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Introduction to the Pirate Press edition

This short work was written in 1984 as an article for the journal Black Star.
Black Star expired before the article appeared and it eventually appeared in

print in 1989 in the Grand Rapids based Discussion Bulletin and later in a
slightly revised form in 7he Raven (No.11. 1990).

The pamphlet attempts to show how an evolving British communist
movement was taken over by the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB)
and turned into something quite alien. At the moment when the Communist
Parties, and the authoritarian communism they represent are collapsing
everywhere it is perhaps appropriate that this work should reappear. While
commentators are glibly enthusing over the end of “communism” and
“socialism”™ it is important to remember that there was an earlier and very
different communist tradition in Britain. Understanding the process by which
it was marginalized and in a large part obliterated may help us understand
what went wrong. It might also help to undermine the assumption that
‘libertarian’ and ‘communist’ or ‘socialist’ are mutually contradictory terms.

Bob Jones
1991

Introduction to this edition

As Bob notes in his introduction Black Star folded, or, in Bob’s words,
“expired”, before the article was published. (In fact, part of it was published in
January 1987). I was Editor of Black Star at the time and felt pretty gutted
when everything collapsed in 1988. I was very pleased when this informative
and highly relevant text eventually got the viewing it deserved. This edition is
reproduced from Bob’s original manuscript, entitled Anti-parliamentarism and
Communism in Britain: 1917-1921. 1 still believe that the organisational
history of the revolutionary movement highlighted in this pamphlet is as
relevant today as it was then. I also believe that there is still scope for building
a similar Libertarian Communist Movement. I was convinced of this in 1983,
when along with fellow comrades, re-launched Black Star as the Workers
Journal for a Free Communist Society, and still am today.

Ade Dimmick
2007

Anti-Parliamentarism & Communism in Britain
1917 - 1921

In this article I intend to look at the growing British anti-parliamentary
movement in the years immediately preceding the formation of the Anti-
Parliamentary Communist Federation (APCF) in 1921. In particular I will look
at the attempts to unite the different anti-parliamentary groups into one
communist party. These attempts were, I will argue, a natural development of
the revolutionary movement in Britain. They were cut short by the formation
of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), an unnatural development
for Britain based on the Comintern’s conditions. The subsequent formation of
the APCF was, as a result, a pale reflection of what could have been.

At the outset we should try and clarify what we mean by “anti-
parliamentarism”. It is important to realise that for British comrades in 1921
anti-parliamentarism was not merely a negative delineation of tactics — a
rejection of socialists standing for and sitting in parliament — though this was
obviously a key element of the movement. Anti-parliamentarism has, at this
time, to be viewed in the context of a burgeoning communist movement.
Indeed, until the formation of the CPGB which took upon itself the definition
of all things ‘communist’, it would not be too much of an exaggeration to say
that the anti-parliamentary and communist movements were synonymous. To
be a communist prior to 1920, even 1921, was to be an anti-parliamentarian.
Only after 1921 was the prefix ‘anti-parliamentary’ needed.

This was true of both Marxists and anarchists. Each shared a common set of
ideas, including the centrality of the class struggle for social analysis and
action; the conception of workers’ committees and councils seizing the means
of production; the ensuing creation of a soviet republic which initially would
act as a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’; and, as a necessary corollary of these,
the importance of direct action and anti-parliamentary agitation. While there

was not unanimity on all of these points, there was a broad measure of
agreement emerging.

One revealing example of this convergence of views was the interpretation,
made by most sections of the revolutionary movement, in Britain, of the

Russian revolution in sovietist and councillist terms rather than in terms of the
determining role of a centralised and disciplined political party. This
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interpretation remained almost universal until 1920, when doubts about the
exact nature and direction of the Russian revolution first began to surface in
Britain. It is also significant that these doubts emerged not over the political
practice of the Bolsheviks in Russia — which were rationalised away into
existing theoretical formulas (though this was not true of the anarchists
centred on the London Freedom Group) — but over the advice Lenin was
giving to German And Italian communists to participate in parliamentary
elections.

Completely absent was any notion of the centralised, disciplined party as the
controlling agent of the revolution. This, however, was a key element in
Comintern’s “21 conditions”, which all communist parties had to accept. Thus
point 12 declares that the party must be built “upon the principle of democratic
centralisation”, and speaks of control by “iron discipline” and of a party
central body with “the most far-reaching faculties™.

The acceptance of the “21 conditions” by the CPGB represented, therefore, a
marked break with past British experience. What was the significance of this?
For some, like the historian James Hinton, the unity negotiations resulting in
the formation of the CPGB represented a “theoretical clarification”. Hinton
charts a development of revolutionary theory from syndicalism and industrial
unionism via the experience of the shop stewards and workers’ committee
movement to the ultimate flowering of “the soviet idea of revolution in the
CPGB. There is much that is wrong with this not uncommon interpretation.
For our present purposes we must be content to note the simple points that the
CPGB did not embody any “theoretical clarification” and had very little to do
with “the soviet idea of revolution”. The whole point of the unity negotiations
was to set up Lenin’s “party of a new type — that is, a centralised party loyally
following the orders of the Comintern. Any theoretical or other discoveries
made by the British participants were subsumed within this task. The end
result was that the existing revolutionary movement and any theoretical
advances it had made were largely destroyed.

Let us examine this a little more closely. The first point to make about the
1920 unity negotiations is that they did not involve discussions about the
theoretical significance of soviet power or the meaning of the dictatorship of
the proletariat. There was already a fair measure of agreement on these issues.
The main, almost the exclusive, topic of discussion was parliamentarism, in
the form of parliamentary action and of affiliation to the Labour Party. As we
shall see later, almost the whole of the revolutionary movement was anti-
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parliamentary and uniting around an anti-parliamentary platform. For the
moment we shall assume this point and examine how the incipient “party of a

new type” handled the question. In doing so we shall see how the path was
laid for the destruction of the revolutionary movement in Britain.

What was the attitude of communists to the Labour Party? For anyone
thinking in terms of communism (outside of certain sections of the British
Socialist Party and the Independent Labour Party) it was simply inconceivable
to regard the Labour Party as having anything at all to contribute to the
developing movement. Then, as now, the Labour Party, as far as any move
towards socialism was concerned (never mind about communism!), was seen
as a bad joke. As D.Manoin noted at the 1920 Communist Union Convention:

“At the present time in Sheffield no matter how good a socialist a man might
be he was mobbed if at any socialist or trade union meeting he said he was in
favour of such (Labour Party) affiliation.”

And Mrs Bamber, from Liverpool, added:

“The industrial workers were sick to death of the position of the Labour Party
at the present time, and she hoped that we, the Communist Party, showing the
way not to reform but to the emancipation of the workers, would keep outside

the Party that had done so much to delay the progress of the working class
during the last few years.”

If this was so obvious to many, why was Labour Party affiliation ever
considered as a serious policy? The British Socialist Party, the largest socialist
body involved in the unity negotiations, was already affiliated to the Labour
Party and continued to argue for affiliation. But a growing number of BSPers,
including Comrades Manion and Bamber, were starting to reject the policy.
There were clearly other factors at work. The most important of these was the
Comintern directive instructing the CPGB to affiliate, backed up by Lenin’s
rationalisation of the position in Left-Wing Communism: an infantile disorder.
While the directive was crucial, perhaps more important was the kind of
argument used to support it, a strange kind of argument new to the British
movement, and, I think, indicative of the kind of reasoning that to undermine
the communist movement in Britain.

It could be argued that up to this time the main aim of the British socialists
and communists had been a simple one of trying to make socialists and
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increase the class-consciousness of the working class. Questions about the
mechanics of seizing power were not widely discussed, most being content to
rely on the ability of the working class to create its own organs of self-
government in any revolutionary situation. Further, the Labour Party was to
play no part in this process simply because it was not socialist and its actions
had positively hampered the development towards socialism.

But such common-sense and seemingly obvious points were to come under
attack from a new breed of “realists” and “hard-headed strategists” who were
to play an important part in the unity negotiations. The common-sense view of
the Labour Party now came to be seen as “naive” and “emotional”; one needed
a longer-term tactical view. The ultimate source of such a view was the
Comintern and V.I. Lenin. Lefi-Wing Communism appeared just before the
unity negotiations of July and August 1920 and ably summarised the lectures
and advice Lenin had been giving British communists in the preceding
months. In this work Lenin argued that “... revolution is impossible without a
change in the views of the majority of the working class, and this change is
brought about by the political experience of the masses, and never by
propaganda alone.” .... British communists should participate in parliamentary
action, that they should from within parliament help the masses of the workers
to see the results of a Henderson and Snowden government in practice...” In
this way it was hoped that the masses would very soon become disappointed
with the Labour Party and begin to support the communists.

Unfortunately this sort of argument leads directly into the nightmarish world
of the mechanistic and manipulative party politician. In Lenin’s words:

“The strictest loyalty to the ideas of Communism must be combined with the
ability to make all the necessary practical compromises, to manoeuvre, to
make agreements, zigzags, retreats and so on, so as to accelerate the coming to
power and subsequent loss of political power of the Hendersons ... to
accelerate their inevitable bankruptcy in practice, which will enlighten the
masses in the spirit of our ideas, in the direction of Communism ...”

Or in Lenin’s oft-quoted phrase: Communists support the Labour Party “in the
same way as the rope supports a hanged man”.

A good example of these intellectual contortions at work in Britain comes
from R. Page Amot’s intervention at the Communist Unity Convention on the
Labour Party affiliation issue. He readily agreed that “we were all sick of the
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Labour Party”, but that didn’t necessarily mean that leaving the Labour Party
was “the best tactic for the revolution”. Arnot, as befitted the new
revolutionary tacticians, was thinking ten steps ahead, in terms of communists
in the Labour Party “splitting off” and taking “a very large number of the
organised working class with us”. The essence of the new outlook was to look
at matters “as tactics in a military sense”: that is, to “think the thing out coldly
and clearly and get rid of emotion”. Those who did not have these requisite
military skills and simply pointed out that the Labour Party was hopelessly

reactionary and would tar the Communist Party with the same brush were said
to be using “emotional arguments™.

In this manner communist policy ceased to be a matter of debate and
discussion by the rank and file based on the observable experience of the
working class and its institutions. Instead, policy was now determined by
long-term tactical perspectives from above — an ever-changing series of
intellectual permutations and combinations known as the party line. This,
when coupled with a centralised party demanding absolute loyalty, ensured the
speedy eliminations of any ideas and practice developed from the class
struggle by the pre-existing communist movement in Britain. If its members
didn’t conform to the tactical line they were simply disregarded as “ naive” or

“emotional”. Edgar T. Whitehead noted the process at work at an early period
of its operation in 1920:

“I do like this word ‘naive’. It clinches the argument. All logic falls flat before
it. Anti-parliamentarians are so ‘naive’, in face of the mephistophelian
astucity (sic) of these revolutionary parliamentarians”.

There could be no direct answer to such charges of ‘naivety’ because the party

had developed its own particular logic, impervious to any questions from
outside.

Anti-parliamentary communists became increasingly puzzled by the attitude
of the “Maiden Lane Communists” (CPGB) to the parliamentary question.
Edgar T. Whitehead voiced a question which was baffling many: “Why do
the Maiden Lane Communists want participation in parliament so much that
they would rather split the movement than forgo it?” Given that the
propaganda value of electoral activity was not a serious difference with the
anti-parliamentary groups, and given the repudiation of Parliament by the
organised Workshop Movement, what possible reason could there be for
wanting to pursue participation in Parliament at all costs? Whitehead
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