Revolutionary participation vs boycott

Since 1994 there was a decline in mass organization and mass struggles were largely directed to bread and butter (economistic) issues and not the question of who is in power. This was mainly due to millions of the masses having illusions in parliament. In other words most of the working class thought that their representatives in parliament would advance their interests and demands. The number of people participating in elections have declined by 3 million since 1994 but the numbers participating in voting are still in the order of 15 million and more. Thus a great proportion of the working class and the middle class still have illusions in parliament. 2001 to 2004 have seen the rise of social movements but these have been largely confined to the unemployed and only a small part of the organized trade union movement are involved in these. Much of the social movements have been sustained by funds from pro-imperialist agencies. Some like the Anti-Eviction campaign are self-sustaining but have few resources. 

Factors that reinforce constitutional illusions (that make the masses believe in parlament)
The education system (from the schools to the bourgeois professors) promotes parliament as the means by which the masses exercise political control over their lives. This myth is supported by the capitalist mainstream media (newspapers, radios and television). For many decades the programmes of the Unity Movement (the 10 point programme) and of the ANC-SACP (the Freedom Charter) all contributed and still contribute to the illusion that parliament is the vehicle for the democratic aspirations of the masses. Even the militant slogan of some of the social movements: “No land, no house, no vote!” may be taken as the few hundred thousand households who do get some land and a house, should vote. 
The SACP-Cosatu leadership deliberately reinforce illusions in parliament by arguing the mere replacement of some individuals by others, will lead to the democratic aspirations of the masses being met. Thus they argue, a Zuma-led ANC will yield more of workers’ demands than an Mbeki-led ANC. What is common to both Zuma and Mbeki regimes is that the working class is still subjected to the leadership and aspirations of a section of the black middle class. The bottom line is that the SACP-Cosatu leadership is helping to chain the working class to direct their struggles to have their demands met through parliament. This is an illusion as the only class which has the interest to complete the democratic programme (for example, such as houses for all), is the working class in power. The working class can only take power against parliament as has been shown in Russia in October 1917. 
To unmask parliament is no easy task and cannot be achieved overnight. Many capitalist democracies have succeeded over many decades at maintaining the illusion that workers actually have a say in the running of their respective countries. In the US over $1 billion (R10 Billion) was used in the recent election campaign to brainwash the American worker that one or the other candidate would actually represent their interests. Huge amounts of money are used in all capitalist countries to convince the working and middle classes that parliament is their voice. 

Factors that tend to unmask parliament
The very actions (and inactions) of parliament of siding with the capitalist class on all major questions, help to expose it. After elections the absence of the right of instant recall of representatives, also helps to unmask parliament as often the representatives, once elected, disappear from their constituency, only to appear a few months before the next election. The huge salaries of the parliamentarians is enough to entice most parliamentarians that their true service is to big capital and not the working class. 
But the decisive question in unmasking parliament is the role of the leadership of the workers’ movement. In all capitalist democracies, it is through the support of the leadership of the trade unions and the broader workers’ movement that big capital maintains control. The leadership of the workers’ movement criticize parliament not as a means to overthrow it but only as a means to keep control of the working class. They re-direct workers’s struggles into a reformist dead-end, within what is possible within the capitalist system. The chief means, currently, of the SACP-Cosatu leadership, to chain the working class to capital, is through the ‘National Democratic Revolution’ which essentially means that workers depend on voting for the capitalist ANC for their demands to be met. In other words, the SACP-Cosatu leadership are arguing that it is in the interest of the black middle class to advance the interest of the working class as a whole. The current SACP-Cosatu tactic of ‘walking through open doors’ just means that Vavi and Blade Nzimande are preparing for deployment into parliament. This tactic also involves workers taking greater part in the parliamentary process, creating the illusion of real control. This will help create the illusion that working class interests are being advanced by this participation in parliament. Big capital (imperialism) will gain another 5 years of control of the working class, while working class interests will again be sidelined. 
The case for revolutionary participation in parliament
The imperialist world economy is in a state of crisis. Monopoly capital’s profits are collapsing. Their first target when profits fall, is the working class. Workers have been forced to cut back on wage increases and have been forced to survive on less assistance from the state; mass retrenchments have continued. The lack of delivery on working class demands have created an environment for the working class to think beyond ruling bourgeois parties and indeed beyond parliament. In South Africa this is also the case. The lack of crumbs from the imperialist table to share among the local black middle class is also one of the factors that has led to the split in the ANC. The split among the black middle class in the ANC is also assisting the process of the masses looking for a new political home. In these circumstances there has been a surge from a section of the masses to join WIVL (Workers International Vanguard League).  
At the very time that imperialism needs to maintain ‘stable’ exploitation of the working class in South Africa, there has been a split in the ruling party that is currently their chief representative here. Indeed the world economic crisis is being reflected in a parliamentary crisis. If ever there was a time to expose the role of parliament as a tool of monopoly capital it is now. The question then arises: are the masses in uprising everywhere, are there mass strikes and revolutions breaking out? No. The exposure of parliament is not an overnight or single step process. What better way to further expose parliament than to send revolutionary agitators into it? In this way we will help take the masses through the process that parliament will deliver nothing and that it is necessary to build their own structures outside parliament, that will lead the struggle against it. Even after the successful October revolution in 1917, the Bolsheviks still called the Constituent Assembly in order to show the masses that their demands will not be met by it. Under those conditions the working class was highly organized in Soviets (workers councils) but the Bolsheviks still felt it necessary to convince backward workers and sections of the poorer peasants and lower middle classes, that the Constituent Assembly was an obstacle to meeting their demands. They did not engage in a boycott of it. In fact a boycott would have given a false legitimacy to the Constituent Assembly that it did not deserve (as all the critical elements/forces would have been outside of it and dual power – Soviets vs constituent assembly would have persisted). The bourgeoisie in Russia would have united a section of the working class behind them on false pretences. 
In South Africa today, no soviets or workers’ councils exist. These cannot be artificially created. Soviets only arise in times of great turmoil and pre-revolution. Such conditions do not yet prevail in South Africa. The greater the unmasking of parliament the more the masses will build their own organs of struggle. 

Lenin argued against the ‘Bordigists’ at the second Congress of the Communist International on precisely the above terms. He argued that in most capitalist countries the Communists were not strong enough to disperse parliament; it was thus necessary to engage in revolutionary participation in parliament. He argued that if the Bordigists explained to the masses that the real reason for their lack of participation was because of their weakness and their inability to control their representatives, the masses would desert them. Why would the masses, argued Lenin, have faith in your group when you cannot even control your representatives in parliament which is much simpler a task than achieving the dictatorship of the proletariat? 
How will revolutionary participation work?

Firstly, the candidates from WIVL will sign pledges beforehand wherein they agree that, if elected, they will only receive the wage of an average skilled worker (R5000) and be subject to instant recall by the party. Further, they will not engage in deals with any capitalist or pro-capitalist representatives and will at all times place the struggles of the working class outside parliament above any parliamentary activity.

This example will expose all bourgeois parties, who will cling to their privileges.

But also, in every debate in parliament our representatives will be able to confront the capitalist parties’ representatives head-on. For example, when the housing budget is being debated, we will ask why they are not allocating funds to build houses for all. Of course, they will reply that there are no funds. To this we can easily propose that the capitalists be taxed more, that the salaries of the parliamentarians be reduced, that vacant land in city centres be made available for adequate, low rental housing. Exposed, in front of the eyes of the working class and lower middle classes would be that parliament has no intention of ever meeting their needs. On international issues such as the struggle of the Palestinians we could raise the question of sanctions against Israel and help expose the pro-zionist stance of the capitalist parties. In a similar manner every manoeuvre, every scheme of the capitalists in parliament, can be unmasked before the eyes of the masses. 

On the so-called ‘front without candidates’
The NGO, Khanya College is spearheading the setting up of a boycott front, a so-called election front-without candidates. Their position is worse than the Bordiga position as at least the Bordigists were arguing that Communist parties take up this boycott position. The position of the Front without candidates is for a loose formation of groups, calling for a spoilt vote, supposedly based on struggles of the working class and exposing parliament. This ‘struggle’ front will also apparently disband after the elections. They claim that it is fine to take part in municipal elections but not national level. Perhaps, they say, it will be ok to take part in the national elections in 2014. There is apparently room to raise all the radical demands as a tendency within this new ‘struggle’ front, and even argue for parliamentary participation. But the bottom line is: no candidates. In other words, a boycott is what unites this front. The front without candidates argue that their position is closer to Lenin that what WIVL is arguing. How and what the Lenin position on boycott is, is not explained. A close examination of the minutes of the Second Congress of the Third International, as summarized above, shows that Lenin would have argued against a boycott. How does a boycott or spoilt ballot mobilize the masses against the system? What is the difference between the front without candidates and the SMI (Social Movement Indaba) which only organizes a few workshops and one march per year. The NGO’s want the struggle to be restricted around the fight for toilets but the fight against the system must be postponed until 2014, when they have managed to form a broad reformist front to once again fool the masses. At the very time when parliament needs to be exposed, after the elections, when the capitalist parties start to backtrack on all their promises, the so-called struggle front plan to disband. If they now change their minds and do not disband after the elections, the question will then arise as to why they set up a loose formation in the first place. How serious are they really about confronting imperialism and monopoly capital? How serious are they about the ongoing political education of the masses in struggle? How serious are they really about the struggle for Socialism, which requires an overthrow of the world capitalist system?
It is strange that the NGO’s are now arguing for Leninist position when in recent months (if not years) they have been misquoting Rosa Luxembourg against Lenin. They have claimed that Rosa Luxembourg was arguing that the time was not ripe for the formation of a revolutionary working class party. Why would Rosa Luxembourg have built the Spartacist League if she was so against the formation of a revolutionary working class party? 
The only conclusion we can come to, is that the whole aim of the ‘struggle front without candidates’ is to pre-empt the development of a revolutionary mass WIVL, ie the development of a revolutionary working class party. This development would seriously undermine the project for a reformist workers party that imperialism may need in the next period.

Lenin further argues that when a revolution occurs there will be a flood of opportunists entering the party. It will be too late then to train the working class fighters to combat this onslaught of opportunism. Also, Lenin argues, that on the day of the revolution, there still may be millions of the masses who still have illusions in parliament. The masses will not all immediately become Communist. Only going through the experience of exposure of parliament will assist the backward sections of the masses and the lower middle classes to either support the revolution or at the very least win them to passive neutrality at the appropriate time. The NGO recipe is not only disarming the masses but will also split the working class. For the moment, what the NGO’s are doing is waging a campaign to divide working class activists, to weaken the efforts for the revolutionary exposure of parliament. In short, wittingly or unwittingly, they are helping maintain capitalist stability that imperialism so desperately needs. We recall the establishment of the reformist UDF at the time that independent working class organization was developing in the early 1980’s. Then the millions of Rands from imperialism helped to build a reformist front that turned working class struggles into a parliamentary dead-end. The question is: what will be their attitude to the ‘struggle front without candidates’? We think they will support it. 
We attach below in full the quote from Lenin in the discussion on revolutionary parliamentarianism. The words speak for themselves. We refer the reader to the full discussion and thesis which is on the website http://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/2nd-congress/index.htm :
Lenin: Comrade Bordiga supposedly wanted to defend the point of view of the Italian Marxists here; but he has nevertheless not answered any of the arguments advanced here by other Marxists in favour of parliamentary action. 

Comrade Bordiga has admitted that historical experiences do not arise in an artificial way. He simply tells us that the struggle must be transferred to a different field. Does he then not know that every revolutionary crisis has been accompanied by a parliamentary crisis? He has, it is true, mentioned the fact that the struggle should be transferred to a different field, for example the soviets. But Comrade Bordiga has himself admitted that one cannot set up soviets artificially. The example of Russia proves that soviets can only be set up either during the revolution or immediately before it. Even in Kerensky’s days the soviets were composed in such a way (that is to say, Menshevik) that they could not form themselves into a proletarian power.

Parliament is a product of historical development which one cannot abolish from the world until one is strong enough to scatter the bourgeois parliament. Only if one is a member of parliament can one combat bourgeois society and parliamentarism from the given historical standpoint. The same means that is applied by the bourgeoisie in struggle must also be applied by the proletariat, naturally with quite different ends. You can surely not deny that it is so, and if you deny it, then you cross out the experience of all the revolutionary events in the world. You have said that the trades unions too are opportunist, that they too represent a danger. On the other hand, however, you have said that one should make an exception for the trades unions because they represent a workers’ organisation. But that is only true to a certain degree. In the trades unions too there are very backward elements. A part of the proletarian petty bourgeoisie, the backward workers and small peasants, all these elements really think that their interests are represented in parliament, and one must combat that through work in parliament and teach the masses the truth through facts. The backward masses cannot be taught by theory, they need experiences. That has been seen in Russia, too. Even after the victory of the proletariat we were forced to call the Constituent Assembly in order to prove to the backward proletariat that it can achieve nothing that way. The soviets had to be contrasted concretely to parliament for the comparison of one experience against the other, and the soviets had to be presented to it as the only weapon.

Comrade Souchy, the revolutionary syndicalist, defended the same theory; but logic is not on his side. He said he was not a Marxist, so that is understandable. But when you, Comrade Bordiga, say you are a Marxist, we must demand more logic of you. You must know how parliament can be smashed. If you can do it by an armed insurrection in every country, then that is very good. You know that in Russia we showed our determination to destroy. the bourgeois parliament not only in theory but also in practice. But you have lost sight of the fact that that is impossible without quite lengthy preparations, and that in most countries it is not yet possible to smash parliament at a single blow. We are forced to use the parliamentary struggle for the smashing of parliament. You are substituting your revolutionary determination for the conditions that determine the political line followed by every class of modern society. Therefore you forget that, in order to destroy the bourgeois parliament in Russia, we first had to call the Constituent Assembly, and that even after our victory. You have said: ‘It is true that the Russian revolution is an example that cannot be applied to conditions in Western Europe’. But you have not advanced a single watertight argument to prove that to us. We went through the period of bourgeois democracy. We went through it quickly at a time when we were forced to call for elections to the Constituent Assembly. And even later, when the proletarian class was able to seize power, the peasants still believed that the bourgeois parliament was necessary.

Taking account of these backward masses we had to call the elections and show the masses, by example and by facts, that this Constituent Assembly, which was elected at a time of the greatest general need, did not express the aspirations and demands of the exploited classes. Thus the conflict between soviet power and bourgeois power became completely clear, and that not just for us, for the vanguard of the working class, but also for the overwhelming majority of the peasant class, for the petty clerks, the petty bourgeoisie, etc. In every capitalist country there are backward elements of the working class who are convinced that parliament is the true representative of the people, and do not see that dirty methods are used here.

It is, you say, the instrument with which the bourgeoisie deceives the masses. But this should be turned against you and it does turn against your Theses. How will you reveal the true nature of parliament to the really backward masses deceived by the bourgeoisie if you do not enter it? How will you expose this or that parliamentary manoeuvre, the attitude of this or that party, if you are not in parliament? If you are Marxists you must recognise that the relation between the classes in a bourgeois society and the relationship between the parties are closely connected. I repeat, how will you show all that if you are not members of parliament, if you reject parliamentary action? The history of the Russian revolution has clearly proved that the great masses of the working class, of the peasant class and of the petty clerks would not have been convinced by any arguments if they had not made their own experiences.

It has been said here that much time is wasted by participating in parliamentary struggles. Can one think of any other institution in which all classes participate to the same extent that they do in parliament? That cannot be created artificially. If all classes are drawn to participate in the parliamentary struggle, then it is because class interests and conflicts have their reflection in parliament. If it were possible everywhere to stage, let us say, immediately decisive general strikes to make a clean sweep all at one go, then the revolution would already have taken place in various countries. One must, however, take account of the facts, and parliament represents the arena of the class struggle. Comrade Bordiga and those that adopt his standpoint should tell the masses the truth. Germany is the best proof of the fact that a Communist faction is possible in parliament, and therefore you should tell the masses openly: ‘We are too weak to create a party with a rigid organisation’. That would be the truth, which you should speak openly. But if you were to admit this weakness to the masses, they would not become your supporters, but your opponents, supporters of parliamentarism.

If you said: ‘Comrades, workers, we are so weak that we cannot create such a disciplined party that forces its members of parliament to obey it’, then the workers would desert you, they would say to themselves: ‘How shall we set up the dictatorship of the proletariat with such weak people?'

If you believe that on the day of the victory of the proletariat the intellectuals, the middle class and the petty bourgeoisie will become communist, then you are very naive.
If you do not have this illusion, then starting today you must prepare the working class to impose its will. There is not a single exception to this rule in any field of state work. The day after the revolution we find everywhere opportunist lawyers who call themselves communists, petty bourgeois who recognise the discipline neither of the Communist Party nor of the proletarian state. If you do not prepare the workers to found a really disciplined Party that will force all its members to subordinate themselves to its discipline, then you will never prepare the dictatorship of the proletariat. I think that that is why you do not admit that it is the weakness of very many new Communist Parties that forces them to deny parliamentary action. I am convinced that the great majority of really revolutionary workers will follow us and speak out against your anti-parliamentarian Theses.
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