THE REVOLUTIONARY LEFT AND THE LABOUR PARTY BY Phil Sharpe

Workers Power, one of the most intransigent organisations of the Marxist Left, has supported the critical call for a vote for the Labour Party at the forthcoming election. They do qualify this and also advocate a vote for Left Unity and TUSC, but argue that the election of a Labour government would create a favourable terrain for the class struggle and opposition to austerity. Jeremy Dewar’s editorial contends: “It would be a victory for the working class to eject the bosses preferred party from government.” And: “Because of Labour’s trade union links and its base in working class communities, it is possible for us to push Labour further to the left than their leaders would like to go. But that requires a strong movement of resistance to the cuts, whoever gets into office after the polls close. In the process we have to revolutionise the labour movement from top to bottom.”(1) This approach is dogmatic because in relation to the close battle for electoral victory between the Labour Party and the Tories, Dewar has only one effective strategy for class struggle which is the utilisation of mass pressure in order to force the potential Labour government to reject the approach of austerity. Presumably this situation will change the balance of forces in favour of the development of struggle for socialism. What is not explained is the prospects for class struggle if this perspective is not realised. Nor are the difficulties outlined in relation to the possibilities of creating a mass movement of opposition under the Labour government. These unanswered questions are because the strategy outlined is incomplete, one-sided and dogmatic. 
The first point that needs to be addressed is why discontent with the austerity programme of the Coalition government did not result in mass opposition. Part of the answer is because of the unprincipled unwillingness of the trade union leaders to promote militant action against the austerity measures. However, this aspects is not all of the answer. It also has to be admitted that confusion and disorientation was created by the ideological justification of austerity. The Coalition government was able to successfully convince many people that the recipients of benefits were undeserved. The idea that only hardworking people deserved material wealth was supported by people who initially were against the austerity programme. (2) Popular opposition to austerity became neutralised, and opposition was reduced to the activity of trade union militants and those who had suffered the loss of benefit like the disabled. The point being made is that this justification for austerity will not be overcome by the election of a Labour government. What has occurred because of the ideological justification of austerity is splits within the working class, which has generally resulted in the divisions between the higher paid and the lower paid together with those people on benefit. This serious division has to be overcome if a mass movement of opposition to the austerity programme is to be developed within the working class whether the government be a continuation of the present Coalition or the Labour Party. It has to be remembered that serious and consistent opponents of austerity are in a minority. The majority of the people have accepted austerity as the common sense of economics and politics, even if they dislike its effects such as closure of libraries and nurseries.
The second point is that the present political consensus is based on acceptance of the role of austerity. This approach is considered to be the only basis to overcome the crisis of capitalism. The programme of Ed Miliband is to maintain that he is in favour of the interests of working people whilst also supporting the standpoint of austerity and further public expenditure cuts. Hence it will take more than the application of mass pressure to change this standpoint if the Labour Party become the next government. What would be really effective would be the development of a mass movement that was not orientated to trying to persuade the Labour government to change course and instead had a perspective of trying to bring about the revolutionary transformation of society. This would mean that the mass movement had consciously adopted a platform with the aim of socialism. The struggle against austerity was no longer sufficient and instead action against austerity had become the prelude to the attempt to change capitalism in the form of socialism. In this context neither the formation of a new Coalition government or a Labour government would be satisfactory because both would be based on the defence of capitalism and opposition to any meaningful change. Instead the major flaws of the Labour government would be its connection of the central aim of the defence of capitalism with the introduction of minor reforms. In this context the situation would be as unsatisfactory as a Tory dominated Coalition because the possibility to advance the interests of an exploited working class would not be improved in any significant manner. 

However Dewar considers that an elected Labour government would be an improvement because the prospect of the introduction of reforms, because of the application of mass pressure, would result in progress being made towards socialism. He glosses over the fact that the Labour government would be an agency of capitalism, and instead argues optimistically that it can be made to introduce measures that would promote the prospects of socialism. In contrast to this optimistic schema we have to reject it as an expression of illusions. Historically, Social Democracy in a situation of economic crisis has acted to stabilise capitalism and has rejected any measures that imply transition to socialism. Nor can we accept that the election of a Labour government would make the situation more favourable for class struggle. Instead it could be argued that class struggle has become more intense with the installation of Conservative governments, and the role of Labour governments has been to repress the role of militancy as in the periods 1974-76, and 1997-2010. Only the period 1978-79 was an exception to the norm because of the disintegration of the Social Contract policy. But the crucial point is that however we evaluate the character of class struggle the role of militant action has not been able to bring about durable success because of the continuation of capitalism. What is required is the development of a strategy that can bring about the demise of capitalism in a situation of either a Tory government or Labour government. Instead in a one-sided and illusory manner Dewar is implying that class struggle can be automatically victorious with the formation of a Labour government. This opportunist strategy needs to be replaced with the elaboration of a principled strategy that can advance the prospect of success regardless of what type of government emerges from the 2015 election.
The tragedy of the standpoint of Workers Power is expressed by the irony that they are fully aware of the limitations of the Labour Party. In another article, Jeremy Dewar comments that the Labour party cannot maintain its pledges to build 200,000 houses a year and yet retain austerity spending limits. This situation represents a contradiction: “In fact it points to Labour’s historic dilemma: a party committed to the upkeep of the capitalist system, which means its reforms are dependent on keeping profits high. But it also rests on the trade unions for funding, its core working class support at the polls, and working class ideals of equality and fairness – even if it has ditched its socialist goal.”(3) What is glossed over is the historical fact that Labour governments have resolved this dilemma in a reactionary manner of rejecting reforms in favour of the accepted ideological policy of the capitalist class. He does vaguely mention the importance of establishment pressure on previous Labour governments in order   to dilute policies, but what he does not conclude is that this situation means that the prospect of realising even limited reforms is no longer possible. In contrast the period when the working class could exert pressure on a Labour government is limited to the more favourable situation of the 1960’s and mid 1970’s. Hence the preferred strategy of Dewar of exerting working class pressure on a receptive Labour government is illusory. He claims that is possible to build a mass movement to force a Labour government to introduce progressive measures: “That’s why Workers Power wants to put Labour in office, where we can mobilise to force Labour not only to honour its pledges, but also to go much further: to close the internal NHS market, to build a million council houses, to bring the academies, free schools, grammar and fee paying schools under local authority ownership and control, to legislate for a minimum wage of ten pounds an hour and lift the pay freeze, and to tax the rich and the corporations to the hilt.”(4) This effective perspective of ‘socialism from above’ is illusory because it underestimates the importance of the fact that contemporary Social Democracy has accepted the neo-liberal and austerity agenda. The only effective basis to introduce this minimum programme is not by putting pressure on a Labour government but instead by breaking economic, political and ideological links between the Labour Party and working class, and therefore recognising that the only principled basis for effective change is by the mass action of socialism from below. Dewar justifies illusions as the basis of his strategy, what is actually required is a strategy that rejects any accommodation to the Labour Party and argues for an independent perspective of an offensive for socialism.
Dewar is in favour of building a mass movement in order to oppose austerity and force the Labour Party to implement progressive measures. We can support his call for mass action but his justification of a Labour government in terms of the ‘lesser evil’ argument is opportunist and ignores the reactionary role of contemporary Social Democracy. It is entirely possible that the situation will be worse under a Tory government than Labour. But this difference will be only relative because the Labour Party is also committed to austerity. We cannot conclude that mass pressure under the Labour government will be successful because the actual incentive for the trade union leaders not to call for militant action will be greater because of their links to the Labour party. The point is whether we have a Tory led government, or a Labour government, we need to build a popular revolutionary party that can agitate within the working class in favour of opposing both austerity and capitalism. This aim has to be combined with the transformation of the trade unions into a revolutionary expression of militant mass action. In this context Workers Power share these aims and Dewar concludes in principled terms that: “We believe an anti-austerity party needs to be anti-capitalist as well, since it is the logic of capitalism that is driving austerity forwards. Only by taking over the banks and mega-corporations and confiscating their assets will we be able to cancel the debts and start planning to rebuild our cities and stop the destruction of the environment.”(5) The call for councils of action to organise the mass struggle is welcome, and the united activity of the Left, is also recommended. But this call for the development of a mass movement is limited by the perspective of critical support for a Labour government. Instead of these illusions we have to outline how the struggle against austerity and capitalism has to begin in the most diverse conditions. In this context we have to prepare for the possible formation of a renewed Coalition government, and reject eager expectations of the prospects of socialism from above.
Peter Main elaborates the arguments of Dewar in an article: ‘Why Vote Labour’. (6) He is more aware of the contradictions and tensions than Dewar concerning the perspective of Workers Power. Hence he accepts that the pro capitalist approach and support for austerity of the Labour Party create serious questions about the strategy of Workers Power. However he suggests that this criticism can be answered in terms of firstly, the role of the trade unions: “Because of the historic link to the trade unions and through them, to the wider working class, Labour in office is subject to real pressures that mean there are also important differences of policy.”(7) This comment ignores the relationship of the trade unions to Social Democracy in the contemporary era of neo-liberalism and globalisation. The offensive of capital against labour has meant that the trade union leadership has accommodated to this situation, and therefore also accepted the Social Democratic management of this development in the form of formations like New Labour. Mass movement against capitalism have not emerged in this unfavourable situation and instead trade unions have adopted defensive strategies in order to maintain their role in the changing era of globalisation. (8)  Hence it would require the renewal of the role of Marxism within the Unions in order to promote the approach of militancy. In other words it would be an illusion to expect that the election of a Labour government would automatically result in the revival of mass trade union struggle. Instead it is entirely possible that the accommodation between the trade union leaders and the Labour government would make mass action very difficult. In this context the strategy of Workers Power could be shown to be and rationalisation of over-optimism. This is not to say that a mass movement is impossible under a Labour government, but we have to be careful about making predictions that imply this development is a certainty. In a tentative manner, Main accepts the validity of these criticisms whilst also trying not to reject his optimistic schema: “Moreover, Labour’s roots in the working class could also obstruct, delay or alter the implementation of its pro-business policies. In the short-term, that could be an advantage to the working class, allowing it, for example, to organise to defend gains made in the past or to force concessions either from government or from employers. However, for the potential to be turned into reality requires a willingness to fight a Labour government and that is by no means guaranteed.”(9)
In other words this comment repeats the view that the connections between the Labour Party and the trade unions could promote the possibility of the creation of a mass movement that is able to apply pressure and persuade the future Labour government to implement progressive reforms. This process could undermine the tendency for a right-wing Labour government to act in the interests of the capitalist class. But, Main also explains that this situation could only apply for a temporary and exceptional period, and the usual situation would be characterised by a Labour government acting on behalf of the present economic system. He also suggests that the very possibility to apply mass pressure on a Labour government implies a dialectic of struggle against it, and this possibility is not guaranteed. Hence only the influence of Marxism within the working class can generate the prospect of the development of class consciousness and organisation that would represent the ability to exert mass pressure on the Labour government. This cautious perspective is an attempt to eradicate all traces of dogmatism and over-optimism about the possibility to develop a mass movement that can apply pressure on a Labour government. Main has outlined the most complex and perceptive conception of the strategy of Workers Power, but it is still unsatisfactory. This is because the importance of the pro-capitalist character of the possible Labour government has to be underestimated and on the other hand the ability of the mass movement has to be effectively exaggerated. However, Main admits the limitations of the Workers Power perspective when he concedes that: “What is guaranteed is that, when the chips are down, Labour will be prepared to force through what the bosses want, even at the cost of attacking its own supporters. This was very clearly the case in the Blair and Brown governments, which not only enthusiastically collaborated with the US in Middle Eastern wars but also introduced student fees, initiated the internal market in the NHS, opened the way to academies in compulsory education and refused to repeal the anti-trade union laws.”(10)
This recognition of the reactionary character of contemporary Labour governments raises serious questions about the validity of the Workers Power strategy of calling for a critical vote for Labour. Main accepts that the standpoint of Workers Power is based on predictions that will probably not be realised, and instead the actual relationship of the working class to a Labour government will be one of subordination and reluctant acceptance of the implementation of pro-capitalist policies. Most tellingly, Workers Power cannot utilise the recent history of Labour governments in order to justify their standpoint of applying mass pressure in order to advance the progress of the class struggle. Instead the history of these governments has been that of servile acceptance of the interests of global capitalism and the rejection of the aspirations of their working class support. Thus it is not surprising that Main is forced to apply the traditional Workers Power approach for voting Labour which is in order to undermine illusions in the role of Labour governments: “The combination of short-term considerations, Labour having to appeal to its working class base, being distrusted by the bosses and at least hampered in its implementation of anti-working class policies, and the longer-term considerations of  leading the working class to break with reformism as a whole, is why we call for a vote for Labour in the great majority of constituencies where there is no socialist candidate or no representative of ongoing working class struggle.”(11)
Thus in logical terms, the argument in favour of a vote for Labour is essentially about supporting the view that the Labour Party remains a bourgeois workers party, and this standpoint is backed up by the perspective that the Tories aim to destroy all aspects of the welfare state. (12) However no detailed arguments are provided that would justify the view that the Labour Party is some type of bourgeois workers party apart from brief reference to its trade union connections. Implicitly Workers Power have to admit that the all recent Labour governments have acted in reactionary terms, and they accept that the election of a new Labour government will be based on the implementation of austerity. Hence a vote for Labour is defended in the following terms of being an act of solidarity with the aspirations of many working people: “But almost all have “illusions” that Labour will act as a shield against the worst aspects of austerity – illusions we seek to dispel by placing concrete demands on Labour.”(13) This strategic standpoint results in an impasse, on the one hand it is acknowledged that the Labour government will not act to end austerity, and this raises serious questions about the principled validity of making demands on the future Labour government, and on the other hand it is argued that pressure should be exerted on Labour in order to force them to reject deflationary policies. This approach seems to represent self-defeating logic despite the verbal gymnastics of Workers Power: “But while we recognise that Labour has no intention of offering a real alternative to capitalist austerity, we must also understand that the struggle to force Labour to do just that is at one and the same time the struggle to assemble the forces that can provide the alternative.”(14) We would suggest that instead of this over-complex strategy it is necessary to explicitly understand that the pro-capitalist character of the Labour party means that it will aim to continue the austerity policy. In this context the perspective of applying pressure on the Labour government is a futile exercise. Instead we should aim to develop a mass movement that aims to end austerity by the overthrow of the Labour government and aspires to replace capitalism with socialism. In this context generating illusions about the possible progressive role of a Labour government is to sow illusions about its anti-capitalist potential, and instead of this consolationist schema we should aim to bring about the replacement of this reactionary force by the advent to power of a genuine workers government.
The irony of this criticism is that Workers Power shares the aim of the struggle for a revolutionary overthrow of capitalism, but they complicate this standpoint with the schema about the detour of the possibly progressive role of the future Labour government. Instead of continuing to justify this perspective, which was originally elaborated when the left-wing was much stronger within the Labour Party, they should instead adopt a consistently revolutionary strategy. The ability to bring about socialism can only be realised by the self-activity of the working class in combination with the influence of Marxism. This process requires that the working class breaks with the Labour Party and instead aims to promote the prospect of a socialist society. In contrast, a Labour government can only consistently act in accordance with the interests of global capitalism. This is why it is not a principled defender of the welfare state and no longer represents a bourgeois workers party. In partial terms this point is effectively accepted by Workers Power but in a contradictory manner they cannot accept the logical conclusions that flow from this understanding. Instead in inconsistent terms they argue: “In fact the emergence of a real alternative to Labour’s strategy will have to be built outside of the party. Which means the struggle to put Labour to the test of office and the struggle to build an alternative to it will have to go hand in hand.”(15) This standpoint means that Workers Power are only partially aware of what constitutes a principled alternative to Labour. They recognise the necessity of an organisational revolutionary alternative, but make concessions to the perspective that Labour could act against capitalism under mass pressure. This illusion should be thoroughly rejected and instead in explicit and uncomplicated terms explain that the perspective of a workers government does not mean the prelude of the governmental role of the Labour Party. The beginning of an end to illusions in Labour should be the rejection of a critical vote for Labour in the 2015 election.
The strategy of Workers Power

Workers Power outline a strategy, or programme which a potential mass movement could advocate. However what is not addressed is the vital question of how we develop a collective struggle of opposition to the economic policy of austerity given the failures to realise this possibility during the years of the Coalition government. In this sense there is a hint of unreality, or the imposition of what we would like reality to be in place of what reality is. If we are to consider the situation more objectively we would have to admit that the working class is confused and influenced by the supposed common sense of the austerity policy. This situation of ideological disorientation is combined with the utter failure of the trade union leaders to support effective action that could have begun the development of a mass movement of opposition to the economic standpoint of the Coalition government. Hence action has been restricted to community groups and the disabled. Instead of addressing these difficulties Workers Power underestimate the current limitations and therefore argue: “The lesson of the last five years of stalled struggles is that, given a strong lead, millions will respond to a call to action, but also that our current leaders have no stomach for a real fight.”(16) If this assessment was an accurate representation of the balance of class forces it is a mystery why this spontaneous anger did not become translated into collective action despite the opposition of the trade union leaders. In actuality the imposition of austerity met with little resistance because of the ideological hegemony of the ruling class combined with the reactionary role of the trade union leaders. 

Workers Power correctly advocate strikes leading to a general strike, together with the formation of democratic councils of action in order to promote this situation, and this development will overcome the obstructive role of the trade union leaders. We can agree with this perspective, but in order to make it possible it is vital that a Marxist party is formed that can oppose the ideological domination of the ruling class and so promote socialist culture within the working class. The point is that the ability to realise the generation of a mass movement of opposition to austerity cannot be realised by simply advocating a programme of action. Instead we have to address why this collective activity has not yet occurred. Workers Power fail to address this issue and instead suggest that the election of a Labour government will create a more favourable terrain for class struggle. But they also accept that this government is likely to oppose demands to end austerity: “Labour has always accepted that reforms must come second to profits, that it will make concessions to working class interests only when capitalism is thriving. This makes it a bosses’ party at core, despite it working class support. We need a new party, one uncompromisingly committed to the fight for socialism.”(17) This critical assessment about the actions of a future Labour government undermines the perspective that the interests of the working class can be advanced by applying mass pressure. Workers Power accept that the Labour government is likely to act according to the stand point of the ruling class, and so this administration will be very similar to the Coalition. However the strategic dilemmas of this impasse are overcome by the advocacy of revolution: “Only a revolution that breaks up the machinery of repression, wins over the rank and file of the army, arms the people and creates a workers militia will be able to impose its will on today’s ruling class of capitalists and billionaires.”(18) Hence there is a tension between the minimum programme - which will be implemented by the interaction of a Labour government with the mass movement - in relation to the maximum programme of revolution. There is a lack of interaction between these distinct phases of struggle, in that the minimum programme is not considered to be a necessary prelude to the latter, and instead the limitations of the former are ultimately overcome by revolution. This ambiguity means that the strategic value of the minimum programme is not established – is this programme merely for propaganda purposes? Hence it is necessary to analyse whether the minimum programme can become the basis of advance towards maximum goals.

The effective elaboration of the minimum programme begins with the demand for a 35 hour week, an end to zero-hour contracts, and a ten pound per hour minimum wage. These demands are combined with the call for an end to cuts to benefits and improvements to the NHS by taxing the rich. It is entirely possible that all these demands could be implemented under capitalism as a result of the application of mass pressure. The same point could be made about ending the trend towards academy schools and the development of a mass housing programme. But the advocacy of a principled ecological programme raises the question as to whether this policy could be reconciled with the continuation of capitalism and its expansionist tendency of capital accumulation. The importance of ecological themes would imply the necessity of a workers government that would be able to plan production, and the same point can be made about the nationalisation of the banks and the utilisation of banking assets in the interests of the community. Indeed this point is accepted by Workers Power who suggest: “Alongside increasing local and national taxes on the rich, taking the poorest out of taxation altogether and ending the scandal of tax avoidance and evasion, this could allow a workers government to democratically plan production and services to meet people’s needs through local and national assemblies.”(18)
In other words because of the crucial strategic importance of the role of the banks, the nationalisation of the banks would mean the effective ability to develop an alternative socialist economy under the auspices of a workers government. However we could argue that this emphasis is one-sided because it ignores the importance of the trans-national corporations and their significant relation to globalisation. Only the nationalisation of the banks and the largest companies under workers control would express a genuine prospect of developing a socialist economy. However the next demands outlined are compatible with the minimum programme. The call is made to end the misuse of powers by the police and for free open borders. All migrants should be granted citizenship rights. However what is not explained is how a working class divided on issues of immigration will unite in order to demand open borders. Thus it could be argued that only the transformation of consciousness generated by the revolutionary process will enable this demand to become acceptable to all sections of the working class within the UK.
The divide between the minimum and maximum programme is transcended on the question of the EU. Workers Power argues that the principled alternative to the EU is a Socialist United States of Europe. This perspective implies that an international revolution has occurred in order to realise this demand: “On the other hand, the EU is a bosses club designed to drive down worker’s wages, conditions and rights. We say, neither independence nor the EU, but a socialist united states of Europe.”(19) This demand is reactionary because it fails to recognise the progressive development of the potential unity of the working class within the EU. The EU could become the political bass to realise the United States of a Socialist Europe. Leaving the EU would mean isolation and could result in economic self-sufficiency rather than becoming an integral aspect of advance towards a Socialist United States of Europe. What is actually being defended is socialism in one country and not the realisation of international socialism.
It is also problematical whether opposition to imperialism can be realised on the basis of the minimum programme. An end to imperialist wars and the advocacy of revolutionary defeatism would mean the mass movement has either succeeded in establishing the overthrow of capitalism, or is in principled opposition to a bourgeois government that upholds the aims of imperialism. In any eventuality the reconciliation of the demands of the minimum programme with the continuation of imperialism would be unprincipled. Hence the rejection of support of the working class for the defence system of the UK can only be realised by the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. Only in this manner can a defence and foreign policy be developed that is based on the rejection of the aims of imperialism and instead is committed to the progress of international revolution. There is no minimum programme of anti-imperialism under capitalism.
In other words the confused connection between what are minimum demands and the standpoint of a revolutionary maximum programme is not made consistent in terms of a coherent transitional programme that could indicate how the minimum programme is part of a process of change that has an impetus towards the realisation of the overthrow of capitalism. Instead what is being justified is a collection of reforms that are entirely compatible with capitalism and the actions of a left-wing reformist government, and on the other hand the advocacy of revolution as the only principled manner in which various demands can be realised. What has been omitted was the role of a strategic agency that could connect the implementation of important reforms with the ultimate goal of revolution. Consequently what was not explained was the importance of socialism from below and the necessity of a mass movement if the process of transition from capitalism to socialism is to be realised. In this context there was little mention of workers control which could act to bring about the undermining of the domination of capital and so result in the effective development of socialist relations of production. Workers control is the strategic connection between what is possible under capitalism to the ultimate prospect of the revolutionary transformation of society. Instead of this recognition of transitional strategy what has been elaborated was a collection of reforms that had little apparent relation to the end goal of the replacement of capitalism by socialism. Hence demands were either minimum or maximum, and their transitional connection was not explained. The result of this approach was a strategic impasse that was resolved by the absolute call for revolution. This meant we had little understanding of what Lenin called recognising the links in the chain of the revolutionary process. Furthermore there was confusion about what was considered to be demands that could be implemented by a Labour government and what could only be realised by a workers government.
Instead of this confusion, which is connected to a strategic emphasis on placing demands on a Labour government, it would be more useful to outline a general understanding of austerity and how we can develop a mass movement of opposition. This perspective would not have illusions about what could be achieved under capitalism and instead would be explicit that objectives can only be realised by the overthrow of either a Labour or Tory government. Thus the aim of putting governments to the test would be replaced by the uncomplicated objective of establishing working class power and democracy within capitalism as a prelude to the revolutionary transformation of society. The connection between ending austerity and opposing capitalism would mean that all bourgeois governments were historically inadequate and instruments of the present economic system. The perspective of socialism would mean that the realisation of reforms could only become part of the transitional progress towards the overthrow of capitalism. This standpoint would mean that the ambiguity of the strategy of Workers Power could be replaced by consistent recognition that only the collective activity of the working class can bring about advances towards the goal of socialism. We can expect nothing from the illusory ‘socialism from above’ of a Labour government. Instead socialism can only be realised by mass action from below. In this context the minimum programme is part of a transitional programme based on mass struggle. Consequently the minimum programme is connected to the maximum goal of socialism. In contrast, Workers Power’s strategy has a tendency to separate reforms from revolution. Their subjective intention is revolution but their programme has reformist limitations. This standpoint represents the class vacillations of a left centrism. Rejection of the standpoint of ‘putting Labour to the test’ could advance the possibility of realising a consistently revolutionary standpoint.
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