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THE WORKING CLASS AND THE LABOUR PARTY:
A REVIEW ARTICLE BY STAN LORAX.

The exodus of members from the Labour Party from
1964 and, after 1967/8, the growth of radicallsed clrc-
les outside the Labour Party, at the same time as the
Wilson government provoked a wave of milltant rank
and flle industrial activity against It and ita pollcles,
misled many on the left to the bellef that the Labour
Farty could be written off. If it was natural that
the youth, newly drawn Into political consclousness
In solldarity with the Vietnamese and In the student
struggles of that peried, should view things |ike that,
[t was not 'natural' for the old gusrd of the revolution-
ary groups to adopt the shallow approach they did, Or
If it_was natural, it was a strong desire to escape
the harness of L.abour Party entrylsm, amidst stag-
nation of the previous decade and a half (1)

Barry Hindess!s book, written from a general
left standpoint, mirrored the turnling away of the work—
ing class from the LLabour Party wards at that time,

At the same time, It tries to provide some explanation
for what it takes to be a fundamental change In the
nature of the Labour Party, "since the 1964 election",
a change which |s suppesed to be summed up n the
notion of the "Decline and Fall of Soclal Democracy"
{p. 170},

Briefly, the thesls can be summed up by the
fol lowing polnts:

1. In the '50s and most especially In the post-
1964 period, thera has been a progressive decline In
working class polltical activism through the waprd
parties, and a paraliel rise of middie class elements,

2, This has been reflected in:

{a) larger memberships In middle class wards
than In working class wards;

{b) stagnation or decline in membership particip-
ation In working class/lower middfe class wards, as
opposed to slow, steady growth in the middle class
wards;

{c) a preponderance of professional and manager-
lal elements In both official ward partles and as counc-
Ilors;

{d) Even In the "tower middle/skilied working
class" areas, middle class professionals ar e very

aver-represented In terms of actlvists and offlclals,

3. M"The L.abour Party how appears to be less
of a {working) class party than at any time In Its hist-
ory" {p. 10}, And thus - "if Labour does not appear
to be a ¢lass party, the Inter -party dispute cannot be
presented In class terms. "

4, The Labour and Tory partles have now con-
verged In structure and policles and are both Pmiddle
class" parties In the sense that Labour can no longer
be sean as "the political arm of some working class
movement! and the Tories can't be seen to represent
Nmilitant capltallsm!, In fact, according to Hindess,
"Class has been taken, or rather forced, out of pol-
Itles. This is clear, for example, In the case of the
problem of housing...." {p. 148),

Hence, we are glven a class characterisation of
the Labour Party In terms of whether or not Its actlve
members are overwhelmingly working class. Since
they are not, we are told that the Labour Party Is hot
a working class party, Secondly, since nelther Lab-
our ner the Torles appeal to the electorate in direct
ciass terms, they cannot be parties representing
definite class Interests. This contentlon is buttress—
ed by one of the Mark Abrams surveys In
which, In 1969, 47% of his respondents who had vot-

BARR-\' HINDESS: THE DECLINE OF WORKING CLASS POLITICS.

ed L.abour in 1966, sald that they didn't intend to
do so again -~ a protest resgponse If ever there was
one, but not one that was remotely born out by the
constant Labour vote registered In 1970,

CONFUSED TERMS

In fact the whole debate about the "decline of
worklng class polltics!" has largely been, at root, a
matter of confused terms,

What, after all, is "working class polltlest 7
Is it merely those politics {or those organisations) itn
which large numbers of workers are Invelved; or 1s It
qualitatively more than that - those politics which exw
press the historical interests of the working class
and link those interests with the drive towards self-
emanclipation which the working class undoubtedty
possesses 7

The former Is nothing bu the "soclology of pollt-
les" — which In practice substitutes crude socielogical
data, of a sub—political kind - no more than the pre-
requisite, in this case, of working class polltics as a
mass force In histery - for real polltical criteria,
The soclolegy and Tdeeclogy of working class polltics
fuse and are co-extensive only on the broad scale of
histery. Working class politics, scientific soclalist
theary, can exist sapart frem the soclological werking
clags , and in fact cana Into existence entirely separ.

ate from Its activity, though partly on the basis ef the
ebsarvation of the experience of the worklng class by
members _of another class,

enversely, groups of an overwhelming working

class social composition can exist and have exlsted in
totat potitical /ldeologlcal subordination to the bourge.-
olsle, A party Is a political party of the workers -
or not ~ Irrespective of Its soclologl cal base, accerd-
Ing teo Its Ideolegy; Its politics; its structure; s rel-
&tienship to the working class and to the bourgeois
state. l_enin expressed it ilke this:

"... Indoed the concepts 'political organisation
of the Trade Union movement! or Ipolitical express—
lon of this movement! are wrong ones, Of course the
bulk of the members of the l_abouyp Party are workers;
however , whether a party Is r eally a political party
of the workers or not, depends not only on whether It
consksts of workers, but aiso upon who leads it, upon
the content of s activities, and of its polltical tact—
ics, Only the latter determines whether we have bef-
ore us really a political party of the proletarlat, From
this peint of view, the only carrect one, the Labour
Party is a thoroughly bourgeois party, because altho-
ugh Tt consists of workers It Is jed by reactionarles,
and the worst reactionaries at that, whe act fully In
the spirit of the bourgesisie, It is an erganisation of
the bourgeolsie, which exists, In order with the help
of the British Noskes and Scheldemanns to systemat-
ically decelve the workers, !

This quotation Is taken from a speech made at
the Znd Congress of the Communlst international {1920)
In fact, 1t was part of a speech advocating that the
small British Communlst Party should affiffate to the
Labour Party., Why ? The "soclology", of course,

' Is not a mere detail, and the Communlsts had to find a

way to merge the politics which represented the hist-
oric Interests of the proletarlat with the actual work=
Ing class, on paln of sterility.

THE EVIDENCE

It will be useful to look at the actual decline In
working class participation In the LLabour Party, the
evidence for 1t, and 1ts slgnificance. It is here that
Hindess's explanations appear most plausible,

The first bit of evidence revolves around the
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decline in the percentage of MPs with workling class
backgrounds between 1851 and 1966 = the respectlve
flgures belng 37% and 30% | Furthermore, although
about half the people In Attleets Cablnet had strongly
working class backgrounds, In the 1964 Cablnet the
figure was 26%. Following the 1966 electlon and sub-
sequent cablnet reshuffles, by 196 there was not one
Cablnet minlster who had a remotely proletarian back-
ground. I[n addition, the dominance of the middle
class elements in posltions of office In the wards and
on the council in Liverpool {(where Hindess!s siatist-
{cal evidence comes from} and (so Hindess seems to
assume) elsewhere, further illustrates the demise of
Labour as a working class party.

What are we to make of this evidence ?

Firstly, why 37%, or 35%, or 32% of the Parl-
iamentary L.abour Party being of working class orig=-
in gives the l.abour Party a working class pedigree,
but 30% daesnlt, can only be described as mystifying.
The decline in formal werking class background for
Labour MPs has continued aimost uninterruptedly
since 1918, when the figure was nearer $0%. But
such "working class backgr ounds' have been found
predominantly among trade union bureaucrats turned
MPs, people whose whaole life style and outlook was
and Is petty bourgeois,

The Labour members of 1906 were all working
class in origin, but only two even claimed to be rem-
otely influenced by Marxlst literature and ldeas, most
espousing sermons, the bible as their literary Inspir-
ation, and most not even calling themselves soclalist.
Thus, by themselves, the class origins of Its repres-
entatives tell one nothing about the base or the polli~
ics of a party or movement.

Simllarly with the leadership, Wilson!s Cabin-
et reshuffles, kicking out Lord George-Brown and
other wonders of sociallst achievement such as Ray
Gunter, so that formally no members of working class
background remained, does not at all reflect a mass
decline in working class base or a turn from class to
non—-¢lass politics,

As far as the class composition of the activists
and officials at ward and council level goes, the same
phenomenon as recorded by Hindess has been part of
l.abour Party politics for many years. Blondel, in
his book, "/otes, Parties, and L.eaders'; quotes a
random survey of a number of towis which found, In
1959, that about 60%of the Labour councillors were
of middle class origin, No-one, least of all Hindess,
would have said that the Labour Party was not a parity
with a soclological base 1n the working class: i.e. a
working class party" in the only sense in which it
ever has been a 'working class party'.

However, it Is true that ward membership did
fall off during L.abourls term In office (as It did to-
wanrds the end of 1945-51) and that, as far as can be
judged, workers turned away from the Labour Party
wards. Hindess attempts to glve this a lasting , Irr—
eversible signiflcance, tying It in with his notions of
non-class party politics via Michelst Iron Law of
Qligarchy.

This law - based on the German and French
Soclal Democracles of the late 19th century - states
that bureaucratisation Is Inevitable in working class
organisations., The leaders have superior knowledge
of the workings of the political system, greater skl
In erganising and making speeches, Their control of
the means of communication within the party leads to a
reinforcement of this situation, given (a) that the
masses ar e supposed to ba more or less Incompetent,
less educated, less sophlsticated, with very few
attanding meetlngs and partitipating generally; (bhthat

e

the lorganisational environment! of lerge scale bur -
eaucratic enterprises and agencles glves rise to a
need for enterprise, quick declislons (therefor e, sup-
posedly, anti~democratic phactices), Thus one gets

a layer of leaders, party offlclals, speclallsts, aca-
demlcs, etc., who develop interests of thelr own,
opposed to the masses, Interests more In commoen
with thelr supposed adversaries. Hence ail is bureau-
cracy, everything ieads to the malhtenance of the
status quo, wlith the exciusion of the masses from pol-
Ttical participation.

BUREAUCRATISATION

That bureaucratisation has been the overwhelm-
Ing pattern of social democratic and stallnist organis~
atlons there can be no doubt. But to state the exlIst-
ence of such bureaucratisation and even to describe It
in specific instances does not explaln It, much less
make It a universal law, Hindess sees that much,

But his lexplanation! remains just as much a non-
explnation. He sees the Labour Party bureaucratis-
atlon process, like that of other Social-Demaocratic
parties, as coming about "partly In response to envir-
onmental pressures {and only because they follow the
dominant nanns and procedures of that environment)'.
Thus they !'change their power structure through the
routinlsation and bureaucratisation of their decision-
making procedur es. "(pp. 41-42), This Is supposed to
provide a framework for analysis of the "interdepend-
ence of party power structure, the pattern of party
membership and support, and party activity"! (p 45),

This explanation Is basically circular, Social
democratic parties become bureaucratic because they
accept bureaucratic ways of conducting their affairs,
Adaptation leads to apathy leads to bureaucr atisation
{eads to adaptation leads to bureaucratisation....s.

If the Labour Party were purely and simply an
organlsation based on the wards, then the turn away
from it by large numbers of workers during Labour s
term In office might have indicated the beglnhnings of a
transformation into a straightforward bourgeels party,
But, precisly because the L_abour Party grew from
the trade unions and stilt has organic iinks with them,
this turning away from the Labour Party wards:is not
all there is to it, It has happened on sever al occas~
ions, and so has renewed working class growth in the
wards,

The LLabour Party is an attempt to reproduce at
the level of the general administration of soclety what
the trade uniohs represent at the point of production =
the betterment of the wor king class's position within
the capitalist framework. Given the trade union base
of the Labour Party, antl-capltalist drives are, from
time to time, expressed through the L.abour Party.

The Labour Party represents the parllamentary (. e.
in the definition of the soclal democratic censcious-
ness dominant In the working class, political}) compl~
ement to the trade union struggle. The focus of the
classts drive tends to shift to and fro from Labour
Party to trade union and back,

NEW ANSWERS

But the decline of the direct participation of
workers infthelr ! party is significant, Slgnificant of
what 7 A decline in active self-help directed at, rel-
ying on, the Labour Party, A decline of soclal patl-
ence, Not the slow grind towards polling day to get
the needed and looked for improvements; but the quick
direct action on the factory floor. The legsening of
the proportional value of the soclal services in the
overall budget of the worker leads to an increased
stress on the size of wages and stress on Industrial




collective action, with a tendency towards after
hours Yindividuallsmt. This can lead, and has led,
in that sense, to an apparent decline In worklng
class polltics.

Our assessment must depend on what we see as
having replaced the old reliance as a means of
securing the same end, self-betterment, Clearly the
replacement has been direct Industrial action. Thro-=
ughout the ifties andlsixties the trend has been
growing. In July 1972 the milltant vanguard didn't
organise a petition 1o parlfament to free the flve.
They acted, and set about involving others in_actlon.

That Is a step forwar d, not backward {as lohg
as we understand that the way "forwar d" to revolut-
lonary, le genulne working class polltics, is not a
simple |Tnear succession of steps}. It has falled to
pelate to the general administration of society - ex-
cept implicitly, through the tendencies towards a
general strike.  Bul Labour reformi=m only relates
to 1t In_a muted way; it relates to people, who, itis
hoped, Wil so refate to the Interests of the working
class - polltics by proxy,

The working class has partly retreated ot of

a cul-de-sac, to consider, and perhaps to find ancther

road,
BUREAUCRACY

The Labour Parly has always beenh bureaucrat-
ic, Historically this has arisen with nar rew craft,
petty-bourgeols ldeolegy within the warking class,
with its superstitious reverence 1or fexperts! and
leducated menl; an ideology constantly reproduced by
the capitalist class on the basis of their real control
of soclety and the workers! appar ent lack of expert—
ise, education, and capaclty to rule.

The burcazucracy arises as a definite social
stratum, which acts as a broker between workers and
bosses. iz life and work situation Is quite different
from that of the working ciass. i has no fundame:ntal
historical interests of its own, ror any direct, necess-
ary allegiance to working-class interests. Funda-
mentally it serves the Inteirests of the puling class,
However , within the overall Iimits of capitalist hege-
mony, the bureaucracy can and must, from time to
time , if it is to preserve its poslition on the backs
of the rank and file, engage in radical rhetoric and
even lTmlted action,

Because of the historic link, stlll alive, be-
tween the trade uniens and the L.abour Party, when
trade union channels of advance ar e blocked workers
tend to look to the fpolitical! arena, and r evive the
generally stagnant LLabour Party. {There are also
occasions when both Ichannels! are used),

Ebbs and flows In workers! Involvement In the
wards are nothlhg new, and it would need further
argument to show that the latest ebb means that the
Labour Party has become a bourgeols party pure and
simple,

END OF LABOUR ?

How can a party like the l_abour Party lose lts
working class character {to the extent that and [n the

sense that it has ever had a working class sharacter}?|

This "decline" could take place:

A} Through transcending L.abourism polltically,
organ isationally, and ideologically, and going on to a
higher plane, We fight for this,

B) Through a cutling of roots, |lke the German
Social Democracy(or the French)The reactionary role
of the party in crucial perlods, masslive working c¢lass
defeais, fascism led to atr opy. Actually the German
Sccia Democracy is closer to the LS Democratic

| same time the verylabmsiveness® of the Tar ;
" made L_abour a lesser evil for the working class;

Party than the Britlsh L.abour Partynow,

In Britaln, there was some evidence of a tend-_
gncy to draw away from the trade unlons in the period
of lIn Place of Strife!', The prospect of an organisa-
tional spilt with at least a part of the trade unlons cepe
talnly seemed to exist - not only a political disagree-
ment but a severing of the organic link between pany
and trade unfons. Through that |Ink the trade unlons
not only provide the L.abour Party with its inflated
membership figures - they also have the right to the
representation of every trade union branch at every
ward and constltuency level in the party, Thus
there 1Is a connhectlon between trade unlons and
party which Is a valve., The potentiallty thus exists
of mass Influx from the trade unions Into the party
{and this 1s the ratlonal kernel of the Labour Party
fetishlsm of many revelutionary groups In the past).
This mass Influx Is likely today onky after mejor
industr lal defeat,

C) There is another theoretically possible plci-
ure for the tdecline of L.abour! - the conversiconsaf L:ig
sectlons of previously L.abourite workers (o cons: fous,
Syndicallsm self-retiant, committed to direct action,
attempting tc boycott the tpolitical struciurest of the
system, effectively deciding that the exlension of trade
union barasining into partiamentary potltics has besn
proved worihfess by experlence with the L.abour Party.

A tendency towards thls has always erupted with
Laboui in power, The full development, hawever, prs
suppozes the serlfous atropy of the Labour Pacty, 5o
that it cannot respond in opposition by a change of co!-
oratlon,

INDLISTRIAL
tn spite of the out an cut "millant capiatist
policies! of the present Tory governasnt, the acoumi~

wlated trade unlon strength of the class has resuljed
In the greatest cpposition to the bosses on the Indust-
rlal frent for decades, on oppositlon which bas b
tending to spill over into a soclety-wlde confrontation
with the capitallst class through a generat sirike.
This means that the Labour revival in the wardsg has
been very slow, so far.,

WILL LLABCOUR REVIVE 7

This has not prevented a tremendous hatred
building up In the working class for the Tor‘ies‘f an
elemental class feellng, powerful even though coni~
alning a fatal alloy of illusions In Labourism,

The lleft' face offered by the L.abour Party is still
far from the degree of 'redness! it reached in the
1930s; but remarlcable, nenetheless, given its so
recent record In offlce, 'Tory-bashing! helps them
of course, as each act of the government becomes
a specifically '"Toryt act, Above all, what is helping
the L.abour Party to lllve down! its period in office,
and indicates that the masses of workers will turn to-
wards it again, Is that politica fas well as sectional
industrial struggle) does gxist - objectively and in the
minds of miltions of workers, And, so long as the
working class does hat create its own political instit-
utions

The fallure of the growing industrial combativiiy
of the worklng class to link up with an adequate polii-
Ical axpression, relating to the general administration
of soclety, is the best survival kit the Labour Party
could have, Oup duty is to make the link,

If much of the electoralist turn away frem the
Labour Party was a fatallstic resignation rethor
than an option for a new method of fighting, the

¥
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,polltics Is defined by ruling class Institutions, |
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is more their party thanis the Tory Party, because more
dependent on theip organisations, Revolutionary soc-
lalists do not use the measuring rod of 'lesser evilg!
for the bourgeois Labour Party. But we do relate to
our class, and to the militants of our class — their
perceptions are a major factor we must take account
of, The 'dialectical® relationship of the Labour Party
and the working class does continue: the party of the
workers, but not a workers! party; a bourgeois party
but with a mass working class, trade union base. We
must prise the workers from the bourgeois mis-expr-
ession of their interests.

The inability of direct Industrial action short of
general strike to come to grips with the whole of
"Tary'-dominated soclety Imposes the need to consid=
er- governmental alternatives on workers, But revol-
utionaries must be gulded by the proviso that such
calls for governmental alternatives must never be

allow ed to cut across the direct action of the working
class Itself: ", action by the masses, a big strike
for instance, is more Important than parllamentary
activity at all times, and not only during a revolution
or revolutionary situatien" (Lenin: c. W, vol 31 p 61),

We need to walk ontwo legs, direct industrial
action, and malntaining a relation to society-wide
questions. Using two legs clumsily we trip ourselves
up; the solution is to learn to walk,

The slogan to kick the Torles out - used with
these provises in mind - can have real meaning for
the working class, except where there is a possibil=
ity of raising the call for a general strike - implicit-
ly opening out a whole political Programme - as the
appropriate response to Impositions llke the Industr-
fal Relations Act, Inevitably, Tories out means
L_abour in, given the reallty of the situation (even
:hough, Just at present, Labour has no desire to be

n).

How do revolutionaries raise the call 'Torles
out! without cutting away at our efforts to explain
the bourgeols nature of the L.abour Party 7 The
slogan Labour to power with soclalist policies! Is
the most crass fantasy mongering. Even for those
inside the Labour Party, itis an Intolerable miseduc-
ation for anyone who takes It serlously, ascribing to
a party organically tled to capitalism the task of over-
thr owing caplitalism, It is hot possible to ralse the
demand without totally bowdlersing the meaning of
soclallsm, the self-emancipation of the workers and
the smashing of the bourgeols state, It Is possible to
call for '"Tories out!, linking It with speclfic demands
(Smash the Industrial Relations Act; no Incomes policy
undepr capitalism; smash the Housing Finance Act) in
such a way that it serves to focus the activity of work-
ers, and that the ralsing of the call becomes a tool In
the hands of milltants to mobilise workers against the
L.abour leadershlp and:thelr habitual relatlionship to
the bourgeols state,

It Is premature to ordér a shroud for the Labour
Party as a major - bourgeois - force In the politics of
the working class, It will not die away of itself, or.
by the effect of its recent exposure. It will not atropy
and change its whole character |ike the German soclal
democracy, unless we have ahead a whole new period
of capitalist expansion, and perhaps not even then,
The action of revolutionary sociallsts, striving to link
up with the elemental revolt of the working class, which
has pounded in wave after wave for the last year
against all the established institutions of Britain, In-
cluding the Labour Party ~that activity, when it
succeeds in fusing with the drive of our class, will
be the death knell of Labour. Any pPremature tolling

N0k

(1) In fact this was partly a product of the relationship
of all the revolutionary groups to the L abour Party for
the previous decade and a half. All of them were in
the Labour Party, in various degrees of depth of
entry, degree of |passivityor activity, In fact they
had roots in it. Not only were all of them in it, but,
beginning with the pioneering entrists of the post-
war period, the future Socialist Labour League, they
had crass illusionsin ityccommodated themselves to it,
politically; and regarded it as an expression of the
British working class, reflecting a given level of
consciousness,

This was the common SLL, ™ilitant!, and proto-
IMG view. They differed on what this meant in practice,
The SLL. went through the phase of crassest reform-
ism, lits! 'Trotskyist programme! well pressed in the
seat of Gerry Healy!s pants, The Militant! was prim-
arily concerned to put out a somewhat crude but at
least phraseologically "Trotskyist! propaganda pres-
ence in the L.abour Party - but a blunted, bowdleris-
ed propaganda, consisting of calls to leaders of the
party, not for any vulgar half measures such as some
other entrists used agitationally, but for the full
Programme - Labour to power with socialjst policies]
In fact, they were a right wing sectarian Trotskyist
group who had chosen the Labour Party as their dom-
Icile and were willing to pay the price of tolerance,
They saw the L.abour Party as the vehicle of the
organlically gr owing, maturing working class consci-
ousness, and wanted to stay there, The proto~IMG
attempted to aid, and even to substitute for y the
broad left wing, 'centrist!, left reformist cur rent
that they saw as the next stage in the maturation of
the LLabour Party, Thus they denounced the 'Milft-
ant! as sectarians who kept some vestige of a Trot-
skyist programme, instead of pushing the prograrhme
of the broad left wing | This identical policy had led
the SL.L, In frustration, to attempt to rape '"the
process'", unable to desist, hung up on its obsessions;
it has since caused the IMG to flip flop over to a
purely propagandist invocation of the revolution,
abandoning the attempt to aid ""the process", The
International Socialism group proclaimed that only
when the working class was on the streets and the
revolution on could there be talk of revolutionaries
pulling out of the L abour Party. They justified it by
reference to the position of Rosa Luxemburg (in our
view mistaken) in not pulling out of the German ‘Social
Democracy throughout world war 1.

The communist conception of the L.abour Party
as a machine of the bourgeoisie which dominates the
working class in the interests of the bourgeoisie, with
the working class composition and the trade union link
as a subsidiary part, even though one which allowed
the potentlal of shattering the Labour|te hold on the
working class . th]s was not found in the picture of
the left groups: the bold and banal description "the
workers! party!!, their normal designation, indeed
contradicted It,

We believe that it is a fact that the first tendency
to attempt to disinter this conception of the Labour
party and some of the implications for Trotskyism was
the initial Workeprs! Fight group, in 1966,

of the bell will hinder, not help us, in that work,




