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Alabama volunteers preparing booms

We have received the following from Scott, who has made a personal crusade out of tirelessly promoted and documenting his own view of the Maoist idea of mass line. 
How the Mass Line is NOT being used
to help Deal with the Oil Spill

by J. Scott
The article below from the New York Times talks about how a local community in coastal Alabama used their own initiative and came up with a good plan to protect their area from the horrendous BP oil spill down there, and then themselves put that plan into action with good effect.

A conservative friend of mine, who sent me this article, contrasted the admirable initiative of the people there to the story of a couple stuck on a stalled escalator: “Help, we are stuck here, won’t anyone help????” There is indeed something about contemporary liberal bourgeois society that promotes mass “helplessness” and inaction!

Of course, the oil mess in the Gulf is not a trivial matter like being “stuck” on an escalator! And there certainly does need to be considerable governmental coordination and supervision of the overall efforts to stop the leak and clean up the mess (as best as can be done).

But the most interesting thing in this case is that both BP and the government have opposed this local initiative and the independent ideas and work on the part of the people of Magnolia Springs, Alabama. Instead of welcoming such ideas and initiative and promoting it, they have apparently even threatened those who did it with punishment!

It is true there are a few very secondary problematic aspects to this particular story in Alabama. The people there took advantage of the slowness and ineptness of BP and the state and federal governments, and purchased oil protection booms and other materials immediately, before the price went up. It may also be the case that this one community is using more than their share of very limited oil protection booms and other resources. These are possible reasons to suspect them of putting local interests ahead of the interests of the people of the region as a whole. (Or in Maoist terms, of “small group thinking”.)

On the other hand, they have now tried to popularize what they have done and encourage others to follow their example. They are to be commended for that, as well as for their initiative and good ideas about how to stop the oil from polluting their beaches.

For a long time I have been trying to get people to understand the mass line method of leadership of the masses, and–frankly–I have not been very successful in my efforts. Even most of those who call themselves “Maoists” just don’t get it, despite the fact that the method was implemented and popularized in China by Mao himself. So in this letter I am trying another approach: to point out one example of how the mass line might have been used in this case if there had been a (genuinely) socialist government led by Maoists in overall charge of cleaning up the oil mess.

Of course if there had been a socialist government, there probably would not have been this oil spill in the first place! This is because the root cause of it was the profit motive of the capitalist corporation BP, their determination to constantly take risky shortcuts in order to further expand those profits, their general indifference to the environment and the welfare of the people of the region, and a compliant bourgeois government that represents capitalist corporations like BP and therefore let them get away with their risky and disastrous approach to drilling for oil.

But while such terrible spills are certainly much less likely under genuine socialism or communism, they are at least still conceivable, and let us suppose that this specific drilling disaster did somehow happen while there was a socialist oil company drilling and a socialist government led by Maoists. How would such a socialist enterprise and socialist government respond to the local initiative and work of the people in this coastal Alabama village?

First of all, when the disaster first occurred, the government would have (among other things) immediately put out a broad call to the masses of the entire region to get ready to defend their local areas against the possibility of oil coming their way. It would have encouraged them to come up with ideas and plans for doing this, while at the same time mobilizing government agencies to help in any way possible, and to work on coordinating these local plans.

Second, when a good plan like that in Magnolia Springs arose, it would have applauded that initiative and encouraged it, instead of criticizing and opposing it. It would have tried to help implement that plan by expediting the shipment of oil protection booms from other areas not being threatened by oil, by absorbing the expenses involved, and so forth.

And third, it would have used the mass line method of leadership to popularize and promote very widely this good idea and initiative of the people of Magnolia Springs. It would have gathered and summed up all the good ideas that arose from the masses everywhere, picked out the best of them, and then mobilized communities all along the coastal areas to do much the same actions. It would have enlisted James Hinton and others who drew up and implemented the Magnolia Springs plan, and made them consultants for all the other coastal communities trying to quickly implement similar plans.

The whole point of the mass line method of leadership is to lead large sections of the masses in action based on the earlier good ideas and earlier initiative of some among the masses. The mass line method is, as Mao termed it, the method of “From the masses, to the masses.”

* * * * * * * *

The following is from the New York Times.
In Alabama, a Home-Grown Bid to Beat Back Oil

By JOHN LELAND

The New York Times, June 7, 2010

MAGNOLIA SPRINGS, Ala. — James Hinton looked over a barge jutting into the mouth of a 6,000-acre estuary last weekend and said, “If we can make this work, if the oil don’t get in here, 1,275 miles of bay and river coastline will be protected.”

A day later, Mr. Hinton said: “I could go to jail for going against unified command. Now, I don’t mind going to jail, I just need to make sure it’s for doing the right thing.”

In a month in which Gulf Coast officials have railed about not being able to protect their shorelines from oil and not getting support from BP or the unified command structure set up to handle the cleanup efforts, Mr. Hinton, a volunteer fire chief in Magnolia Springs, a small town of fewer than 1,000, has emerged as a man with a plan.

“What he’s doing is really admirable,” said Bethany Kraft, executive director of the Alabama Coastal Foundation, a nonprofit environmental group. “He’s taking things into his own hands instead of waiting for other people to do something about it.”

Mr. Hinton went into action the first week of May, calling a town meeting to discuss ideas for protecting Weeks Bay, an estuary off Mobile Bay that supports 19 federally protected species, including bald eagles and wood storks. The residents came up with a solution that is unique on the gulf, said Malissa Valdes, a spokeswoman for the unified command, which approves all responses in federally governed waters.

From the start, the townspeople were unsatisfied with the unified command’s plan for Weeks Bay — a strand of floating surface barriers known as boom stretched across the bay’s mouth. Because of tidal currents, any oil on top of the water could splash over the boom, then into the bay and up the Fish and Magnolia Rivers into nurseries for area wildlife. A plan to string boom across Mobile Bay failed when water shredded the barrier.

Mr. Hinton’s solution was simple: run a wall of barges across the mouth of Weeks Bay to block the current, then run five layers of boom behind it — two to block the oil, and three strands of absorbent boom to soak up any oil that got through the containment layers.

The town bought the boom right away, before an increase in demand nearly quadrupled the price. Money for the project came from the state, which received $25 million from BP for emergency response efforts.

“We’re not biologists or engineers or scientists,” Mr. Hinton said. “We took common sense and what we knew about the water from living here. I’m pretty proud of our little plan.”

Between rain showers on Sunday, two dozen volunteer firefighters and teenage explorers laid out the layers of boom, while a tugboat and a crane moved nine barges into place, anchored by 40-foot spikes, with a closeable 100-foot gap for boats to pass through.

To seal the bay entirely they would need approval from unified command. But they are resolved to close it at the first sight of nearby oil, with or without approval, said Charles S. Houser, the mayor of Magnolia Springs, who earns a monthly salary of $100.

“We’re not going to wait for BP,” Mr. Houser said. “If we saw oil right there we’d close the bay right now. The lesson we learned from Louisiana is to act, not wait. We’ll ask for forgiveness later.”

The biggest challenge, Mr. Hinton said, has been dealing with BP and the unified command bureaucracy. The 36 fire chiefs in Baldwin County here passed a resolution to censure BP for poor communications with fire crews.

Mr. Hinton said that so far no other communities had contacted him about copying his plan. “A fire chief told me, ‘Jamie, you can slow down in your preparations, the federal government is going to take care of it.’ I said, ‘Meaning the way they took care of Katrina, Ivan and the Valdez spill?’ ”

He added: “If you wait on BP, it’ll be like Louisiana. They had a month to protect the marshes. The Bible says the good Lord made the world in seven days. I’m not going to risk what happened in Louisiana happening here.”
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The Destructionist said

June 8, 2010 at 6:01 pm 
As the oil spill in the Gulf grows larger and more deadly, decimating all that it touches, BP continues to turn down assistance from Americans who just want to help clean up the mess. (…I hear they even turned down Director James Cameron and actor Kevin Costner…)

First let’s get one thing perfectly straight: If you want to go and help clean up the oil spill, don’t let some corporate Big-Whigs “handle” you into believing that you’d be more of a liability, than an asset. I applaud you for recognizing that we all depend on our oceans for our very survival. It is this water that sustains every living thing on our planet, and it is also this water that we must protect in order to save ourselves from extinction.

BP has downplayed the problem in the Gulf from the beginning as a means of corporate damage control. I don’t think they’ve yet recognized the severity of the problem. As I’ve written in past blog posts; the pipe needs to be capped and the relief well needs to be drilled. It’s not an exact science by any means, and if BP doesn’t get it right the first time, they’ll have to do it over, and over, and over again, until they do. How many months (or years) will that take? How much damage will have been done to our environment by then? We’ve already seen what 51 days of oil can do to the Gulf of Mexico… What would happen if the oil was left, unabated, for several months, or years? It’s a frightening example of corporate greed gone awry and it’s criminal, pure and simple. 

Corporations should never be allowed the opportunity to risk the lives of everyone on the planet just to make a profit for a few shareholders. (What good is money, after all, if you don’t have air to breathe, water to drink, or food to eat without fear of contamination?)

BREAKING NEWS: I’ve just heard that those enormous plumes floating just under the surface of the water have been certified by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (N.O.A.A.) as crude oil.

(Are we just casual witnesses to our own demise? I wonder…)
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Scott said

June 8, 2010 at 7:58 pm 
Moderator note: The following was part of Scott’s post above. We pulled out his polemical remarks, and inserted them here as a comment.
* * *

One of the reasons that many who call themselves Maoists don’t understand and use the mass line method of leadership in their work is that they do not even correctly understand what leadership is in the first place!

Leadership means getting people to do things, to engage in actions. Seems obvious enough to me, but many (such as those in the RCP) think of “leadership” as simply meaning “putting forward a line” (i.e., merely telling people what they need to do). But if you merely tell people what to do (especially if it is only in abstract general terms, such as “make revolution”), you are not providing leadership if they do not do it!

A related basic problem with regard to the mass line is the confusion and conflation of educational tasks with leadership tasks. Leadership is by no means the only thing (or even the single most important thing) that revolutionaries need to provide to the masses.

Those of us who have somehow managed to obtain a relatively deeper understanding of society, its class nature, and the need for social revolution, have to educate the rest of the masses in this same point of view. That, in fact, and as Lenin constantly argued, is our single most important task: To expand the understanding of the few to the many.

But we also have another very important task, even if it is secondary to our educational role. And that is our leadership task, the actual leadership of sections of the masses in class struggle and in other ways which promote their actual interests. In non-revolutionary situations the bulk of this leadership of the masses (i.e., getting them to do things) must of necessity be around reforms. This is a fact, and we need to face up to this fact.

Participation with the masses in their existing day-to-day struggles (even if they are around reforms) is very important for a number of reasons. It helps us build and promote the organization of the masses and their spirit of struggle. And most important of all, it brings us close to the masses, so that they are willing to listen to revolutionary ideas (which at first often seem strange and alien to them). That is to say, while there are two distinct and different tasks, leadership in action and revolutionary education dialectically interpenetrate and support each other.

But there are infantile “leftists” who are not willing to engage in any struggles along with the masses unless they are overtly and directly revolutionary struggles. Because they are unwilling to do so they become divorced from the life and struggles of the people today, and their hopes of “eventually” leading those masses in actual revolution are the pitiful pipe dreams of isolated leftist preachers.

On the other hand, those who do participate with the masses in struggles for reforms but who do not also engage in serious revolutionary educational work among them (and actually put in more effort in that direction) have become mere reformists themselves and have abandoned revolution in practice even if (secretly, internally) they still believe in revolution themselves. This is the path that has been mostly followed by the two FRSO groups.

While the RCP approach to “mass line leadership” amounts to mere leftist preaching, the FRSOs possible occasional use of the mass line amounts to merely a tool within a reformist program. The mass line method of leadership itself is in fact reformism if it is not done in connection with steady and determined revolutionary education.

The Kasama group, for its part, is still close to the RCP view on this matter. None of these groups gets it right; none of them understands and implements the mass line method of leadership as understood and championed by Mao, doing so within the context of the constant revolutionary education of the masses. All of them conflate education and leadership tasks, some leaning toward “all education” (preaching), and the others leaning toward “all leadership” (a reformist program).

In my opinion, this is the fundamental contradiction and deep-seated problem within the American revolutionary movement at the present time. It is the number one reason why we are having so much difficulty making any progress toward revolution even in the context of the serious and overall still developing economic crisis that’s making the objective conditions ever more ripe for revolutionary ideas. Even in the midst of crises, revolutionary ideas must be presented to people in a way they can comprehend, and by people close to them and who they respect.
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Green Red said

June 9, 2010 at 7:23 am 
Hi Scott,

I have no say about your said above and, judgment re Kasama and Freedom Road…

All i can tell you is, i saw some people doing bits of protests in front of the ARCO in LA. Move On had brought them over. (See below) I merely gave Kasama Project’s address to few of them that i found more radical than demo initiators. Do you have a better idea what i could have told them? Are democrats masses too? If not, should we only go to ghettos? Please elaborate.

This is the report i have sent:

Hi Kasama comrades,

I was passing Fairfax & Sunset in Los Angeles around 7:00 on bus line 217 and, though i was supposed to get off some stops later for personal errands, but seeing some people holding signs in front of the ARCO Gas Station (that is usually 3, 4 cents cheaper than most others.)

By my count, at least 50 people were holding anti British Petroleum placards.

I spoke with them and, sort of things we spoke in regard to could get as radical as saying (in relation with one of the signs reading OIL KILLS that, i pointed out it kills both Iraqis and, Americans and, Mexicans and, every other specie involved and polluted by it…. My talk about Kasama was limited although, i (only had one buiz card)
passed a buiz card to this environmentalist lady to ask us to post her Santa Monica program’s flyer if we find it suitable.

Slogans were such as:

Boycott ARCO
Stop Off Shore Oil
BP = Blind Power
BP = Break Policy

BP (logo) = ARCO + am/pm

DRIVE LESS

Boycott Petroleum X2 + Boycott and end drilling…

Honk if you Hate BP

Oil will be finished by 2050

There was a banner (two of it) of a picture of an unrecognizable dead living entity. i had to ask more than three folks until the original holder explained that the Bird used to be a Brown Pelican near Louisiana … anyhow it looked worse than muddy bird and, i was thinking of a horse or…

at 7:30 near 15 people moved across street to go in front of Mobile Gas Station.

Boycott Pollution (BP) another sign read

Crude Awakening one read and, F— it, I’ll Walk. (Two people had such)

With the latter speaking, we all agreed that walking is better than paying Jenny Craig or 24 Hours exercise corporations that instead of having things to charge some batteries by their physical movements, they still waste electricity. Talking about a suburban lifestyle with our own gardens and agriculture showed me one of them is an Anarchist of a sort.

at 10 to 800 pm cop car stopped in front of the Shell and later,
another stopped at Arco saying to people they have no right to write their sign in the corner of ARCO property (the little grass triangle) but rather they must only remain in the pedesterian walking stripe.

Somebody brought it to my attention that at the same date and time in near ten other parts of the city there are similar ‘vigils’ occurring and you have to check out Move On site to see it.

another sign read Addiction to Oil = Environmental collapse

my favorite one read Green Technology now / Green Jobs now. we spoke some minutes about what’s wrong with globalization and, he said he’ll gladly check Kasamaproject

An Electric car (not the ones that are hydrogen fueled) stopped by to encourage people Around 8 15 people left though they said they’ll be back next week same time
Two people promised to go and check Wikipedia’s report on Nandigram and, know what Green Hunt is all about, to oppose it.

Regards

Green Red
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Mike E said

June 9, 2010 at 2:39 pm 
thanks for this description of the event, G-R, and your activities.
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Green Red said

June 9, 2010 at 4:07 pm 
You are welcome and we are to serve, as you used to post somewhere up there on the site, the people.
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Miles Ahead said

June 10, 2010 at 11:51 am 
While I know most of people are fairly enthralled with the internet, and the instantaneous connections it provides, think we also need to put things in a somewhat proper framework and perspective. What made me think of this–much more so than getting some computer virus, or reading through troll garbaggio, was the following:

http://news.yahoo.com/s/csm/306996/print
“BP buys ‘oil spill,’ related Internet search terms to manage message” 

By Gloria Goodale Gloria Goodale Wed Jun 9, 7:38 pm ET
Whether it’s a $50 million TV commercial blitz or BP CEO Tony Hayward snapping to a reporter that he wanted “his life back,” the company behind the nation’s worst oil disaster in history can’t seem to get its message right. 

“Now, the latest media misstep, according to media watchdogs and industry experts: the company has been buying up the top Internet search terms such as “oil spill” or “BP” – a move that places its corporate website at the top of search results pages. ….” etc.

