities by the employers. More broadly, the rank and file must find forms of organisation-area rank-and-file committees, etc.—that can do the job the Trades Councils used to do. Only the new organisations must be based on the factories rather than on geographical place of residence.

‘Most of these tendencies are in their infancy, but the threat to the shop stewards is now so acute that the implementation of these basic tasks must be accelerated and largely achieved in a relatively short time, creating the conditions for the formation of a national shop stewards’ movement—an idea which, since the First World War, has existed almost solely in the minds of some of those whom Harold Wilson calls "wreckers" and whom we see as the potential builders of the mightiest socialist movement yet in the history of Britain.’ 

The Incomes Policy book was an important step forward for IS. It was sold systematically by a process of visiting any discoverable contact in the labour movement. It was widely read and appreciated by militants and enabled IS to be recognised as part of a real movement, rather than as a group of talented but isolated theoreticians. But the very fact that the group was now engaged in the real world made it sus​ceptible to defeat, and a very real defeat soon followed.

As has already been mentioned, one of IS’s few industrial roots was in the North West London engineering factory ENV. ENV had been known as a militant factory since the early fifties, and had an excellent record for wages and con​ditions. It had a strong and democratic shop stewards’ organisation. But if ENV was an excellent example of working class strength in the fifties, it also shared the weaknesses. ENV was more or less isolated from neighbouring factories. Indeed, most of them probably felt a sense of jealousy at ENV’s superior conditions.

For a long time the Communist Party had held the political leadership of the factory. Geoff Carlsson, a founder-member of the Socialist Review group, had been a steward for many years, but it was only in the mid-sixties, following internal disputes and demoralisation in the Communist Party, that he was able to attract other stewards towards IS politically. By 1966, about the rime of the founding of the SSDC, it was pos​sible to establish an IS branch at ENV-IS’s first factory branch, and a relatively Strong one, having about 12 members, including the convenor and several stewards.

But by this time the whole organisation was under attack. The Labour Govern​ment’s general attack on workers was being paralleled by employers’ moves to smash shop-floor organisation in various factories. ENV had been taken over by an American company. After attempts to introduce work study and produc​tivity bargaining, the management launched an all-out assault on the various agreements established by the workers over the previous 20 years, and then, in 1966,announced that the factory would be closed. Despite the long record of militancy, the stewards were unable to mobilise an effective struggle against the closure, and even​tually the leading IS militants were sacked. After this the management announced that the factory would remain open with a reduced labour force.

The ENV defeat had some important lessons for IS. Firstly, it showed that in the changed situation, militancy and organisation within one workplace was going to be increasingly inadequate. Secondly, it suggested that in a quite legitimate reaction against substitutionist notions of ‘leadership’, IS had gone too far. The question of political leader​ship would have to be taken more seriously.

The rest of IS’s industrial intervention in this period was largely from the out​side. And although the Labour Govern​ment’s policies were raising the political level, most struggles were still localised and fragmentary. This enabled IS com​rades in the localities to intervene, even if the intervention was often at the level of turning duplicator handles and mobilising support for mass pickets.

IS members gave continuing support to the long strike of building workers on the Myton’s site at the Barbican, London, in 1967, where management made a consistent attempt to smash all union organisation on the site. IS com​rades participated in several mass pickets, including the one in October 1967 when there were sharp clashes with the police during which 24 arrests were made (about one third of those arrested were IS comrades).

Another strike around which IS com​rades organised in 1967 was that at the Roberts-Arundel textile machinery factory in Stockport. This was an official strike in defence of union organisation, but much of the most dynamic solidarity action – including demonstrations of several hundred workers and clashes with the police – was organised independently of the official machine.

In these disputes, and many similar if less dramatic ones which took place up and down the country, active participa​tion enabled good contacts to be made and a few recruits won.

Another area of work which enabled IS to begin implanting itself in the working class was the tenants struggle. Some struggles were against private landlords. For example, the Islington branch of the Campaign Against Racial Discrimination (a body set up in 1965 to counter growing manifestations of racialism) with full and active participation of IS members, organised a campaign in 1966 against Mrs De Lusignan. This lady was the owner of some 25 houses in North London, mainly occupied by black people, notorious for high rents and bad conditions; she further aggra​vated the situation by describing her tenants as ‘Rubbish People’. A demon​stration achieved both considerable publicity and some reduction in the rents. Though the issue was highly localised, it provided an example of a situation where IS intervention could actually make some difference and thus help to sink roots for the organisation.

More widespread was action on council rents. The Labour Government had decided to cut housing subsidies, and thereby force dramatic rent increases. In many big cities it was Labour councils who had to carry through the increases.

The experience of the North London borough of Haringey may serve as an example of the type of intervention IS members were able to make. When the Council announced rent increases in March 1967, IS had not a single council tenant in the area. It did, however, have a number of reasonably well-known Labour Party activists. These, together with other sympathetic Labour left-wingers, including four councillors, signed a public statement to the press deploring the increases. This incurred the wrath of the Labour Party, but enabled the setting up of an Action Committee which held meetings on the estates, distributed leaflets and circula​ted a petition. As a result Tenants’ Associations were set up on most estates, and the Action Committee itself disappeared in favour of a Federa​tion of Tenants’ Associations. The move​ment culminated with a lobby of the Council by about 500 people; a few minor concessions were gained. While IS clearly could not take all the credit, the movement would almost certainly not have developed in the same way without IS intervention.

The period 1964-67 saw IS take a decisive step away from being a mere propaganda group. Indeed, in purely propaganda terms there was a scaling down of activity. The decision to make Labour Worker a fortnightly from January 1965 was a mistake; despite some lively issues, the paper was scrappy and often irrelevant to the changed activity of the group. The paper improved markedly after the return to monthly publication in late 1966.

But the changed style of activity did present serious problems. As long as IS was within the Labour Parry there was a framework within which specific issues could be related to each other. Racialism, foreign policy, housing, education and incomes policy could all be located in the context of a struggle against the Party’s right wing.

Without the Labour Parry to serve as a focus, there was a tendency for IS com​rades to see each struggle in isolation, to submerge themselves in a particular ‘fragment’ and postpone the question of generalisation to a remote future.

Essentially this was a healthy situation. After 1964 there were two main dangers for IS. One was ‘resolutionary socialism’, a concentration on preserving political purity by passing correct resolutions in the GMCs. The other danger was syndicalism. In the short term this was a lesser evil, since it meant that IS was able to begin to immerse itself in the working class. To use a much-overworked metaphor of Lenin’s, the stick had to be bent.

By the end of 1967 the membership had increased slowly but significantly – over 400 as against 200-odd when Labour came to power. More important, it was a membership geared, not simply to arguing the line, but to making inter​ventions, albeit usually very low-level ones, and to servicing the ongoing struggle. Without the base, and even more importantly, the orientation established in this period, the break​through of 1968 could not have taken place.

Part 2: Towards a revolutionary party

1968 as a year offered unprecedented opportunities to the revolutionary left. Revolutionary ideas achieved widespread currency, indeed became trendy in some circles. Revolutionary socialists suddenly found themselves swimming with the stream – an alarming ex​perience for those long practiced in swimming against it.
Internationally it was a year of momen​tous events. In January the National Liberation Front in Vietnam launched the ‘Tet offensive’, in which they scored striking successes against the far superior military forces of the United States. The international movement against the war received enormous en​couragement. In May student demon​strations in France led to a crisis which resulted in a general strike of ten million workers. The groups of the revolution​ary left succeeded in gaining wide cur​rency for their ideas. And in August the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia led to a deep internal upheaval in the world’s Communist Parries, a number of which dissociated themselves from Russian action for the first time in their history.
In Britain it was a year of both hopes and threats. The rapid decline of sup​port for the Labour government meant that less and less people were looking to the Labour Party as a focus for political action. The main impetus for the left came from outside the tradition​al organisations. There was an upsurge of militancy among students, beginning with the London School of Economics occupation in 1967, and spreading throughout Higher Education in 1968. This was paralleled by the growth of a large and demonstrative movement against the Vietnam War.

But the vacuum left by declining sup​port for Labour also produced more sinister developments. Enoch Powell, trying to find a racial scapegoat for economic discontent, made a hysterical speech in favour of tighter immigration control. He was promptly dismissed from the Tory Shadow Cabinet, but won considerable support among sec​tions of workers. In particular, London dockers struck and marched in his support.
All this underlined two things. One, that there was now a real possibility of building a socialist organisation out​side the Labour Party; and secondly, that it was becoming increasingly urgent to do so. Amid the frenzied activity of 1968, IS had not only to respond to events, but to transform itself in the process.
The student movement was an inter​national phenomenon, produced by the massive expansion of higher education needed by modern capitalism. Thousands of young people were exposed to the contradictions between the ideals of education and the need for capitalism to train low-level functionaries.

The student movement generated more than its fair share of romantic nonsense. Some theories – ‘red bases’ and the ‘student vanguard’ – saw students as re​placing the working class as the agency of social change; others – ‘the student-worker alliance’ – more modestly but equally unrealistically saw students and workers as equal partners.
But despite this the student movement could not be ignored by any serious revolutionaries. Firstly, because the majority of the students in struggle would go on to join the growing ranks of white-collar trade unionists. And secondly, even if the majority of student revolutionaries would soon submit to social pressures and drop out, a number of them could be won to a revolutionary organisation and be inte​grated into it.
Before the London School of Economics occupation in 1967, IS students had played little systematic pan in student politics, and certainly had no thought-out strategy for student work. But a number of IS comrades played a leading role in the LSE struggle, and a number of other student activists were recruited to IS. A similar pattern was repeated in the student battles which took place up and down the country during 1968 and 1969.
The overall political analysis that IS had developed was vital for the intervention in the student field. The two theses that IS had always stressed were self-activity and the primacy of the working class. IS’s stress on the working class prevented it from giving in to the theories of the ‘student vanguard’ that were widespread at the time. IS com​rades always laid emphasis on the necessity for solidarity with working class struggles, and in general IS’s re​cruitment among students was on the basis of its orientation to the working class. At the same time, IS had no truck with those like the Communist Party, who used an abstract invocation of the working class as an excuse for keeping out of actual ongoing struggles, and continuing to immerse themselves in manoeuvres in the National Union of Students.

The student movement was not con​cerned solely with struggles inside the colleges; it was inextricably bound up with the growing movement against the war in Vietnam. When the US bombing of North Vietnam began in 1965, the Struggle against the war was initially co​ordinated by the CP-dominated British Council for Peace in Vietnam, the main activity of which was loving up to clergymen and Labour peers, rather than mass mobilisation.

Frustration at the failure of the BCPV to do anything led to the creation, in 1966, of the Vietnam Solidarity Cam​paign (VSC). This was originally set up by an uneasy alliance of the politics of The Week (subsequently the IMG)
 and the finances of Bertrand Russell. IS members participated in the founda​tion of the VSC, but for the first year of its existence the presence was a token one only.

The initial mistake of the VSC was to centre its opposition to the BCPV on programme rather than method. It was, of course, quite right to attack the dis​gusting opportunism of the BCPV, which refused to raise the slogan ‘Victory to the NLF’ and centred its demands on peace. But merely to tail along behind the BCPV, shouting ‘correct’ slogans, did nothing to help build a mass movement.

By mid-1967 the mood was changing. The NLF, despite US terror bombing, was clearly gaining ground, and thus in​spiring emulation rather than pity; the anti-war movement in the US was grow​ing; and in Britain, the student move​ment was looking for a cause to adopt.

It was at this point that IS – which had argued for a solidarity position from the very beginning of the war – decided to make its intervention in the VSC rather more vigorous. IS comrades argued with the existing VSC leader​ship for a serious approach to mass work; for long-term preparation for a demonstration, with systematic work in the colleges combined with mass leaf-letting of factories and estates. IS branches in the localities helped to prepare the demonstration in October 1967. The result was some thirty thousand people in Grosvenor Square (outside the US Embassy), a confronta​tion with the police, and the VSC’s name firmly on the political map.

Two more massive demonstrations followed, in March and October 1968; the CP, which had originally opposed the VSC for ‘splitting the broad move​ment’, eventually tagged along behind. The movement brought a whole wave of young people – including a sizeable minority of young workers – towards revolutionary politics. A New Society survey of the October 1968 demonstra​tion showed that 68 per cent of those marching were against, not only the war, but capitalism in general.

Within this movement, IS strove to re​cruit on the basis of linking the anti​war struggle to the struggle at home. As a leaflet distributed on one of the big demonstrations put it:

‘ … the battle against wage freeze; against social service cuts; against bad housing and rent increases; against bad hospitals and schools; against unemploy​ment; against the government’s racialist policies is the same battle against the Vietnam war . . . In the factories workers are fighting against the wage freeze and unemployment. On the housing estates tenants are resisting rent increases. If we are to help the Vietnamese we must go on from Grosvenor Square to fight these struggles. “A blow against the boss, is a blow against the Vietnam war”.’
Amid the euphoria of the Vietnam movement, the emergence of Powellism among sections of workers was a stun​ning shock to the left. For some it was further confirmation of how bleak things were and the need to keep one’s head down; for others, it was further proof that the working class could be written off in favour of a student van​guard.

The Communist Party, which had some influence in the docks, declined to use it to fight Powellism. Danny Lyons, one of their leading militants, felt so little confidence in Marxist arguments that he brought along two clergymen, one Catholic and one Protestant, to try and dissuade the dockers.

IS had one docker (Terry Barrett) in membership, but he made every effort to argue the point in class terms. Barrett, together with some IS members and other revolutionaries, signed and distributed to dockers a leaflet putting the class case against Powell:

Who is Enoch Powell? He is a right-wing Tory opportunist who will stop at nothing to help his Party and his class. He is a director of the vast National Discount Company (assets £224m), which pays him a salary bigger than the £3,500 a year be gets as an MP.

He lives in fashionable Belgravia and writes Greek verse.

What does he believe in?

Higher Unemployment. He has consis​tently advocated a national average of 3 per cent unemployed.

Cuts in the Social Services. He wants higher health charges, less council houses, charges for state education and lower unemployment pay.

Mass Sackings in the Docks. Again and again he has argued that the docks are “grossly overmanned”.’

It was the Powell affair, closely followed by the French general strike, which made it clear that it was possible to embark on the process of building an independent revolutionary party. Revolutionary parties arc built, not pro​claimed, and the task of transforming a small group into a party is one that requires a whole number of different stages of development. A revolutionary parry has to meet criteria of size, class composition, programme and capacity to intervene. IS in 1968 could not be​gin to satisfy the requirement on any count.

The first step was to break with the small group tradition that had charac​terised revolutionary politics in Britain for the previous twenty years. Groups had been defined and separated from each other by fine points of analysis—natural enough in a period of propaganda organisation. Now it was necessary to bring to the fore the ideas of a combat organisation, defined not only by its analysis, but by what it fought for. It was in this spirit that IS issued an appeal to all other revolutionary groupings for unity around a basic agreement on four fundamental points of principle:

1. Opposition to imperialism; for the vic​tory of all genuine national liberation movements.

2. Opposition to racism in all its forms and to controls on immigration.

3. Opposition to state control of trade unions; support for all progressive strikes.

4. Workers’ control of society and in​dustry as the only alternative to fascism.

It is important to be clear what this move meant in the context of the period. There was a big movement of youth towards socialist politics in the VSC; many Labour Party activists were dropping out in disgust; sections of the CP were disillusioned with their Parry’s passivity and impressed by the rise of the revolutionary left – a situation rein​forced by the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.

At the same time none of the re​volutionary groups had the size or credibility to serve as a focus for these potential recruits. A united organisation could have picked up many people who would otherwise have been lost.

However, if such a unified organisation had come into being, it would have been middle-class and largely student in com​position, and amorphous in politics. A long fight – and probably splits – would have been necessary to transform it into a real workers’ party. As it was the unity proposals failed, the grouplets did not respond. This was probably in​evitable; but they did represent a de​claration of intent, a clear indication that a new style of politics and a new form of organisation was going to be necessary.
However, to be precise, the appeal for unity was not quite unsuccessful. One grouplet on the left did respond positively – Workers Fight, a tiny sect whose orthodox Trotskyist politics were indis​tinguishable from those of Ernest Mandel’s ‘Fourth International’, but who were not prepared to join it organisa​tionally. In the euphoric atmosphere of 1968 the unity was consummated rapidly without sufficient care being given to the conditions on which the unity was to be maintained.

In fact, there was never an effective fusion. Workers Fight maintained its own organisation – with its own discipline, subscriptions and even probationary membership – inside IS. The result could only be continuing friction, legalistic disputes about factional rights, and serious disruption of IS’s work in a number of areas. The whole unfortunate situation dragged on for three years until a Special Conference in December 1971 decided to end the fusion, and to give Workers Fight supporters the chance to choose which organisation they wanted to belong to.

The recognition of the need to start building the party now implied the need for changes in IS’s structure. Over the previous years IS had changed from a propaganda group into a group that engaged in agitation in a localised and fragmented manner. Now that generalised politics was back on the agenda, it was necessary to transform it into a revolu​tionary combat organisation. This meant reorganising the group according to the principles of democratic centralism.

In theory this meant recognising two important principles. Firstly, unlike cither the Stalinist or Social-Democratic party, the revolutionary party in the Bolshevik tradition does not substitute itself for the class; it is a conscious minority which fights for its ideas within the organisation of the class (trade unions, Soviets, etc). Therefore the kind of democracy we would demand in, for example, a trade union, is not appro​priate to a revolutionary organisation. Secondly, a revolutionary organisation needs democracy in order to make a scientific evaluation of the situation; but when decisions have been taken, the minority must accept the need for unity in action.

In practice this led to some fairly modest organisational proposals. Firstly, that the leading body of the organisation should be elected on a political basis – that is, by election of a national body from a national con​ference. Hitherto there had been a ‘federal’ principle in operation; each branch sent a delegate. Secondly, the right of the organisation co impose discipline on all members was stated. A draft from the Political Committee (September 1968) put the matter in surprisingly moderate terms:

‘Branches must accept directives from the centre, unless they fundamentally disagree with them, in which case they should try to accord with them while demanding an open debate on the matter’.

In retrospect all this appears more or less unexceptionable and uncontroversial. In fact it caused the greatest internal upheaval IS had ever had. Internal documents proliferated and at least five factions came into existence. It took two stormy conferences (in September and December 1968) before a new, democratic centralist constitution could be agreed.

The heat of the debate can be partly explained by the newness of the member​ship – a good half had been in the group only a few months, and by the fact that many of them had come straight from the heady atmosphere of student politics. But the issues at stake were more fundamental. When the main job had been struggle in the fragments, the need had been to encourage initiative; conditions for the tenants’ struggle varied so greatly between, say, Newcastle, Sheffield and London, that unified directives would have been of little help to anyone. It was, in fact, vital to stress that comrades should not wait for directives.

Moreover, if democratic centralism was to be meaningful, it depended on some degree of maturity and experience among those participating in the internal democracy. If there was no experience to be confronted, then there was little value in a centralised structure. (As one leading comrade put it, with perhaps unnecessary brutality, “if you have a bunch of idiots, they will elect an idiot to lead them.’)

It would be impossible to do justice here to the various arguments put forward, both by the libertarian opposition to democratic centralism, and by those who felt that the IS leader​ship was still being insufficiently ‘hard’ on the question. Although they were of vastly differing degrees of sophisti​cation, the faction fight was on balance a positive experience. IS members, old and new alike, were forced to think and argue through the whole question of the revolutionary party. There were casualties, some good activists found themselves unable to take the change and left – but they were relatively few. More important, the vast majority of those who voted against democratic centralism in 1968 were won over to the position in the course of the following 12 months.

IS had grown dramatically in the course of 1968. It had begun the year with 447 members, and ended with something in excess of a thousand. (The pace of recruitment and turnover were so hectic that precise figures arc hard to get). The monthly Labour Worker had given way to the weekly Socialist Worker with a vastly increased circulation. A number of full-time workers had been employed, both for the paper and as regional organisers. The pace of growth had taken the members by surprise.

Yet in face of the objective tasks the group was still tiny. In the course of 1968 IS had pointed to the so-called “vacuum on the left’ – the gap in the working-class movement left by the demise of the Labour left and the bank​ruptcy of the Communist Party. Yet IS was still far too small to fill the gap; the tasks ahead were going to be even tougher.

1969-1970: TOWARDS A WORKERS’ PARTY
BY THE middle of 1969 the wave of revolutionary euphoria had subsided, and it was much clearer that the struggle ahead was to be a protracted one. The last year of Labour rule saw massive trade union opposition to the proposals for trade union legislation, and a wave of strikes, especially among sections of lower-paid workers with few traditions of militancy. And with the return of Tory government in June 1970 things hotted up even more. Heath’s policies of confrontation and wage control led to a series of big official strikes – postmen in 1971, miners and Fords in 1972, various public sector groups in 1973 and the miners again in 1974.

The new level of struggle made things, in objective terms, much easier for IS. The experience of Labour government made the argument for an independent socialist organisation right outside the Labour Party very much more plausible. And the trend towards government intervention in industrial struggles was doing more than a bookshop of propaganda to break down the artificial barriers between politics and economics.

But to take advantage of the situation IS had to transform itself as an organisa​tion. IS had come out of the faction fight of 1968 with a principled commit​ment to the need for a revolutionary workers party but in terms of class composition the situation was actually worse than in 1967, a far higher propor​tion of the membership being students. And although these students who joined IS had done so on the basis of a commitment to the working class and a break with the more lurid forms of ‘student vanguardism’, there was still great confusion about what the role of students in relation to the labour movement actually was.

One expression of this was the rather frenetic leafleting of factories that took place. Students anxious to make links with the working class but not quite sure how to do it stood at fac​tory gates with leaflets designed to ‘bring politics to the workers’. (In the present writer’s experience the worst example was a leaflet consisting of two tightly packed and badly duplicated sides on the question of the war in Biafra. Unfortunately for any worker who managed to read it at all, the leaflet came to no conclusion as to which side, if cither, one should support in the war!)

The situation was also bad for the workers in the organisation. In a workers’ organisation a worker is judged, not for what he is, but for what he does. In this period of student domination in IS, it was often enough to proclaim that one was a worker to win admiration and flattery. At one IS conference an industrial worker de​nounced a document being circulated as ‘so bad it must have been written by a sociologist.’ He was cheered to the echo by the audience, a fair per​centage of whom were sociology students.

What now had to be begun was a systematic transformation of the organisation. Very crudely, it is possible to see three main phases in this process:

i. The membership bad to be re​orientated towards the industrial working class. Students in particular bad to be told that, while they should not abstain from real struggles in the Colleges, their main priority should be making propaganda and finding contacts in the labour movement;

ii. The composition of the organisa​tion bad to be changed by re​cruiting workers into the organisa​tion.

iii. The workers in the organisation had to take over the political leadership. This meant, not only transforming the national leader​ship, but also creating a local structure based on functional units – in particular at factory branches – in which workers would have the leading role.

In practice, of course, things did not go so smoothly. The stages of growth overlapped considerably (for example, the existence of a student base assisted IS’s credibility in intervening in the 1972 miners’ strike). Moreover there was inevitable friction and an over​emphasis put on certain turns. Comrades often found difficulty in making the transitions from one stage to the next. For example, able propagandists tended to think of workers as being eternally ‘contacts’ rather than bringing them into membership. And those who had shown great talent at recruiting and organising found it hard to hand over leadership to those they had recruited and organised. Moreover, the changes had to be made in a world that did not give IS leisure to solve its internal problems, but forced it to move ever more quickly.

The first major crisis to hit the organisa​tion came in August 1969. Following a year of mounting struggle in the North of Ireland, fighting erupted in Derry, and British troops were sent in, osten​sibly to preserve the peace. This pre​sented IS with serious problems of tactics and principles.

On the one hand IS had campaigned consistently for the withdrawal of British troops from the North of Ireland. However, in the immediate situation, in which the Catholic forces were very much the weaker, neither the IRA nor the People’s Democracy was demanding the immediate withdrawal of British troops, IS had to combine its internationalism (its concern to have the same position as comrades in Ireland) with its responsibility to bring home to British workers the role of British imperialism. In the event it was decided not to make ‘Withdraw the Troops Now’ an agitational slogan. A minority of the leadership and of the member​ship dissented.

However, the main emphasis in Socialist Worker was on the need for Catholic self-defence and on the potential role of the troops. The week that the troops went in, Socialist Worker headlined:

‘THE BARRICADES MUST STAY UNTIL

B-Specials disbanded

RUC disarmed

Special Powers Act abolished

Political prisoners released.’

The lead article expanded:

‘Certainly the mass of Catholics, after three days of bitter fighting, were re​lieved to see the RUC and the Specials withdraw, and to this extent were glad to see the British troops.

‘But it should not be thought that the presence of British troops can begin to solve their problems.

‘ … The role of the British troops is not to bring any real solution to the prob​lems of the people of Northern Ireland, but to freeze a situation that looked like getting out of hand and damaging the interests of the British ruling class in Ireland.’

By early 1970 the openly repressive role of the troops had become apparent to all, and since then IS has campaigned consistently for the withdrawal of all British troops. Nonetheless solidarity work on the Irish question caused many problems. Partly this was because at times of downturn in the struggle, the united front bodies that IS worked within became little more than meeting grounds for representatives of small groups and an excuse for sectarian backbiting. Also, however, it took time to develop a clear perspective amid the complexities of the Irish situation. IS’s position was always one of uncon​ditional support for the IRA in the struggle against imperialism, and of links with socialist groupings (People’s Democracy) and individuals (Bernadette Devlin) in Ireland. But what also needed to be made clear was the need for an independent working-class-based revolu​tionary party in Ireland as the only alternative to the dead-end nationalism of the IRA.

The main priority throughout this period, however, was industry. Indeed, IS was often accused of one-sidedness and ‘economism’ because of its neglect of other sectors (eg students) and other areas of work (eg international solidarity). But given the overwhelming difficulty of winning roots in the working class, and the overriding urgency of doing so, such lack of balance was justified. In the abstract it is fine to talk of ‘bringing politics to workers’; but if there arc no workers to bring them to, then the discussion is futile.

The first stage in the transformation of IS was the so-called ‘Turn to the Class’ of 1969. In a sense this was a misnomer; IS had always been distinguished from other tendencies by its stress on the role of the working class. What the ‘Turn to the Class’ involved was, firstly, an attempt to divert the main energies of the organisation on to work around industry and the trade unions; and secondly, an effort to make this work more serious and systematic, rather than the random activity that was going on. This meant essentially an effort of education and organisation. Comrades with no experience of the labour move​ment had to make great efforts to learn of its traditions and of the way the trade union movement actually operated. Groups were formed of comrades working around particular industries and combines. An attempt was made to establish the main priorities for industrial work. Leaflets had to be written in a responsible fashion, if possible with a contact inside the factory.

All this was still essentially work from the outside. There were still few indus​trial workers inside IS. The first job was to turn a largely student and middle-class membership into a cadre capable of making some impact in the industrial working class. This in turn provided a selection process; membership actually fell during 1969, though the group became stronger and more serious.

By the autumn of 1970, following the Tory election victory, the time had been reached for the next stage, the launching of a membership campaign. Systematic work around the factories and the production of a high standard of propaganda had won IS a considerable degree of credibility; but this was still expressed in the form of a periphery of support rather than actual worker members. The recruitment campaign launched in September 1970 aimed at five hundred new members over three months; it was followed by a further campaign in the summer of 1971. The aim was to transform the nature of the branches, to make them, in Trotsky’s phrase, ‘habitable for workers’.

As had always been the practice in IS, the aim was to win recruits to the organisation on the basis of a minimum agreement on activity, and leave the question of education in the wider aspects of IS politics to be developed in the process of work inside the organisa​tion. Many critics of the recruitment strategy, inside and outside IS argued that the organisation should be more ‘selective’ and impose more control-such as probationary membership – on new entrants. This was to mistake the nature of the process. There was indeed a selection – a number of those who joined subsequently left again; in some cases it was because the organisation failed to hold them, in others because they were not ready to give the commit​ment required for membership. But there was no way this could be forecast in advance, no magic mark engraved on the foreheads of potential recruits. Only the experience of common struggle was able to show which comrades would last the pace.

The prerequisite for the recruitment campaign was considerable enthusiasm on the part of the membership. Large public meetings – some featuring Bernadette Devlin – were held. Obviously mistakes were made and some of the new members were lost. The important thing was to establish that IS was not a closed sect seeking to reinforce its own purity, but an organisation open to the working class.

There was, however, some resistance to the membership campaign within the organisation – Indeed, the whole exercise had to be fought through on two fronts, the struggle to make IS more credible in the outside world being paralleled by a struggle to convince the existing membership.

The main argument brought against a strategy of open recruitment was the danger of so-called ‘dilution’. Inex​perienced comrades, it was claimed, could not participate effectively in internal democracy (though in fact many of the new recruits had far more experience of the class struggle than a lot of long-standing IS members). More​over, it was suggested, IS was sacrificing programmatic correctness in favour of sheer numerical size.

In the abstract, this position had an element of truth, and could be backed up by selected quotations from Lenin. The real point was to evaluate what were the main dangers in the current period. Although revolutionary ideas were making some impact in the working class, so that a recruiting campaign was a possibility, it just was not true that there was any danger of a mass of potentially opportunist workers waiting at the gates for the chance to flood into IS for the worst possible motives. IS membership for a worker offered some onerous responsibilities (like having to be identified in his place of work with a paper which supported the IRA and opposed immigration control) and precious few consolations. The doors may have been open, but recruits still had to be dragged through.

The arguments were debated over a period at every level in the organisation. For the issue could not be decided by a simple vote. One cannot instruct comrades to recruit; the job can be done only by people who arc convinced that they want to do it.

The results arc shown by the figures. At the Easter 1970 Conference IS had a membership of 880; by Easter 1972 this had risen to 2351. A breakdown of the social composition at Easier 1972 showed 26 per cent manual workers and 31 per cent white-collar workers.

IS had by now ceased to be a propaganda group. But this did not mean that pro​paganda had ceased to be important. On the contrary, it was the continual flow of propaganda material that was central to its growing influence. Fundamental to this was the building of Socialist Worker. The paper had changed its name from Labour Worker to con​firm the break with entry work in the Labour Party. In September 1968 the paper was launched as a weekly. It had four pages, cost two (old) pence, and looked somewhat scruffy. It was sold mainly by students outside the gates of factories and on council estates. Slowly the paper was improved; it grew to six pages in 1969, eight in 1970, twelve in 1971 and sixteen in 1972. The circula​tion rose from under ten thousand in i 1968 to over thirty thousand some five years later. But it was not simply the sale of the paper or its journalistic quality that mattered; it was its political role. It was Socialist Worker which gave the political coherence to an organisa​tion whose members were involved in struggles that differed widely from one from another. It was Socialist Worker that provided the main line of communi​cation between the centre and the membership and periphery. It was Socialist Worker that provided the political basis for the membership, the political line that every member had to defend to those he sold to.

Also of great importance in increasing IS’s credibility was Tony Cliffs book The Employers’ Offensive,
 a study of productivity dealing and the strategy for fighting it. Two things made the work important. Firstly, Cliff was able to draw extensively on the experience of IS’s industrial membership and peri​phery; the work was really the result of a collective effort. Secondly, although the subject matter might seem technical, it raised crucial political issues. The trade union bureaucracy, including the ‘left’ bureaucrats supported by the Communist Party, were heavily implicated in pro​ductivity deals. The Communist Party, despite its much greater industrial influence, could not have produced the book.

The Employers’ Offensive offered a valuable way for IS branches to extend their influence and contacts. By collec​ting lists of local trade unionists it was possible to arrange widespread sales.

But this was still approaching the class from the outside. The problem now was to make IS part of the working-class movement. IS was greatly assisted in this by the continued decline of the Communist Party. The Communist Party was increasingly unable to carry through any co-ordinated strategy in industry, because of the diverging interests of its rank-and-file militants and its members and friends in the bureaucracy. This led to it taking a passive role in many struggles, and to a great reluctance to participate in any rank-and-file movement.
 For example, when the five dockers were jailed in the summer of 1972, the Com​munist Party, and its industrial front, the Liaison Committee for the Defence of Trade Unions, were more or less inactive. The possibility for IS to take the lead in an increasing number of struggles was now open. But for this further changes in the structure of the organisation were necessary, which once again had to be fought for against considerable resistance.

Despite IS’s orientation to industry, its organisational structure in 1972 was still a geographical one; members belonged to branches according to the areas they lived in. Such a structure is, of course, fine for an organisation whose main concern is electoral politics; for an organisation based on struggle in the trade union and the work place the structure was a positive impediment. The aim had to be two-fold; to develop effective union and industrial fractions, and to move, where possible, to work​place branches.

The development of effective fractions was intimately linked to the perspective of building rank-and-file movements inside the trade union movement. The ultimate aim was to repeat the successes of the Minority Movement of the 1920s, though it was clearly recognised that this could only be done with a much bigger base than was at present available.

The model was provided by the work carried out since 1967 in the National Union of Teachers. Here a small group of IS teachers had come together with some Communist Party members who were disillusioned by the increasingly conservative role of the Communist Party within the union. As a result the paper Rank and File was set up; it rapidly became the focus for the militant left in the union, and succeeded in attracting support way beyond IS and IS sympathisers.

As the role of the trade union bureau​cracy as the main obstacle to shop-floor militancy became more and more obvious in the early seventies, IS mem​bers were able to participate in, and in some cases initiate, the creation of similar papers in a number of unions and industries – The Collier, The Car-worker, The Hospital Worker and several others. It was in turn a number of these papers which took the initiative in calling the first conference of the National Rank and File Movement in March 1974, attended by more than 500 delegates from over 300 trade union organisations.

On the question of factory branches there was more controversy. Factory branches had always been part of IS’s tradition; indeed the first factory branch – at ENV – had been set up as early as 1966. But the Conference at Easter 1972 passed a resolution declaring opposition to factory branches—though it was carried by an alliance of those who opposed factory branches in principle and those who simply thought it premature to establish them.

The main argument against factory branches was that they tended to segregate sections of the membership, whereas the aim of a revolutionary party should be to enable each member to transcend his sectional situation and participate in the totality of the party’s work. Against this idealist view, the argument for factory branches stressed that members had to be organised for action, not discussion, and that factory branches would enable a great increase in the recruitment of workers.

The Conference held in March 1973 resolved to go ahead with the building of factory branches. At the same time the defeat of a number of sections of workers who had fought against the Tory Phase Two meant that more workers were realising the need for revolutionary politics. IS entered another phase of rapid growth, and within months about forty factory branches were established.

But events were moving quickly in the world outside also. The oil crisis and Heath’s Phase Three strategy of con​frontation led to the three-day week and the miners’ strike. The weeks lead​ing up to the February 1974 General Election led to a period of hectic propaganda activity and Socialist Worker reached a peak sale of well over forty thousand. Despite the enthusiasm of the comrades, the organisation’s re​sources were strained almost to breaking point.

Labour’s hairsbreadth victory in the election led to a different situation which required further adaptation. IS had correctly identified the organisa​tional decline of the Labour Parry and therefore rejected any such strategy as entry work or concentration on ‘exposure’ of the Labour leaders by putting demands on them. What was somewhat underestimated was Labour’s ideological influence, which enabled it to avoid any head-on confrontations for the first year in office. Although there were some big struggles, notably among sectors with no traditional links to Labour-nurses, teachers, local government workers – the situation was in general much more fragmentary than under the Tories.

IS’s growth and the changing circum​stances meant the emergence of a new set of problems. While IS was still a small organisation, it was more and more confronted with tasks that re​quired a much bigger organisation. IS members began to face problems for which there were no precedents within the experience of most comrades. As a result there were necessarily divergences, and in the months preceding the September 1974 Conference there was a sharp internal debate.

A number of issues became closely intertwined in this debate. One main issue concerned the perspective for growth. Were the potential recruits for the organisation to be found among those workers who had already some experience of the existing political organisations, or would they come from among young workers with few traditions and little experience of work in the labour movement. This in turn raised the question of how Socialist Worker should orientate its articles.

Linked to this was the demand for more workers to be actively involved as writers for Socialist Worker. This in turn raised the whole problem of putting more and more of the respon​sibility for leadership at every level into the hands of workers.

A parallel argument related to the question of work within the trade union movement. Some comrades argued for considerable importance to be given to working within the official union machinery, contesting elections etc. Others argued that the main priority must be given to building within the workplace.

These developments inevitably meant the replacement of some people who had a record of long service in the organisation. Roger Protz, who had made an enormous contribution to the development of Socialist Worker since 1968, resigned as editor following dis​agreements about the orientation of the paper. And the September 1974 Con​ference re-elected less than half of the outgoing National Committee.

Nonetheless, the task of building IS into a revolutionary workers’ party is still very far from being completed. But the political analysis and experience built up over the first quarter century of the group’s existence provides the base on which this can be done.

Part 3: Facing the crisis

THE ELECTION of a Labour Govern​ment in February 1974 was to mean, to a greater extent than anyone at the time realised, a sharp change in the rhythm of class struggle, Labour had been brought to power, not by the positive virtues of its programme or leaders, but by the success of the working-class opposition to the Heath Government. While Labour received a lower vote than at any election since 1945, an anti-Tory vote going to minor parties thrust Wilson into power. In this potentially unstable situation the Labour Govern​ment took on a left face, with Tony Benn and Michael Foot brought into the cabi​net and the former leaders of the left in the TUC, Jack Jones and Hugh Scanlon, brought into ever-closer associ​ation with the government. After just over a year of a loosely worded ‘social contract’, during which some quite sub​stantial wage rises were won, the Labour Government attacked its supporters head-on by introducing a series of com​pulsory incomes policies.

The Labour Government produced a major change in the pattern of industrial struggle. Sharp struggles continued throughout the Five years of Labour rule - the Scottish strikes of 1974-75, the wave of struggles in 1977 (including Grunwicks) culminating in the unsuc​cessful firemen’s strike, and the so-called ‘winter of discontent’ in the last months of the Callaghan government. But no section of workers was to emu​late the miners in 1972 and 1974; increasingly struggles were fragmented and defensive, even though enormous reserves of fighting spirit were still evi​dent. Rising unemployment helped to discipline workers.

In this situation a slow but steady movement to the right affected all levels of the labour movement. On the shop-floor, ideological and social factors combined to whittle away the periphery of the revolutionary left. The growing role of full-time convenors, and the revived attraction of reformism as being at least a lesser evil, reduced the number of militants who were open to revolutio​nary ideas. At the 1974 TUC, Ken Gill, the first Communist Party member on the General Council for over twenty years, withdrew his union’s resolution against the Social Contract ‘in the interests of the broadest unity’. Many people who in 1968 and after had been active revolu​tionaries began to drift back into the Labour Party.

1974 was also a year in which repres​sion against the left began to be more noticeable. In the pre-election period there were many reports of police harassment of paper-sellers and fly-posters. In June a Warwick student, Kevin Gately, was killed by police on an anti-National Front demonstration. The next week two thousand IS mem​bers marched through London with pla​cards reading ‘Murdered by Police’. Socialist Worker was cautioned by the police with a threat of action for crimi​nal libel. And in October Socialist Wor​ker was fined £500 with £5000 costs for naming wealthy witnesses in the Janie Jones blackmail case. Attacks, from both the state and the trade union bureaucracy, continued throughout the 1970s, making it decidedly more uncom​fortable to be a revolutionary socialist.

THE period up to the February 1974 election had been one of rapid growth for IS. Membership was approaching 4000, with a higher proportion of man​ual trade unionists than ever before. 56 factory branches had been formed, though about ten of these lasted only a few months. In election week the print order of Socialist Worker had risen to 52,000, with a paid sale of at least 35.000. There were obviously problems of changing gear from the mood of urgency and enthusiasm that had cha​racterised the last months of the Heath Government.

Initially the perspective developed by IS was that the Labour Government would merely offer a ‘breathing space’, a brief ‘honeymoon’ period of a few months before massive struggles of the 1972-3 type would break out again. But by early 1975 it was becoming clear that such a perspective was telescoping the real course of events. A document pre​pared for the 1975 Annual Conference put it as follows:

‘We predicted, in our perspectives for last September’s IS conference, that the rising level of unemploy​ment and the acceleration of prices would put the Social Contract under pressure from two opposed directions – from workers inspired by the success of the miners in breaking the Tories’ Phase Three, and from the ruling class intent on pushing down workers’ living standards.
‘Our economic perspective in general was correct. But it was mis​taken in one important respect.

‘We overestimated the speed with which the economic crisis would drive workers 10 draw revolutionary political conclusions.’ 

One alternative open to IS in face of the general drift to the right was to fol​low the example of other revolutionary tendencies, and either enter, or orient more closely on the Labour Party. Instead IS chose to develop a position which came to be summed up by the slogan ‘Steer Left’. In effect this meant attempting to relate to those sections of the class that were prepared to fight, even if they were in a small minority.

The strategy earned IS (sometimes from within its own ranks as well as from outside) the label of ‘ultra-left’. This was misplaced. At no time was there any suggestion that the mass orga​nisations of workers could be by-passed. But in a period when the level of struggle had fallen (there were thirteen million days strike in 1974, only three million in 1975), concentrating all the organisa​tion’s efforts on routine trade union work would have inevitably meant get​ting caught up in the drift to the right. Moreover, it was necessary for IS to distinguish itself clearly from the various ‘broad left’ groupings in the unions which had no real strategy to oiler.

The meaning of isolation and of “steering left’ was shown in March 1975. when the Labour Government, alleging a ‘health hazard’, sent troops to break a strike by dustcart drivers in Glasgow. Trade union bureaucrats and left MPs spoke scarcely a word of protest. When the Glasgow IS issued a leaflet to troops asking ‘Would you have to act like this if you had your own trade union?”, the Com​munist Party secretary of Glasgow Tra​des Council told the bourgeois press that IS were “fleas in a bed who turn up at other people’s picketing.’

The change of tempo did not take place smoothly. The 1973-75 period saw the biggest internal crisis in the organi​sation’s history, culminating in a serious split.

THE dispute can be traced back to the summer of 1973, when the National Committee, believing the Executive to be out of touch with developments in the rapidly growing organisation, replaced it with a new Executive which included a number of provincial full-time organis​ers. The disagreements over this change led to the resignation of the national secretary, Jim Higgins.
The second phase of the dispute erup​ted in the aftermath of the February 1974 General Election, with a debate about the future role of Socialist Wor​ker. The position presented by Tony Cliff, and eventually accepted by the national committee, was, firstly, that the paper was mainly aimed at a younger generation of militants without much experience of the reformist and trade union organisations, and therefore should present its arguments in a sim​pler fashion without taking so much for granted; and secondly that more of the paper should actually be written by wor​kers. Roger Protz the editor of the paper since 1968, disagreed sharply, arguing that the paper still had to relate to ‘advanced workers’.

When Protz’s position was defeated, Protz and Jim Higgins were removed from the Editorial Board of the paper, with Paul Fool taking over as editor. This led to an extremely stormy two-day meeting of” the National Committee in May 1974, leading to the election of a new Executive seeking to reconcile the different currents in the organisation.

Unfortunately that was to be far from the end of the argument.

In the run-up to the conference in the autumn of 1974 a group of comrades produced a document called Our Tradi​tions, in which they broadened the debate from Socialist Worker to the whole strategy tor building the organi​sation. They argued that the current IS leadership had developed a “Youth Van​guard’ thesis and was turning its back on its traditional emphasis on shop ste​wards’ organisation.

(It is true that this argument reflected a reality of the organisation’s develop​ment. In any revolutionary organisation that has grown beyond the level of a monolithic sect. there will be a section of the membership which has acquired real roots in the established labour move​ment and is thereby strongly exposed to its pressures; and another section of the membership, often more youthful and newer to politics, that is impatient of the traditions and routines of the mass labour movement. A serious revolutio​nary organisation can be built only by reconciling these layers in creative ten​sion. The debate in 1974-5 served on the contrary to force an unnecessary polarisation).

The annual conference in 1975 made a number of major constitutional chan​ges. Since 1968 the leading body of the organisation had been a National Com​mittee of some forty members, elected by conference, and consisting of both full-timers and lay members. This in turn elected an Executive of full-timers which actually ran the organisation, but which was not directly accountable to the organisation. The conference voted to end this separation of power and res​ponsibility and establish a Central Com​mittee of full-timers directly elected by conference, with a Party Council as an advisory body. The conference also voted to strengthen district organisation.

There was some opposition to the constitutional changes, alleging that they involved a reduction of internal democracy. But the long-standing inter​nal dispute finally came to a head in the autumn of 1975 over the question of strategy towards the Broad Left in the AUEW. The majority of comrades in the AUEW traction had decided that, in the light of the decline of the Broad Left, they should support a rank-and-file can​didate for the post of AUEW national organiser. A number of IS members in the Birmingham area AUEW refused to accept this perspective, broke discipline and were expelled.

This led to a revival of opposition by a number of those who had been in dis​agreement with the majority since 1973, and a faction, calling itself the “IS Oppo​sition’, was re-established. This refused a requirement from the December 1975 Party Council that the faction be dissol​ved, arguing that “we are concerned that the present lurch to ultra-leftism will des​troy any realistic working-class base, while it may generate the sort of self-perpetuating, irrelevant work that we associate with the WRP.’  Faced with the choice of dissolving the faction or being excluded from IS, about 150 members left, including such former Executive members as Jim Higgins, John Palmer, Granville Williams and Roger Protz.

DESPITE difficulties and disagree​ments, the central focus of IS’s political strategy continued to be the rank and file movement. The two large conferen​ces in 1974 which established the Natio​nal Rank and File Movement showed the potential for rank and tile organisation. And objectively, the need for this became greater as the Labour Govern​ment’s term dragged on.

The decline of the traditional left in the unions was dramatically highlighted by Terry Duffy’s victory in the AUEW. The Liaison Committee for the Defence of Trade Unions came to life once a year to hold rather boring and stage-managed conferences, then vanished again. Above all, the growing coopera​tion of the TUC leaders with the govern​ment made independent rank and file organisation imperative. Yet the move to the right made it increasingly difficult to maintain effective rank and file orga​nisation. The bureaucracy, moreover, took any opportunity to try to silence militants. In 1974 Ian Gibson was removed from the Executive of ASTMS for having written an article in Socialist Worker critical of the union leadership.

In the early period of the Labour Government it was possible for the Rank and File Movement to make a number of interventions in real strug​gles. When workers at the Strachans fac​tory near Southampton occupied their factory in 1974 against the threat of clo​sure, the AUEW refused to organise blacking on the grounds that this would be illegal under legislation remaining from the Tory Government. The Rank and File Organising Committee (set up by the first Rank and File Conference in March 1974) circulated an appeal for blacking and helped to organise the only effective action that was taken.

Again, in late 1974, when the Intex textile factory in Manchester embarked on an eight-week strike, the sole res​ponse of the union leadership (the National Union of Dyers and Bleachers) was to expel two of the strike leaders from the union. The Rank and File Organising Committee convened a meeting of over a hundred trade unio​nists from the Manchester area which agreed to organise blacking, raise money, and defend strike leaders from threats of violence received from fascists.

The Rank and File Organising Com​mittee also took a number of initiatives in defence of the building workers’ pick​ets jailed at Shrewsbury in late 1973, and ran a campaign to get work permits for Chilean refugees. Various rank and file groups led struggles in their own indus​tries: thus supporters of Rank and File Teacher led unofficial strikes in the cam​paign for the London Allowance in 1974. All these were in themselves lim​ited and modest initiatives, but they showed the potential for a rank and File movement. The Communist Party showed its awareness of rank and file movements influenced by IS when its theoretical journal published a critique of IS’s rank and file strategy.

Yet the maintenance of rank and file organisation became increasingly diffi​cult. A further Rank and File Confe​rence was not held until November 1977 – in size it was no larger than the two conferences held in 1974. Some impact was made by running rank and file candidates for trade union elections, not in the hope of winning positions, but in order to fight for alternative policies and provide a basis for organising within the union. When Willie Lee stood for National Organiser of the AUEW in 1974, he spoke to meetings up and down the country, national leaflets were issued, and the first number of Engineers Charter was published. He gained a res​pectable total of some ten thousand votes. Similar campaigns were run in a number of other unions, the most suc​cessful being that for Tommy Riley in the election for general secretary of the TGWU in 1977; Riley came fifth with over 27,000 votes.

NATURALLY many critics on the right (and left) tried to smear the National Rank and File Movement by alleging that it was simply an ‘IS front’. The charge worried many IS members, and there was some internal discussion as to the ‘independence’ of the Rank and File Movement. In many ways. however, it was a false debate. The real problem in the labour movement was. of course, not the excessive influence of IS, but the continuing dominance of reformism. To the extent that IS was largely isolated in the struggle against reformist ideas, most of the burden of taking initiatives and maintaining the apparatus of the Rank and File Movement fell on the shoulders of IS members. For them to have refused to take the burden, to abstain in the name of some mythical ‘spontaneity’ of the rank and file, would have been nothing but pure political abdication.

Yet, in a period of industrial down​turn, a rank-and-file strategy was not enough. Indeed, there were grave dan​gers that a correct emphasis on organi​sation in the workplace could lead comrades to bury themselves in the minutiae of routine trade-unionism. The IS tradition had always consisted of two components—on the one hand a strategic insistence on the centrality of the working class, and on the other a willingness to be involved wherever a significant number of people were engaged in militant action. In the 1960s that had meant participating in mass movements such as CND and VSC and fighting for a class line. In the 1970s IS, while still being a tiny force on the stage of British politics, was able to take some significant initiatives, in launching movements. The two most important were in the struggle against unemploy​ment and against racism.

The need for an initiative on unem​ployment became apparent in the autumn of 1975. Unemployment had officially topped the million figure (in fact it was considerably higher), with women, blacks and young people espe​cially badly affected. At the same time the acceptance of the Labour Govern​ment’s income policy by most trade Union leaders meant a damping down of struggle on the wages front. The Right to Work Campaign was launched in October 1975, as an initiative from the Rank and File Organising Committee. In fact, for the next couple of years, the Right to Work Campaign came to over​shadow the Rank and File Movement.

The Right to Work Campaign in prac​tice depended very largely on the initia​tives of IS members, and was, not surprisingly, smeared as an IS front, although a significant number of non-IS members were involved. Politically the Right to Work Campaign sought to put into practice three main principles:

One: That the unemployed had to have a voice for themselves in the strug​gle. The Broad Left approach, which stressed that everything must be done through the ‘official channels’, left the unemployed simply as the recipients of fine words and promises. For example, in the Spring of 1976 an Assembly on Unemployment (called as a Broad Left initiative by the London Co-op and the No. 8 London Confed District Commit​tee) attracted three thousand trade union delegates. There were many spea​kers on the evils of unemployment, but the only unemployed worker who got to the microphone was John Deason of the Right to Work Campaign.

In particular unemployed school-leavers, a significant section of the job​less, could not fight through the unions because they had never been able to belong to one. Local Right to Work Committees and Right to Work Marches provided a possibility for self-activity by the unemployed.

Two: At the same time it had to be recognised that the unemployed alone could not tight unemployment. It was necessary to light for the unity of employed and unemployed, to confront employed workers with their responsi​bility in the tight for jobs. This meant taking the struggle for sponsorship of the Right to Work Campaign into the workplaces and trade union branches. This also provided a means of counter​ing the routinism and economism into which revolutionaries in trade unions could so easily lapse in a period of rela​tive passivity.

The first Right to Work March, from Manchester to London in March 1976, was sponsored by over four ^hundred trade union bodies, including seventy shop stewards committees. This was possible despite the ambiguous attitude of the Communist Party. In some areas Communist Party members opposed the March in a grossly sectarian manner, but in other places they recognised that IS was now taking initiatives of the sort the Communist Party had made in the thirties, and gave full and constructive support.

Three: The Campaign had to be based on direct action as well as on propa​ganda. It had to show that initiatives, albeit on a small scale, were possible even in the immediate short term. The first Right to Work March was signifi​cant, not just for the support it obtained, but for the style it adopted. Throughout the course of the March marchers joined picket lines and even entered factories where sackings were being threatened in order to encourage workers to tight against unemployment. This marked a big step forward from the ‘hunger mar​ches’ of the thirties, which had great difficulty in making contact with employed trade unionists, and scarcely ever succeeded in actually entering workplaces.

The success of the first March was shown, not only by the 5500 people who turned out to greet it at the Albert Hall, but by the fact that the March had suffi​ciently irritated the upholders of ‘law and order’ for the police to attack it as it entered London. 44 arrests were made. A number of marchers were sentenced to imprisonment, but the campaign against the repression provided an important focus for the Right to Work in the coming months. The most serious charges, against Campaign Secretary, John Deason, were dropped on the second day of the trial because of inade​quate police evidence.

(Incidentally. Right to Work suppor​ters who had gathered to picket the Old Bailey in support of Deason celebrated the acquittal by travelling to the Grunwicks factory in North London and staging what was to be the first mass picket of that factory. One struggle thus fired another).

A further Right to Work March, from London to the Brighton TUC. took place in September 1976. and as unem​ployment continued to rise. the Right to Work Campaign remained a central area of activity for IS members.

UNEMPLOYMENT and the Labour Government’s betrayal of even the mis​erable reforms it had promised inevita​bly bred racism. From the time of the Red Lion Square demonstration in 1974, where Kevin Gately was killed, it became clear that the National Front was a threat that could not be ignored, and that the police could be relied on to side against the anti-fascists. In August and September 1974 the NF staged marches through Leicester and London. On both occasions IS took the initiative-in organ​ising counter-demonstrations: at Leices​ter in particular the IS mobilisation was successful, with the IS contingent forming half of the 5000-strong anti-fascist demonstration.

The fight against racism and fascism continued to be a priority. The IS strat​egy was based on two parallel lines. On the one hand, it had to be clear that racism and fascism w ere a product of a system in crisis. People would look tor black scapegoats if they could see no other solution to their problems. So systematic anti-racist propaganda in the workplaces and communities had to be combined with a critique of the system as a whole, and above all. with a lead in fighting what could be fought here and now. But at the same time organised fascism had to be confronted physically. There could be no question of ‘free speech’ for an organisation that was building a machine that aimed to use violence against blacks and trade unionists. Above all militaristic marches through the streets were an essential part of the fas​cists’ attempt to build a mass organisa​tion: they had to be stopped from marching by any means necessary.

So for the next couple of years IS members took to the streets to confront the National Front whenever they tried to demonstrate. Often this had to be done in almost total isolation, as most of the rest of the left still tended towards the view that if the NF were simply ignored they would disappear.

But the level of the racist threat rose sharply in May 1976. A vicious press attack on Malawi Asians alleged to be receiving huge state benefits was fol​lowed by an outburst from Enoch Powell and an upsurge of NF activity, in the course of which three black youths were killed and scores of other blacks were subjected to physical assaults. Socialist Worker took on the whole question of immigration controls head-on, with a front-page headline ‘They’re Welcome Here’
 This was followed by a flood of propaganda. In one week in June 1976 the IS printshop turned out 1200 pla​cards. 30,000 posters and 80,000 stickers to carry the anti-racist message.

Everywhere the Nazis appeared they were confronted on the streets. In July 1976 a Nazi, Robert Relf, achieved press notoriety by displaying on his home the sign ‘For Sale to an English Family’. The National Front, National Party, British Movement and others planned to capitalise on the impotent liberal pro​tests at this by using it as a focus for a major racist demonstration in London.

But members of the International Socialists took possession of the offend​ing sign and publicly burnt it, thwarting the Nazi plans.

FOR another year the threat of racist violence persisted, coupled with grow​ing electoral success by the NF. with more and more of the left becoming aware that the Nazi menace could not simply be ignored. The turning point came on 13 August 1977 at Lewisham. Here a massive counter-demonstration to an NF march succeeded in physically stopping the Nazis, although the success was followed by vicious attacks by the police on the anti-fascist demonstrators.

The success of Lewisham was made possible by a number of factors. Many of the people who had participated in the exhilarating mass pickets at Grunwicks earlier in the summer joined the anti-Nazi protest at Lewisham. But far more important was the fact that the anti-fascist forces were no longer con​fined to the organised extreme left. Large numbers of local inhabitants – both black and white – joined the strug​gle on the street.

For the press this was a signal for an all-out witch hunt against the Socialist Workers Party.
 SWP comrades were accused of inciting violence, and of using knives and ammonia against the fascists (no-one troubled to recall that a month earlier Nazis in Lewisham had attacked an anti-racist demonstration with the deadly poisonous weedkiller Paraquat). The Communist Party, which had issued a leaflet urging people not to take part in the ‘provocative march planned by the Socialist Workers Party’, also helped to suggest that the SWP was responsible for the violence. And the Nazis themselves were in no doubt as to who had been responsible for their setback. At the end of August the Cottons Gardens warehouse, which had been the IS/SWP headquarters since 1969, was petrol-bombed and partly destroyed.

Lewisham helped to establish the SWP’s credentials as an anti-racist force. But a major difficulty remained. While many white anti-racists were drawn to work with and even join the SWP, the Party made little impact in the black community. During the seventies Chingari, an Asian paper published in various Asian languages, and Flame, a paper aimed at West Indians, had been launched, but had failed to build any substantial base of support. There were to be no short cuts or easy gains here. The deep distrust felt by most black mil​itants towards the white left in Britain could only be broken down by a long period of patient and regular anti-racist work.

By late 1977 electoral support for the Nazis was already beginning to decline. a clear indication that the strategy of confrontation had been justified. But the success of Lewisham also created the conditions in which a much wider anti-fascist movement could be built. In November 1977 the Anti Nazi League was launched. The original initiative was taken by Paul Holborow of the SWP, who approached Ernie Roberts and Peter Hain: the three agreed to launch a movement. Within a month or two the ANL had acquired a wide range of sponsors; as well as many leading Labour Party MPs and trade union lea​ders, it was also backed by a wide range of well-known journalists, writers and entertainers – such diverse figures as Brian Clough, Arnold Weaker, Keith Waterhouse, Warren Mitchell and many more. After initial hesitation the Com​munist Party gave its support.

The ANL had thus succeeded in creat​ing a far broader united front than had ever been possible for the Right to Work Campaign. But the success of the ANL was not to be measured simply by its ability to win support within the existing labour movement. It was also able to win a very wide measure of support among young people with hitherto no political affiliations. This was substan​tially due to the existence of Rock Against Racism. RAR had been laun​ched some time before the ANL, in autumn 1976, by IS members and others in response to openly pro-racist state​ments by pop musician Eric Clapton and pro-fascist remarks by singer David Bowie.

It was the coming together of these different strands that made it possible tor the ANL to break out of the weary old demonstration routine. On 30 April 1978 the ANL held a Carnival in London, with a march to Victoria Park where the Tom Robinson Band, the Clash, Steel Pulse, X-Ray Spex and others entertained a crowd of some eighty thousand. It was a mobilisation comparable to the peaks of CND and VSC. A second Carnival was held in September 1978, and the involvement of youth led to the setting up of such orga​nisations as SKAN (School Kids Against the Nazis).

Attempts were made to smear the ANL as an ‘SWP front’. But although SWP activists often played a key role in building the ANL at local level, the breadth of support won by the ANL was so great that such smears never looked at all convincing. The problem for the SWP was rather to distinguish its own revolutionary politics within the broa​der movement. Thus, for example, the ANL did not have a position of opposi​tion to immigration controls.

It is undoubtedly true that in the early stages of the building of the ANL, the SWP had such influence that it could have forced the adoption of such a posi​tion. Had it done so, however, it is unlik​ely that the ANL would have been able to grow so fast. SWP members, howe​ver, argued for their position to the broader audience offered by the ANL. Thus Socialist Worker vigorously criti​cised Sid Bidwell, a sponsor of the ANL. for his support for immigration controls on the Parliamentary Select Committee on race and immigration.

Likewise the SWP continued to call for physical confrontation with the Nazis where necessary. Thus during the summer of 1978 SWP members fought to clear the Nazis out of Brick Lane, a Bengali area in East London.

In general the ANL was an important and valuable experience of how revolu​tionaries can work in a broader mass movement. But one serious mistake was made. At the time of the Second Carni​val in South London in September 1978, the NF announced that on the same day they would march to Brick Lane. Obviously they hoped to wreck the Car​nival by attracting a large section of the supporters to the defence of Brick Lane. The SWP look the position that the Car​nival must go ahead, and that the SWP would not he split from other forces in the ANL; but that a sufficient force should be mobilised to defend Brick Lane. The line was right but the organi​sation arithmetic was wrong; too few comrades arrived at Brick Lane and loo late.

The ANL’s work continued up to the General Election in Spring 1979, and particularly the mobilisation in Southall on 23 April. Here, as at Lewisham, the demonstrators were joined by large numbers of local youth determined to drive the Nazis oft their streets. Here, too. Blair Peach, an East London tea​cher and an SWP-member, was beaten to death by the police Special Patrol Group (SPG). He was the Party’s first martyr. At his funeral in June, attended by several thousand people, Ken Gill of the TUC General Council and Tony Cliff of the SWP spoke from the plat​form. Cliff concluded ‘it is no use building monuments of brass and stone ...let us mourn, but let us organise and mobilise.’
Despite the continued agitation, it was not possible to expose the full truth of how Blair Peach was murdered. 

THE mid-1970s was also u period in which IS extended and diversified its activity. In the early 1970s IS was often accused by others on the left of ‘worker-ism’, of an exclusive preoccupation with industrial workers at the expense of other struggles and other oppressed sec​tors of society. The criticism was easy to make: to suggest an alternative was somewhat harder. A small revolutio​nary group of necessity has to have prio​rities; if it seeks to be present everywhere, it is effective nowhere, and rapidly demoralises its membership. To transform IS from an overwhelmingly student organisation, as it had been in 1968, into what it was by 1973, an orga​nisation with some real roots in the organised working class, could he achieved only by ‘stick-bending’, by cons​cious neglect of other tasks.

But there was a price to be paid for such neglect. Important areas of strug​gle were missed, and the seeds of future difficulties were sown. In particular IS can be criticised for the fact that in the early 1970s the organisation as a whole failed to recognise the importance of the rise of the Women’s Liberation Move​ment and to make a serious enough intervention in it.

IS women were, of course, involved from the beginning. Some fifty IS women attended the Oxford Women’s Liberation Conference early in 1970, which can be seen as one of the starling-points of the movement in Britain. There was a major debate on Women’s Liberation at the Easter Conference of IS in 1970. In June 1971 IS women orga​nised a “Conference on Women” attended by some 300 people, although a report noted that ‘almost all of those who spoke were students, lecturers or teachers.’ And in the summer of 1972 the first issue of Women’s Voice appeared.

However, the work tended to be left to the small group of women who took the initiative, with little guidance or encouragement from the central leader​ship of the organisation. There was a tendency for many comrades to suggest that only women working in factories were of any real interest to the organisa​tion; and that Women’s Voice was a diversion from getting adequate cove​rage of women’s struggles in Socialist Worker.

One of the main factors leading to a change of emphasis came in 1975, with the emergence of a mass movement against attempts to cut back on wom​en’s right to abortion. In June 1975 a demonstration of forty thousand women and men in London demanded rejection of the Abortion (Amendment) Bill. IS comrades were active in the National Abortion Campaign, although this posed some problems, since NAC did not have an effective structure with an elected and responsible committee; its ‘open committee’ form meant that it was constantly liable to reverse its own decisions, and laid it wide open to pack​ing by a variety of tendencies. This made NAC, after June 1975, often unable to take the necessary initiatives. At times in 1976-7 Women’s Voice supporters found that there was no way of getting a pro​posal for action considered by NAC except to take the initiative and announce that it was going to take place.

The growing importance of Women’s Voice was reflected by the 600-strong Women’s Voice Rally held in Manches​ter in November 1975. The rally closed with Sheila McGregor, the first full-time IS women’s organiser, declaring:

‘We’ve got to lead the struggle/or socialist revolution. We don’t want just to be a voice in the movement. We want to be central to the move​ment so we can be central to the socialist revolution.’

And in June 1978 a Women’s Voice Rally in Sheffield attracted a thousand women.

A recognition of the need for self-criticism on IS’s line on women appeared in a Socialist Worker editorial in 1978:

‘Just like those male socialists 60 years ago. we on Socialist Worker have tended to turn our back on that movement: to denounce it as ‘mid​dle class’, to protest that we were fighting/or the rights of all workers and to ignore the discrimination against women. The women in the Socialist Workers Party refused to accept this bias. They acted, as part of the women’s movement to change the party.
‘They organised themselves in Women’s Voice groups and changed the face and tone of their paper Women’s Voice. They lapped a great well of anger and enthusiasm which men-only socialism had never come near.’ 

The 1978 SWP Conference decided that   Womens Voice should not be simply a publication, but an organisa​tion, and Women’s Voice groups were set up in many localities.
 This was a recognition of the need for a campaign​ing organisation that could take up a variety of women’s issues, as well as of the fact that there was a small but signif​icant periphery of women open to revolutionary politics, but who could not be won directly through Socialist Worker.
The success of Women’s Voice as an organisation in turn led to a sharp but constructive debate as to how far Wom​en’s Voice should be independent of the SWP. The 1979 SWP Conference decided that within the limits of the present level of struggle Women’s Voice could not be “politically independent’ of the SWP. As the impact of the Thatcher government’s programme of cuts began to fall especially heavily on women, campaigning in defence of abortion rights, and on the questions of women’s health and women’s employment became established as an important part of the SWP’s work.

Similar problems affected the attempt to establish a gay group in IS. In 1973 the National Committee issued a docu​ment forbidding IS members to work politically in the Gay Liberation Front (the main gay organisation at the time) and dissolving the IS gay group, arguing that this work could not be a priority at the present time. However, after exten​sive discussion, the 1976 Conference reversed this position. Socialist Worker added to the “Where We Stand’ column:

‘We are for an end to all forms of discri​mination against homosexuals.’  and a new IS Gay Group was established; since then the organisation has conti​nued to campaign and make publicity around the gay question.

ANOTHER important development of the mid- 1970s was the recognition of the growing importance of the battle of ideas. The ruling-class offensive was not purely economic, but thrust a whole number of ideological and cultural fac​tors into the centre of the arena.

Books have always been a crucial weapon in the struggle for socialist ideas. The IS Book Service began in 1967 in a suitcase. By 1973 a bookshop had been opened in Finsbury Park, fol​lowed by some nine or ten others in various parts of the country. In 1977 the Bookmarx book club was launched mak​ing socialist books available at low pri​ces. The Socialist Bookbus provided a mobile bookshop which toured the country organising showings of left-wing films.

In 1978, faced with a new audience offered by the growing anti-Nazi move​ment, the SWP reorganised its own pub​lications. For some time the monthly International Socialism had been an uneasy compromise between a maga​zine and a theoretical journal. In April 197S, Socialist Review was launched as a popular socialist magazine, combining news analysis with a wide cultural cove​rage and a forum for debate with other sections of the left. International Social​ism began a new series as a quarterly theoretical journal.

A range of cultural and educational events were also launched. 1976 saw the first of the annual Easier Rallies held in the Derbyshire Miners Holiday Camp at Skegness, combining political meetings with films, football and children’s acti​vities. And 1977 saw the holding of ‘Marxism 77’, a weeklong series of lec​tures and discussions on a wide range of political, theoretical, historical and cul​tural topics.

In 1977 too the ‘Stuff the Jubilee’ cam​paign, with badges, stickers and a spe​cial Socialist Worker, proved highly popular among those sickened by royal hypocrisy and extravagance.

In the early 1970s IS, reacting against its roots in the 1968 upsurge, tended to downgrade work among students, but by 1974 this neglect began to be correc​ted. In 1974 NOISS (National organisa​tion of IS Societies) was founded (subsequently to become SWSO), as an organisation of students closely associa​ted with IS and as a means of bringing students towards the organisation. NOISS/SWSO participated in many student struggles notably against clo​sure of colleges of education and increa​sed fees for overseas students. In 1977 a leading SWP student militant, Andy Strouthous, was jailed for refusing to carry out a court order which would have prevented him carrying out his job as Students Union president at North East London Polytechnic.

Another area of IS’s work which began to be more developed in this period was internationalism. If IS’s politics had always been international​ist, involvement in the international movement had been limited; it was always argued that it was pointless to build international structures until the organisation had a real base at home. Two international conferences (spon​sored jointly with Lutte Ouvriere in France and the International Socialists in the USA) in 1970 and 1971 bore little fruit.

In the first few months after the Chi​lean coup of 1973 IS concentrated on drawing propaganda lessons about the failure of the ‘parliamentary road’. By the spring of 1974 the emphasis shitted to a more active participation in the work of the Chile Solidarity Campaign and IS comrades were involved in such issues as ‘adopting’ political prisoners through the trade union movement.

But it was the events in Portugal in 1975, when the whole question of state power seemed to be in the balance, that produced the biggest involvement in international activity. In August 1975 56 IS members went to Portugal on a dele​gation organised in conjunction with the Portuguese PRP (Revolutionary Party of the Proletariat); an SW Portuguese Solidarity Fund was established, and money sent to the PRP for the purchase of printing material.

At the same time an attempt was made to raise a political debate about the issues of the Portuguese Revolution. Tony Cliffs Portugal at the Crossroads
 was published and distributed in Portu​guese, Spanish, Italian, French, Greek and German.

Portugal led to a revision of IS’s inter​national perspective. It was argued that the traditional labels (such as ‘Maoism’ and ‘Trotskyism’) which had divided the revolutionary movement were becom​ing obsolete, and that in developing international links, IS should give prior​ity to groups which had a serious practi​cal orientation to the working class rather than those which it had the grea​test degree of formal agreement about points of programme. For a while IS had close links with the Italian semi-Maoist organisation Avanguardia Operaia,
 but during the 1976 elections AO moved to the right, and shortly after​wards went into a sharp decline.

The fall in the level of struggle in Por​tugal and Italy after 1976 made it clear that the process of international regroupment that IS hoped for was now-going to take longer than expected. As a means of developing international debate IS launched an International Dis​cussion Bulletin in 1976, subsequently to be incorporated into the new series of International Socialism.

THROUGHOUT the 1970’s, the ques​tion of Ireland continued to confront the British left. While condemning such actions as the Birmingham pub bomb​ings in November 1974, IS continually campaigned for the withdrawal of Brit​ish troops as the only solution to the problem. IS also developed close links with the Socialist Workers Movement, an Irish organisation founded in 1971 which had a similar political analysis

In the latter half of 1976 IS saw a considerable growth. The Right to Work Campaign and anti-racist activity, plus growing disillusion with the Labour Government, were producing a steady stream of recruits. They came as fol​lows: June 64 new members; July 77 new members; August 100; September 174;

October 192; November 243; December 155; making a total of over a thousand new members. By mid-1977 the mem​bership was around four thousand, compared to something not much over 2500 a year earlier.

The advance was not simply numeri​cal. IS’s ability to initiate activity, rather than simply join in movements launched by others, had never been greater. Industrially, there were more members than ever able to lead disputes in their own workplaces, while districts were better equipped to intervene in struggles from the outside.

But the improved nature of IS’s orga​nisation in no way matched up to the objective needs of the situation, given the vacuum left by the rightward drift of the Labour left, the Communist Party and the union bureaucracies. One lead​ing comrade described IS as being ‘the smallest mass party in the world’, such was the disproportion between the still tiny organisation and the tasks facing it.

ANOTHER factor in the development of the organisation was the decision, in the autumn of 1976, that IS should begin to contest parliamentary by-elections. The first seat chosen was Walsall North. the constituency vacated by runaway Labour MP John Slonehouse. The objective was twofold: firstly, to offer a generalised political alternative to a small layer of people looking for some​thing to the left of the increasingly dis​credited Labour Government; second!). to use the opportunity for propaganda to build a local branch of the organisa​tion. The results at Walsall, while not startlingly good, seemed to suggest some validity to this perspective: 1.6% of the poll (more than the Communist Party had got in that seat in October 1974). and some twenty five recruits to the party.

It was on the basis of these develop​ments that the decision was taken that from January 1977 IS should be renamed the Socialist Workers Party.

The perspective was that the rising level of struggle (there was a sharp rise in the number of strikes up to the defeat of the firemen’s strike at the end of the year) would offer the possibility for continued recruitment. As Tony Cliff put it in an article explaining the need for the party:

‘It is possible, and vital, to build the organisation quickly. But it is also a fact that many of us suffer from conservatism in doing that.

‘As a result of two tough years, many of us are putting the sights far too low. We are afraid of being hurt and therefore look for safely. And. of course, if you try to recruit no one, you are 100 per cent successful.
‘The present members of our party are not the salt of the earth, the select few. If any elitism exists in our organisation it is necessary to uproot it completely.’ 

As a propaganda tool for the launch​ing of the Party, twenty thousand copies of a pamphlet by Paul Fool called Why You Should Be A Socialist were printed and distributed. The title was signifi​cant. It stressed that this was not the time for arguing points of detail with others already committed to socialism, the key task was to approach a whole range of people previously untouched by political ideas, but who were becom​ing open to revolutionary politics as a result of the crisis.

In fact things did not go so smoothly. The industrial downturn was not as dra​matic as predicted, and recruitment slowed down. Moreover, by early 1978 it was clear that the electoral strategy had, on balance, been unsuccessful. A total of eight by-elections were contested. In all cases the vote was, as expected, small; but the intervention of the IMG (under the electoral guise of “Socialist Unity’) and other far left groups meant that the results were in some cases much worse than expected; moreover, experience showed that it was difficult to maintain those branches built around an election campaign.

The original intention, of standing some sixty candidates in the General Election, was dropped, and it was finally agreed not to stand any candidates at all. While some experience had been gai​ned, and the possibility of fighting elec​tions in the future remains, the experiment had in general proved negative.

IN THE summer of 1977 the SWP sent an open letter to the Communist Party, making a series of concrete suggestions for joint meetings between the two orga​nisations to discuss cooperation around specific industrial and trade union ques​tions. Ben Ramelson., the Communist Party’s Industrial Organiser, replied that the SWP’s ‘activity and propaganda is divisive and disruptive, making more difficult the development of united mass struggle.’

The SWP was also approached by the IMG for cooperation in an electoral alli​ance. The response to this was that at the present time electoral interventions could be only a matter of propaganda and that united fronts can be fruitful if they are based on specific and concrete demands, not abstract propaganda.

IN early 1978, following the defeat of the firemen’s strike, and when the main positive area of activity was the rapidly growing ANL, a new debate emerged in the organisation. Once again the ques​tion at stake was Socialist Worker, its orientation and its use as a tool for party building. The editor, Chris Harman (who had taken over from Paul Fool some three years before), retired from the post and in February it was announ​ced that ‘Socialist Worker is to he re-launched as an improved, livelier paper’. The aim was to open the paper out to ‘reach and involve thousands more peo​ple who are not members of the Socialist Workers Party.’
 The new design for the paper included more cartoons, regu​lar sports and television coverage, and a serial story ‘The Faradays’. The claim was that over the previous year or so the paper had become ‘boring’ and “predic​table’, and that the paper should now be used to reach a new periphery.

Critics of the new paper alleged that the paper was giving insufficient atten​tion to the industrial struggle; that important political questions were being oversimplified to such an extent that the political content of the paper was diluted: and that the paper was simply reflecting and enthusing about the ANL, rather than arguing tor the SWP’s distinctive politics within that milieu.

The debate carried on for some time. At the end of July four journalists who had been especially associated with the new line on the paper (Paul Foot, Jim Nichol, Laurie Flynn and Peter Marsden) resigned from full-time work on Socialist Worker, and Tony Cliff was appoin​ted as editor. Some features of the new paper (for example, the sports column) were retained, while others disappeared. The Ford strike and the resurgence of industrial struggle in the autumn of 1978 shifted the balance of the paper back to what it had been a year earlier.

Tory victory in May 1979 brought to an end five years of Labour rule. In purely numerical terms the SWP was not significantly larger than in 1974, with a membership in 1980 of 4100 as against 3900 in 1974. But the serious losses of 1975-6 had been made up for, and the social composition of the Party (36 per cent manual and 32 per cent white collar workers) showed that the Party was sinking roots into the class, as did the large number of comrades hold​ing shop floor and trade union posi​tions. The Rank and File “Defend our Unions’ Conference in June 1979, atten​ded by some thousand delegates, was an indication of the Party’s implantation and ability to mobilise.

In the terms of the overall class strug​gle, the situation was one of continued downturn, with most struggles fundam​entally defensive. The Communist Party and its various ‘Broad Left’ fronts faced further decline, while much of the revo​lutionary and ex-revolutionary left was bemused by a swing to the left in the Labour Party which was in fact largely confined to the rhetorical and constitu​tional levels. Almost alone the SWP stood for the open building of a new revolutionary party with a clear pro​gramme and a base in the working class. The problems – cuts, unemployment, racism and the new Cold War – were daunting.

But while the road before us is undoubtedly long and hard, the possibi​lities are enormous. On the basis of a critical understanding of its own tradi​tions, the SWP can look forward with confidence to the struggles ahead.
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