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Grass roots or hair roots:
Reflections on
the revolution game

RICHARD MABEY

WHATEVER HAPPENED, I wonder to that great Winter of Discontent
which was to have been ushered in by the October 27th demonstration?
Did the comparative failure of that action set off a general process of
self-examination amongst direct actionists? 1 hope so, and in this
short article I want to try and explain why, and to examine with the
benefit of a few months hindsight the way that demonstration seemed
to dramatise many of the contradictions inherent in contemporary
direct action.

I should, in all honesty, add that I spent the afternoon in question
curled up in front of a TV set, unable either to commit myself to
demonstration or resist some sort of vicarious participation. But even
after an hour of ITN’s monstrously biased live coverage I remained
convinced that I was in the right place.

Let me say right from the outset that I think the shocked debate
about violence was so far from the point as to be almost hypocritical.
The vast majority of our population have shown themselves to be as
favourable towards the use of violence for political ends as the most
militant of demonstrators. And as it turned out the violence in
Grosvenor Square was infuriating not so much because it was parti-
cularly vicious (it wasn’t) as because it was as feeble, undignified and
pointless as kicking little boys in the pants.

I must confess that my misgivings were of an altogether less
moralistic kind. They concerned not so much the ferocity of the action
as its function. What was this ritual we were being asked to join?
A revolutionary prelude, a sort of mass shaking of the fist? A vast
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symbolic ‘morality play, starring the Metropolitan Police as Satan, and
Tariq Ali as Everyman? Or a mini-coup, an actual attempt to take
over the control of certain key institutions?

The fact that nowhere to my knowledge were these questions even
discussed, let alone answered, seems to me a sad reflection on our lack
of any theory of demonstrations. T suspect that we may be drawn
towards them for no better reason than a mountaineer is drawn towards
unconquered peaks: because they’re there—and, God help us, because
there seems precious little else that we can do. But if our actions are
to be effective, and to be more than static self-indulgent political trips,
we must repeatedly ask the question: why this sort of action at this
time in this place?

Is there any relation between parading through the streets and the
pattern of political change in this country, let alone the course of a war
6,000 miles away? What is it that, in moments of crisis, draws us to
make this physical commitment, to show our faces, to gather together,
to enter the arena, to be counted?

No one can believe any longer that demonstrations influence public
opinion, do serious damage to the system or persuade the authorities,
having once made up their minds, to change them. Why then do we
bother to stage them? I believe that unless we begin to give very
serious consideration to this question, and to the relation between
protest action and political change, we are in danger of mistaking the
symbol for the revolution, to the lasting detriment of both. 1 know of
only one writer who has attempted an examination of this question.
Writing on ““The nature of Mass Demonstrations™ in New Society just
after the Paris uprisings, John Berger said:

“The truth is that mass demonstrations are rehearsals for revolu-
tion: not strategic or even tactical ones, but rehearsals of revolutionary
awareness. . . . A demonstration, however much spontaneity it may
contain, is a created event which arbitrarily separates itself from
ordinary life, Its value is the result of its artificiality, for therein lie
its prophetic, rehearsing possibilities. . . . The more people there are,
the more forcibly they represent to each other and to themselves those
who are absent. In this way a mass demonstration simultaneously
extends and gives body to an abstraction. Those who take part become
more positively aware of how they belong to a class. Belonging to that
class ceases to imply a common fate, and implies a common opportunity.
They begin to recognise that the function of their class need no longer
be limited: that it, too, like the demonstration itself, can create its own
function.”

If John Berger is right in suggesting that the real importance of
a demonstration is in its effect upon the demonstrators and that action
is a rehearsal for revolutionary activity rather than the real thing,
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then the question of the quality of demonstrations becomes crucial
For their nature and style, their contribution towards the sharpening
of revolutionary awareness, will become the nature and style of poli-
tical change itself.

To me this means that any viable demonstration should be
possessed of some or all of the following characteristics (though I doubt
if John Berger would want to be associated with this conclusion). The
should have a dignity, of a sort. The old Aldermastons, for all their
shortcomings, had this. (And coming at the time of the spring festivals
they had additional gifts of strength and renewal for the players.) They
should show the potentiality for—if not the exercise of-—self-discipline
and restraint. (Let’s have no more talk of “revealing the lion’s fangs™;
contemporary demonstrators can be provoked as quickly as any lackey
into showing their “basic violence”.) They should be as abundant with
wit and intelligent as the Provo’s happenings or that magnificently
ingenuous “laugh-in” at Governor Wallace. They should try to be
sociable. Above all they should demonstrate a close and unambiguous
connection between their style and purpose.

A number of these qualities were doubtless apparent in the main
body of the October 27th March. But others were so explicitly con-
tradicted that one wonders if in any sense it was a meaningful action.
1t was, for a start, a discordant, fractious affair. Those of us walching
at home were privileged to see something probably denied the majority
of participants: the unedifying spectacle of rival groups mauling for
the lead banner. .

But it was the pointlessness and lack of objectives that were the
march’s most damaging qualities, and the ones most relevant to what
we are discussing here. It was, you may remember, a protest about
the Vietnam war, Yet I doubt if this was in the minds of many people
that Sunday afternoon, in or out of the demonstration. The announce-
ment of the action six months in advance, and the bloodletting it
suffered at the hands of the media during that period, both served to
sap its energy and reduce its symbolic meaning to the trite and vacant
level of the aims stated on the briefing leafiet: to fill the street, to sweep
away obstructions, etc. It’s difficult to conceive of intentions more
indirect.

But by then the objectives of the demonstration, as a result of a
combination of pressures, were two stages adrift from their original
mooring. Cut loose from Vietnam, they floated quickly and apolo-
getically past the question of what the hell is the purpose of direct
action, and came to rest fair and square on a VSC Supporters Club
helmet. From its noble beginnings the march had deteriorated into
a cut-price tournament. Could the visitors lick the home tecam and
occupy the streets, or would the tight-lipped defenders grind the
fraternal gathering into the gutters? The action was to “rehcarse”
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nothing more politically meaningful than bravura and patchy
solidarity.

The media, of course, were largely to blame for this distortion.
They reported the preparations for the march as if they were the
preliminaries for some elaborate Teutonic duel. *“London is ready”
boomed the Evening News headline on the preceding Friday. But
the organisers must share the blame for not challenging this inter-
pretation, and for failing to examine, in all their talk about the right
to demonstrations, why precisely they were exercising that right. It
takes two to play a game, and the demonstrators were happy to oblige.
The most complimentary thing that can be said about the melee in
Grosvenor Square is that it resembled nothing so much as a rugby
scrum. And apparently, at the end of the day, police and demon-
strators joined in a hearty rendering of Auld Lang Syne. Did some-
body mention revolution?

Now the reason why the October 27th action exhibited so many
questionable aspects is, I suggest, precisely that confusion I mentioned
carlier between “symbolic” and “real” political activity. The declara-
tions of the leaders, indeed, and the whole emotional key of the march
suggest that it was thought of by many as direct action. Let’s be
quite straight about this. If we believe that we can carry out real
political activity in the streets, we are merely replacing one set of sham
institutions by another, and are conniving in most of the practices we
despise in liberal democratic systems: the centralisation of decision-
making, the supremacy of the mass over the individual, and the
abstraction of “politics” as some process separate from the decisions
and concerns of our everyday life.

I have always felt that direct action was one of the less ambiguous
phrases in the radical’s vocabulary. It means. surely, precisely that:
action taken in a specific, lived-in situation, to directly change the
structure of that situation. So, sitting-in at a segregated lunch counter
is direct action; the occupation and running of Hornsey College of Art
was direct action; and if demonstrations are ever banned in this
country, so will be marches through London. But they are not at the
moment.

It is surely by constant confrontation and transformation in the
institutions in which people really live, rather than by apocalyptic
encounters in the political superstructure, that real and lasting change
will come about. “Student”, “consumer’ are actual, experienced, roles:
“politics” is an abstract sphere of activity which has been grafted un-
comfortably on top of these. To fight--even to win——in its arena, is
no guarantee that people’s real lives will be changed one iota.

Thinking about these matters before the demonstration, T went
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back to E. P. Thompson’s essay “Revolution” in that sadly neglected
book Out of Apathy. His remarks, made ten years ago, are profoundly
relevant today:

“The class struggle tends to be thought of as a series of brutal,
head-on encounters (which it sometimes is); not as a conflict of force,
interests, values, priorities, ideas, taking place ceaselessly in every area
of life. TIts culmination is seen as being a moment when the opposed
classes stand wholly disengaged from each other, confronting each
other in naked antagonism; not as the climax to ever closer engagement
within existing institutions demanding the most constructive deploy-
ment of skills as well as of force. . . . But this point cannot be defined
in narrow political (least of all parliamentary) terms; nor can we be
certain, in advance, in what context the breakthrough will be made.
What is more important to insist upon is that it is necessary to find out
the breaking point, not by theoretical speculation alone, but in practice
by unrelenting reforming pressures in many fields, which are designed
to reach a revolutionary culmination. And this will entail a confron-
tation, throughout society, between two systems, two ways of life. In
this confrontation, political consciousness will become heightened;
every direct and devious influence will be brought to the defence of
property rights; the people will be forced by events to exert their whole
political and industrial strength. A confrontation of this order . .
involves the making of revolution simultaneously in many fields of life.”

There will always of course be a place for demonstrations—but
only whilst they fulfil their role as symbolic rehearsals. 1f they become
regarded as the focus of real political activity then the dangers are
acute. At best, we might sec the impersonality of the polling booth
replaced by the gross simplifications of the mass meeting; at worst, the
development of a totalitarianism of the streets. Either way the energy
that is needed for the sort of revolutionary transformations that
E. P. Thompson is discussing, will be drained away.














































