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INTRODUCTION 

More than five years have passed since we first printed Toward a Revolutionary Party. During 

this period many of the specific political criticisms made in the pamphlet have ceased to apply to 

the groups criticized. The section on the GCL (now part of the October League) is an example of 

such a change in position. Groups like Progressive Labor which were important in the late sixties 

and early seventies are of marginal importance now. The CPUSA, of course, persists, if it doesn't 

prevail, but a whole range of new organizations, most of them explicitly Marxist Leninist have 

also developed. The PSP, CASA, and the Weather Underground-Prairie Fire are the most 

important of these. These new groupings and pre-parties raise issues and questions which were 

not covered at all in the pamphlet. 

Nevertheless, most of the strategic concepts which we criticize are still factors determining left 

politics, though they should not be. Thus, even in its original and outdated form the critical 

section of the pamphlet can, we hope, be useful. During these five years our ideas have also 

changed. We would not write the same pamphlet today. To prevent any possible confusion, it is 

necessary to separate what we think is generally valid in the position advanced in the pamphlet 

from the aspects which we now think were mistaken. 

Lenin often remarked on his tendency to "bend the stick too far" in one or another direction. His 

genius was that his exaggerations and distortions always were in the direction which later proved 

to be right for that time. Unfortunately the same cannot be said about STO's pamphlet on the 

party. We bent the stick too far in two areas; on the question of "party-building", and on the role 

of the party in the development of a revolutionary social bloc. 

On the first issue nothing was presented beyond the short and facile dismissal of the GCL. It is a 

little embarrassing to admit that our current position on party building bears a strong formal 

resemblance to the position which we ridiculed five years ago. At the time the pamphlet was 

written we believed that there were no real theoretical questions involved in party-building...only 

practical ones...and that the way to build a party was to function as a local component of one, 

gradually merging with similar local groups. This rather naïve perspective is apparent in the 

pamphlet in the dismissal of the GCL, and, more importantly, in the absence of any treatment of 

the distinctions between the role, the political priorities, and the structure of a hegemonic party, 

and the same issues when the point of reference is a communist collective engaged in the process 

of trying to build a party, but not in any sense close to having accomplished it. Now, we see that 
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the current stage of party building entails a greater stress on theoretical clarity, cadre 

development, and socialist propaganda. 

The second mistake in the pamphlet is even more serious. This relates to the treatment in the next 

to the last section of the party's role in developing mass revolutionary conscious and 

organization. The pamphlet argues: 

"The two essential parts of our approach to the transformation of groups of 

exploited and oppressed workers into a revolutionary social bloc have now been 

clarified. The characteristics of the social bloc already exist in the attitudes, ideas, 

and experiences which are a part of the consciousness of the class. They will not 

have to be developed from scratch, or lectured into the workers. These autonomous 

characteristics are generally incorporated within, and subordinated to, the features 

of working class consciousness which are imprinted on the workers by the 

dominant ideology and culture, but the development of mass struggle tends to 

bring them out as competing political tendencies. 

"Second, the separation between conflicting worldviews is not a clear one, and, 

perhaps more important, it is temporary, present only spasmodically and 

sporadically in the heat of the struggle. As struggles subside, the characteristics 

which foreshadow the possibility of socialism are generally submerged, or turned 

into harmless formalities, as, for example: the preservation of the 'brother' and 

'sister' form of address inside the trade unions where the actual relationships are 

anything but fraternal. 

"The basic strategic function of the party, then, is to take hold of each of these 

features of the struggle, clarify its revolutionary implications and the categorical 

nature of the break with old patterns of thinking and acting which it represents, and 

incorporate it into a more systematic challenge to capitalism. This is not primarily 

a job of agitation and propaganda, although clearly they are a part of what must be 

done. 

"The party has two main tasks: first, it must develop programs of activity and 

forms of mass organization which incorporate these features of working class 

consciousness as unifying and activating principles, as the basis for continuing the 

struggle. Second, the party must link these fragmentary elements together into a 

revolutionary dual power. In this fashion the party can begin to teach the working 

class that socialism is within its power." 

The mistake lies in the assumption that since the two conceptions of the world within the 

working class can be separated for methodological and analytical purposes, the potentially 

revolutionary elements are, in fact, relatively separate and distinct. Though this assumption is not 

made explicitly, and there are numerous qualifications and warnings which go in the opposite 

direction, even within the cited passage, it is implicit in the definition of the "two main tasks" of 

the party. These two tasks show no appreciation of the fact that the struggle to project and 

develop the revolutionary features of the working class is inseparable from the struggle to isolate 

and defeat the nonrevolutionary and counter-revolutionary aspects. These are two parts of the 
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same process, but they will necessarily be in tension with each other. Dealing with one does not 

entail dealing with the other. The failure to make this point gives the entire perspective a Utopian 

and slightly spontaneist cast. 

As a consequence of our revised position, we would stress aspects of the leadership role of the 

party in addition to those indicated in the pamphlet. While the pamphlet tends to scoff at the 

propaganda educational function of communists, it now seems to us that the development of a 

revolutionary intellectual milieu is an extremely important task particularly at a point where the 

attraction and development of cadre must be a priority. In addition, as it stands, the pamphlet 

does not sit well with our strategic priority on confronting the institution of white supremacy as 

the central aspect of winning white workers to a class stand. This priority clearly imposes tasks 

which are not adequately defined in the selection cited above. 

What we still retain from the basic argument of the pamphlet is the alternative to the Stalin 

model of party organization and strategy. Consequently, our focus is on the potentials and 

problems of the development of revolutionary class consciousness and organization on a mass 

scale…on preparing the working class to be a ruling class…and not on the creation of a united 

front or popular front based on the organizational leading role of the party. 

June 20, 1976 

"Everything reactionary is the same; if you don't hit it, it won't fall. This is also like 

sweeping the floor; where the broom doesn't reach, the dust will not vanish." (Mao 

Tse Tung, Vol. IV, page 19) 

Though it is subject to periodic crises and to progressive degeneration, capitalism will not 

collapse. It must be overthrown. Power must be conquered by the working class. However, a 

number of conditions must be met before the working class can present a serious challenge to the 

power of capital. The class must be unified around a revolutionary program. It must be 

developing a coherent alternative to the ideas, attitudes and institutions which compose capitalist 

culture. Finally, it must have the will to seize power, including both the understanding of how 

and when capitalist power can be broken, and the ideological, political, and military experience 

and commitment necessary to launch an insurrection at the proper moment. 

None of these conditions will be met automatically or inevitably. Though workers are in constant 

conflict with capitalist social relations, the resulting struggles are generally fought out on 

capitalist grounds. Class organization and class consciousness of a sort does develop on this 

terrain, but it is contained within the fight for "better terms in the sale of labor power", and better 

conditions for the reproduction of the working population. Even when the spontaneous 

movement involves the great bulk of the working class, and when the interests of the class as a 

whole are clearly reflected in the struggles of sectors of the class, capitalism retains sufficient 

elasticity to contain the challenge through a mixture of concessions, diversions, and repressions. 

The ability of capitalism to survive the 1968 French General Strike and the whole range of 

struggles in this country during the thirties are examples of this resiliency. 

The daily struggles of the workers against the capitalists do not develop to the point where the 

class is sufficiently organized and conscious to undertake the revolutionary reconstruction of 
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society. From this it is clear that the struggle for a socialist revolution is not, 'inherent' in the 

spontaneous class struggle. Whether or not the circumstances and conditions of the daily 

conflicts between workers and capitalists develop into the basis for revolutionary struggle 

depends, fundamentally, on the intervention of conscious revolutionaries. 

This, of course, is the basic Leninist argument for the necessity of a revolutionary party: 

"The spontaneous struggle in itself is only able to elevate the class to the level of 

trade union consciousness — the conviction that it is necessary to combine in 

unions, fight the employers, and strive to compel the government to pass the 

necessary labor legislation."... (trade union consciousness is the) "ideological 

enslavement of the workers by the bourgeoisie." (Lenin, What Is To Be Done, 

pages 31 & 41) 

Revolutionary class consciousness must be introduced from outside of the immediate struggles 

of the workers, and, historically-speaking, from outside of the working class. Only a few years 

ago, the major sections of the U.S. left explicitly rejected the Leninist conception of a vanguard 

party. Now, though the debate over the necessity of a vanguard party still continues, the anti-

Leninist position tends more to base itself on criticisms — often justified in our view — of the 

political performance of self-proclaimed vanguards, rather than on a fundamentally opposed 

conception of how the revolution will be made. The trend has clearly been towards the classical 

Leninist position. Major sections of the mass movement; e.g., the League-Black Congress see 

themselves as Marxist Leninists. Across the country there are numerous groups and groupings 

which put major emphasis on building a national vanguard party, though they have very different 

ideas about how to go about the task. Finally, the various existing claimants to the title of 

'vanguard', the C.P., to name the largest, have grown to some extent. 

WEAKNESSES OF THE CURRENT DEBATE 

A growing debate about the nature and role of the party and about the path towards building it 

has grown out of this general trend towards Leninism. The basic weakness of this debate is its 

general failure to confront the strategic context, in which a vanguard party must be developed in 

the United States. We don’t criticize those who lean heavily on WHAT IS TO BE DONE for 

basic arguments for the necessity of a party. We do this ourselves. But basic Leninism is the 

point departure of the analysis, not its conclusion. Once it is made clear that a ‘spontaneous’ 

revolution is not only impossible, but is a contradiction in terms, the question becomes how can 

conscious revolutionaries play their essential role in developing a mass revolutionary movement. 

This question demands a treatment of the existing situation in this country, a situation which is 

not parallel to Russia in 1903, and it demands an honest attempt to deal with the history—

particularly its negative side — of those party formations which have been proclaiming their 

adherence to Lenin for more than half a century. 

What Is To Be Done, itself was such a concrete treatment of a definite political situation. It 

concentrated on clarifying the major tasks of the Russian revolutionaries, and on developing the 

organizational forms necessary to accomplish these tasks. The issues in the debate between the 

Leninists and the economists went far beyond whether or not a disciplined organization of 

revolutionaries was necessary. Two opposed lines of political work were involved. The Leninists 
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emphasized introducing social democratic politics into the on-going economic struggles; linking 

these struggles with a frontal attack on the tsarist autocracy; placing the working class in the 

forefront of every struggle for democracy by any sector of the population; and, in every area of 

work exerting the maximum effort to 'raise the consciousness of the workers generally'. On each 

of these points the economists took a more-or-less categorically opposed stance. 

In What Is To Be Done Lenin is directing his argument against those who maintain that the 

development of the mass movement will solve every problem, but he would be equally critical of 

the position of many present-day leftists who regard building a party as a substitute for a 

concrete treatment of the problems and possibilities presented by the mass movement. 

"That the mass movement is a most important phenomenon is a fact not to be 

disputed. But the crux of the matter is, how is one to understand the statement that 

the mass working class movement will 'determine the tasks'? It may be interpreted 

in one of two ways. Either it means bowing to the spontaneity of the movement, 

i.e., reducing the role of Social Democracy to mere subservience to the working 

class movement as such, or it means that the mass movement places before us new 

theoretical, political, and organizational tasks, far more complicated than those that 

might have satisfied us in the period before the rise of the mass movement. 

RABOCHEYO DYELO" (an economist periodical) "has argued constantly as 

though the 'mass movement' relieves us of the necessity of clearly understanding 

and fulfilling the tasks it sets before us." (Op. cit., page 46). 

Lenin argues that the development of a vanguard party creates a form in which revolutionaries 

may "understand and fulfill the tasks" which the mass movement sets before them. He does not 

argue that the existence of a disciplined Marxist organization guarantees that these asks will be 

understood and fulfilled. This distinction must always be kept clear. Often this specific lesson 

from Lenin's debate with the economists is lost within a superficial adherence to arguments and 

formulations which have an historically limited applicability. 

THE STRATEGIC CONTEXT 

This selection from What Is To Be Done defines two aspects of the strategic role of the party. 

The party must be in close contact with the day-today life and struggles of the working class in 

order to "appreciate its tasks." Its intervention in these struggles must always be critical, because, 

in themselves, they are not sufficient to develop revolutionary class consciousness. 

Before attempting to spell out the content of this critical role in the current period in this country, 

we should pose the question: what new tasks, what problems and possibilities, are presented by 

the present circumstances and struggles of the U.S. working class: The following five points 

outline a general picture which would be fairly widely accepted within the Marxist left. 

A deepening Crisis is undermining the stability of capitalist rule. The worldwide capitalist 

hegemony of the U.S. is crumbling under the dual pressures of the national liberation movements 

and the growing competition from other capitalist states and blocs. Inside the national 

boundaries, the economy wobbles down a narrow path marked by too much inflation, too much 
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unemployment, and too little economic growth — but this path seems to be the only alternative 

to much more serious problems. 

To this must be added the accumulated costs of capitalist development: destruction of the 

environment, exhaustion of natural resources, impoverishment of social services, and wasteful 

and irrational patterns of production and consumption. These costs have long been ignored but 

now they must be contended with. 

The policies with which the ruling class is trying to deal with the various aspects of this Crisis 

are not working well. In many cases they appear to make the problems worse. Consequently, 

there are growing debates and divisions within the ruling class on basic policy. This is clearest 

with respect to the war in Vietnam, but it is developing in other areas, particularly as the new 

Nixon economic policies are beginning to make themselves felt. As the Crisis develops and the 

limitations of the existing policy alternatives grow more obvious, such debate over policy adds 

the likelihood of serious political crises to the basic structural infirmity of U.S. capitalism. 

One additional point must be made here. Institutions such as the Democratic Party and the trade 

unions, which have traditionally worked to confine popular grievances within limits tolerable to 

capitalism are not in good health — and no viable substitutes for them are on the horizon. 

In more and more spheres, the conflict is increasing between priorities dictated by capitalist 

profit and capitalist property and the popular needs and potentials created by economic and 

technological development. The Crisis of U.S. capitalism has created certain general grievances 

and exacerbated others that already existed, heightening contradictions on all issues. The national 

struggles of the Black, Puerto Rican, and Mexican peoples are in growing tension with the 

requirements of capitalist profit. The nonsense about the solutions to the needs of people being 

just a short-term technical problem is only heard now on isolated university campuses, engulfed 

in a growing tide of semi-official pessimism. The meaningless and anti-social character of most 

'work' and much technology is widely appreciated. The distinction between 'rights' and political 

power is no longer as obscure as it once seemed to be. 

The Crisis of capitalism is not confronted by a unified and determined anticapitalist opposition. 

The working class, which must provide the base of this opposition, is so split into different 

sections and segments that it is unable to utilize the Crisis and confusion of the ruling class to its 

own advantage. In fact, it has trouble defending itself against the attack on real wages and 

working conditions which has been one main response of the U.S. ruling class to its competitive 

weaknesses and its other problems. 

There is no basis for the belief that the divisions within the working class will be swept away 

relatively easily as the contradictions between workers and capitalists grow sharper. For 

example, the major division within the working class the institution of white supremacy is 

securely based in the relative advantages in income and status available to white workers. So 

long as there is no direct challenge to the social base for white supremacy, and not just to racist 

ideas, the class struggle will be contained within capitalism. 

Mass struggle has grown tremendously on virtually all fronts, often taking a very militant 

character. However, there has not been a corresponding development of struggle forms of mass 
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organization, capable of consolidating the gains made and directing the forces released in a way 

which maximizes their impact. This absence is particularly crucial in the area of struggle where 

the class interests of workers and capitalists most directly clash — the point of production. 

The lack of continuing popular participation in struggle, which truly mass organizations would 

make possible, increases the difficulties of unifying the sections of the working class which are 

presently divided from, and more or less hostile to, each other. Without such forms the mass 

movement takes on a sporadic character with peaks of activity in some areas cancelled out by 

fragmentation and demoralization in others. 

Finally, despite the growing Crisis and the heightened level of mass struggle, the great bulk of 

the people are still under the sway of capitalist ideology. On the surface, this might not appear to 

be the case since it is true that there is a growing alienation from official and orthodox values, 

particularly within the Black community and among the youth. And beyond this more-or-less 

conscious alienation, a general disaffection affects the entire working class. 

However, rejection of the official culture is not usually linked to the mass affirmation of a clear 

positive alternative worldview and lifestyle. Though there has been a tremendous growth in the 

numbers of those who are alienated from major features of capitalist culture, few have 

sufficiently escaped from capitalist ideological domination to be able to see the practicability of 

an alternative society. 

Certainly it is becoming less common to find workers embracing the classical mythology of 

capitalism: 'democracy', 'freedom', 'abundance'; 'any man can make of himself whatever he 

wants', etc. However, worker's alienation from this Rotarian folklore should not be romanticized 

into a rejection of the essential premises of capitalist ideology. Instead, the negative side of this 

ideology has become more evident among workers. Now, the salient features of workers' 

acceptance of bourgeois ideology are cynical and pessimistic variants of capitalist individualism 

— the main idea is to look out for 'number 1' and avoid soft-headed notions about the possibility 

of changes one’s circumstances through cooperative and collective action. This is a short sketch 

of some of the basic realities which revolutionaries in this country must take into consideration. 

They set the context in which the revolutionary strategies of the various Leninist groups and 

grouplets must be judged. 

CRISIS 

The strategic perspective which we will develop in the course of this paper is based on the active 

role of revolutionary organization — on its capacity to function as the conscious component of a 

potential ruling class. Before going any further we should deal with an initial objection to this 

emphasis. Many Marxists would regard such a stress on the active and creative role of the party 

as voluntarism, as an idealist overstatement of the importance of the 'subjective' factors in the 

historical process. 

Their alternative places a far greater emphasis on the 'objective' side — on the operation of social 

processes that are inherent in the structure of capitalism and, essentially, beyond human control. 

This reliance on objective 'laws of social development' is the basis of the dogged optimism of 
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those Marxists who blithely predict their eventual triumph as if it were a matter of scientific 

knowledge, no matter how dismal the immediate situation is. 

The Crisis theory is the variation of this objectivist position which has the most strategic 

significance and the most adherents. Marxists who disagree on almost everything else share a 

belief in the Crisis. 

Earlier in this paper we have said that capitalism is prone to Crisis, and that crises are likely to 

become both more frequent and more severe. But the argument which we are describing refers to 

a Crisis of a different order — a cataclysmic upheaval in which popular ideas about the 

permanence of capitalism, based on illusions about its flexibility, responsiveness, and power, 

will he erased; and in which the almost instantaneous flowering of revolutionary consciousness 

and organization will occur. When the millennial Crisis arrives, at one stroke, it will convince the 

working class that its interests lie with revolution, and will weaken the ruling class to the point 

where it is unable to effectively defend itself. 

While objective processes can certainly create more favorable grounds for building a 

revolutionary movement, they neither guarantee that such a movement actually will be built, nor 

that it will be victorious. Though this may seem obvious, apparently it is not since the impending 

Crisis position is the main pillar of fatalistic Marxism blurring the problems of the present with 

an unreasoned faith in the future. Though this position, fundamentally, is just a prop for 

revolutionary strategies which have more serious inadequacies, since it is so common perhaps it 

should be treated in some detail on its own terms. 

The first point to understand is that the capitalist class controls the state apparatus and dominates, 

sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, the entire institutional framework of capitalist society. 

This is an elementary Marxist proposition, but its implications tend to get ignored at just those 

points where they are the most crucial. 

The capitalists also read Marx, Lenin, and Mao. To a degree they are class conscious and thus 

they are aware of the instability of their class rule, and have developed a variety of programs, to 

maintain their dominance. This does not mean that capitalist rule is purely rational and 

calculated. On the contrary, the partial and selfish interests of sections of the class, and the 

pressures of objective limitations on capitalist policy alternatives, as well as errors and 

prejudices, each enter into the determination of the specific content of class rule. 

Despite such limitations, the capitalist class is constantly implementing programs to undermine, 

divert, divide, isolate, and repress any potential revolutionary opposition, and to absorb and 

contain this opposition's potential social base. Naturally, this is particularly true in periods of 

Crisis. 

The significance of this can be best understood, if some examples are considered. In this country 

during the thirties, the collapse of the economy and the unusual delay in the beginning of 

economic recovery raised the issue of the system's viability even to the capitalists themselves. 

That's one instance of a capitalist Crisis. In May, 1968, in France, the general strike and 

occupation of the factories by the workers raised the question of power over the production 
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process in a very dramatic way, even though the challenge lasted for only a few weeks. That's a 

second instance of a capitalist Crisis. 

What stands out in both of these cases is the lack of a serious and organized attack on capitalist 

state power despite what seem like ideal conditions for such a polarization and confrontation. 

Was this due to the fact that the objective situation wasn't sufficiently 'ripe'? Not at all. In both 

instances it resulted from the disorganization, division, and lack of strategic program of the 

working class. This is why the ruling class was able to use its control of the state to experiment 

with various responses to the situation on essentially capitalist terrain — social legislation, 

plebiscites, and elections, as well as threats of fascism. In both cases, the organizational and 

ideological weaknesses of the working class — a weakness that is the responsibility of conscious 

revolutionaries — allowed the question of whether the capitalists should rule that was implicit in 

the situation, to be replaced by the question of how they should rule. 

Only when a genuinely revolutionary movement is the basic element in the alignment of forces 

will crises of an historic order develop. Why such a movement developed in Russia in 1917, but 

not in the cases mentioned above, is a matter for further, more detailed, investigation. However, 

one conclusion is possible. Whatever the improvements in the prospects for a revolution due to 

the development of a capitalist Crisis, these will not be sufficient to insure the victory of the 

working class without definite organizational and ideological conditions that have been laid prior 

to its onset. A revolutionary opposition with the ability and the will to fight for power will not 

develop by itself during a Crisis, nor can it built from scratch during such a period. 

For a Crisis to develop into a revolutionary situation, working class activity and organization 

must make a sharp break with the routine of class struggle in 'normal' periods. The thrust must be 

towards dual power, not towards working for reforms within the capitalist framework. For 

workers to function as a dual power, programs and tactics which utilize the weaknesses of ALL 

possible policies of the ruling class, not just those which are advocated by its most reactionary 

sections are needed. Then it becomes possible to paralyze the legal functioning of the capitalist 

structure, preventing the ruling class from making decisive and determined use of its control of 

state power by maximizing the risks involved in all the options open to it. In this way, working 

class power can be extended, and the choice of the terrain of the struggle taken out of the 

exclusive control of the capitalist class. 

If this sharp break with the normal patterns of class struggle is to occur during a Crisis, the 

grounds for it must have been prepared by the work of the revolutionaries prior to the Crisis. 

Unless this preparatory work is done, no structural Crisis of capitalism will be matched with 

mass revolutionary political consciousness and organization, and the successful seizure of power 

will not be possible. 

Revolutionaries can't afford to wait for the Crisis. They must build a social force that fights for 

hegemony and power now, not leaving these as goals for the indefinite future when 'better 

conditions' arise. The issue reduces, then, to the question that we initially posed: what role 

should the party play in the non-revolutionary or prerevolutionary situation? 

CURRENT STRATEGIC APPROACHES 
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The working class is in conflict with capitalism during struggles around its immediate conditions 

of existence before it is aware of the revolutionary implications of this conflict. Most serious 

Marxists agree that mass awareness of the necessity and possibility of a socialist revolution must 

be developed here, in the context of the ongoing struggles around issues of reform. The question, 

then, is not if the party should participate in mass reform struggles, but how to participate, since, 

somehow, in the workers' struggles around immediate needs and demands, revolutionary 

organization and consciousness must supplant capitalist institutions and capitalist ideology. To 

help clarify our answer to this question, we will examine the answers, sometimes explicit, but 

more often implied, of other Marxist groups and tendencies in this country. 

A survey of the work of these groups uncovers a paradox. Most seem to lose their interest in 

socialism and revolution and their ability to criticize the mass movement from a revolutionary 

perspective just when they achieve sufficient influence to give their ideas some mass impact. 

So long as a group has few resources, its energy is devoted to revolutionary agitation and 

propaganda, to refining its political principles to a higher state of purity, and to winning recruits 

around the edges of activities organized by others and in various hot-house left coalitions. Such 

groups tend to be extremely critical of every aspect of the reform struggle; goals, methods, and, 

particularly, leadership. Insofar as they do mass work, it is generally limited to organizational 

forms which they can control and from which other left tendencies can be excluded. 

As such Marxist groups gain some followers and some influence, their attention turns more and 

more to the practical details of mass work. Distinctive principles of estimate, analysis, and 

perspective -for example, being 'pro- Soviet' or 'pro-Chinese' - become more the basis for 

internal cohesion in the group, rather than the operative substance of its politics. We can see this 

change in emphasis in those left organizations which have gained a national membership and 

influence; at present, the C.P., the S.W.P, the P.L.P., and possibly, the Revolutionary Union. 

They all devote the bulk of their energies to attempts to gain organizational leadership of the 

mass movements and organizations. And in almost exact proportion as success is gained in these 

attempts, socialist agitation and propaganda is deemphasized, and, more important, is 

increasingly separated from the areas where the mass work is most promising. More success 

leads to more emphasis on broader coalitions and less open criticism of the aims and the methods 

of the reform struggle from a revolutionary perspective. At this point, the left group tends to 

become 'responsible,' and to concentrate on guiding the mass movement towards 'tangible' 

victories. The most obvious current example of this transition from hysterical left to responsible 

'maturity' is the change of life in the S.W.P. From everyone's favorite leftadventurist disrupters, 

the S.W.P. has become the left advocate of 'orderly', 'peaceful', 'legal' protest - the getters of 

parade permits, and the main competition of the C.P. in the search for liberal Democratic 

speakers at rallies and liberal Democrat names on letterheads. All of which stems from the 

S.W.P.'s rather dubious success in the antiwar movement. 

It seems that the main determinant of the political stance of Marxist groups is their size and 

influence - or lack of same - rather than matters of political position, it is tempting to credit this 

to opportunism, but, without denying the reality of opportunism, this process is so general that 

opportunism of a deliberate and conscious variety can only be a part of the explanation. The 
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basic cause is to be found in common notions of the strategic functions of the party that are 

accepted by a great variety of different, even hostile, groups. 

This is so despite the appearance that the problem is the tendency for Marxist groups to abandon 

or limit their agitation and propaganda for socialism as they gain more influence. If that were the 

problem, the obvious and simple remedy would be to always keep spreading the word about 

socialism. Let us spend a little time on this question. 

Partly in response to the 'new left' critique of the C.P. which stressed the failure to be up-front 

about basic political positions, P.L. always took the position that the party must combine the 

fight for the immediate interests of the workers with constant agitation for socialism. However, 

this alternative to the C.P. turns out to be more apparent than real. Once the fundamental notion 

that the task of the party is to gain leadership of the mass movement by demonstrating the 

superior efficiency of left leadership in the reform struggle is accepted, it makes little difference 

whether or not an extra helping of socialist agitation and propaganda is added. The connection 

between mass struggle and socialism must be organic and political, not a mechanical literary 

gimmick like making the last demand on every program a demand for socialism. Unless socialist 

agitation and propaganda can be linked to the learning context of the mass struggle, it will 

amount, at best, to lecturing the workers on issues which their own experiences have not yet 

made real, and it will not take root. Clearly, socialist agit-prop is not in itself a revolutionary 

approach to mass struggle. 

THE C.P. STRATEGY 

Of all the Marxist groups in this country, the C.P. most clearly spells out its strategic perspective. 

This perspective is, of course, the 'anti-monopoly coalition,' the U.S. variant of the popular front 

strategy. Beyond the weaknesses of all popular front approaches which it shares, the C .P. 

position is shot through with an overwhelming emphasis on legal, peaceful, parliamentary forms 

of struggle. Unfortunately, most of the rest of the left, while differing militantly, and even 

hysterically with the C.P. on these tactical points, winds up with a strategy which is functionally 

equivalent to the anti-monopoly coalition. A further examination of the C.P. perspective will 

show how this can, and does, happen. 

In the C.P. strategy, the party intervenes in the mass struggle in order to link the classes and 

strata that are objectively oppressed by monopoly capital into an anti-monopoly coalition. At 

first, this coalition would be organized around a basic reform program to 'curb' monopoly power, 

but in the course of the struggle more and more of the participants in the coalition will begin to 

see the necessity of a struggle for working class power. Though the anti-monopoly phase of the 

struggle may win substantial victories, its most important function will be to demonstrate to the 

anti-monopoly front that socialism is necessary, that... 

". . . restraints upon monopoly are not enough. . .capitalism itself must go." 

(Communist Party Program, page 91) 

The C.P. perspective is divided into two distinct parts. First, a broad coalition is organized. This 

coalition seeks 'to curb monopoly' It is not socialist or even implicitly anti-capitalist. Second, the 

development of this coalition makes it possible for the party to successfully raise the issue of the 
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necessity and possibility of a socialist revolution. Two questions come up immediately: how is 

this antimonopoly coalition to be formed, and how will it he transformed into a revolutionary 

anti-capitalist force? 

The C.P. argues that the formation of the anti-monopoly coalition is an absolute necessity, not 

just a desirable goal. The strategy hinges on its attainment. 

"... a popular alliance against monopoly by all who are oppressed and exploited by 

it. . . is a vital strategic goal." (Program, page 82) 

Since the formation of the coalition is so vital, the question of how (and whether) it may be 

formed becomes an urgent one. Frankly, we doubt whether such a coalition is possible on any 

but an anti-capitalist, not an anti-monopoly, basis in the U.S. However, for the sake of the 

argument, let us assume that it is possible to develop an anti-monopoly coalition. Unifying these 

disparate elements with such major internal contradictions will depend heavily on the ability of 

the party to pull the major components of the coalition together. The popular fronts formed 

periodically in Europe are as close as any real political movements have come to the anti-

monopoly coalition, and these have only formed where the Communist parties had 

organizational control of the constituent elements. In other words, the only plausible road to the 

antimonopoly coalition depends on the C.P.'s winning stable organizational control over the most 

important elements of the desired coalition, and, in particular, over the trade unions. 

A number of problems are presented by this reliance on organizational control. It provides a 

strong pressure towards maneuvering and manipulating, towards unprincipled and, in our view, 

ultimately self-defeating alliances and arrangements. The whole period of uneasy alliance 

between the C.P. leadership and the CIO 'center' during the late thirties and early forties provides 

many examples of this. 

The problem for the C.P. is that it must compete for mass leadership on essentially reformist 

grounds - who can ‘win' the most - in order to make the first steps toward implementing its 

perspective. This entails a general exaggeration of the importance of reform victories and thus 

attempts to steer struggles into areas were the victories come easier because the power of capital 

is less endangered. It leads to the path of least resistance, lowest common denominator mode of 

organizing; to caution and conservatism; to a glorification of the routine conflict between labor 

and capital; to a picture of the struggle progressing inexorably 'step by step' - just as rapidly as is 

'realistic.' 

In short, the obstacles to forming the anti-monopoly reform coalition are so great that the C.P. is 

forced into reformism in order to maintain that its position is even plausible. (Not that this is the 

cause of the C.P.'s reformism, of course.) There is no way that the C.P. can gain stable 

organizational control over the diverse mass movements and struggles which, it maintains, must 

be pushed into the antimonopoly coalition and still carry out the essential responsibility of 

clarifying the limitations of the reform struggle. This is a brief sketch of the difficulties involved 

in forming the anti-monopoly coalition. However, there is still the second, and more difficult 

problem confronting the C.P. - how does it propose to transform an antimonopoly reform 

coalition into a force for revolution? 



 13 

The C.P. makes its position on this issue perfectly clear: 

"The struggle for socialism — the ultimate aim — is inherent in the struggle 

against the main opponent of that goal - monopoly capital. Every gain wrested 

from monopoly capital, small or large, strengthens the forces of socialism. . . 

Through immediate struggle workers organize and learn the need to battle further. 

They learn who the enemy is and how to fight ultimately to the socialist 

revolution." (Program, page 83) 

Presumably, the workers will 'learn' from the struggle that a socialist revolution is necessary and 

possible. Involvement in successful struggles for one demand create the understanding of the 

next demand, and so on...up to the understanding of the necessity of a struggle for state power. 

Since the party is given a necessary role in this process, the position is not a classical case of 

reliance on spontaneity. To be sure, the role of the party is not to organize the workers as a 

revolutionary class. Mere participation in the reform struggle is held to be sufficient to 

accomplish that task. The party's role, then, is to insure the maximum mobilization and 

unification around each particular struggle in order that the maximum number of people may 

'learn' through their participation What Is To Be Done next. It is assumed that the lesson which 

eventually will be learned is, 'how to fight ultimately to the socialist revolution.' 

In practice the role of the C.P. is to move all struggles to the right by pushing common 

denominator tactics and demands; that is, tactics that are more 'legitimate', and demands which 

are more 'realistic.' For some reason this is seen as fighting for the maximum breadth to the 

movement, though amorphousness is a more accurate description than breadth for what actually 

results. In any case, given such a conception of the role of the party, the C.P. must regard any 

projection of the necessity of a socialist revolution within the framework of the reform struggle, 

not as an obligation, but as an unnecessary danger of 'narrowing' the struggle. 

However, if the goal of a socialist revolution is not projected within the struggle for immediate 

demands, how will its possibility and necessity ever be understood? And who will project such a 

goal, if not the revolutionaries? The only possible conclusion is that the C.P.'s general stance is 

wholly reformist. It is in basic conflict with the Leninist position that the essence of the vanguard 

role of the party is the development of a coherent revolutionary critique of the spontaneous mass 

movement. This unique responsibility of the party is what the C.P. sacrifices in its perspective. 

'IMITATORS' OF THE C.P. (I) 

The reason for giving such attention to the C.P. perspective is that, as has been said earlier, much 

of it is accepted by other Marxists whether they realize it or not. This similarity emerges more 

clearly, if we consider the two fundamental parts of the C.P. strategy in detail. These two parts 

are, first, the 'two-stage' position which holds that a certain development of the mass struggle for 

reforms is the absolutely necessary (and sufficient) organizational and ideological precondition 

for a mass struggle for socialism; and second, the position that the workers will 'learn from the 

struggle.' 
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The Bay Area Revolutionary Union (now a national organization) puts forth a strategy of 'United 

Front Against Imperialism'. Obviously, the united front in this case is directed, not against 

imperialism as such which is nothing but contemporary capitalism, but rather against certain 

imperialist policies. This is clear in the context of the R.U.'s argument that the immediate task is 

to: 

"unite all who can be united...around the minimum anti-imperialist program...short 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat,"...(Red Papers II, page 10). (a minimum 

program involving)...opposition to the ruling class policies of aggression, war 

budgets, and militarism...(and)...a determined struggle against monopoly profits. 

(Red Papers II, page 17.) 

Unity around such a program is nothing more or less than the C.P.'s unity of the 'victims of 

monopoly', and it is open to exactly the same criticisms which we have just made. 

The 'united front against imperialism' boils down to the C.P.'s alliance of all those oppressed and 

exploited by monopoly. Just as with the C.P., the R.U.'s preoccupation with the mechanics of 

unity a-round a lowest common denominator program stands in the way of the concrete analysis 

of the constituencies which it hopes to unite, and, particularly, of the nature and the implications 

of national and sexual divisions within the working class. 

It would be silly to deny the major political differences between the C.P. and the R.U. The point 

is that, despite other differences, this basic similarity in strategic perspective puts them both 

under a similar pressure towards reformism - at least to the extent that the perspectives are 

actually implemented. In practice, this essential similarity can be seen in the approach of both 

organizations to production organizing and the trade unions. 

Both the C.P. and the R.U., in fact all stage theory strategies, see the primary immediate task of 

the party as the development of a reform coalition around the working class - as 'gaining allies' 

for the working class. We see the primary immediate task of the party as the unification and 

organization of the workers as a class. The C.P. and the R.U. do not deny that the development 

of a revolutionary working class is a responsibility of the party at each stage of the struggle. We 

don't deny that multi-class coalitions can be important. However, one or the other must be 

subordinated. The party can't have two 'primary immediate tasks.' 

Either the primary responsibility of the party is to work in the reform struggles in order to 

organize the workers as a class or it is to work to unify the various reform struggles into a broad 

coalition major steps towards development of a mass revolutionary working class movement are 

the condition for the viability of any broad coalitions - except those which follow the model of 

modern social democracy - or the development of a broad reform coalition is the condition for 

major advances towards a mass revolutionary working-class movement. On both propositions, 

we maintain the former, and ay stage theories maintain the latter. When you get down to 

specifics about how the party should function in the mass movement, and how it should be 

organized, this distinction becomes very important. 

'IMITATORS' OF THE C.P. (II) 
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To our knowledge, only the C.P. and the R.U. have spelled out a stage theory, although it is true 

that the practical work of other Marxist groups seems to imply that position. For example, 

despite the thousands of works the S.W.P. has written attacking 'popular frontism', its attitude 

towards the anti-war and women's movements clearly fit within the stage theory framework. 

However, of the two related mistakes in the C.P. strategy, the stage theory is the least important. 

The fundamental error lies in the notion that the struggle for socialism is 'inherent' in the struggle 

against the main opponent of socialism - that in the struggle against capitalism the workers will 

learn both the necessity and the possibility of socialism. Variants of this 'learning from struggle' 

notion are much more widespread in the left than stage theories, in spite of all the bows in the 

direction of What Is To Be Done. 

It is clearly true that workers 'learn' from struggle. The question is what do they learn and from 

which kinds of struggles. Few Marxist groups share the C.P.'s social democratic emphasis on 

what can be learned by the participants in successful reform struggles. In fact, the argument is 

often advanced that the workers will best 'learn' when unemployment increases, or when they are 

involved in struggles where their heads get beaten a little. This peculiar notion is the basis of a 

lot of crazy arguments for militance and confrontation. But it is just not true that either a general 

deterioration of social conditions or the frustration of the struggle for immediate demands will 

necessarily lead to the consciousness of the need to fight for a revolution. Attempts to provoke 

confrontations with the state before proper grounds have been created for such tactics, are more 

likely to lead to mass defeatism and cynicism and the loss of credibility for the 'revolutionary' 

leadership, than to the smashing of reformist illusions about the neutrality of the state. Thus it 

makes little difference whether the development of revolutionary class consciousness is pictured 

as the fruit of reform victories or of reform defeats - of successful struggles or of struggles which 

are repressed - both are equally misleading half-truths. 

Those who participate in struggles for immediate demands are provided a social base for 

different, and even contradictory conceptions of reality. Capitalism is sufficiently flexible to 

suppress mere confrontations and to absorb mere reforms. Any given struggle does 'teach' its 

participants, but it doesn't teach all of them the same lessons. Sections of the working class may 

learn something about What Is To Be Done through the reform struggle, but they may also learn 

- and clearly have to some extent - that they can live with, and within, the system. 

Every struggle creates the possibility for the development of class consciousness, regardless of 

whether or not it attains its stated demands. But the degree to which this possibility is realized 

depends on the role of the party. If this role is limited to using organizational influence to 

channel the mass struggle in directions where the 'right' lessons will be learned, the party is 

bound to be unsuccessful. 

In fact, this channeling approach to the party's role dominates most Marxist notions of the party. 

Instead of the party introducing a different quality into the mass struggle through the direct 

confrontation of the ways in which capitalist culture determines the ideas and actions of the 

workers, the party's work is confined to 'pointing' the struggle in the proper direction - perhaps, 

towards the anti-monopoly coalition, or, maybe towards 'demands which can't be won under 

capitalism.' 



 16 

This stress on the demands of the mass struggle and their attainment or nonattainment, rather 

than the content and forms of the struggle is a technical, social engineering approach to political 

work. 

The following extended section from the well-known European Marxist, Ernest Mandel, shows 

more concretely how this mistaken conception of the role of the party is expressed. (The S.W.P. 

counts Mandel as one of 'their' theoreticians.) 

"The American workers go along with this whole system, not in the first place 

because they are intoxicated with the ideas of anti-communism. They go along 

with it because it has been capable of delivering the goods to them over the last 30 

years. The system has been capable of giving them higher wages and a higher 

degree of social security. It is this fact which has determined social stability. Once 

the system becomes less able to deliver the goods, a completely new situation will 

occur in the U.S. 

"Trade union consciousness is not only negative. Or to formulate this more 

dialectically, trade-union consciousness, in and by itself, is socially neutral. It is 

neither reactionary nor revolutionary. It becomes reactionary when the system is 

capable of satisfying trade union demands. )It creates a major revolutionary 

potential once the system is no longer capable of satisfying basic trade union 

demands. Such a transformation of American society under the impact of the 

international competition of capital is today knocking at the door of U.S. 

capitalism. 

"As long as socialism and revolution are only ideals preached by militants because 

of their own convictions and consciousness, their social impact is inevitably 

limited. But when the ideas of revolutionary socialism are able to unite faith, 

confidence, and consciousness with the immediate material interest of a social 

class in revolt - the working class, then their potential becomes literally explosive." 

(Ernest Mandel, WHERE IS AMERICA GOING?, page 15.) 

This selection illustrates how mistaken conceptions of the role of the party grow out of the 

traditional Marxist maladies of fatalism and determinism. But before pointing out how this is the 

case, it is necessary to deal with some factual errors in the selection. 

Any accurate knowledge of the changes in the actual conditions of the U.S. working class over 

the past thirty years contradicts his assertion that this has been a period of steady improvements 

in terms of wages and 'social security.' Such an argument has plausibility only terms of wages. It 

is absurd in terms of 'social security.' Since the end of the CIO organizing period, despite the 

absence of any protracted period of high unemployment, the development of technology and the 

erosion of working conditions have caused a general decline in the social security of workers. So 

far as wages are concerned, the regular increases have been concentrated within the minority of 

workers belonging to the trade unions, and, particularly, within that still narrower section which 

constitutes the U.S. aristocracy of labor. In fact, during the better part of the last decade, 

including the middle sixties with their record level of profits, real wages have been stagnant or 
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declining although this was just the time when, in Mandel's phrase, capitalism was best able to 

'deliver the goods.' 

The fundamental strategic thrust of Mandel's argument is contained in the following sentences: 

"It (trade union consciousness) becomes reactionary when the system is capable of 

satisfying trade union demands. It creates a major revolutionary potential once the 

system is no longer capable of satisfying basic trade union demands." (Ibid.) 

It is not just nitpicking to point out that Mandel's argument should rest on what capitalism 

actually does or does not do, not on what it is 'capable' of doing. His simplistic determinism leads 

him to argue as if class actions were a straightforward reflection of economic necessity, but, as 

we have just mentioned, the last few years are a fine example of a period when the system was 

quite capable of making concessions, but, generally speaking, did not make them. 

There is another bit of sloppiness in these two short sentences. When speaking of the past, 

Mandel refers to a period when 'trade union demands' have been satisfied, but when speaking of 

the future, he talks of 'basic trade union demands' which can't be satisfied. Just what is meant by 

the insertion of the word 'basic' is never made clear - and for a good reason. If we consider any 

trade union demand which may plausibly be considered 'basic' - the demand for a 'living' or 'fair' 

wage, as opposed to a wage increase; the demand for workers to have a property right in their 

jobs, as opposed to mere better conditions, then we must conclude that capitalism never has, and 

never will, satisfy the substance of basic trade union demands because these mirror in 'a distorted 

way needs of the workers which can only be insured by their control over the process and means 

of production. At the height of many major struggles these basic demands manifest themselves, 

but, because they are utopian within the framework of trade unionism, they are pushed into the 

background as the struggle is blunted and absorbed with less significant concessions, a lot of 

capitalist propaganda and, perhaps, some selective repression. 

We are left with a simple proposition. U.S. capitalism is supposedly leaving a period when the 

ruling class met the demands of the working class and entering a new period in which it will not, 

and cannot, meet these demands. This transformation in objective conditions, in itself, will 

change a basically conservative reform struggle into a revolutionary struggle. This is Mandel's 

strategy, and a lot of others have ideas which are very similar. 

However, it is nonsense. There will never be a time when the capitalist class has no flexibility, 

when its only weapon is repression. Capitalism is always able to satisfy some trade union 

demands, but is never able or willing to satisfy all of them. If we drop the semantics from 

Mandel's argument it reduces to a simple Crisis theory of the sort discussed earlier. And, if we 

allow Mandel to talk about a period when the trade union movement is raising 'basic' demands, 

then he must explain something he does not and cannot do - how the trade union movement can 

be steadfastly organized around such demands, before the bourgeois consciousness of the 

working class - trade union consciousness, according to Lenin – is supplanted by revolutionary 

class consciousness. 

Mandel is putting forth the traditional Trotskyist variation of learning from struggle which is 

based on so-called 'transitional demands', demands which supposedly will clarify the limits of 
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capitalism. Essentially, this is another argument that workers, will learn that socialism is 

necessary and possible through the unsuccessful pursuit of reform objectives. In this framework, 

once U.S. capitalism loses its world-wide hegemony, all that the party will have to do is raise the 

red flag and the workers will rally around, since, supposedly, they have learned that they can and 

must make a revolution through experiencing failure in the struggle for more limited goals. 

This mechanical dismissal of the necessity for a party to challenge the dominance of capitalist 

ideology over the workers, underlies Mandel's peculiar - for a Leninist - treatment of trade union 

consciousness. He argues that it is 'reactionary' or 'revolutionary' depending on the willingness of 

the ruling class to meet trade union demands. 

The first thing that must be said about trade union consciousness is not that it is 'reactionary' or 

'revolutionary', but that it is bourgeois. Trade union consciousness is a relatively coherent set of 

ideas based on the 'interests' of groups of workers within the framework of their general 

subordination to, and acceptance of, capitalism. It is one way that capitalist ideology is reflected 

within the working class. (In this country, white chauvinism is another way.) Trade union 

consciousness is always reactionary in the sense that it is always capitalist, and must be 

confronted with, and supplanted by, an alternative ideology based on the interests and potentials 

of the workers as a class, not as a collection of individuals and interest groups. 

Trade union consciousness is not the totality of the actual consciousness of workers. It is only 

one aspect, although an important one, of a general consciousness which is an amalgam of 

fragmentary and contradictory elements - some reflecting the worst of capitalism, but others 

foreshadowing the potential of the working class to revolutionize society. It is this general 

consciousness which can, with some truth, be described as both reactionary and revolutionary. 

We are not speaking as moralists when we say trade union consciousness is always reactionary. 

It would be mistaken and meaningless to condemn it, since it is a spontaneous outgrowth of 

workers' struggle against capital for 'better terms in the sale of their labor power.' On the other 

hand, this limited consciousness must be transcended before the working class can become a 

revolutionary force. To put it more accurately, the process of transforming trade union 

consciousness is an aspect, and an essential one, of the development of the working class into a 

revolutionary class, in fact as well as potential. 

Depending on the conditions, the struggle for immediate needs can create more or less potential 

for the development of revolutionary organization and consciousness, and can have more or less 

clear revolutionary implications. But no set of objective conditions by themselves will transform 

the reform struggle into a struggle for power. That rests, as we have said, on the work of the 

party. Mandel's determinist and mechanical treatment of the impact of external circumstances 

evades any treatment of this necessary process of transcending trade union consciousness and the 

entirety of capitalist culture. 

PARTY BUILDERS 

Before presenting our alternative to the strategic positions we have been criticizing, it is 

necessary to deal with a semi-strategy which has some support among newer sectors of the U.S. 

Marxist left. We have argued earlier that many of the small Marxist groups which push a more 
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'pure' revolutionary line should not generally be taken at face value. Their concern with doctrine 

and principle is the only way for them to maintain their distinctive organizational identity, and 

thus their members. 

However, this is not an adequate treatment of the argument expressed by many of these groups 

that building a national vanguard party is the necessary first step for any strategy - that the 

development of such a party is the main present task, and any attempt to provide revolutionary 

leadership for the mass struggles of the working people must be subordinated to this priority. The 

Georgia Communist League provides a representative statement of this position: 

"We think that the development of a Marxist-Leninist program (a basic political 

program which understands the contradictions in the U.S. society, which clearly 

defines the aim or direction in which the society is inevitably going, and a strategy 

for revolution - a plan of action) is the principle task of Marxist-Leninists in the 

United States. This is the work to which we should devote our major efforts... 

"On the other hand, this cannot be separated from the practical aspects of building 

a party - even though our practical tasks must assume a secondary nature…The 

main aspect of our practice should be directed towards establishing links with the 

most advanced sectors of the working class. These advanced proletarians are open 

to grasping Marxism-Leninism and becoming communist vanguard fighters...The 

secondary aspect of practical activity at this time is the task of communists to lead 

mass struggle and educate the masses of workers." (Georgia Communist League, 

THE VANGUARD PARTY, page 9.) 

What is the picture presented here? The primary task is to develop a basic political program. As 

set out here, this is primarily a theoretical task, involving a relatively few trained communist 

intellectuals. Practical work is secondary and has two parts. First, is the recruitment of advanced 

workers, presumably through the attraction of the clear revolutionary program; and, second, is to 

'lead the mass struggle and educate the masses of workers.' This last aspect - 'to lead the mass 

struggle...' is given the lofty status of the least important part of the secondary aspect of the total 

work. 

It is difficult to conceive of more mechanical priorities. Without involvement in the mass 

struggle, what is the criteria of validity of the political program; how would the advanced 

proletarians be discovered; how would the communist vanguard fighters be tested? No vanguard 

party can be built according to the G.C.L. blueprint - the Socialist Labor Party, perhaps, or, more 

likely, Technocracy, Inc. 

Mass work is fundamental to the very nature of the party. To paraphrase the Manifesto, the 

communists are the section of the class that represents the interests of the future in the 

movements of the present; that represent the interests of the whole class in struggles of sections 

of the class; and that always bring the property question to the fore in the mass struggle, no 

matter what the stage of its development. Each of these functions presuppose that communists 

are deeply involved in the mass movement. The G.C.L., however, would leave such tasks to 

whatever spare moments weren't required by 'important work.' 
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Obviously, the G.C.L. position is a reaction against some of the perspectives we have been 

criticizing. Many of these propose functions and responsibilities for the revolutionaries that 

amount to being the best reformists in the reform struggle. All substantive distinction between a 

revolutionary and a reformist approach to the mass movement is erased. The response of the 

G.C.L. and similar groups to such reformism is that revolutionaries should have nothing to do 

with the mass movement because they could only play a reformist role at the present time. 

The G.C.L. goes beyond the position that attempting to provide revolutionary leadership for the 

mass struggle is the 'least important' task. The basic thrust of its argument is not just that 

involvement in the mass struggle is relatively unimportant, but that it is a positive danger. This 

comes through most clearly in their criticism of reliance on spontaneity. Lenin is invoked as the 

authority and made to say that: 

"Hence, our task, the task of Social Democracy, is to combat spontaneous trade 

unionist striving.'" (THE VANGUARD PARTY, page 12.) 

From this passage it appears that Lenin was proposing to 'combat' the reform struggles of the 

masses of the people. Since this would be as fruitful as combating the passage of time, those of 

us who are convinced of Lenin's good sense will be comforted to find that this is not what Lenin 

actually said in the passage the G.C.L. cites. He actually wrote: 

"Hence our task, the task of Social Democracy is to combat spontaneity, to divert 

the working class movement from this spontaneous trade unionist striving to come 

under the wing of the bourgeoisie." (What Is To Be Done, volume V, page 384, 

Collected Works. Lenin’s emphasis.) 

The G.C.L. document omits the very phrase which Lenin thought it necessary to emphasize. 

It is impossible to read an unexpurgated version of this passage or the whole of What Is To Be 

Done, without seeing that Lenin was not arguing against participation in the mass movement. 

Obviously, his goal was social democratic hegemony over the mass movement. He argued that, 

since the mass movement would not develop a revolutionary trajectory by itself, the party must 

intervene in order to ideologically and programmatically 'divert' the mass movement from under 

the hegemony of that era's reformists and their intellectual apologists, the economists. 

Also in opposition to the G.C.L. , which worries that attempts to 'educate the masses of workers' 

would be a diversion from more important tasks, before a national party had been built in Russia 

and when resources were extremely scant, Lenin asserted: 

"Every effort must be made to raise the level of consciousness of workers 

generally." (What Is To Be Done, volume V, page 384, Collected Works.) 

Perhaps it is beside the point to argue about what Lenin really said - or what he really meant. 

After all, the real issue is not the distortions of Lenin, but the presuppositions which led the 

G.C.L. to over-edit What Is To Be Done. Most important of these presuppositions is the notion 

that the spontaneous struggle will corrupt revolutionaries who participate in it. Such a position 

leads the G.C.L. to absurd stands: 
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"The most militant class conscious trade unionism is not a 'step towards' 

communist ideology, but is in essence the opposite of it." (VANGUARD PARTY, 

page 12). 

First we had Mandel attempting to make militant trade unionism revolutionary, now we have the 

G.C.L. attempting to picture it as counterrevolutionary. In fact, it is neither. The basis for 

positions like that of Mandel is easy to understand, but it is hard to see how the G.C.L. can so 

easily conclude that it is better for the revolution if the workers are passive, than if they are 

organized and fighting as 'militant class conscious trade unionists.' 

There is some irony involved in the constant polemics of groups like the G.C.L. against the 

reliance on spontaneity. What is their abandonment of the mass movement to the leadership of 

all sorts and varieties of reformists, while attacking reformism in obscure little publications and 

isolated circles of leftists except reliance on spontaneity? Isn't the development of the mass 

movement itself being relied upon to weaken the hold of bourgeois ideology and reformist 

leadership over the masses of the working class? If this is not the case, then the G.C.L. neglects 

to tell us how the process will actually work — unless we are to believe it will happen through 

individual conversions of individual workers. 

The G.C.L. is reluctant to participate in the mass struggle until conditions ripen to the point 

where they could win an absolute majority on a vote between socialist revolution and capitalist 

reform. By then, of course, most of the political work involved in transforming a divided and 

subordinated non-revolutionary mass of workers into a unified revolutionary working class 

would be finished, and the participation of the G.C.L. would be quite superfluous. 

SUMMARY OF OTHER APPROACHES 

The strategic positions dealt with up to this point have all capitulated to the difficulties of 

transforming a non-revolutionary working class into a revolutionary force. Some did this by 

exaggerating the extent that changes in the structure of capitalism will change the terms of the 

class struggle. Some did it by expecting too much from organizational leadership of the mass 

movement for reforms. Some did it by hoping, foolishly, that the workers will rally around any 

group that speaks the revolutionary truth. None of these approaches will work and neither will 

any combination of them. 

Despite the differences between these various Marxist perspectives, they share a common 

element. Since they all oversimplify the actual relationship between the ideological-cultural 

superstructure of society and the socio-economic base of it, they all are able to pass lightly over 

'false consciousness' and 'divisions' in the working class without dealing with the content or the 

existing attitudes, values, ideas, and actions of the workers) Alter all, as the argument goes, 

either the development and resolution of economic contradictions, or the inherent logic of the 

class struggle, or some combination of the two, will wash out the illusions, prejudices, and errors 

from the workers' heads, and the divisions from their ranks, leaving a united revolutionary class. 

It would be very convenient, if this were the way that things happened. Unfortunately, it is not. 

Masses of workers will continue to think and act as if capitalism would be here forever, until 

their experiences convince them that a socialist alternative would work and is within their power. 
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This knowledge will not come through the routine struggles against oppression and exploitation. 

It is as simple as that. 

Organizing the workers as a class is not a matter of coercing and cajoling them into 'doing the 

right thing'. It is a process, fundamentally of developing individuals and collectives that are able 

to work critically and self-consciously — that are able to set their own goals and work out their 

own projects for achieving them. Of course it is just this kind of experience which makes 

workers aware of their own potentials, and turns socialism from an abstraction into a real and 

attainable goal. 

AN ALTERNATIVE STRATEGY 

Most of this paper has been devoted to criticizing strategic positions which fail to deal 

theoretically and programmatically with the fundamental dilemma facing U.S. Marxists — the 

absence of the mass working class consciousness and organization which is the necessary base 

for development of a serious challenge to capitalist political and military power and cultural 

dominance. The time has come to begin to lay out an alternative to those positions. 

Most Marxists, including most of those we have been criticizing agree that the struggle for 

socialism must be developed out of the spontaneous attempt of the working class to resist or 

alleviate capitalist exploitation and oppression. As was said earlier, mass consciousness of the 

necessity and possibility of a socialist revolution and a socialist society must be built on this base 

of struggle through the intervention of a disciplined Leninist party with a definite political 

program. The question is not where to begin, but how to proceed — not whether the party should 

intervene in the mass struggle, but how it should intervene. 

At the present, most of the resistance to capitalism in this country does not take the form of mass 

movements. Thus the party must assume some responsibility for the translation of individual 

resentment and resistance into collective action. The crucial issue, however, is the content of the 

party's intervention into the struggle, whether the party has had a hand in its initiation. 

In our view, the primary role of the party in the mass movement is to discover and articulate the 

patterns of thought, action, and organization which embody the potential of workers to make a 

revolution. These patterns are manifested, embryonically, in the course of every genuine 

struggle. This characteristic content of mass struggle provides the only possible social basis for 

integrating the experiences of masses of workers into a coherent revolutionary ideology and 

culture. 

The real work of the party involves linking these fragmentary autonomous elements and 

socializing them into a new culture of struggle. This means that the party must emphasize and 

develop those forms of struggle which show workers the possibility of relying on their own 

collective solidarity and strength, not on capitalist legality and bureaucratic procedures; it must 

emphasize those programs which lay the basis for the unification of the working class. 

Particularly important in this regard are concrete challenges to the institution and ideology of 

white supremacy. 

Our perspective aims at the development of an anti-capitalist dual power as the engine for the 

transformation of the mass reform struggle into a mass revolutionary movement. This dual power 
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constitutes a revolutionary social bloc that exists within the framework of capitalism without 

ever acquiescing in the legitimacy or the permanence of the social order. The development of 

such a revolutionary social bloc determines our conception of the nature and role of the party, 

and provides a set of priorities for practical work which are quite different from those of the 

perspectives which we have been criticizing. 

THREE ASPECTS OF THE REFORM STRUGGLE 

To make our approach more concrete, consider what it would imply for the activity of the party 

in a typical struggle situation — a normal strike, for example. 

A normal strike is a reform struggle and all reform struggles share three related features. The 

first two are straightforward; there are a set of demands, more or less clearly expressed, which, 

except in syndicalist dreams, are demands for reforms; and there are certain patterns and forms 

of struggle — tactics. Strike tactics in this country are typically, but certainly not always, 

confined within the increasingly narrow bounds of capitalist labor law. 

These two features of the reform struggle usually lead to some polarization — labor against 

management, picketer against scab, etc. This polarization seldom reaches the point of a clear and 

categorical division into two opposed camps along class lines. Instead, it tends to be held within 

the framework for mediating between conflicting 'interests' within capitalist society. 

However, there is more to a struggle than demands and tactics. The typical strike involves a 

group of workers who manifest to some degree both the problems and the possibilities of the 

whole class. The group will embody or reflect the partial interests and the divisions within the 

class. Perhaps this will involve both a relatively privileged status for older, white, male workers, 

and resentment and reaction against these privileges; and both racist ideology and a reaction 

against it. Beyond this, the workers involved in the struggle will have a certain range of ideas 

about its meaning and importance; about the social group (class) of which they are a part (or 

believe themselves to be a part); and about what is generally right, good, and proper. Clearly, 

these, and the other aspects which make up the ideas and attitudes of the group of workers will 

be filled with internal contradiction and confusion. Not only will there be differences between 

various individuals and subgroups, it is likely that specific individuals will think and act in 

contradictory fashion. 

Even though the specific group of workers will seldom be a completely representative cross-

section of the entire class, every group will reflect the major elements of the collective 

consciousness of the class. As we have said, this collective consciousness is not a coherent and 

systematic ideology, and its reflection within each specific group of workers is also fragmentary, 

confused, and contradictory; a mixture of good sense, error, prejudice, and 'borrowed' features of 

capitalist ideology. 

Although the term does not accurately convey just what we have in mind, we will call this third 

feature of every reform struggle its 'ideology'. 

Some general observations can be made about a typical strike struggle in the framework of these 

three elements. First, once the ritual posturing of the union leadership is ended by the beginning 

of the strike, the demands generally turn out to be far less than what the workers need to make 
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any real change in their situations — short of anything like what Ernest Mandel called 'basic 

trade union demands'. Second, the main feature of the strike tactics of the union leadership are 

reliance on cooperation with management and the state to discourage or control mass 

participation and any attempts to generalize the struggle beyond the specific plant or industry. 

Opportunity for mass participation tends to be limited to picket duty and to contract ratification 

and strike votes. However, at least in basic industry, even these possibilities are disappearing. 

The usual picket line is a token gesture. The union and the company have already cooperated in 

the 'orderly' closure of the plant, and scabbing is the exception, not the rule. The most that 

picketing accomplishes is rather dubious public relations for the strike. The union membership 

votes, at best, have always been an indirect and passive form of mass involvement, and they are 

becoming even less important as more ways are developed to prevent the workers from gaining 

knowledge of the actual alternatives open to them, or from realizing their real strength, vis-à-vis 

the company and vis-à-vis the union leadership. 

Real struggle over demands and tactics are kept inside the inner-leadership caucuses in the 

union, and confrontation with management is limited to the top union-management bargaining 

meetings. The mass of the workers have no way to participate in or even to directly influence, 

these aspects of the strike. For them the entire process grows more institutionalized and 

alienated, more a matter of formal than substantive struggle. 

It is clear that such a situation works against the normal strike becoming an arena in which the 

participants can gain a sense of their independent power and revolutionary potential — an arena 

where workers can begin to slough off the backward and eclectic aspects of the existing mass 

consciousness and create a culture in line with actual class interests. In part this is made difficult 

because the present union leadership would combine with management to actively oppose it. But 

the more important obstacle is the entire institution of collective bargaining of which the normal 

strike is just a part. Collective bargaining is an inherently hostile terrain for the development of 

autonomous working class consciousness and organization, since its essence is the legal 

acceptance by the workers of the sanctity of the capitalist's ownership of his capital. By tying 

themselves to a 'better contract' as the goal of the struggle, the workers bind themselves to 

capitalism. 

For these reasons, the typical strike, whether or not it is successful in winning its stated goals, 

tends to support the feelings of workers that they are essentially powerless, that genuine 

collective action is not possible, that any organization is bound to screw its individual members, 

and, generally, that it is futile to try to actively influence any of the major forces determining 

one's life. 

These are the characteristics of a 'normal' strike, a strike with unashamed and open reformists in 

leadership. (It isn't uncommon for the union leadership to be so corrupt and so committed to 

collaboration with the management that it scarcely deserves to be called reformist.) It is true that 

at times the workers break out of this framework spontaneously and engage in actions that have 

much more potential than 'normal' strikes, wildcats, etc. But such actions are generally short-

lived, and, in themselves, don't provide an alternative to typical trade unionism, which puts clear 

limits on the possibilities for building mass revolutionary consciousness and organization. 
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The question which remains is this, how should the revolutionary party intervene in the entire 

range of working class struggles from 'normal' strikes to extraordinary mass insurgencies — in 

order to develop a mass revolutionary working class movement? In the answer to this question, 

the practical distinctions between various Marxist strategic perspectives become both more 

obvious and more crucial. 

'UPPING THE ANTE' 

Many of the positions which we criticized earlier would hold that the major emphasis in the 

party's work should be to win the workers to 'better' demands than those advanced by the 

reformists. Much of the debate on the left over the past decade has been centered on just exactly 

what it meant to talk about 'better' demands, and, as a consequence, there has been a surplus of 

arguments about which demands were 'revolutionary' and which 'counterrevolutionary', or 

'reformist', or 'economist' — over whether or not 'qualitative' demands were good while 

'quantitative' demands were bad, etc. 

The common assumption at the core of this debate was that certain demands, short of the demand 

for state power, had an inherently revolutionary content. This assumption is made explicit in the 

notion of transitional demands advanced by various Trotskyist groups. Supposedly, if mass 

struggles could be developed around such magic demands, the laborious process of convincing 

the participants in the struggle, and, ultimately, the entire working class, of the necessity and 

possibility of socialism could be by-passed. 

An example of the problems with this approach is provided by the experiences of the C.P. in the 

CIO at the beginning of the Cold War. The C.P. spent much time and energy maneuvering 

various labor groups into opposition to the Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine, and into 

support for the Progressive Party. Its mistake was to concentrate on changing the formal stance 

of organizations, often through 'clever' tricks such as passing resolutions late in meetings after 

the opposition had gone home, rather than to ensure that the resolutions actually reflected a 

corresponding change in the content of the workers' consciousness. As a consequence, the main 

result of all of this work was that the anti-communists in the labor movement were given a 

wealth of persuasive examples of the manipulative and conspiratorial character of the C.P. 

The lesson is simple. Either a base of popular understanding for a certain demand exists, or it 

does not exist. When the party sees its role as winning a formal acceptance of 'better' demands, 

without developing any program to actually convince the particular constituency of the 

significance of these demands, most of its biggest 'successes' will be turned into weapons against 

it. This is most clearly the case in attempts to introduce demands that involve a revolution, 

without developing a mass understanding of the possibility and necessity of a revolution. 

This doesn't mean that the demands 'make no difference'. Of course, the party should agitate for 

demands which reflect the real needs of the struggle, and should expose demands which are sops 

or which rest on illusions, or which would lead away from class unity. Perhaps, in some 

situations it may be a valuable technique to focus agitation and propaganda around a set of 

alternative demands to those being pushed by the reformists. The problems arise when the 

question of which demands becomes more than a technical and tactical question and is allowed 

to assume a strategic significance in itself. This always subordinates the real problems and 
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possibilities involved in organizing the workers as a revolutionary class, to a search for 

gimmicks and shortcuts. 

In short, 'upping the ante' on the demands of a normal strike situation — or any reform struggle 

— is only one, relatively unimportant, aspect of the intervention of the party in the struggle. At 

best, it is not sufficient, and, at worst, it is counter-productive. 

This same notion of 'upping the ante' is also commonly applied to tactics, particularly in terms of 

their militance. The limitations and pitfalls in this area parallel those just discussed in terms of 

demands. When the party attempts to stage manage a struggle into a confrontation with the 

police or some other part of the state's coercive apparatus, the result is often disastrous. Without 

genuine popular participation in the option for militance, police repression appears to have been 

provoked, resulting in an unnecessary narrowing of the base of the struggle, and a broadening of 

the possibility of the legitimate suppression of its leadership, rather than in any transformation of 

the consciousness of the participants in the struggle. 

The issue of militance dominates left debates about tactics, but white tactical militance is 

important, it can’t create the cultural-ideological polarization which is fundamental to the 

organization of the workers as a class. Other tactical considerations are at least as important as 

militance in this regard. One of these is participation. The party must develop tactics which 

maximize the opportunity for mass participation in struggle, not passive participation; as an 

audience, or bodies at a demonstration, or a voting bloc — the things stressed the C.P. and the 

S.W.P., in their 'mobilizations' — but participation which gives workers the experience of 

wielding power and shouldering political responsibility. Often Marxists regard these sorts of 

tactical considerations as sentimental utopianism, and it is true that they are often raised in a 

utopian or an anarchistic manner. Nevertheless, it is a basic mistake for the party to subordinate 

the development of active mass participation in the struggle to what is felt to be 'good 

organization' or 'efficiency'. 

Nothing has been particularly distinctive in the ways which we propose to relate to the demands 

and tactics of the mass movement. Certainly, we still haven't dealt with why, and how, it is 

possible to build a 'revolutionary social bloc' out of the ingredients provided by the mass 

struggle. Clearly, it is the third aspect of the reform struggle, the aspect which we have called the 

'ideological', which is vital. This is where the party's work is most crucial and must be 

concentrated, and this is also the area in which Marxists have been most prone to rely on slogans 

and clichés: 'winning the workers to communism', 'developing class consciousness', 'struggling 

against capitalist ideology' - sets of words and phrases which can justify doing almost anything, 

or almost nothing. 

TWO CONCEPTIONS OF THE WORLD 

Suppose that we asked the question, what determines the way that working people think and act? 

Obviously an adequate answer would be complicated. We would have to include such diverse 

factors as custom and tradition, experience, what is 'learned' in schools or heard on the TV, what 

people in the same general circles generally think and do, common sense, what it takes to 'get 

by'. Suppose we asked further, what underlies all of these factors which determine the way that 

working people think and act? Ultimately, if we push far enough, we will get to two basic factors 
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which combine and interact to produce the specific ideology which motivates workers at any 

given time. 

One major factor determining the content or working class ideology is the capitalist conception 

of the world which is imprinted on their consciousness. Working people are led to certain 

patterns of thought and action because they and their parents before them live in a capitalist 

society. The "ideas of the ruling class are the ruling ideas." Capitalist ideology and capitalist 

culture is in the air. To 'succeed', or to just get by workers normally must behave according to 

capitalist standards of rationality and practicability. 

The rule of capital isn't exercised only, or even mainly through the use of overt economic, 

political, and military power by the capitalist class. It is manifested as well in the capitalist 

domination of the institutions and organizations which socialize individuals and groups and 

relate them to each other; not only the factory and the government, but also the schools, the 

churches, the mass media, the family, the political, fraternal, labor, nationality, social, and 

recreational organization. Through these forms, essential capitalist notions of what is right good 

and proper are transformed into material forces on the lives of working people. 

The second factor determining the content of working class ideology is the potential of that class 

to become a ruling class. This potential is manifested in, and demonstrated by, ideas and actions 

which run counter to the capitalist conception of the world. As has been said, these ideas and 

actions become mass phenomena during periods of sharp struggle...often being articulated as the 

explicit basis of the struggle. 

Since the ideology of the workers is the result of the interaction of these two hostile conceptions 

of the world, it is not surprising that it is not reasoned and coherent, but fragmentary and 

internally contradictory. Mixed in with the most primitive and backward prejudices are features 

which foreshadow the potential of the workers to collectively construct an entirely different 

social order. In fact, it's not uncommon to find ideas flowing from these hostile class outlooks 

expressed by a worker in the same sentence. How many times have we heard workers say that, 

'communism is a good idea but it wouldn't work because people are basically selfish (or lazy, or 

dumb, etc.)'. In the capitalist conception of the world, there is no sense in which 'communism' is 

a good idea, while the notion that man is inherently selfish is a pillar of capitalist common sense. 

There is always a struggle between these two conceptions of the world in the mind of the worker. 

However, under normal conditions the capitalist world view is much more potent. Its advocates 

are best organized. It is supported by the ruling class's ability to give rewards to 'right-thinkers' 

and provide sanctions against 'heretics'. 

On the other hand, in conditions which are not normal, conditions of heightened class struggle, 

the lack of coherence and consistency in the imprinted capitalist conception of the world, its 

inability to explain the total social reality in which the worker exists, along with the presence of 

essentially contradictory elements within the worker's consciousness, come to the fore as 

political facts. 

The break with the routine of working class life which takes place during mass struggles, 

provides a social framework in which workers begin to take their own politics, or lack of politics, 
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seriously. More and more they become aware that how they think and act makes a difference, not 

just to their families and themselves, but to the society generally. Then it becomes possible for 

the party to show how what is in the worker's head is a source of power — insofar as it reflects 

the world view of the working class — and a source of weakness — insofar as it reflects the 

world view of the capitalist class. As the struggle grows more intense, the conflict between 

alternative conceptions of the world becomes sharper. Here is how the Italian Marxist Antonio 

Gramsci, describes the process and its implications: 

"...does it not often happen that there is a contradiction between the intellectual 

fact and the norm of conduct? What then will the real conception of the world be: 

the one which is logically affirmed as an intellectual fact, or the one which is 

implicit in his actions? And since actions are always political actions, can we not 

say that the real philosophy of anyone is contained in his politics? This conflict 

between thought and action, that is, the coexistence of two conceptions of the 

world, one affirmed in words and the other explaining itself in effective actions, is 

not always due to bad faith. Bad faith can be a satisfactory explanation for some 

individuals taken singly, or even for more or less numerous groups, but it is not 

satisfactory when the contrast shows itself in the life of large masses; then it 

cannot be other than the expression of more profound contradictions of an 

historical and social order. It means that a social group, which has its own 

conception of the world, even though embryonic (which shows itself in actions, 

and so only spasmodically, occasionally, that is, when such a group moves as an 

organic unity) has, as a result of intellectual subordination and submission, 

borrowed a conception it also believes it is following, because it does follow it in 

'normal' times, when its conduct is not independent and autonomous, but precisely 

subordinate and submissive." (Gramsci, THE MODERN PRINCE, page 61.) 

The first manifestation of this conflict between worldviews is when workers begin to act in ways 

which they would normally think were crazy. An experience of an unemployed organizer in a 

small town in central Missouri in the early 1930's provides a good example. 

The organizer for the Unemployed Councils came into the town, which had lots of 

unemployment, but no homegrown radicals or mass organization, and set up a meeting. Despite 

harassment by the local officials, the meeting was successful and transformed itself o a large 

demonstration outside of the jail where a man had been imprisoned for not paying his debts. At 

first, the Mayor and the Chief of Police refused to meet with a delegation from the 

demonstration, but the situation quickly got too tense for the Mayor. He met the delegation, 

treated it to a long lecture on the particular worthlessness of the prisoner, but, finally, was forced 

to agree to release the man. 

With the prisoner released, the Mayor saw an opportunity to make some political capital. Taking 

the prisoner to the front of the crowd of demonstrators, he took credit for everything and offered 

to buy the man and his family the 'best meal they'd ever had.' They went across the street 

together to the town's fancy restaurant with a big section of the demonstration following behind. 
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The Mayor ordered a big meal. The ex-prisoner and his wife, neither of whom had been at all 

active politically, ordered a glass of water, and, despite the Mayor's pleas, they refused anything 

more. It was a very simple action, but one that transformed the situation. Because of it, the 

Mayor's token gesture, which might have disorganized the struggle, played the opposite role. For 

our argument the important fact is that this is the kind of action which the couple would nave 

never taken in a 'normal' situation. In fact, in 'normal' times, it would have seemed absolutely 

crazy to take such a symbolic stand, bound to enrage the town powers and to result in no tangible 

benefits. 

DUAL POWER 

The two essential parts of our approach to the transformation of groups of exploited and 

oppressed workers into a revolutionary social bloc have now been clarified. The characteristics 

of the social bloc already exist in the attitudes, ideas, and experiences which are a part of the 

consciousness of the class. They will not have to be developed from scratch, or lectured into the 

workers. These autonomous characteristics are generally incorporated within, and subordinated 

to, the features of working class consciousness which are imprinted on the workers by the 

dominant ideology and culture, but the development of mass struggle tends to bring them out as 

competing political tendencies. 

Second, the separation between conflicting worldviews is not a clear one, and, perhaps more 

important, it is temporary, present only 'spasmodically' and sporadically, in the heat of the 

struggle. As struggles subside, the characteristics which foreshadow the possibility of socialism 

are generally submerged, or turned into harmless formalities, as, for example, the preservation of 

the 'brother' and 'sister' form of address inside the trade unions where the actual relationships are 

anything but fraternal. 

The basic strategic function of the party, then, is to take hold of each of these features of the 

struggle, clarify its revolutionary implications and the categorical nature of the break with old 

patterns of thinking and acting which it represents, and incorporate it into a more systematic 

challenge to capitalism. This is not primarily a job of agitation and propaganda, although clearly 

they are a part of what must be done. 

The party has two main tasks: First, it must develop programs of activity and forms of mass 

organization which incorporate these features of working class consciousness as unifying and 

activating principles — as the basis for continuing the struggle. Second, the party must link these 

fragmentary elements together into a revolutionary dual power. In this fashion the party can 

begin to teach the working class that socialism is within its power. 

To clarify our point, let us use a major struggle, the great Flint Sit-Down strike, as an example. 

On one level that strike was a reform struggle aimed at improving the wages and conditions of 

GM workers, and forcing the company to recognize the UAW as the representative of the 

workers. Most of the participants in the strike certainly did not see themselves as revolutionaries. 

Their goals were reforms — basic improvements in their immediate conditions. 

But on another level, the Flint strike was a revolutionary struggle. The workers took possession 

of the means of production, not, it is true, to operate them for the common good, but as a lever to 
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gain some power over the work process. The occupation of the plant was a challenge to the 

institution of private property. It was 'illegal' going far beyond the permissible bounds and limits 

of labor organizing at a time when even picketing was of dubious legality. Beyond this, the 

selforganization of the striking workers, particularly their refusal to accept any external 

authority, even that of the local UAW leadership, foreshadowed the possibility of workers’ self-

government. 

From our point of view, these revolutionary aspects of the Flint strike defined the major tasks of 

the party. They are what should have been built upon. Agitationally, the party should have 

emphasized that the strike was a violation of the sanctity of private property — that it showed 

that a united working class could force concessions from the capitalist, regardless of the laws, 

courts, and the rights of ownership. The mass participation and self-organization around broad 

class issues should have been developed and pointed in the direction of the formation of workers' 

councils, even if the viability of such formations in the long run was not highly probable. 

However, the strike leadership, much of which was communist, took the opposite course. It 

emphasized the importance of obtaining the reform demands, and this inevitably played into the 

hands of the overtly reformist sections of the CIO who wanted to pass off the sit-down as merely 

a dramatic tactic to achieve the recognition of the union. In fact, G.M. and the capitalist press in 

Flint and around the country did much more than the communists to point out the strike’s 

revolutionary implications and characteristics. 

With no communist leadership trying to socialize the revolutionary lessons of the struggle, the 

potential it developed was quickly lost. The remnants of the mass participation and self-

organization built during the strike were gradually channeled into typical inner-union 

parliamentarianism and other such games. 

This didn't happen just because of the strength and resilience of capitalism, but also as a 

consequence of the choices, mistakes, decisions, etc. of the workers, union organizers, and, 

particularly, of the communists who were involved in the Flint strike. No clear distinction was 

developed between a reformist and a revolutionary approach to the struggle, although this could 

clearly have been done. Whether or not the revolutionary perspective would have triumphed is 

another issue. However, to quote Marx: 

"World history would indeed be very easy to make, if the struggle were taken up 

only on conditions of infallibly favorable chances." (Letter to Kugelmann, April 

17, 1871.) 

THE PARTY 

The revolutionary dual power is a constellation of individuals, organizations, and institutions 

developing from those features of the struggle against capital which manifest the potential of the 

working class to be a ruling class. The revolutionary party is the core of this social bloc, its 

primary source of cohesion. The responsibility of the party is to maintain the maximum pressure 

against the structure of capital that is consistent with the actual base of support which the bloc 

has been able to generate. The party combines a clear and critical estimate of social forces and 

processes with programs to clarify to the workers the ways in which their own actions, ideas, and 
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relationships prefigure socialism. In this way the urgency of the revolution, can be transformed 

from an intellectual conclusion to a matter of felt need, and the workability of socialism can be 

changed from a matter of endless abstract debate to a fact of experience. 

Up to this point the main focus of this paper has been the content of the party's strategic role. But 

now that-we have spelled this out as clearly as we can, another question must be considered. 

What sort of a party organization is needed to fulfill such a role — how will it be structured, how 

will it be related to the working class, how will it link theory and practice? 

DISCIPLINE AND CENTRALISM 

The party cannot work, and, indeed, will have problems merely surviving, as a loose federation 

of individual revolutionaries. If nothing were considered beyond the need for self-preservation, 

the party would have to be a disciplined and centralized organization. However, this does not 

mean that the party should be modeled after a well-trained army — not even a revolutionary 

people's army. In the party, discipline and centralism must be based on a conscious and critical 

rank and file membership. To the extent that a cult of obedience is substituted for such a 

membership, discipline and centralism will not work properly. 

Beyond their disciplined and centralized character, party organizations must be collective 

organisms, with a pattern of internal relationships allowing noncompetitive, but critical, 

consideration of complicated and sticky aspects of work, without sacrificing the quality of the 

individual participation. Only under such conditions can party decisions represent the best 

thought of the entire membership, and only then will there be any assurance that decisions, once 

made, will be conscientiously implemented and critically reviewed. It should go without saying 

that these relationships must exist, not only at every organizational level of the party, but 

between the higher and the lower levels of the party as well. 

Most treatments of the vanguard party, even that of Stalin, generally accept this conception of 

the necessity of both discipline and centralism and collectivity and criticism from below. 

"This does not mean, of course, that the possibility of contests of opinion within 

the party are thereby precluded. On the contrary, iron discipline does not preclude, 

but presupposes criticism and contest of opinion within the party. Least of all does 

it mean that discipline must be 'blind'. On the contrary, iron discipline does not 

preclude, but presupposes conscious and voluntary submission, for only conscious 

discipline can be iron discipline." (Stalin, Foundations of Leninism, page 120.) 

Why is it then that most Leninist party organizations, and particularly those communist parties 

which model themselves after the CPSU, are rightly notorious both for their bureaucratic 

leadership and their a-critical membership? 

There is really no mystery. While it is generally agreed that a critical membership and a 

genuinely collective organization are desirable goals, they are not seen as absolute necessities. 

Often it seems more efficient to have the party membership carry out the line, without regard to 

whether or not they understand and accept it — not to mention whether or not they have had 

anything to do with developing it. As the argument goes, if the 'right' thing is done, it is a minor 
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matter if those who did it were convinced that what they were doing was right. At the root of this 

practice is the same mechanical notion of efficiency that leads many Marxists to ignore the real 

problems involved in transforming the ideology and culture of the workers in the rush to 'get 

things done'; only now it is applied to what is supposedly the 'conscious' section of the class, the 

party. 

In the course of this section on the party, it will become clear why we think that this sort of 

'efficiency' is actually the most criminal sort of inefficiency. Now, we will make just two points: 

First, the masses of people in this country will want to see a little socialism in practice, before 

they abandon all of the stereotypes and caricatures of socialism which are a part of capitalist 

propaganda. People will have a justifiable skepticism about revolutionaries whose organizational 

lifestyle fails to foreshadow the sort of a society that they are projecting as the alternative to 

capitalism. Just as devout Christians, members of revolutionary groups are constantly judged 

according to how well they practice what they preach. 

There is a second and more compelling reason why the party must function collectively, and why 

each of its members must function critically. 

The party must test out its theories and policies. The validity of the 'line' is not some inherent 

characteristic of it; it is an attribute that must be demonstrated in practice. And the point at which 

the political program of the party makes contact with the mass movement has to be the point 

where its critical evaluation begins and where its validity is demonstrated. This point of contact 

is the rank and file membership. A line which isn't properly understood by the membership, 

cannot be adequately criticized by it — if it is criticized at all — and thus an a-critical 

membership hamstrings the entire testing process by which the truth of the program is 

determined. 

PARTY AND CLASS 

Calling the party the 'vanguard' of the working class has led to a great deal of debate about the 

relationship between the party and the class. Clearly the term vanguard is not meant to be just a 

description of the relationship of the party to the mass struggle. That would mean that we 

couldn't have regarded the Bolsheviks as the vanguard party in Russia until a few weeks before 

the November Revolution. But neither does the term mean, as many anti-Leninists claim, that a 

Vanguard party is inherently opposed to the selforganization of the working class — that it is an 

attempt by a small group of intellectuals to substitute their own policies and programs for the 

historical role of the entire class. 

It is true that the history of Leninist organizations, particularly the CPSU supports this criticism. 

In many cases parties have counter-posed their own organization and program to the 

development of the creativity and initiative of the masses of workers. The role of the French C.P. 

in the May, 1968, General Strike is an important recent example of this. However, in our view it 

is not inevitable that a Leninist organization fall into this pattern of work, and, in fact, if this does 

happen, it is fatal for any revolutionary strategy. 
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"It would be disastrous if a sectarian conception of the Party role in the 

revolution...(fixed) in forms of immediate power an apparatus governing the 

masses in movement, forcing the revolutionary process into the forms of the Party. 

The result would be to divert a number of men and to 'dominate' history, but the 

real revolutionary process would escape the control and influence of the Party 

which would unconsciously become an organ of conservatism." (Gramsci, Soviets 

in Italy, page 23.) 

When we describe the party as the vanguard of the working class what we mean is that the party 

is the section of the working class, mat understands 'the revolutionary potential of the, class, and 

that has developed a historical project to realize that class potential. For an organization with 

such a conception of its role to work against any mass development towards organic workers' 

democracy is always self-defeating. 

A different problem concerning the relationship of the party to the working class is the tendency 

of many Marxists towards a cult of the worker, based on a mechanical conception of the 

relationship of class position to political and social consciousness. It is true that most of the 

membership of the party will be workers; after all, the vast majority of the people in this country 

are workers. But worker recruits do not automatically or 'instinctively' become revolutionary 

communists. They become such to the extent that they are able to, critically transcend the 

'working class ideology' which develops spontaneously under capitalism. 

The responsibility of all of the members of the party to aim to function as the core of the 'organic 

intellectuals' of the working class is more important than the question of the class origins of the 

members. Unless this is seen as an important goal, the party will not be able to effectively 

articulate an alternative to capitalist culture. 

Groups like the C.P. and P.L. have a different conception of the relationship between the party 

and the class. Their tendency is to find 'working class culture' in some distillation of the current 

attitudes of the workers - generally in pragmatic and a-critical materialism, and the narrow moral 

and aesthetic norms which are the distorted reflection within the working class of the dominant 

culture. The most pernicious form of this tendency is left anti-intellectualism and particularly the 

use of charges of 'anti-working class' and 'petty bourgeois' as a weapon against criticism. There 

are ideas and approaches which are working class and (or) petty bourgeois, but these positions 

must be demonstrated to be mistaken independently of any attack on the motives, class 

background, etc. of those who advance them. After all, an important aspect of the vanguard role 

is the defeat, on their own grounds and at their strongest points, of the most imposing of 

capitalist intellectual systems. 

In pointing out both the unity and the distinctiveness of the party with the class, we have 

described some of the formal aspects of the relationship between the two. However, the most 

important issue is the functional content of the relationship which allows the party to fulfill the 

strategic responsibilities which we have described earlier. 

"On the other hand, organism of thought and cultural solidarity (can) only (be) 

brought about if there (exists) between the intellectuals and the simple people that 

unity which there should be between theory and practice: if, that is, the 
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intellectuals (are) organically the intellectuals of those masses, if they (elaborate) 

and (make) coherent the principles and problems which those masses pose by their 

practical activity, in this way constitute a cultural and social bloc." (Gramsci, The 

Modern Prince, page 26. In this selection 'intellectuals' refers to the party.) 

(The goal is)..."to raise the intellectual level of ever-widening strata of the people, 

giving personality to the amorphous elements of the masses, which means working 

to produce cadres of intellectuals of a new type who arise directly from the masses 

though remaining in contact with them." (Gramsci, The Modern Prince, page 73) 

The party discovers the problems which it must solve in the actual conditions of working class 

life. Then, it transforms these conditions through the implementation of programs aimed at 

achieving political and class consciousness and a culture in harmony with the real interests and 

potentials of the working class. In this process, the party recreates and broadens its political base 

and its membership. 

MARXISM AND SCIENCE 

It is common to hear the claim that Marxism is a 'science of society', which contains 'laws' of 

social development similar to physical laws. Thus, the growth of capitalism and its subsequent 

decline and decay are seen as internal necessities inherent in capitalist property relations and 

(largely) independent of human action and human will. From this point of view, the party's 

adherence to Marxism endows it with an understanding of the 'laws of social development,' and 

thus with the keys to the truth about capitalism. With such positions all around, it is not 

surprising that, despite Engels’ warning, many Marxists do act as if they had 'history in their 

pockets' as the answer to a 'simple equation of the first degree.' 

This conception of Marxism - and it is widespread - also undermines the development of the 

critical capacity of a Marxist party and supports what we identify as the Stalin model of party 

organization. Obviously, if Marxism is able to foresee the future, it is not crucial for the rank and 

file party member to understand why and how the trained Marxists in the party leadership arrived 

at a certain decision. After all, it is possible to drive a car without understanding Newtonian 

physics. 

Opponents of Marxism get a lot of mileage out of the incongruity of a movement whose basic 

premise is to 'change the world' adopting a deterministic stance. If the shape of the future is 

already determined, why do Marxists constantly exhort their followers and potential followers to 

struggle harder - or differently? And when the position is taken one step further, doesn't it entail 

the conclusion that the working class will be compelled by the laws of history to make a 

successful revolution, removing any necessity for a vanguard party? 

How can we deal with these issues? In the first place, it is true that there is a basic structure of 

society which develops according to understandable and predictable patterns. By analyzing this 

structure, Marx was able to predict, for example, that the development of capitalism entailed the 

development of monopoly capitalism. Further clarification of this structure, and its operative 

contradictions, can be scientific in the same sense that the natural sciences are scientific, 
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although the variables are much more complex and the danger of the becoming an influence on 

what he is investigating - or vice versa much greater. 

However, although this is certainly no small accomplishment, most that such an analysis can do 

is to clarify which concrete historical changes can, and which cannot, occur. Except in the most 

general way, it is not able to make clear what will, and what will not happen. What can be 

predicted, more or less accurately, are the circumstances in which the class struggle will be 

waged, and the potentials of the contending class forces and ideologies. 

Clarity on this point is vital. Either there are 'laws' which determine the way the historical 

process must develop, or, while there may be objective limits on it, history is concretely 

determined by the content and direction of human action. 

(It is necessary to clarify here that the determinist conceptions of Marxism do not rule out the 

importance of human action totally, at least, not except for the most ludicrous versions.) The 

usual argument is that in the historical process class interests are expressed through human 

actions. As a consequence of the clash and interaction of countless individual actions which all 

ultimately reduce to embodiments of different class interests, history is determined 'behind the 

backs' of the human actors, irrespective of the desires, intentions, and motives which underlie the 

actions. Our concern is not with this sort of human action, but with the causal role played by 

conscious and deliberate political policies, and, in particular with the significance on the one 

hand of the concerted efforts of the capitalist class to maintain its power knowing something of 

the nature and plans of its antagonists and with the concerted efforts of the working class and its 

vanguard to make a socialist revolution. 

If the former position is accurate, then with a proper analysis of society, the party can foresee the 

future, but in the process, the denial of any genuine determining role for human action has 

removed the rational for its own existence. One wise man could fulfill what remains of its role as 

well as an organization. However, if the second position is adopted, the party's possession of the 

'truth' and its ability to operate 'scientifically' must be demonstrated through the implementation 

of a revolutionary program. 

In our view, the second position is correct. "Changing the world" depends on the creation of a 

political movement which can play a positive determining role in historical development. More 

specifically, in an advanced capitalist society, it depends on the ability of the party to guide the 

development of an autonomous revolutionary "class for itself" out of the historically determined 

possibilities of the working class. "All" that the party must do is to develop the working class 

consciousness, organization, and will to gain and hold power and to construct a new civilization. 

The shape of the future depends on this historical project. It is rash to regard its successful 

outcome as somehow pre-ordained, but this is just what those Marxists who claim that socialism 

is inevitable tend inevitably, to do. 

There is a sense in which the party, if it is working properly, can be called scientific. Depending 

on the point of reference, this may be seen either as a downgrading or an upgrading of the 

importance of the party. The party's scientific character is uniquely embodied in its method of 

operation, in the way that it proves out its theories and line, not in some- inherent truth in them. 

It is manifested in the way that the party sets its political goals, develops a program to achieve 
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these goals, and then reviews and criticizes the entire process in the framework of a larger 

strategy. 

The party's organic collective nature, described earlier in this section, is the basis for its scientific 

operation. The party is able to set itself a project and act in the role of a "collective historical 

experimenter". The experimental scientist, of course, has the advantage of a more or less 

controlled arena in which to work, while the whole of capitalist society is the laboratory for the 

party, and its ability to isolate variables is extremely limited. However, this only makes it more 

difficult for the party to function scientifically, it doesn't make it impossible. 

To develop the parallel with the experimental scientist further, the party's closeness to the routine 

of exploitation, oppression, and alienation, as it is experienced in the daily life of the working 

people, makes it impossible for it to raise the right questions for investigation. Its choice of 

programs of struggle parallels the choice of a working hypothesis for the experimental scientist. 

The "cadre of intellectuals of a new type who arise directly from the masses though remaining in 

contact with them", provide the vital bond linking the articulation of the program to its 

implementation and evaluation. Without this bond, there would be no social basis for testing 

either the relevance or the validity of the program. 

This all sounds very neat, but we must deal with reality which is a little messy. There are few 

communist organizations which function in anything approaching this manner, while there are an 

almost infinite number of examples of doctrinaire, bureaucratic, and incompetent communist 

organizations…not to mention those which are sell-outs. To understand why this is the case, 

consider the parallel with the experimental scientist still further. Clearly, within the framework 

of the discipline, the scientist must constantly criticize procedures and equipment, and, if only 

for purposes of self-clarification, basic assumptions and premises. Does this possibility exist for 

the party, and, if so, how is it organized and expressed? 

This question raises a number of issues. We have explained earlier that a party must demand full 

implementation of its decisions, not because it is inconceivable that a decision could be 

mistaken, but because an adequate evaluation is impossible if a decision is not carried out. 

Policies which are implemented in a halfhearted manner cannot be fully criticized because there 

is no sound basis for judging the relative importance of the failures in execution and the mistakes 

in the policy itself. This sort of problem comes up frequently in degenerated party organizations 

like the CPUSA, where most policies are not really intended to be seriously implemented and 

thus can never be properly criticized. 

In any case, disciplined implementation of decisions is a condition for the proper operation of the 

party. However, it is just as essential that the party, and this means its individual members, be 

constantly critical. Criticism cannot be limited to policies and programs, but must also be 

extended to the party's basic strategic premises and goals (presuming that such criticism stays 

within the framework of the struggle for the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism by the 

working class). If such basic criticism is barred, crucial new insights, such as, for example, 

Lenin's conception of the possibility of the seizure of state power at capitalism's weakest link 

rather than at its point of highest development, will develop only in spite of, not through, the 

party. 
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Meaningful criticism must deal with real alternatives. For example, no criticism of a trade union 

policy of building caucuses within the existing trade union structure will have real substance, if it 

doesn't consider the possibilities of working outside of that structure. This stress on criticism, 

then, can only mean that different and conflicting possibilities and options to every accepted 

policy and program must constantly be raised. The resurrection of options and alternatives to the 

course actually being pursued cannot help but to undermine the single-mindedness of the 

implementation of decisions. 

A CONTRADICTION 

Here is a very real dilemma. Decisions must be carried out with "iron discipline", but at the same 

time, every aspect of the work of the party must be under constant criticism. This is where the 

Stalin model of the party with its entire military-administrative superstructure breaks down. In 

that conception of the party, and it is the common conception, not the exception, the reality of 

this contradiction is theoretically ignored, while, in practice, every instance of conflict between 

"iron discipline" and a critical approach to policy is automatically resolved in favor of discipline. 

In this way criticism comes to be regarded as heresy, and democratic centralism turns into a cult 

of obedience. The outstanding characteristic of the membership of the party becomes its passive 

acceptance of, and faith in, whatever line the majority of the leadership happens to be pushing at 

the given moment. 

Most current conceptions of the party, in this country at least, seem inclined to accept, and even 

to glorify, the Stalinist notions of how the party should be structured and how it should work. 

Hopefully, this is a passing phase…a part of the current fascination with military approaches to 

political problems. 

Let's consider this problem more concretely. Subject to the normal organized review, the party 

must demand the disciplined implementation of a trade union or an electoral policy. This demand 

must extend to all members, including those whose disagreements with the policy are based on 

differences with the estimates and theoretical conceptions which underlie it. At the same time, 

debate and discussion must always be open on the more basic questions. This holds even more 

strongly on those issues of overriding importance…the nature of contemporary capitalism, the 

relationship between the national and the class question, the relationship between reform and 

revolution. Such topics must always be on the agenda for the party or its internal life will dry up 

and it will be unable to function properly. Will this freedom of discussion create a danger that the 

implementation of agreed-upon decisions will be undermined? Of course it will. But the dangers 

involved in failing to allow, and even to promote, this kind of discussion are much more ominous 

for a revolutionary party. 

There is no pat resolution of this contradiction, but recognition of its reality is a major step in the 

right direction. In the party, discipline will have to be based on a common understanding of the 

reasons for its necessity. This means that the entire membership of the party must have a basic 

understanding of how the party must operate, if it is to be a functioning collective organism. 

Administratively imposed obedience is not only not a substitute for this understanding, it is its 

negation. Unless the party helps its own members think and act critically and creatively, it cannot 

possible function as the conscious component of the working class. 
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CONCLUSION 

These are some of our ideas about the strategic approach and organizational form of the 

revolutionary party. We haven't covered all of the points which we would like, and regard our 

positions on many of those which we have considered as tentative. Nevertheless, we offer the 

paper as a basis for discussion and criticism. 

Sojourner Truth Organization 

April, 1971 
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PREFACE TO THE 1981 EDITION 

This is the fourth edition of this pamphlet. Nearly ten years have passed since its first appearance 

at the White House Conference on Youth, and it is sad to see that once again there is a need for 

it. 

The research and writing were done in haste at the time, and the report cannot be considered a 

comprehensive study, but I believe it is sufficient to indict the Selective Service System. To this 

edition I have added two appendices not included previously. 
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Appendix D is a fact sheet, widely circulated and reprinted in Black and antiwar movement 

publications in the fall of 1970, but now long forgotten, to give a stronger picture of Black 

resistance to the Vietnam War and the draft. Even this flyer, probably the most comprehensive 

statement available at the time, is far from complete. 

Three important examples from Mississippi alone are missing from it. SNCC organizer Charles 

Jenkins of Hollandale, whose draft board was headed by a member of the Ku Klux Klan, refused 

induction; as his case progressed, then-Senator James O. Eastland took a direct interest in seeing 

Jenkins punished, but the court failed to convict him. When, Jimmy Smith entered the race for 

mayor of Port Gibson, he was drafted, even though he had a bad back and had to be given a 

medical discharge soon afterward — but he was gone long enough to eliminate him from the 

campaign. A similar tactic failed to prevent Bennie G. Thompson from being elected alderman in 

Bolton; he successfully fought the induction order and won the election. Thompson later was 

elected the town's mayor and today is a Hinds County supervisor. 

Undoubtedly there are dozens of other examples of the racist use of conscription, and Black 

resistance to it, that could be offered to document the case further. Some day a complete history 

should be written. Meanwhile, though, the problem is upon us again, as draft registration is back 

and actual conscription is surely just around the corner. 

Appendix E, an article I wrote last summer, indicates that even during the years after the 

Vietnam War ended and conscription was repealed, the plans to reconstitute it, and particularly 

the most repressive and racist aspects, continued to occupy the attention of Selective Service 

officials. Perhaps we should now retitle this document Forty Years of Selective Service Racism. 

Let us all join together to prevent the next war before it starts. The first necessary step, right 

now, is to oppose registration and stop all plans to restore the draft. 

Ken Lawrence 

Jackson, Mississippi 

February 9,1981 

I. INTRODUCTION 

It would be slander to suggest that the racist practices of the U.S. military establishment began 

thirty years ago. Actually, they date back to colonial times. In July 1775, General Washington's 

headquarters issued an order (later rescinded) barring Black enlistments into the Continental 

Army.[1] Racial discrimination in conscription also originated in the same period. Virginia's 

statute of July 15, 1775, required that "free males, hired servants, and apprentices 16-50 . . . shall 

be enlisted. . . ."[2] 

The period since the beginning of World War II is our focus for several reasons. It is the era 

which formed and developed today's Armed Forces and our special area of concern, the modern 

Selective Service System. Yet thirty years is a sufficient span of time to adequately demonstrate 

that the examples of racism which we offer are not isolated scandalous acts by a small handful of 

officers or bureaucrats. Rather, they represent a persistent, continuing policy of the Selective 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/waybdf.html#1
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Service System. It is a long enough period to show clearly that in every instance when a 

particular racist policy was withdrawn or modified, it was the result of a strong, militant struggle 

by Blacks against the military's racism. 

These racist practices naturally do not exist in isolation. They reflect the racist character of 

American society in general. Some may then wonder why we pick on Selective Service in 

particular. It would be sufficient to answer that we fight racism wherever we encounter it. But 

there is far more to it than that. First of all, unlike many other areas of institutionalized racism in 

the U.S., Selective Service is buttressed by the full weight of federal law. From the time he 

becomes 18 years old until he is either over age or in the Armed Forces, every young man is a 

compulsory victim of the Selective Service System. He cannot escape an encounter with 

Selective Service without risking severe reprisals from the FBI, the courts, and the military. 

Selective Service racism, then, serves as an officially sanctioned underpinning for the racism 

which pervades the rest of American society. It is for this reason that Selective Service deserves 

special attention. 

One additional point should be noted. Our study is focused on the treatment of Black Americans 

by Selective Service. It is well known that other minority groups have also been subjected to 

barbaric prejudicial treatment by the U.S. military. Undoubtedly the long history of routinely 

severe treatment of Blacks provided direction to the generals and politicians who conducted the 

repression of Japanese Americans during World War II, and other minority groups who have 

suffered similar treatment. 

II. THE WORLD WAR II EXPERIENCE 

Laying the groundwork for U.S. entry into World War II, Congress passed the Burke-Wadsworth 

Bill on September 14, 1940, the first peacetime conscription law in American history. Two days 

later, President Roosevelt signed it into law as the Selective Service Training Act of 1940. It 

provided for the registration of all men between the ages of 21 and 35, and the induction of 

800,000 draftees. 

The law itself specifically prohibited discriminatory practices. Section 4(a) provided that: 

in the selection and training of men under this act, there shall be no discrimination against 

any person on account of race or color.[3] 

The Selective Service regulations echoed the working of the law itself: 

There shall be no discrimination for or against any person because of his race, creed or 

color, or because of his membership or activity in any labor, political, religious, or other 

organization.[4] 

and later, 
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In classifying a registrant there shall be no discrimination for or against him because of 

his race, creed or color, or because of his membership or activity in any labor, political, 

religious, or other organization. Each registrant shall receive equal and fair justice.[5] 

Given the explicit wording of the law and the regulations, it is not immediately apparent how the 

discriminatory practices became part and parcel of the actual functioning of Selective Service. 

To find the truth we must examine the military itself. In 1940, virtually unchanged since World 

War I, all of the U.S. Armed Forces discriminated against Blacks, each in its special way. The 

Army assigned Blacks to six separate, all-Negro regiments. The Navy accepted Blacks only as 

stewards. The Marine Corps allowed no Blacks at all.[6] By the end of the war, little had 

changed. 2,500 Negro volunteers were integrated into white army regiments (in segregated 

platoons commanded by whites) during the last two months of the war in Europe, then 

transferred back into their original segregated units for the trip home.[7] An order from the new 

Navy Secretary, James Forrestal, in 1944 stated that "the Navy accepts no theories of racial 

differences in inborn ability, but expects that every man wearing its uniform be trained and used 

in accordance with his maximum individual abilities." Despite this, when the war ended, 85% of 

the Navy's Blacks remained in the steward's branch.[8] The Marine Corps, which finally 

accepted Negro enlistments, assigned the 16,900 who served until the end of the war to 

segregated supply and ammunition units. 

Thus from the time of the draft law's passage, 15 months before the U.S. entered World War II, 

until the war's end, Selective Service had as its job the securing of manpower for the rigidly 

segregated and discriminatory American Armed Forces. That it was told to do so in a non-

discriminatory manner was simply a cruel Congressional joke, duly acknowledged in the 

regulations and then observed in the breach. 

The first registration under the 1940 law was held on October 16, one month after the bill 

became law. Of the 16,565,037 men between ages 21 and 36 who registered, 1,765,917 were 

Black, 10.7 percent of the total.[9] In the whole population, the 1940 census reported 9.8 as the 

Black percentage. It might appear that one way to carry out the Congressional requirement that 

selection be non-discriminatory would be to represent Blacks proportionally in the selection 

apparatus. This was never done. In 1942, only 250 local board members were Black, a little over 

one percent of the total.[10] Since the nominations for local board members are made in each 

state by its governor, several governors were canvassed to find out why more Blacks were not 

nominated. It was found that the attitudes of the governors "were based entirely upon the 

probability of racial friction should Negroes be placed in positions where they might hold the 

balance in determining what might be life or death decisions regarding white 

registrants."[11] Apparently no similar consideration was given to the problem of whites in 

position to make life or death decisions regarding Blacks. 

Selective Service states that, in the haste to meet the national emergency, "the legal rights of 

Negroes and other racial minorities seemed somewhat overlooked through the exercise of 

'administrative policy'."[12] This is attributed to War Department policy in regard to Negroes, 

released by the White House on October 9, 1940, whose last point begins: 

The policy of the War Department is not to intermingle colored and white enlisted 

personnel in the same regimental organizations. [13] 
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The War Department held that separate calls were essential because of the policy of training 

whites and Blacks in separate Army units. It is interesting to note that the "national emergency" 

which necessitated that the "legal rights of Negroes" be "overlooked" was not war, but "the threat 

of war." The U.S. did not enter the war until after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor more than 

a year later. 

Once the decision to overlook the legal rights of Blacks had been confirmed, the major problem 

faced by Selective Service officials seems to nave been to determine just who was white and who 

was Black. Early in 1941, the general counsel at National Headquarters advised that "local 

boards, after thorough investigation in questionable cases, should classify as white all registrants 

except those who are Negro or part Negro."[14] Nonetheless, there were a considerable number 

of problems which ensued in determining race. "The most frequent disputes in determining race 

were those regarding American Indians, Portuguese, Puerto Ricans and Negro-White racial 

mixtures."[15] Also, "a large number of registrants patently of the Negro race belong to a 

religious cult which rejected the designation Negro and proclaimed its members Moorish 

Americans or Moslems. These men wished to be identified as a group in accordance with the 

teachings of their religious faith. The system, however, did not feel that it could interpret this as 

being consistent with the statute and the regulation."[16] The main reason for so much trouble 

about color designation was adequately summed up by Col. Johnson, Executive Assistant to the 

Director, on August 3, 1943: "The errors in this are unquestionably are numerous since, under 

our present setup in the Armed Forces, there is a definite premium on being a member of any 

other race than the Negro race."[17] Selective Service and the War Department kept passing the 

buck back and forth, and by the war's end they still had not determined the responsibility for race 

determination to either's satisfaction. 

One of the most outstanding examples of Selective Service racism is found in the treatment of 

war objectors. During World War II, "recognized" conscientious objectors were assigned to 

Civilian Public Service Camps. Others who refused to serve were imprisoned in the penitentiary. 

A combined total of 23,369 persons were sent to Civilian Public Service Camps as C.O.'s and 

imprisoned as Selective Service Act violators from 1941 through 1946. 2,330 of these, 10% of 

the total, were Black, closely resembling the proportion of Blacks in the whole population. But 

of the 11,896 in the CPS camps, only 122, 1% of the total, were Black. On the other hand, of 

12,183 imprisoned violators, 2,208, 18.1% of the total, were Black.[18] Or, looking at the CPS 

camp and prison total another way, 45% of the white war objectors were imprisoned while 95% 

of the Black war objectors were imprisoned. While several predominantly white religious groups 

(e.g., Quakers, Brethren, Mennonites, etc.) have been recognized by Selective Service as 

legitimate claimants to conscientious objector status, Black religious groups have been singled 

out for persecution. When referring to the Temple of Islam, for example, Selective Service 

described the leaders as "cultists" and "petty racketeers," and the followers as "a handful of 

ignorant individuals."[19] On February 3, 1943, the General Messenger of a group of Black 

Hebrews in New Orleans was given a fifteen-year sentence for persuading members of his group 

to avoid military service on religious grounds.[20] This was probably the most severe sentence 

given to a draft law violator during World War II. 

Opposition to all these discriminatory practices began right after the war preparations started. In 

the spring of 1941, A. Philip Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
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began to organize a National Negro March on Washington, a direct action by 100,000 Blacks 

scheduled for July 1. "We shall not call upon our white friends to march with us," said Randolph. 

"There are some things Negroes must do alone."[21] The demands, backed by an unprecedented 

show of Black unity, were for equality in defense industries, the Armed Forces, and government 

apprenticeship programs. One week before the March was to take place, President Roosevelt 

capitulated and signed Executive Order 8802, banning discrimination in war industries and 

apprenticeship programs. On the day the order was issued — June 25, 1941 — Randolph called 

off the March.[22] The Armed Forces and Selective Service remained unchanged. 

"Surprisingly enough," says Selective Service,[23] there was only one court case which seriously 

challenged separate calls. This was the case of Winfred William Lynn of New York. In 1942, 

Winfred Lynn decided that he could not accept induction into the United States Army because of 

its racial discrimination. He did advocate war against Hitler, and was willing to enlist in the 

Canadian Army to fight. He asked his brother, Conrad Lynn, to help with the case. Conrad Lynn, 

who was then the counsel for the Long Island Branch of the NAACP, asked that group to take 

the case. Both Lynns were expelled from the NAACP branch for being unpatriotic. When they 

next approached Roger Baldwin and J. H. Holmes of the American Civil Liberties Union about 

the case, Thurgood Marshall argued for the NAACP against the Lynns. Holmes and Baldwin, 

both embarrassed, explained to Conrad Lynn that they had agreed with the NAACP not to accept 

any Black cases refused by the NAACP for the duration of the war. Therefore ACLU couldn't 

defend Winfred Lynn. The Communist Party's Sunday Worker editorialized against the Lynns 

for being unpatriotic and hindering the war effort by stirring up dissatisfaction among Blacks in 

the army. With so many obstacles, perhaps it isn't so surprising that there was only one major 

legal test of Selective Service's discriminatory practices. 

Finally, Arthur Garfield Hays agreed to take the case. Dwight Macdonald, C. L. R. James, and 

Norman Thomas established the Lynn Committee Against Racial Segregation in the Army, 

which succeeded in raising enough funds to take the case to the Supreme Court. The first habeas 

corpus petition was filed in December 1942, and the first hearing was held in January 1943. 

When the court ruled that in order to have a case, Lynn must have submitted himself for 

induction, he did so and then immediately filed a new petition for a writ of habeas corpus. The 

circuit court denied the writ, but on appeal Judge Charles E. Clark wrote a vigorous dissent. (See 

Appendix.) The case was then taken to the Supreme Court on a petition for a writ of certiorari. 

By the time the court heard the case, approximately four months later, Winfred Lynn was 

overseas, and the court denied the writ on the technical ground that Lynn was not in the 

jurisdiction of the commander named in the petition. A petition for rehearing and a new 

application for a writ of habeas corpus, this time against the Adjutant General of the Army "and 

each of his successors in office," were denied without comment by the court. Throughout the 

hearings the government freely admitted its discriminatory practices in testimony by Col. Arthur 

V. McDermott, New York City Director of Selective Service. The Appellate Court upheld these 

practices as a necessary and permissible administrative procedure, and the Supreme Court 

allowed that opinion to stand. 

"The Lynn case was not lightly regarded by the federal government, however, especially the 

legal division at National Headquarters of the Selective Service System and the office of the 

Judge Advocate General of the Army. There was considerable feeling that had the case been 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/waybdf.html#21
http://www.sojournertruth.net/waybdf.html#22
http://www.sojournertruth.net/waybdf.html#23


 46 

tried on its merits, the separate calls' procedure might have been found illegal."[24] But they did 

weather the storm, and their discriminatory procedures survived the entire duration of the World 

War II mobilization. Selective Service points to that period with pride: "The lack of adverse 

criticism directed toward the System was actually a tribute to the effectiveness of the public 

relations activities of Selective Service and the democratic spirit in which its uncompensated and 

compensated personnel carried on their functions. It can be stated unequivocably that despite the 

general lack of faith held by racial minorities in many things American, the System enjoyed their 

wholesome respect and confidence."[25] 

III. THE POSTWAR YEARS AND KOREA 

But all good things come to an end sooner or later, even for Selective Service. In 1947, A. Philip 

Randolph and Grant Reynolds organized the Committee Against Jim Crow in Military Service 

and Training, and again, as with the march on Washington organizing drive, the support they 

received from other Black groups was massive and unified. Then, when President Truman 

prepared to follow his predecessor with the second peacetime draft in U.S. history, Randolph 

issued his warning. Testifying before the Senate Armed Services Committee on March 31, 1948, 

Randolph announced: "Today I would like to make clear to this committee and through you to 

Congress and the American people that passage now of a Jim Crow Draft may only result in 

mass civil disobedience."[26] This time the entire weight of the Black struggle was focused on 

the military. Two days later, General Eisenhower testified about the Army's position: "There is 

race prejudice in this country," he said. "When you pass a law to get somebody to like someone, 

you have trouble."[27] Congress apparently agreed with Eisenhower. Two anti-segregation 

amendments to the draft bill were defeated, and the bill was passed and signed the way the Army 

wanted it. When Randolph and' Reynolds began organizing the mass civil disobedience they had 

promised (see Appendix), Newsweek reported that 71% of Black college students supported 

them.[28] On April 26, Secretary of the Army Kenneth C. Roy all told a group of Black leaders, 

"Any improvement must be made within the framework of segregation."[29] It appeared that a 

showdown was coming. But after the southern Democrats bolted the party convention in July, 

Truman found himself running an election campaign which needed minority support. On July 26, 

1948, he signed Executive Order 9981, declaring that "there shall be equality of treatment and 

opportunity for all persons in the armed forces without regard to race, color, religion or national 

origin." Randolph and Reynolds claimed a victory. General Omar Bradley, Chief of Staff, feared 

that the move would jeopardize military effectiveness. 

While the Navy and Air Force made attempts at complying with the executive order, the Army 

dragged its feet. The experience of Korea, however, finally brought about the long-sought 

change. The morale of Blacks in segregated units was so poor that they just didn't fight.[32] It 

was as if the civil disobedience promised by Randolph to be employed against Selective Service 

had instead spontaneously materialized on the Korean battlefield when the changes promised by 

Truman's executive order failed to appear. Contrary to General Brad-ley's opinion, it was the 

continuing discrimination which was jeopardizing military effectiveness. Finally, on July 31, 

1950, General Matthew B. Ridgway, U.N. Commander in Korea, obtained authority to 

desegregate units in the combat zone.[33] Even with that, desegregation was relatively slow. In 

January 1954, 10,000 soldiers were still in segregated units, and in 1956, Eisenhower and 

Stevenson were campaigning for president with promises to desegregate the Armed 
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Forces.[34] By now, however, the war in Korea had ended, and the focus of the Black struggle 

had shifted away from the military into the broader area of civil rights in civilian life. 

Selective Service had again survived the entire duration of a war without a serious fight, this 

time saved by Truman's executive order. Once the fighting had stopped, draft quotas fell off, and 

few continued to pay much attention to Selective Service policies after the Korean truce. 

IV. SELECTIVE SERVICE AND THE WAR IN VIETNAM 

It is not surprising that interest in the draft declined following the Korean truce. Without an 

actual war to fight, military force levels decreased at the same time that the number of draft age 

youth increased. During the early 1960's, 95 percent of those between the ages of 18 and 35 were 

excluded from the I-A and I-A-O pools. During the years 1964 and 1965, between 5,000 and 

10,000 men were being inducted. But when President Johnson escalated the war in Vietnam in 

1965, monthly calls shot up to 20,000-30,000.[35] 

President Johnson's National Advisory Commission on Selective Service reported on the 

character of Selective Service discrimination during this period: 

The commission gave careful study to the effect of the draft on and its fairness to the 

Negro. His position in the military manpower situation is in many ways disproportionate, 

even though he does not serve in the Armed Forces out of proportion to his percentage of 

the population. He is underrepresented (1.3 percent) on local draft boards. The number of 

men rejected for service reflects a much higher percentage (almost 50 percent) of Negro 

men found disqualified than of whites (25 percent). And yet, recent studies indicate that 

proportionately more (30 percent) Negroes of the group qualified for service are drafted 

than whites (18 percent) — primarily because fewer Negroes are admitted into reserve or 

officer training programs. . . . Negro soldiers have a high record of volunteering for 

service in elite combat units. This is reflected in, but could not be said to be the sole 

reason for, the Negro's overrepresentation in combat (in terms of his proportion of the 

population): Although Negro troops account for only 11 percent of the total U.S. enlisted 

personnel in Vietnam, Negro soldiers comprise 14,5 percent of all Army units, and in 

Army combat units the proportion is, according to the Department of Defense, 

"appreciably higher'' than that. During the first 11 months of 1966, Negro soldiers totaled 

22.4 percent of all Army troops killed in action.[36] 

Selective Service has played an especially important role in the procurement of Black manpower 

to fight the Vietnamese war. Only one third of the whites who were found acceptable for the 

military were inducted, while over half of the Blacks were.[37] It seems that once the U.S. got 

itself massively involved in a generally unpopular war. Blacks, instead of being excluded from 

the battlefield, would now be overrepresented on it. The Army National Guard, however, was 

only 1.15 percent Black, and the Air National Guard only 0.6 percent.[38] The biggest change 

seems to have come in the form of discrimination, while the official releases from Selective 

Service try to indicate that it is less racist than in previous times. 
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For example, in 1967, of 17,123 local board members, 261 were Black, or 1.5% of the total and a 

net increase of eleven in 25 years.[39] By June, 1970 the number of Black local board members 

was 1,265 out of a total of 18,968 or 6.6%.[40] In other words, virtually all of the newly 

increased numbers of local board members were Black. And on December 16, 1970, Selective 

Service announced the appointment of "the first Negro ever to be appointed a Director of 

Selective Service in one of the 50 states."[41] 

But even though the new system allows more Blacks to sit on local boards and to die on 

Vietnamese soil, there are some ways in which the racist practices haven't changed a bit. 

For example, as we pointed out earlier, the heaviest sentence for a Selective Service law 

violation during World War II was given to a Black religious objector. History repeated itself on 

October 11, 1967 when Judge Frank M. Scarlett gave two consecutive five-year sentences and 

two $10,000 fines to Clifton Thurley Haywood, a Black Muslim, even though Haywood told the 

court he was prepared to violate his religious beliefs by entering the Armed Forces.[42] 

One of the most outrageous examples of Selective Service racism fully supported by the courts is 

the case of Walter Collins. The following account is taken from a statement published by the 

Southern Conference Educational Fund as part of the struggle to free Collins: 

Walter Collins, 26-year-old activist in the black liberation movement, was arrested 

November 27, 1970, at his home in New Orleans, to start serving a five-year sentence for 

refusing to be drafted. The arrest came just 11 days after the U.S. Supreme Court had 

refused to hear an appeal of his sentence — even though his lawyers were preparing a 

petition for reconsideration by the high court, which they had 25 days to file. Federal 

marshals came to Collins' home, handcuffed him, and refused to allow him even time to 

get a coat or a toothbrush. The normal procedure of arrest when an appeal is denied, 

especially in the case of white defendants, is to allow the person time to take care of 

personal affairs and surrender. 

The issue in Collins' case is whether allwhite draft boards, made up of people who live 

outside the areas where black people live, have a right to draft black men to die on 

foreign battlefields for a system that has continually oppressed them at home. 

Collins' situation is similar to that of thousands of young black men across the country — 

for draft boards like his are operating everywhere. The only unusual thing about his case 

is that Collins had been organizing throughout the South and the country against racism, 

war, and the draft. At the time he was arrested, he was scheduled to speak in the 

following two weeks at colleges and high schools throughout Louisiana and to lead a 

national conference of black draft counselors in Chicago in early December. The 

government wanted to shut him up quickly. 

Collins has been active in civil-rights movements since he was in high school and took 

part in the sit-ins of the early 1960's. He worked on voter-registration drives in the Deep 

South, and in 1966 he started organizing opposition to the Vietnam War in the black 

community of New Orleans. For the last two years, he has worked on the staff of SCEF, a 

South-wide organization that is building coalitions between black people and poor and 
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working class white Southerners. Along with young white organizers, he has been 

working to build such coalitions in Laurel, Miss., and elsewhere in the Deep South. 

He is also Southern regional director for the National Association of Black Students 

(NABS) and has been setting up a Southern regional office for the Central Committee for 

Conscientious Objectors and organizing a network of black draft counselors throughout 

the South. 

Collins lost his student deferment in 1966, soon after he began organizing against the 

Vietnam War. He was classified I-A by an all-white draft board — although two-thirds of 

the people in the area it served were black. Only one of the board members lived in that 

area. The chairman of the board lived in a different county. All this was in direct 

violation of the draft law. 

He was given the wrong information when he tried to apply for conscientious-objector 

status. Twice, when he reported for induction and passed out anti-war literature, he was 

sent home. Collins was finally indicted on six counts of refusing induction — and 

convicted of five. He was sentenced to five years on each charge, to be served 

concurrently — and fined $2,000. 

Collins' appeal is based on the illegal makeup of his draft board. His lawyers contend that 

if he was not represented on the board, he should not have to obey its orders. The 

government says it doesn't matter if the board failed to comply with the draft law — it is 

a "de facto board." 

"There should be only one law for the governors and the governed, binding both alike," 

says Robert Sedler, one of Collins' lawyers. "A draft board not constituted in accordance 

with the statute and regulations is a 'lawless board' without the power to classify at all or 

to issue valid orders to report for induction." Sedler also noted that the federal courts in 

New Orleans were inconsistent in their rulings. Last April 24, the U.S. District Court in 

that city freed Oscar E. Clinton, a white man, on a draft charge because only two 

members of his draft board were residents of the area it served. Three days later, the U.S. 

Court of Appeals in New Orleans upheld Collins' fiveyear sentence — although only one 

member of his board lived in the area it served. 

Sedler also asked the high court why black people should be expected to serve in the 

armed forces when they are not allowed to serve on draft boards — why they are 

expected to "accept decisions affecting their very life that are made by whites," but 

whites are not expected to accept decisions affecting their lives made by blacks. The 

attorney suggests that this may explain why 22 percent of the Americans killed and 

wounded in Indochina are black, although black people are only 10 percent of the U.S. 

population. "These questions," Sedler said in a brief to the Supreme Court, "relate to the 

very legitimacy of a system by which young Negro men are asked to give up their lives 

for their country. . . . They call into issue the prejudice and racism that are part of 

American society today." 

Collins is only one of thousands of young black men who have been victimized by unfair 

and illegal administration of the draft law. He is only one of many who have been refused 

a hearing in the higher courts. Nowhere is the double standard of justice in this country 
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— one standard for whites and one for blacks — more evident than in the application of 

the draft law. 

In the last few years, the rights of draft refusers under the law have been widening — 

because of pressure from the peace movement. A number of important cases have been 

won and prison sentences set aside. But these were almost entirely in the cases of white 

men. Since 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court has decided 28 cases involving the rights of 

draft resisters. Twenty-four of these were won and four were lost by the young men 

involved. But only three of those whose cases were accepted for review were black. Two 

of these were among the four cases that were lost. 

Meantime, other black draft resisters have had their appeals rejected or have been unable 

to appeal to the higher courts. They are now in prison or on the way, or in exile in other 

parts of the world, convinced that they can get no justice in the U.S.A. Among those 

refused a Supreme Court review are Fred Brooks, Nashville black student movement 

leader, and Mike Simmons, SNCC leader who not only refused induction but took part in 

one of the first induction center demonstrations — in Atlanta in 1966; and thus far the 

Court has avoided hearing the central issues in the cases of heavyweight boxing 

champion Muhammad Ali and Cleve Sellers, a founder and leader of SNCC. These are 

some whose names are known. There are many others. 

Especially singled out for long sentences under the draft law are young black men who 

are active in protest movements — in other words, those who are actively trying to 

change the system that oppresses them. Meantime, thousands of other black men who 

might have refused the draft have been convinced from the beginning that it is useless, or 

they lack the resources to make a major fight. So they have simply gone into the army — 

or disappeared. 

As we protest the imprisonment of Walter Collins, we will be fighting for the rights of all 

these men. As we call the attention of government officials and the public to the way the 

draft system operated in Collins' case, it becomes clear what this system is doing to all 

black men. If we can win Collins' case, it can crack open the entire draft system as it 

relates to blacks. And as it cracks open for blacks, it will crack open for more whites, too 

— for a similar discrimination also operates against poor white men, who are also usually 

drafted by boards whose members live outside their areas. 

On December 10, 1971 representatives of black liberation, human rights, and peace 

organizations met in Washington to present the issue of the Collins case to government 

officials. Included were leaders of the National Committee of Black Churchmen, the 

National Association of Black Students, Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 

SCEF, Republic of New Africa, Women's International League for Peace and Freedom, 

and several other groups. 

They visited the Justice Department, Selective Service headquarters, and the White 

House, where they presented amnesty petitions signed by 12,000 people across the 

country. Three white draft resisters who recently won their cases in landmark decisions of 

the Supreme Court submitted an amicus brief to that court, urging that the Collins case be 

reviewed. The three — David Gutknecht, Joseph Mulloy, and Elliott Welsh — told the 

Court: "Our victories in the face of black defeats contradict everything we are trying to 

make our lives stand for." 
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On the same day, in Collins' home town of New Orleans, a delegation presented the U.S. 

district attorney with amnesty petitions signed by 5,200 persons in that city. Other 

concerned citizens visited their local U.S. district attorneys in other parts of the country; 

some called on their congressmen for an investigation of the racist nature of the draft 

system. 

Walter was also one of the people who played an instrumental role in exposing a Selective 

Service task force proposal to establish orientation centers for poor and Black conscientious 

objectors. This proposal, which reminded many of us of the World War II relocation centers for 

Japanese Americans, was defeated by an energetic campaign of organized opposition and public 

exposure and finally a vigorous confrontation between concerned Black draft counselors and 

Selective Service officials. The complete details of this episode are given in the documents in 

Appendix C. 

Thirty years have now passed since conscription for World War II began in the United States. 

Over those years, the form has changed considerably, but the content remains the same. The 

Selective Service System is a racist system, and a major prop for the racism which pervades all 

of American society. It is a cancer which must be removed. 
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Appendix A: Document from the Winfred Lynn Case, 1942 - 1945 

MINORITY COURT OPINION ON THE LYNN ARMY SEGREGATION CASE 

U.S. ex rel LYNN v. DOWNER No. 176, Circuit Court of Appeals, Second Circuit, February 2, 

1944 

CLARK, Circuit Judge (dissenting). 

In a case of this kind, with such serious social implications, it seems to me peculiarly desirable 

that judges shall confine themselves to the legislative intent to the utmost extent possible. Here 

that intent does not seem to me disputable on the words of the statute itself; but if any doubt 

exists, I think it must be dispelled by a consideration of the legislative history. The statute 

presents a closely integrated system of selection to fit registrants according to State and local 

quotas based on the number of available men, with an overriding prohibition against any 

discrimination in selection for race or color; and the history of this prohibition shows just how 

overriding it was intended to be. 

In stating the legislative history, the opinion stresses the fact that segregation had previously 

existed in the Army and that the Wagner and Fish amendments to the Selective Training and 

Service Act were made in the light of that fact. It argues, therefore, that the amendments, 

following cases dealing with discrimination claimed to be repugnant to the fourteenth 

amendment, require only equal, even if separate, treatment of Negro inductees while in the 

Army.[1] All that can be accepted without reaching our conclusion; that requires the further step 

which overlooks the expressed purpose of the proponents and nullifies the provision that in the 

selection of men for induction there shall be no discrimination against any person on account of 

race or color. 

Thus, Senator Wagner explained his amendment as not an attempt to control the Army after it 

received the selectees, but a requirement of equal opportunity to serve; and he presented a letter 

from the Secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People asking 

for the amendment because Negroes had been allowed to enlist only in certain specified 

regiments (86 Cong. Rec. 10,789, 10,889). This amendment — which is not the important one 
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here and which was passed only after long debate and determined opposition mainly on the 

ground that it was unnecessary (86 Cong. Rec. 10,888-10,895) — thus concerned the important 

matter of choice of men for the Army. 

When the matter came up later in the House, the Fish amendment was supported to make 

assurance sure and to quiet the doubts of representatives of the colored people. Again there was a 

sharp debate, not in opposition to the principle expressed, but on the ground that the provision 

was unnecessary, as already incorporated in that act. Congressman Fish said he was not the 

originator of the amendment, but sponsored it by request of a group of prominent colored leaders 

"who are interested in and represent the interests of 11,000,000 Negroes in America" (86 Cong. 

Rec. 11,675, 11,676). And so at length after one vote wherein the amendment appeared to be 

lost, it finally passed the House by a fairly close vote (86 Cong. Rec. 11,680) and remained in the 

bill at all times thereafter. 

In this debate on the Fish amendment, the Committee on Military Affairs, which had reported the 

bill, opposed the change. The Army letter to Congressman Thomason of Texas (86 Cong. Rec. 

11,427), seems to me of quite a different tenor than as stated in the opinion;[2] but the intimation 

it contained that estimates of registrants were being made according to color may be one of the 

things which led to disquietude upon the part of the colored people and to the proposal of the 

amendment 2 days later. It is significant, too, that Chairman May of the Committee on Military 

Affairs, in opposing the amendment as unnecessary, reported that the committee was adopting 

two provisions adequate to cover the matter — one the Wagner amendment to the Senate bill, 

and the other the proviso to Sec. 3(a) quoted in the opinion that no man should be inducted until 

he was acceptable to the land or naval forces. Then he explained that this proviso was not to be 

used to permit discrimination by the clear statement: "That latter provision merely means that he 

must stand the same kind of medical examination and physical test as any other man, regardless 

of race, color, or condition" (86 Cong. Rec. 11,676). The other similar proviso, also quoted from 

the same statute, that no man should be inducted until adequate sanitary and other facilities were 

available had just been adopted that same day after similar considerable debate as to its necessity 

and expressly to meet the condition asserted to have obtained in the First World War when men 

were said to have been inducted only to become sick or die because of lack of adequate sanitary 

and other facilities (86 Cong. Rec. 11,670). 

It seems hardly doubtful that these provisos added to Sec. 3(a) are but the protection thought 

necessary for the inductees and were not intended, and should not be construed, to nullify the 

antidiscrimination (Fish) amendment to the next section, Sec. 4(a), which in terms refers to and 

conditions the earlier section thus, "The selection of men for training and service under section 3 

* * * shall be made in an impartial manner * * *: Provided, That in the selection and training of 

men under this act, and in the interpretation and execution of the provisions of this act, there 

shall be no discrimination against any person on account of race or color." [Italics added.] And 

the Wagner amendment to Sec. 3(a) itself refers forward to and depends upon "the limits of the 

quota determined under section 4(b) * * * for the subdivision in which he resides." Thus, all 

parts of the statute must be read together and the provision against discrimination in selection for 

color must be given meaning. In fact, I find it difficult to think of more apt language to express 

the congressional intent; the suggestion that Congress should have said something more, or 
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amended the statute, means in effect that it should be watchful to see how a statute is violated 

and then expressly negative such violation or be assumed to sanction it. 

Now it seems to me that the result stated in the opinion simply wipes out this provision so 

insisted upon as assurance to prevent this very result. For it is not seriously contested that white 

and colored draftees are not called according to their officially determined order numbers 

(established originally by the much publicized drawing from the gold fish bowl in Washington 

and later by similar impartial chance), but only according to the calls of the Army officials 

separately for whites and for Negroes. The dislocation occasioned by a single such separate call, 

intensified as these calls are repeated throughout the history of the draft, was frankly admitted by 

Col. Arthur V. McDermott, the New York City Director of Selective Service, who testified 

below. He said: "I will repeat — Generally speaking, both Negroes and whites are called 

according to their order numbers, but if the number of Negroes called is less than the number of 

whites called, then after the Negro quota has been filled, drawing by order numbers, then the 

board would proceed according to order numbers, but skipping the Negroes." To the question, 

"Then you do have a Negro quota and a white quota?" he answered, "Oh, yes." And to the 

question, "Am I not right in my statement that Negroes and white men are not called in turn or 

serially, but that the question of color has something to do with the time they are called?" he 

answered, "That's right." This well understood practice has led to rather bitter comment recently 

in Congress, where Congressman McKenzie of Louisiana has pointed out the disruption of a 

community caused by the taking of pre- Pearl Harbor white fathers, while single available 

Negroes are left uncalled (89 Cong. Rec. A-5268, A- 5269).[3] 

I do not see how such a result can be considered consistent with selection without regard to 

color. It is suggested, however, that, even if the statute is violated, this registrant cannot take 

advantage of it, for he has not shown that his call was not delayed, rather than accelerated, by the 

practice, with the further correlative supposition that delay must of necessity be an advantage. 

Even if this supposition is to be accepted, there was evidence in the record that Negroes might be 

called in advance of whites, that in fact a call for Negroes would be allocated "to those boards 

where Negroes are"; and since this was a matter peculiarly within the Government's knowledge, 

it would seem under the circumstances to have the burden of going forward with the evidence. 

But I do not think the supposition can be accepted as being in accord with the habits and 

thoughts of patriotic citizens during the present crisis or permitted by the statute, which requires 

that there be no discrimination for color, not that there be no legally disadvantageous 

discrimination. This registrant asserts his desire to serve and his willingness to do so if inducted 

according to law. I think it unsound to overlook a violation of law as to him on a premise which 

we ourselves would reject as patriotic citizens and which is contrary to the whole spirit of the act, 

namely, that avoidance of service is to be desired. But notwithstanding the fears expressed by the 

United States attorney, this cannot mean the release from the Army of large numbers of soldiers; 

alike with volunteers, those who have gone into service properly without immediately raising 

any objections they have, and relying upon them as steadfastly as did this registrant here, surely 

have no ground to approach the court. 

It is to be noted that in final analysis the case for the validity of the call here rests upon the policy 

of segregation, where equal facilities are afforded, as sanctioned by various Supreme Court 

decisions. But actually these precedents call for the contrary result. It must not be overlooked 
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that they do insist upon equal accommodations, State ex rel. Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. 

Canada, 305 U. S. 337, 59 S. Ct. 232, 83 L. Ed. 208; Mitchell v. United States, 313 U. S. 80, 61 

S. Ct. 873, 85 L. Ed. 1201, which here must mean equal calls to service. However undesirable 

the colored people may regard service in segregated units, they are justified in asserting that it is 

less degrading than no service at all or service delayed, if not belittled, in the light of their 

available manpower. I think the judgment should be reversed, with directions that the writ be 

sustained. 

FOOTNOTES 

1. Referring to this case, Prof. Robert E. Cushman, in Some Constitutional Problems of Civil 

Liberty (23 B. U. L. Rev. 335, 361), makes this same point of "the general policy of segregation" 

upheld in Plessy v. Ferguson (163 U. S. 537, 16 S. Ct. 1138, 41 L. Ed. 256); but he does not 

discuss the question of discrimination in selection. 

2. The letter does not mention separate white and Negro quotas and calls: it does, however, 

attempt an estimate of the number of registrants, and, taking Texas, as an example, considers 

separately the white and Negro population and the white and Negro persons already serving in 

the Army. So far as appears, this method of estimating may be required by the nature and form of 

the available statistics. 

It is easy to slip from the discrimination here, which is based solely on Army calls for men, to 

that stated at the end of the opinion, viz, "separate quotas in the requisitions based on relative 

racial proportions of the men subject to call." Whether or not that would violate the quota 

provisions of Sec. 4(b), it is obvious that such a system, substantially following population 

trends, is more likely to come closer to calling the Negroes in their proper turn than does the one 

actually employed. The same is true of induction of Negroes "in accordance with the ratio they 

bear to the population," also referred to in the opinion. 

3. The Congressman quotes from a Louisiana newspaper statement that from a certain parish in 

that State there have been called for military service a group of men with pre-Pearl Harbor 

children, while 267 Negro single men remain on the class 1-A list, and that both white and Negro 

citizens are disturbed by the discrimination. 

Appendix B: Statement by the League for Nonviolent Civil Disobedience Against Military Segregation, 

1948 

"IF WE MUST DIE ..." 

The fight against Jim Crow in the armed forces has been going on continuously for more than 

twentyfive years. In World War II Negroes literally caught Hell — since that time those who 

have called for the end of segregation in the Armed Forces have met with official hedging, 

rebuffs and some outright opposition. On March 30th A. Phillip Randolph told the Senate Armed 

Services Committee: " . . . this time Negroes will not take a Jim Crow draft lying down. ... I 

personally pledge myself to counsel, aid and abet youth both white and Negro to quarantine any 
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Jim Crow conscription system, whether it bear the label of universal military training or selective 

service. . . . I shall call upon all veterans to join this civil disobedience movement." 

This blunt, sober statement split the issue of army segregation wide open. Heated discussions 

began in pool-rooms and churches, bars and classrooms — even in Congressional halls. Senator 

Wayne Morse called it treason. P.M. Editor Max Lerner called it historic. Whatever they said, 

most people recognised that the Randolph proposal was a real expression of the deep resentment 

Negroes have to Army Jim Crow — but — what about "civil disobedience"? What about 

breaking the law? 

Obviously such an extreme form of direct action as civil disobedience could never be justified 

until there had been a long-suffering campaign to wipe out military Jim Crow through education, 

negotiation, arbitration and legislation. Such campaigns have been waged for thirty years. Since 

before World War I Negro and white organisations, delegations and leaders have used these 

methods to little or no avail upon the Army brass hats, Presidents and Congresses. Even though 

the President of the United States instructed Mr. James Forrestal, Secretary of Defence, to 

remove segregation from the Army, Mr. Forrestal has refused to put the directive into operation. 

The Republican Presidential Platform said in 1944: 

We pledge an immediate congressional inquiry to ascertain the extent to which 

mistreatment, segregation and discrimination against Negroes who are in our armed 

forces are impairing morale and efficiency, and the adoption of corrective legislation. 

These same Republicans recently failed to support Senator Langer when he attempted to outlaw 

segregation and discrimination recently on the Senate floor. Senator Taft and other Republicans 

fought to table civil rights amendments to the draft, this even after Taft had written A. Phillip 

Randolph that he would support such amendments. Thus again the Senate voted to continue Jim 

Crow. 

As late as April the Government stated through Secretary Royall that it was the intention of the 

Army to continue Jim Crow. It is no wonder that the fifteen Negro leaders left after saying they 

could not act as advisers to such a programme. What is there left but direct action? So it would 

seem that after almost thirty years of almost futile dependence on Congress and various 

Presidents that direct action and civil disobedience are absolutely necessary to progress. 

To take a civil disobedience stand against all segregation at once, no matter how desirable, 

would be an impossibility in practical terms. Therefore, even though we make it clear that we are 

unalterably opposed to Jim Crow everywhere, for tactical and strategic reasons it is necessary to 

select carefully those areas in which one can work successfully, and then to select one given area 

in which to concentrate. It seems that there are several reasons for concentrating on Jim Crow in 

the Army, as a means to eradicate Jim Crow widely: 

1. Surveys have shown that Negroes are more emotionally aroused about Army 

Jim Crow than by any other single issue. This may seem strange, but during the 

war every Negro family was crushed by Army Jim Crow through the intense 

humiliation of their husbands, sons, brothers and sisters in the armed forces. 
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This is an important fact, for in selecting the area of concentration it is essential 

that those encouraged to resist "be keenly conscious of a flagrant wrong to 

them." 

2. The eradication of Jim Crow in the Army automatically moves towards 

eradication of segregation in many other areas of life. The Army is now 

America's largest and most influential business concern. It touches almost 

every other economic, social and political institution. If the millions of Negroes 

and white people in the Army are in mixed units they will eat, travel and sleep 

together. They will have recreation together, work together and travel on boats 

about the world together. In the South they will live, sleep and work together in 

and beyond Army camps. What could be a more revolutionary blow to the caste 

system? How under these circumstances could Jim Crow survive? 

Civil disobedience is certainly not un-American. In American history the Boston Tea Party is an 

early example of civil disobedience. You will recall that the thirteen colonies were under the 

direct rule of England. England, the accepted and established government, determined and levied 

the taxes. The colonists refused to pay the taxes levied on the tea, which they then dumped into 

the sea. This was an outright act of non-co-operation and civil disobedience with the established 

government. Many of the contemporaries of these men called them "agitators" and "traitors"; but 

to-day our history books describe them as "defenders of liberty" and "true patriots." 

The colonists argued "no taxation without representation." Today Negroes and white people who 

love freedom say "no first-class dying for secondclass citizenship; no service without equality for 

all." 

The Underground Railroad was non-violent and it was also non-co-operation with existing law. 

It was vigorous resistance to the Fugitive Slave Law. This law was passed by Congress and later 

upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision. 

Nevertheless, thousands of white people, slaves and free Negroes defied the U.S. Government 

and the U.S. Supreme Court because they felt that freedom was the most important thing in the 

world. They knew that Congress and the Supreme Court were on the wrong side of the struggle 

for freedom, so they ignored the law and did what they felt to be right. 

One of the outstanding resisters to the unjust Fugitive Slave Law was Theodore Parker of 

Boston. In 1848 he said: 

I know that men argue . . . that the constitution of the United States is the supreme law of 

the land and that (the constitution) sanctions slavery. There is no supreme law except that 

made by God; if our laws contradict that, the sooner they end or the sooner they are 

broken the better. . . . When rulers have inverted their function and enacted wickedness 

into a law which treads down the inalienable rights of man . . . I tear the hateful statute . . 

. to shivers; I trample it underneath my feet; I do it in the name of . . . justice and of man. 
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One has not only a right but a profound duty to urge and counsel resistance to a law which 

seriously violates the principle of equality and justice upon which real community and security 

depend. 

When Theodore Parker refused to abide by the Fugitive Slave Law he was howled at in the Press 

and accused of treason on the streets. Although he knew that his act was not treason and although 

the Government never did try anyone connected with the Underground Railroad for treason, 

Parker replied: 

I think lightly of what is called treason against a government; . . . treason against the 

people (the Fugitive Slave Law), against mankind, against God is a great sin and not 

lightly to be spoken of. 

Commenting on segregated draft to-day, Donald Harrington, assistant minister of New York's 

Community Church, said on May 16th, 1948, "there are laws which it is man's duty to break." 

A Jim Crow draft would violate the American ideals of equality and justice to such a degree that 

it is the duty of the people to maintain those ideals in spite of the law by refusing to register 

under a Jim Crow draft until racial segregation and discrimination are outlawed by congressional 

action or executive order. To follow this course may not be easy; there may be intimidation, 

mass arrest, possible physical pain, and for some, death. On the other hand, if thousands, both 

men and women, act together now and make it known that they will not submit to a Jim Crow 

draft, the government will be forced to listen. It's a gamble! But as Randolph stated, "If we must 

die, let us die as free men and not as Jim Crow slaves." 

INTRODUCTION TO APPENDIX C 

These documents require a bit of elaboration. The first article, "New Racist Plot to Channel 

Black C.O.'s," was written by me. The article refers to a meeting which had originally been 

scheduled for Tuesday, October 13, at NISBCO headquarters. This meeting was cancelled, and a 

rescheduled meeting, held Wednesday, October 21 at Selective Service headquarters, became the 

subject of my second article, "Selective Service Keeps Pushing Racist C.O. Plan." 

At this meeting, my first article was circulated to the participants. To the best of my knowledge, 

this was the first time that Selective Service officials became aware that their plans had been 

exposed, and, worse still, their racist implications discussed in print. Also distributed to 

participants in this meeting were copies of a seven-page outline of the task force proposal which 

included as its final point the orientation center idea. That paragraph read as follows: 

 

E. ORIENTATION CENTERS 

 

If improvements recommended at state and national level are instituted, it is most 

unlikely that many well-motivated COs will go unplaced. However, there will continue to 
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be COs who will not respond to reasonable work offers. The task force, in attempting to 

find an alternative to adjudication, considered the establishment of orientation centers. 

The orientation center is not perceived as a punitive measure or as a detention center, but 

rather as a central location for testing, evaluating, counseling, and job placing for COs 

having difficulty. 

The task force believes that this is the least desired course of action and should be 

avoided unless all other methods are unsuccessful. [Emphasis added. K.L.] 

Realizing that public exposure presented a problem, Selective Service officials hastened to mend 

their fences. They invited themselves to the meeting which the Black group had called for 

October 30, described in the press release by Concerned Black Draft Counselors, to rebut the 

charge of racism. Again they handed out their seven-page outline, which was identical to the one 

used at the previous meeting in Washington, except for the final paragraph on orientation 

centers, which this time read as follows: 

E. ORIENTATION CENTERS 

 

If improvements recommended at state and national level are instituted, it is most 

unlikely that many COs will go unplaced. However, there will continue to be COs who 

will not respond to reasonable work offers. The task force, in attempting to find an 

alternative to adjudication, briefly considered the establishment of orientation centers. 

The orientation center was not perceived as a punitive measure or as a detention center, 

but rather as a central location for testing, evaluating, counseling, and job placing for 

COs having difficulty in finding assignments acceptable to them. 

The task force believes that this is the least desired course of action and should be 

avoided. [Emphasis added. K.L.] 

Unfortunately for them, whatever advantages they had hoped to gain by the subtle editing 

changes were nullified by the fact that the Black draft counselors had received a copy of the 

earlier version and immediately took note of the alterations. The final document, a letter dated 

November 9 from Selective Service Director Curtis Tarr to the chairman on NISBCO 

withdrawing the proposal, implies that the withdrawal was motivated by the objection of the 

(white) CO organizations. The letter lays particular stress on the willingness of those groups to 

cooperate with Selective Service. Actually, it is likelier that the confrontation with the Black 

group motivated his decision. In a letter dated November 4, replying to an earlier criticism of the 

orientation center proposal, Tarr wrote: 

. . . as persuasive as I find your arguments to be, I am not entirely swayed by them. 

Six days later, he was swayed, presumably after having been briefed about the vigor with which 

the Concerned Black Draft Counselors were prosecuting their opposition to the proposal. 
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Appendix C: Documents concerning the Selective Service Task Force Proposal on 

Orientation Centers for Conscientious Objectors 

NEW RACIST PLOT TO CHANNEL BLACK C.O.'S 

by Ken Lawrence 

Copyright 1970 Liberated Guardian 

A press release from Southern Conference Educational Fund, "Black Draft Resisters" 

(Liberated Guardian, September 27, page 22) reported the overtly racist enforcement 

of Selective Service laws against blacks fighting the draft. It now appears that 

Selective Service intends to streamline its racism. The following story gives the details 

which have been uncovered so far. We hope that public disclosure of these plans will 

assist those who are working to forestall their implementation. 

Several meetings have been held recently in which Selective Service representatives have 

discussed with pacifist-oriented groups a proposal to revamp the civilian alternate service work 

program for conscientious objectors. The purpose for holding these meetings, according to 

Selective Service representatives, is to develop a program for civilian alternate service capable of 

handling an anticipated massive increase in the number of Conscientious Objectors approved in 

the wake of the Supreme Court's Welsh decision. (In the Welsh decision, the Supreme Court 

ruled that Conscientious Objector status should be granted a registrant whose opposition to war 

stems from "moral, ethical, or religious beliefs . . . held with the strength of traditional religious 

beliefs.") Apparently they expect 36,000 to 40,000 I-O (Conscientious Objector) applications to 

be approved in the next year alone, which is approximately equal to the total number of I-O's 

past and present. 

At a conference sponsored by the National Interreligious Service Board for Conscientious 

Objectors (NISBCO), in New Windsor, Maryland, on September 28 & 29, Selective Service 

representatives presented their proposals to 40 or 50 representatives of major national draft 

counseling organizations, peace churches, and major religious denominations. Representing 

Selective Service National Headquarters were Colonel William Holmberg and Ensign Timothy 

Kelley, both public relations men for Selective Service assigned to a special task force on 

Conscientious Objection charged with revising the Civilian Work Program, Colonel Rankin, also 

of the task force, and Colonel Mueller. Ensign Kelley's presence is particularly noteworthy, since 

he is the son of Roger Kelley, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower — the man who 

gave Selective Service Director Curtis Tarr his job, and Tarr's present boss. 

The official agenda was "Alternate Service Opportunities for C.O.'s," and the formal meetings 

were more or less routine. Kelley and Holmberg unfolded the task force's real plans in informal 

discussions. (They had previously revealed these plans to a smaller, more select group at a 

NISBCO meeting on September 21.) They propose to establish one or more "Orientation 

Centers" for Conscientious Objectors. Any C.O. without his own proposal for alternate service, 

or whose plan was found unacceptable by his local board, would be ordered to an Orientation 
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Center. The Orientation Center itself would be staffed by C.O.'s. At the center a man would 

receive psychological testing, job testing, counseling, and training. 

One of the SS men admitted that this plan was not intended for the traditional pacifist C.O.'s who 

already have well-established, acceptable civilian work programs, but that there will be a lot of 

people without good educations — poor blacks, etc. — who will need "help" before they can 

perform useful civilian work in the form of training and discipline. This, he said, would make 

Conscientious Objection non-discriminatory (!) by opening the doors to those who did not 

previously participate in the program. 

Since Holmberg and Kelley had already pointed out that there will not be enough acceptable 

alternative service jobs to employ the number of objectors they anticipate, it is not unlikely in 

spite of their denials that they intend to keep men in the centers for their entire two-year hitch. 

Their insistence that not enough jobs exist for so many C.O.'s is a self-fulfilling fabrication, since 

many job applications which meet the legal requirements are denied under the present system. 

Sorely needed Black and community work, staffing day care centers, and similar jobs are out 

because they do not create "equivalent sacrifice" with men in the armed forces (even though 

Selective Service Regulation 1660.21(a) explicitly allows a local board to permit alternate 

service in a man's home community, and instructions on Form 152 state that "it will be the policy 

of the SSS whenever possible to order you to civilian work which will most fully utilize your 

experience, education, and training.") 

There are several reasons for reading the worst into this proposal. First, the Selective Service has 

never allowed the presently used program to operate as intended. Second, the experience of 

Civilian Public Service Camps for C.O.'s during World War II and the Relocation Centers for 

Japanese Americans have already demonstrated that the government is perfectly capable of 

incarcerating war objectors and suspected enemies for years at a time if they deem it necessary. 

Another possibility, vigorously denied by Holmberg and Kelley, is that this will be used as a 

pilot project to test the liberal proposal for universal conscription into a National Service Corps, 

a massive, nationwide military-job corps-vista program to "educate" and discipline every young 

person in the country. 

While none of the participants in the New Windsor Conference were sworn to secrecy, the aura 

of the smoke-filled room persists. The discussion has not been held in public, but privately, with 

a handpicked few representatives of a few organizations. No blacks were present at the New 

Windsor conference even though the task force proposal is largely intended for blacks. 

Selective Service is apparently proceeding in this fashion so that they can claim the most widely 

respected pacifist and draft counseling groups as collaborators in the proposal, even though the 

groups have fought every step of the way. Another meeting, which will probably be the last 

chance for anyone to protest before the task force plan is finalized, will be held on Tuesday, 

October 13 at the NISBCO headquarters, 550 Washington Bldg., 15th Street and New York 

Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. Invited to this meeting will be just one representative from 

each draft counseling organization, peace church, and major denomination. It is not yet known 

whether a black draft opponent will be invited. 
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Yet while all this planning is going on, the first step has been taken to channel antiwar blacks 

into Conscientious Objection. Until recently, one of the easiest ways for black men to avoid 

military service was to be medically disqualified, largely due to terrible health conditions in the 

ghettos. One large Freedom Physical for Blacks in the South found that two-thirds of the men 

examined were medically unfit for the military, even though half of those had passed their pre-

induction army physicals. The next step in the appeal process has been to send evidence of 

disqualifying ailments to the Surgeon, U.S. Army Recruiting Command, who reviews, and most 

of the time allows, such claims. Since October 1, the Surgeon has refused to hear medical 

appeals, presumably on orders from above. If the medical outs dry up, it is safe to assume that 

more and more blacks will apply for C.O. status. Ensign Kelley will have to hurry if he's going to 

open his Orientation Centers on time. 

Liberated Guardian /October 19, 1970 

SELECTIVE SERVICE KEEPS PUSHING RACIST CO PLAN 

A previous article (Liberated Guardian, Oct. 19) described a new plan by a Selective 

Service task force to streamline its racist and repressive handling of COs and the 

methods by which the Selective Service had already begun to channel war opponents 

into seeking CO status. One particular aspect of the proposal, the establishment of 

"orientation centers," reminded us of the World War II civilian public service camps 

for COs and relocation centers for Japanese-Americans. The following story gives 

further details of the plan. 

by Ken Lawrence 

Copyright 1970 by the Liberated Guardian 

The Selective Service task force on the civilian work program for COs has completed its 

assignment. Its proposal for revising alternative service procedures has been drafted and now 

awaits only the approval and signature of Selective Service Director, Curtis Tarr, to be put into 

effect. 

At a closed meeting held at Selective Service national headquarters in Washington, D.C. on 

Wednesday, Oct. 21, members of the task force outlined the final draft of their proposal to a 

select gathering of representatives from churches, peace groups and draft organizations. Ken 

Coffey, Public Information Officer of the Selective Service, chaired the meeting. He was 

accompanied by task force members Ensign Timothy Kelley, Col. William Holmberg, Col. 

Robert Rankin, General Counsel Jimmy Davis and Steve Felsenstein, a law student who works 

part time for the Selective Service and was once a member of the Selective Service Youth 

Advisory Committee. 

In its presentation, the task force attempted to put its best foot forward by stressing the aspect of 

the proposal which would be most attractive to COs: they suggested that the minimum wage, 

plus fringe benefits for alternative service jobs be comparable to the minimum annual income 

plus veterans benefits of the lowest ranking enlisted man in the service. 
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Alternative service work would be judged suitable by meeting the following criteria: (1) that the 

job is in the national interest; (2) that the CO would not be depriving a non-CO civilian of a job 

opportunity; (3) that the CD's own skills would be used as much as possible; and (4) that the 

assignment would be as disruptive to a man's life as military service would be. 

If a CO and his local draft board can agree on a job which fills these criteria, he would get it. But 

if not, a job would have to be found which fulfills the first two points (national interest and 

noncompetitive). Failing that, as a last resort the CO would be ordered into an orientation center. 

Apparently, the Selective Service expects this "last resort" to be widely used, since Col. Holm-

berg has had several conversations with officials of the Department of Health, Education and 

Welfare about it. The task force wants HEW to set up WPA type public works projects to 

employ COs who get trained at the orientation centers. 

While the task force's outline of its proposal asserts that "the orientation center is not perceived 

as a punitive measure or as a detention center, but rather as a central location for testing, 

evaluating, counseling and job placing for COs having difficulties," the exact opposite appears to 

be the intention in fact. Coffey, Davis and others on the task force repeatedly argued that the 

orientation center idea was an "alternative to prosecution" for recalcitrant COs. Thus, if a man 

and his draft board cannot agree on an alternative service job, his final choice would be either 

going to an orientation center or risking going to jail. 

In addition, the requirements that COs not be allowed to take jobs where non-COs are available, 

and the "liberalizing" proposal for a minimum wage would both tend to reduce the number of 

acceptable alternative service jobs, and further contribute to channeling COs into the orientation 

centers. 

The church and peace group representatives strongly opposed the entire plan, though many of 

them are abiding by the task force's request that the details of the plan be considered confidential. 

The overtly racist aspects of the plan were not directly mentioned at this meeting, though it was 

reiterated that unskilled and uneducated COs who could not find other jobs would be ordered 

into orientation centers. 

The Selective Service was stunned by the adverse publicity about the racism inherent in its plan, 

reported in the Liberated Guardian and in Muhammad Speaks, and probably will attempt to meet 

with black draft counseling groups in order to rebut the charge of racism. Even if this happens, 

no one should expect that the plan will be substantially altered between now and the time when 

the Selective Service finally makes a public announcement of the new setup. Men considering 

applying for CO status should be forewarned about what may be in store for them. Movement 

people should publicize these plans as widely as possible and begin now to fight them. 

November 9, 1970 /Liberated Guardian 

CONCERNED BLACK DRAFT COUNSELORS 
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On October 30, 1970, a group of Black Draft Counselors met in Chicago to discuss a new 

proposal by a Selective Service task force to revamp alternative service work programs for 

conscientious objectors. These plans had previously been revealed by Selective Service to 

representatives of peace groups, churches and draft counseling organizations. The meeting of 

Black draft counselors was called to decide how the new decisions affected their respective 

constituencies, how to combat the proposal's detrimental effects in Black communities, and how 

best to fight and expose Selective Service and its plans. 

Selective Service found out about the meeting and asked the convenors if it could send 

representatives; after some discussions, the counselors agreed to allot time for Selective Service 

representatives to attend, speak, and be questioned. Col. William Holmberg and Joel Adams 

were the Selective Service representatives. 

Of primary concern to the Black counselors at the meeting were the proposed orientation centers 

for conscientious objectors, and their implications for Black men who may be seeking the C.O. 

classification involving alternative service. 

The orientation centers are intended for C.O.'s who have a hard time accepting jobs presently 

offered as alternative service, or C.O.'s who have a hard time finding any job at all because they 

are poor, Black and/or "unskilled". The gist of the plan is that such C.O.'s will be placed in these 

centers and kept there until such time as they convince their draft boards to accept certain jobs as 

alternative service, or until they accept jobs suggested by their boards, or until they are "properly 

trained" by Selective Service. (Since C.O.'s are not allowed, under current Selective Service 

regulations, to compete on the job market the proposed training would be of questionable value.) 

All Blacks in attendance were and are opposed to the orientation centers. The primary opposition 

voiced by the counselors at the meeting was the fact that the orientation centers which are to be 

established are for men who cannot find suitable alternative service jobs. Minority group C.O.'s 

would most likely be people to whom the camps will cater. The World War II Civilian Public 

Service Camps for C.O.'s and the Relocation Centers for Japanese- Americans are concrete 

examples of how such proposals have been used to handle those elements within American 

society that have been labeled as dissidents, malcontents, or subversives. In the Civilian Public 

Service Camps, C.O.'s mandatorily were required to perform menial and meaningless tasks. The 

camps were no less than concentration camps. 

Despite the repeated insistence of the Selective Service Task Force members that the orientation 

camp idea was probably dead, the proposal presented to Selective Service Director, Curtis Tarr, 

has not eliminated the probability of these camps becoming a reality tomorrow. 

The orientation centers are a crude attempt on the part of Selective Service to evade the problem 

of finding adequate jobs for the large number of C.O.'s (the government expects anywhere from 

36,000 to 40,000 additional C.O.'s in the coming year) because of the liberalized qualifications. 

These persons will be seeking alternative service work at a time when there is general and 

widespread unemployment. The problem of finding jobs is complicated because many of the new 

C.O.'s will be poor, Black, and poorly educated. These are the people most affected by the 
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present unemployment situation. Clearly the orientation centers are intended to take care of this 

by evading the real problem. 

Not only do the Black draft counselors, who received the Selective Service representatives in 

their meeting, reject the idea of the orientation centers, but they also reject other ridiculous parts 

of the present I-W (C.O.'s who are doing civilian work) regulations. 

Selective Service policy has been to cause as much disruption in the lives of the C.O. as that of 

men in the military. This is Selective Service's theory of equivalency: a theory which has meant 

that 20% of those men on the front lines of Vietnam are Black; a theory which has meant that 

Black men have constituted a proportionately high percentage of men in the elite and combat 

units in Asia; a theory that means that Black C.O.'s should be taken out of their communities and 

made to perform work elsewhere in the "national interest," which in this case appears to be work 

which won't further the interests of Black people in their struggle to eliminate the economic and 

social barriers existing in American society. Presently I-W's aren't even receiving the equivalent 

pay of E-l's (rank of most draftees) in the military. The move by Selective Service to improve the 

wages of C.O.'s, the move to place C.O.'s above the poverty level, the move to place the salary of 

C.O.'s on the same level as their counterparts in the army is a progressive move, a move in the 

right direction. For if ever there is a case where Selective Service has misused the doctrine of 

equivalency, it is in the case of its financial responsibility to and support of C.O.'s. As Col. 

Holmberg said: "Selective Service has always concerned itself with whether an alternative 

service job would pay too much, never if it paid too little." 

The proposal, however, also works against the interest of the Black community. We cannot 

overlook the fact that the proposed new wage scale with its mandatory requirements will further 

insure that Black C.O.'s will be removed from their communities and prohibited from working 

with most Black community organizations. Even if this is not the intent of the new rules, it will 

be the result. There are few, if any Black organizations that can afford to pay C.O.'s or anybody 

else $5,700 per year (the proposed annual pay for C.O.'s). 

The proposed minimum pay scale also plays right into the hands of racist, reactionary draft 

boards. These boards will channel young men into horrible, boring jobs (a thing they now do) 

and justify their actions with a concern for the economic plight of C.O.'s. Jobs which boards 

rejected as a matter of course before will, with the new regulations, be rejected because they 

don't pay enough. These jobs which were rejected by boards because they were "too political" or 

because they exposed the work of community institutions (hospitals, clinics, and welfare 

agencies) to the people, will now be rejected because they don't pay the minimum wage. 

The new work program is a classic example of a liberal reform (increased pay) compounding the 

problem it attempted to solve. Therefore, if the government wants to expand the list of job 

categories for C.O.'s and to give more opportunity to do meaningful and effective work in the 

"national interest" (improving the health and safety of the people) as it claims it does, then the 

government must find a way to pay the salaries of C.O.'s, especially Black and poor C.O.'s. 

Black draft counselors in Chicago opposed the revised work program for C.O.'s, the I-W 

program, as being punitive and racist. The notion of equivalent disruption in the lives of C.O.'s 
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as in the lives of draftees is nothing but punishment; punishment for having a conscience; 

punishment for opposing American military policy and by extension punishment for exposing 

American foreign policy to the people. As one draft counselor put it: "The whole notion of 

disruption, the whole disruption thing puts the blame for another man being drafted to fight a war 

on the population. Disruption seems to say that it is easy to get C.O. status. Selective Service has 

not taken into consideration all the hassles that a brother goes through from the draft board and 

some elements in his community when he decides to become a C.O. By the time a brother is 

ordered to report for work his life has already been disrupted." 

The meeting ended with Selective Service suggesting the Office of Economic Opportunity, 

O.E.O., as a possible agency to solve some of the problems of Black men and the draft. Without 

any elaboration let us say that this will not work. If after five years of trying O.E.O. has not made 

a dent in the poverty affecting millions of Black people in this country (an affliction which 

O.E.O. is an "expert" at handling), how can it possibly end the inequities of the draft, of which 

O.E.O. knows nothing. 

NATIONAL HEADQUARTERS 

SELECTIVE SERVICE SYSTEM 

1724 F STREET NW. 

WASHINGTON. D. C. 20435 

November 9, 1970 

Dear Mr. Chairman, 

It has been gratifying to learn that representatives from diverse groups have been willing to share 

their thoughts on alternate work assignments with members of my staff. I am grateful for this 

degree of cooperation which is undoubtedly difficult for those who are conscientiously opposed 

to any form of conscription. 

As you know, in late August of this year I appointed a committee to consider ways of assisting 

conscientious objectors in locating acceptable jobs to fulfill their alternate service requirements. 

This group has spent a great deal of time studying the full range of issues in attempts to make the 

I-W program more responsive to CO needs. 

I recently spent several hours discussing the progress of the committee with its chairman, Ken 

Coffey. Ken briefed me on the general recommendations of the group and gave particular 

emphasis to the adverse reaction of the representatives of CO organizations to the thought of a 

federally-sponsored orientation center or work force program. 

After careful consideration, I agree with Ken that the subject of orientation centers and work 

force programs need not be pursued further. 

Ken also told me of your willingness to meet again in the future to review other problems which 

may arise in attempting to improve the operation of the I-W program, especially in the area of 
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assisting COs in finding suitable jobs. I welcome this offer, although I hope intended 

improvements will make such a meeting unnecessary. We are aware, of course, of cases 

currently before the Supreme Court which deal with selective conscientious objection and 

representation of registrants by counsel. It is our hope that should changes be made by the Court 

in either of these areas, you will be able to help us meet the resulting challenges. 

In our attempt to structure programs that support the needs of COs while carrying but the laws 

and the intent of Congress, counsel from a wide range of CO oriented and draft counseling 

groups will be most helpful. Please accept this letter as an indication of our willingness to 

respond to your suggestions and a desire to cooperate to insure that the draft, as long as it is 

determined to be necessary by the Congress, is administered in the most equitable way possible. 

Sincerely, 

Curtis W. Tarr 

Chairman 

National Interreligious Service 

Board for Conscientious Objectors 

550 Washington Building 15th and New York Avenue, N.W. Washington, D. C. 

20005 

Copies to: 

Participants in recent meetings and conferences. 

Appendix D: Fact Sheet by the Southern Conference Educational Fund, 1970 

BLACK DRAFT RESISTERS: Does Anybody Care? 

Just as the U.S. Government has escalated its war against the people of Vietnam to a war against 

the people of Indo-China, so too have progressive forces within the United States escalated their 

activities against their government's war. They have moved from protests against the war's 

occurrence to resistance to the institutions that make it possible. 

Unfortunately, this escalation has not included active and visible support for black draft resisters. 

This is true even though black people are some of the worst victims of this war. It is true even 

though the peace movement in this country — and its counterpart, the draft-resistance movement 

— have from the beginning of this war encouraged young men to refuse induction into the U.S. 

Army. 

Indeed, these two movements support, and have 'supported in the past, young men who do 

refuse. And, because of this support, respect for the rights of draft resisters has been growing in 

the court of public opinion and in the courts of law. This is partly because of the growing public 

disgust with the war and partly because of protests organized by the antiwar movement. 
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Within the past year, a number of important cases of draft refusers have been won and prison 

sentences set aside. These cases include certain landmark ones decided by the Supreme Court, 

and also many decided by the lower courts. 

And with the recent victories in the cases of Joe Mulloy of Kentucky and Elliott Ashton Welsh, 

II of California, there is even a break in the pattern of using the draft to silence and remove 

young men who have been active in movements for social change. 

Thus far, however, the breakthroughs that have been made in establishing rights under the draft 

law have occurred almost entirely in the cases of white men. 

Since 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court has decided 28 cases involving the rights of draft resisters. 

Twenty-four of these were won, and four were lost by the young men involved. But only three of 

those whose cases were accepted for review by the Supreme Court were black; two of these were 

among the four cases that were lost. 

Meantime, other black draft resisters have had their appeals rejected or have been unable to 

appeal to the higher courts. They are now in prison or on the way or in exile in other parts of the 

world, convinced that they can get no justice in the U.S.A. 

Many of these are young men who were active leaders of the movement against this society's 

oppression of black people; as with young white activists, the draft has been used as a weapon to 

silence them. 

And meantime, other black men who might have refused the draft have been convinced from the 

beginning that it is useless, or they lack the resources to make a major fight. So they have simply 

gone into the Army — or disappeared. 

This gap between the expanding rights of white men under the draft and those of blacks simply 

cannot be explained away. It is racism in a most poisonous form — a form that leads to prison or 

often to death on the battlefield. 

White America must look at the facts about this gap. 

The white peace movement must look at it. White draft resisters who have won their rights have 

won them mainly because of protest from the peace movement — and the same outcry has 

simply not been heard around the cases of black men. 

Some may say that the gap is not real — that it only seems that white men are winning more 

draft rights than blacks, because there are more white men who resist. The draft resistance 

movement is a white movement, they say. 

This is not so. One of the first mass calls to draft resistance during the Vietnam War came from 

Stokely Carmichael, then chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 

when he made black campuses across the South and black ghettos in the North ring with the 

echoing cry of "Hell No, We Won't Go." Black leaders of SNCC were among the first to refuse 
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the draft and to demonstrate against an induction center — in Atlanta, Georgia, in the summer of 

1966. The people who took part in that demonstration are now in prison — and there has been 

virtually no outcry from the peace movement, or anybody else. 

Listed on the reverse side are some of the black men whose names are generally known who 

have had draft cases in the courts. All of them at the time they were drafted were either 

organizers in the black liberation movement, or people who had publicly attacked the racist 

administration of the draft laws themselves. So far none of them have won their cases. 

1.Cleve Sellers, a founder and leader of SNCC. Refused to be drafted in May, 1967. Convicted 

and sentenced to five years in April, 1968. His conviction was upheld by the Fifth Circuit Court 

of Appeals. The Supreme Court sent the case back to the District Court on the question of wire-

tapping, thus passing over the central issue, at least for the time being. Sellers had also filed suit 

against Defense Secretary McNamara, challenging the racial make-up of draft boards in the 

South. This suit was dismissed and the Supreme Court refused a review. 

2. Fred Brooks, leader of the black student movement in Nashville, Tenn. Was expelled from 

college because of his part in protest movements, lost his student deferment and was 

immediately drafted. Refused to go, sentenced to four years in March, 1968. The Sixth Circuit 

Court of Appeals upheld his conviction, and the Supreme Court refused in 1970 to review it. He 

is now in exile. 

3. Raymond DuVernay, of New Orleans. Challenged the right of his draft board to call him. 

The central issue was lack of black representation on his draft board. His appeal was one the 

Supreme Court took for review. His conviction was upheld when the Court split 4-4. This meant 

the decision of the lower court stood, and he is now in prison. 

4. Eddie Oquendo, of New York. He was active in Youth Against War and Fascism. Refused 

the draft in 1966. Sentenced to five years. His appeal refused by Supreme Court in 1968. Served 

26 months and was released in July, 1970. 

5. J. O. Sumrall, Jr., active in civil rights movement in early and mid-1960's in Meridian, Miss. 

Numerous charges against him for civil rights arrests were suddenly dropped in 1967 and he was 

ordered to report for induction. He refused, was sentenced to five years and a $2500 fine. The 

Fifth Circuit upheld his conviction and the Supreme Court refused to review. He is now in exile. 

6. Mike Simmons, a SNCC leader. Took part in demonstration at Atlanta induction center on 

day he was supposed to report for induction in August, 1966. He was sentenced to three years for 

draft refusal and six months for malicious destruction of government property in connection with 

the demonstration. (A policeman's club knocked out glass in a revolving door.) The Supreme 

Court refused to review both sentences, and he is now in prison. 

7. Mickey Booth, a SNCC leader in Memphis. Charged with draft refusal. A jury acquitted him 

in the fall of 1969 — and the federal government then charged him with perjury during the trial. 

He faces another trial in the fall of 1970. 
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8. Muhammad Ali, heavyweight boxing champion who had the same Louisville, Ky., draft 

board with which Joe Mulloy (white) won an important draft case in 1970. The board refused 

Ali's claim that he should be exempted because he is a Muslim minister. He refused to go, was 

sentenced to five years. Despite his fame, the U.S. Supreme Court thus far has not heard his case 

on its own merit. Instead, the Court sent it back to the lower courts on a subsidiary issue of wire-

tapping. 

9. Walter Collins, New Orleans, Deep South organizer for SCEF. Had his 2-S deferment 

revoked while he was still a student after he organized against the Vietnam War in New Orleans 

ghetto. Refused induction, sentenced to five five-year terms to run concurrently. The Fifth 

Circuit upheld his conviction in a recent decision. Now on appeal to Supreme Court. 

In addition to the above cases our preliminary research has revealed a dozen similar ones in the 

South and East. It is reported that many more such cases are pending in other parts of the 

country. In 1966, when SNCC was under heaviest attack from state, local and federal officials, 

17 SNCC activists faced prosecution under the draft law. 

And in addition to the young men whose names are relatively well known, there are thousands 

more whose rights are being denied and whose names will never be known beyond their own 

circle of family and friends. Most of them never reach the courts because they feel they can't win 

— or don't have the resources for a long legal battle. 

We urge you to use any resources you may have available to make the facts of this situation 

known. Publicize the facts of the cases listed here and register your protest — with draft boards, 

with the courts, with the Justice Department. The lives of the men involved in these cases — 

those with the known "Names" — are no more important than those of black men who have 

decided there is no hope of fighting the draft. But if the rights of some of these who are known 

can be established, if we can win some of these cases — or free those now in prison — it will set 

a precedent. 

It will establish the fact that black objectors to the war and the draft do have rights that must be 

respected. Then more and more black men will be able to fight back instead of being turned into 

mass cannon fodder. 

Just as the oppression of black Americans generally is the measure of this nation's sickness, so 

the particular oppression of black draft resisters is the measure of the weakness of the nation's 

peace movement. This situation can be changed — if there is the will to change it. 

Appendix E: After Ten Years 

THE C.O. 'CAMPS' 

Senate passage of the draft registration bill may have set in motion a process that could threaten 

the civil liberties of thousands of young men — those who may declare themselves conscientious 

objectors in the event conscription becomes a reality again. If past experience is any guide, this 

could be as many as half of all registrants. 
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Senator Mark Hatfield, an opponent of registration, had introduced an amendment to the bill that 

would have allowed registrants to state, on the registration form, that they are conscientious 

objectors. Although the amendment was reported favorably by the Appropriations Committee, it 

was defeated on the Senate floor. While sparing the Pentagon the embarrassment of revealing the 

strength of anti-military sentiment among draft-age youth, the Senate action also makes it less 

likely that the consequences of reinstituting conscription will be properly studied at a time when 

careful reflection and anticipation are still possible. 

In March, Representative Robert Kastenmeier released to the press an internal Selective Service 

report, dated September 21, 1979, anticipating that "enormous problems" would be presented by 

future conscientious objectors and recommending "complete rescission of the conscientious-

objector exemption" or at least limiting it to "practicing members of religious sects that 

specifically prohibit participation in military service." (As a result of court challenges during the 

Vietnam War, conscientious objection on moral, as well as religious, grounds is permitted.) In 

the latter case, the decision of Selective Service would be final, not subject to appeal or review 

by any "agency, official, or court." 

Selective Service officials disavowed the memorandum, stating that the recommendations 

"represent the personal opinions of the author," Maj. Donald Guritz, and "have not been acted on 

nor have they been used in our current planning." Actually, there is reason to believe that 

Selective Service has been preparing various kinds of harsh treatment for conscientious objectors 

for nearly a decade. Documents I obtained under the Freedom of Information Act reveal that 

Selective Service had in fact considered ways to implement one such plan without the knowledge 

or approval of Congress. 

In October 1970, a Special Task Force on the problems of the C.O. Alternate Work Program, 

headed by Public Information Officer Kenneth Coffey, reported to Selective Service Director 

Curtiss Tarr that the number of conscientious objectors due to be given work assignments had 

risen sharply, from approximately 4,000 per month in January of that year to nearly 7,000 in 

August, yet the number of available, approved, alternate service jobs had remained constant at 

about 400 per month. (The number of applications for C.O. status was skyrocketing during this 

period of the Vietnam War. The National Interreligious Service Board for Conscientious 

Objectors [NISBCO] estimates that about half of the 740,000 draft registrants from 1970 to 1972 

applied for C.O. status, but only 10 percent of the 740,000 received the C.O. classification.) 

The task force proposed a greatly expanded program of alternate service employment and a 

series of tighter administrative procedures. But these reforms would not solve the problem of 

"the ever-increasing number of non-cooperating C.O.s," i.e., those resisting Selective Service's 

efforts to place them in alternate service. For them the task force proposed, first, "a 

motivational/orientation center, for which non-cooperating C.O.s and any others which the 

improved System is unable to place could volunteer. The purpose of the Center would be to test 

and evaluate, counsel, motivate and, hopefully, place in a position in the private economy." 

What about the ones who wouldn't volunteer? The report says that even after setting up these 

centers, "there nevertheless should remain a residue of unplaceable young men, most of whom 

are still 'bucking the system,' yet willing to do the minimum activity necessary to avoid being 
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referred for prosecution." For these men, the task force recommended "Work Force Programs." 

The first consideration for these was that they "should be located in areas with favorable judicial 

climates." 

"The Committee recognizes the high political interest in such a work force program. Further, the 

Committee was reminded of rather severe Congressional opposition to this concept when last it 

was discussed, which was approximately 20 years ago. Nevertheless, the manpower of this group 

could represent a potential of significant value to the Nation if there are opportunities to utilize 

their skills in projects of high national priority." 

The task force then considered the problem of how to fund the motivational/orientation centers 

and work force programs. Four methods were discussed: a system of "kickbacks" by well-paid 

C.O.s; selling the services of the C.O. work force to interested employers, such as other 

government agencies; cost sharing with other agencies or with groups outside government; or 

Congressional funding. The task force recommended the second option, selling the C.O. labor. 

They recommended that no approach be made to Congress, with the possible exception of a 

request for money to cover overhead and administrative expenses, and "if there is no other 

alternative [than to go to Congress], then the Committee recommends that the work force 

concept be abandoned and non-placeable C.O.s be referred to U.S. attorneys for possible 

prosecution." 

These proposals, particularly the one to establish the work force program with little or no 

advance notice to Congress, and with the ominous note of locating "in areas with favorable 

judicial climates," posed a grave threat to civil liberties. The first opposition was voiced when 

task force members discussed some of the details in an off-the-record meeting at Selective 

Service headquarters with NISBCO representatives. In private conversations later, members of 

the task force attempted to reassure leaders of pacifist religious denominations that these 

contingencies were not intended for their members, but rather for the "new" C.O.s, mainly black 

and poor, who did not share the religious pacifist tradition. 

Shortly after the task force reported to Tarr, some details of the plan leaked to leaders of a 

Chicago-based national organization called Concerned Black Draft Counselors. They arranged to 

publicize the information, then confronted Selective Service representatives in a stormy meeting 

on Chicago's South Side. In a news release following that meeting, the black group charged that 

the orientation centers "were no less than concentration camps." (No documents about the "work 

force" part of the program had leaked out at that time, but the gist of the plan was clear from the 

admissions given by the Selective Service spokesmen, Col. William Holmberg and Capt. Joel 

Adams.) 

Despite the growing opposition to the plan, the Director of Selective Service apparently planned 

to accept the initial task force report. On November 4, 1970, Tarr wrote to the American Friends 

Service Committee, defending it. He added, though, "I have not yet accepted the Task Force 

report. But I am not sure what should be done about alternative service, and as persuasive as I 

find your arguments to be, I am not entirely swayed by them." But by then word was spreading 

in the black community and anger was growing among civil rights forces. A few days later, Tarr 

backed down. On November 9, he wrote to NISBCO that "the subject of orientation centers and 



 75 

work force programs need not be pursued further." Coffey's revised report, dated November 25, 

1970, is virtually identical with the initial report except for the deletions of those two programs. 

Eventually the war ended and the draft was replaced by the all-volunteer army. The work force 

plan went no further than a small-scale pilot project in California. If the story had ended there we 

could all breathe a sigh of relief that one more Nixon-era scheme, spawned as a byproduct of the 

war in Indochina, happily aborted and was never heard from again. Unfortunately, that isn't so. 

Another Selective Service study of alternate service was prepared on August 18, 1977, by Col. 

David Mueller. Mueller proposed alternate service "stations" for conscientious objectors, 

generally along the lines of the original 1970 task force proposal. 

Commenting on Mueller's 1977 plan, Guritz's 1979 report states, "It was seriously recommended 

that the Selective Service System establish ten regional alternate service 'stations' for 

conscientious objectors. It was felt that use of the word 'station' would avoid a mental association 

with concentration camps. However, this writer personally disagrees and recommends that 

Selective Service reject the notion of operating labor camps or stations for conscientious 

objectors." Instead he argued for "complete rescission" of C.O. status. 

When Representative Kastenmeier released Guritz's report to the press, he noted that the Carter 

Administration has not specifically repudiated its recommendations. Nor, it should be added, has 

the Administration repudiated proposals for alternate service stations, or motivational/orientation 

centers, or work force camps. If a debate on the merits of these plans is postponed until the next 

wave of war hysteria, it may very well be too late to prevent Selective Service from enacting one 

of them. 

KEN LAWRENCE 

reprinted from The Nation, June 28,1980 
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THE ANTI-WAR 

MOVEMENT & 

ELECTIONS '72 

by Sojourner Truth Organization 

1972 

INTRODUCTION 

The struggle against U.S. imperialist aggression in IndoChina remains a central task of the 

American left. Popular opposition to continuing the was has never before been as widespread 

and as deep. This opposition has acted as a constraint on the ability of the Nixon administration 

to enlarge and magnify the conflict, although recent events provide a somber reminder of the 

limited effectiveness of popular opinion as a factor in determining government action. 

Paradoxically, the growth of anti-war sentiment has not led to the growth and development of the 

organized anti-war movement. Rather that movement is in a state of disarray and demoralization, 

drifting aimlessly between a set of stale protest tactics, at one time useful but becoming 

increasingly ineffective, and various gimmicky "programs which lack the substance on which to 

build serious mass political work. 
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It seems most likely that the massive anti-war sentiment will be funneled into electoral support 

for whatever candidate the Democratic Party chooses to nominate. And the left, as in 1964 and 

1968, will have again demonstrated its inability to build a movement challenging capitalism at its 

roots. 

This likely failure, despite favorable conditions, requires discuss ion, debate and analysis. 

Without this we remain trapped by our old errors and habits, unable to overcome our weaknesses 

and move ahead. This article is an attempt of the SOUJOURNER TRUTH ORGANIZATION to 

initiate and to contribute to such & discussion. 

SITUATION IN INDOCHINA 

We do not intend to give a detailed analysis of the political-military situation in IndoChina, but it 

is clear to everyone that the U.S. is in deep trouble. The recent offensive of the NLP has clearly 

exposed the fetal weakness of the Nixon strategy of Vietnamization.That strategy was to base 

U.S. military power in IndoChina on a combination of massive use of puppet and mercenary 

ground troops, supported by the maximum utilization of U.S. airpower and technological 

resources. The weakness is that mercenary puppet troops are both incapable and unwilling to 

undertake sustained combat against the well organized and committed forces of the national 

liberation movements. The U.S. technology, particularly in the air war, while causing great 

hardship to the patriotic forces, is not militarily decisive. 

Under the circumstances there appear to be three options open to Washington: 1) Withdraw U.S. 

military forces from IndoChina conceding hegemony to the national liberation forces; 2) Pull 

back military forces from South Vietnam into Thailand as a tactical retreat, using whatever 

diplomatic leverage the U.S. has with China and the U.S.S.R. to maintain a continuing 

involvement in IndoChina; 3) Attempt to maintain a foothold in South Vietnam, either through 

the use of massive airpower up to the use of tactical nuclear weapons, or through the 

reintroduction of U.S. ground troops — or both. 

While the strategic aim of the left within the anti-war movement must be to force the government 

to take the first position, we do not believe that the U.S. ruling class can be forced to concede a 

defeat of that magnitude in the near future. 

Nixon's recent actions, of course, are an initial step towards the third course, and, if they were 

free to exercise their choice, this course would clearly be the choice of most of the military and 

government chiefs. However, we believe that as the blockade and stepped up bombing of North 

Vietnam fail to achieve their military goals, some variant of position two is the most likely 

response. To further pursue three would arouse bitter opposition both domestically and abroad in 

an election year. 

If Washington does finally choose a tactical retreat, it will be a victory for the Vietnamese 

liberation struggle and the U.S. anti-war movement. But it must be made clear to the people in 

this country that such a tactical retreat does not mean withdrawal from IndoChina. The U.S. will 

remain ready to resume armed hostilities at a more favorable moment. This means that we must 

be prepared to carry on a struggle against imperialism in a period of cold as well as hot war. It 



 78 

follows from this that it is crucial for the anti-war movement to further discredit the Thieu 

regime and develop the understanding that the P.R.G. is the legitimate government of South 

Vietnam. 

CRITERIA FOR JUDGING THE ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT 

We believe that there are three tasks facing the antiwar movement and anyone who 

claims leadership of it. They are: 1) The program and practice of the organized anti-

war movement must be aimed at transforming the general antiwar sentiment of the 

people, particularly the working people, into political opposition to imperialism. A 

key test would be the ability of the anti-war movement to relate to the initiatives of 

Black political forces, such as the recent convention in Gary. Understanding of 

imperialism is much more widespread and much more sophisticated in the Black 

community than among white workers, or for that matter, white students. A 

movement that cannot relate to that constituency has little hope of advancing beyond 

where we are now. 2) The anti-war movement must be able to provide leadership and 

coordination to the mass upsurge that will result if the administration pursues 

escalation further. This means the movement must be prepared to intervene in, as well 

as support, work stoppages, GI rebellions, campus uprisings, etc. To do this, the 

movement will have to establish a presence in plants and on bases, as well as on 

campuses, prior to the upsurge. 3) The movement must be prepared to function 

forcefully at times of lull in armed conflict as well as when the bombs are falling. 

Otherwise it remains on the defensive, yielding the initiative and the timing to the 

imperialists. To do this, opposition to imperialism must be based on more than moral 

abhorrence of killing, it must be based on the class interests of the working people. 

There are two existing national centers of anti-war activity, and an attempt is now underway to 

form a third. Measured by the criteria above, they are all grossly inadequate to the task. 

NPAC 

The National Peace Action Coalition (NPAC) is not really a coalition, but a grouping based on 

the organizational resources of the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and in particular on its two 

mass youth organizations, the Young Socialist Alliance and the Student Mobilization 

Committee. NPAC's sole activity is to organize monster rallies semi-annually around the slogan 

of immediate withdrawal from Vietnam. 

In the past these rallies have been valuable in crystalizing and publicizing popular opposition to 

the war, even though their political impact has been diluted by the failure to give political 

support to the National Liberation Front. In part this failure grows from the sectarianism of the 

SWP, but probably more basic to it is the fear of alienating the liberal politicians and trade union 
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officials whose endorsement and participation is seen as the key to legitimatizing the anti-war 

movement by NPAC. 

More importantly, this strategy of uniting everyone around the slogan of immediate withdrawal 

means that NPAC addresses itself indiscriminately to Blacks and racists, workers and bosses, 

feminists and Hugh Heftier. With such an approach they cannot begin to put forth even a 

minimally coherent anti-imperialist political program, to say nothing of clarifying the class 

character of imperialism. Given the high general level of popular opposition to the war, these 

amorphous rallies no longer serve any useful purpose, while their lowest common denominator 

politics only serve to strengthen the influence of liberalism in the anti-war movement. 

PCPJ 

The People's Coalition for Peace and Justice, organized supposedly as a left alternative to NPAC, 

has not managed to transcend its origin as a conglomeration of diverse and politically 

incompatible 'personalities' and organizations. Typically, the various groupings and factions 

within it, the CPUSA, the Christian Pacifists, the aging new leftists, each put forth their own 

contradictory projects and programs all of which are endorsed by PCPJ. The PCPJ is a sort of 

fleamarket of anti-war schemes and ideas, each of which is trying to attract the attention of anti-

war activists. 

3-POINT PROGRAM 

Recently a group of liberals and new leftists associated with PCPJ have put forth an ambitious 

strategy called the Three Point Program. This program bears some discussion, not so much 

because of its potential mass impact, which we believe is small, but because it reveals very 

sharply the liberal ideology dominating the political forces which make up PCPJ, despite their 

differences in rhetoric and style. This program is exceptional among PCPJ programs, in that 

there do seem to be resources, money and the support of prominent liberal politicians, behind it. 

The Three Point Program calls for mounting a public campaign aimed at pressuring the 

Democratic Party into adopting as part of its platform the following three planks: 1) An 

immediate unilateral ceasefire in IndoChina. 2) A definite date by which all American armed 

forces will be withdrawn, contingent only on the release of American prisoners of war. 3) The 

withdrawal of all military and material support of the Thieu regime. The pressure to obtain this 

plank is to come from a whirlwind national campaign of the peace movement urging that the 

peace vote be withheld from any candidate who does not endorse the three points. 

On one level it is difficult to take this seriously. Any democratic candidate who takes a 

discernibly more dovish position than Nixon will get the peace vote, whatever the party platform 

is. The organized peace movement doesn’t have the power to grant or withhold the peace vote, 

and every politician (and most everyone else) knows this. Further, though voters may still have 

illusions about the two-party system, they certainly have no illusions about party platforms. 

Platforms aren't worth the paper that they are written on. The only people who care about 

platforms are the various factions within the party who use fights over the wording of the 

platform for factional intrigues and jockeying for position. 
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Traditionally, it has suited the interests of the liberal wing of the Democratic Party to mount 

platform fights. It has made good press for the folks back home and allowed them to distinguish 

themselves from the patently reactionary elements of the party. In the past this has been done 

around a civil rights plank, but, given the present level of racist sentiment particularly around 

busing, that might backfire. The war will be a fine issue to play with this time, and the issue 

won't be too divisive since the party already pretty much accepts the necessity of a tactical retreat 

in Southeast Asia. 

This all makes the Three Point Program attractive to Democratic Party liberals. Former Senators 

Morse and Gruening have already stepped forward as national spokesmen for the program. 

McGovern has quietly given his endorsement. Money and media coverage have been committed. 

It is quite possible that a watered down version of the program will be adopted which can be 

trumpeted as a victory for the movement - and if some purist demands the original 

formulation...well, he can always vote for Nixon. 

There are two arguments directed at the left as reasons to work on this program despite 

everything aforementioned. The first is that endorsing the Three Point Program provides a 

concrete way to give political support to the Vietnamese, since, in substance, the three points are 

the basic political stands of the PRG. However, those promoting this activity are keeping it very 

quiet that this is true in order not to endanger the endorsements of the liberal notables and the 

breadth of the mass appeal. But such covert support for the PRG is no better than no support at 

all. Nixon was able to pass off Vietnamization and the most recent escalations with relatively 

little response in this country because most people are willing to accept massive bombings of 

yellow people to "stop Communism" so long as U.S. casualties are being held down. The Three 

Point Program does nothing to challenge that kind of consciousness by challenging its racist 

premises and by increasing the popular understanding of, and support for, the national liberation 

movements in Southeast Asia, particularly understanding of, and support for, the P.R.G. Not 

only does the PRG need a conscious American public that can see through the maze of lies and 

deceptions that Nixon puts out to justify his policies, American leftists in all of their work must 

stress the necessity to raise the level of popular consciousness. The Three Point Program, 

however, undermines popular consciousness by building the Democratic Party. Activity around 

such a program is antithetical to the work necessary to develop a conscious working class, and to 

build the organizational forms which the working class will need in order to take power. 

The other, more theoretical, argument says that the ruling class is split between those who favor 

stepped-up intervention in IndoChina and those who favor a tactical retreat. Therefore the left 

has a rare opportunity to influence policy decisions (as argued above, we're not sure how, but...). 

By exerting such influence and thereby winning a victory for the movement, we can begin to 

reverse the cycle of demoralization and disintegration that has overtaken the left. It will indeed 

be a victory for the U.S. movement - and for the Vietnamese people - if all U.S. forces are 

withdrawn, but that has nothing to do with the left becoming immersed in a platform fight with 

Democratic Party 'progressives'. 

This type of permeationist strategy has been advocated repeatedly by certain sections of the Left 

for some time, although rarely in such a bald unsophisticated form. Those groups that have tried 

it have either vanished from history or have become explicitly reactionary. For example, some 
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groupings within the Socialist Party entered the Democratic Party to strengthen its left wing and 

ended up aligned with its more reactionary elements. 

The basic flaw in-this type of approach is to forget that a left that is reformist, that puts forth no 

alternative to capitalist society, has no reason for existing. While it may survive for a time as a 

clique built around some individuals, eventually it dissolves. Any programatic or organizational 

merger with a sector of the ruling class insures such disintegration. At those times when our 

short range goals are similar to those of the liberals, it is particularly important to maintain 

independent left organization and programs that reflect the needs and potentials of the working 

class. 

This point is particularily important in a presidential election year. At such times there is the 

perennial rediscovery by some sections of the left of the importance of relating to the elections, 

of 'going where the people are', and of 'relating to the actual consciousness of the masses' In 

practice this means coercing one's friends to vote for the more 'progressive' of the candidates and 

knocking on doors and licking envelopes for your favorite Democratic politician. Despite the fact 

that such activity has engaged a good proportion of the left's energies in each election year, it has 

never built the influence or authority of radicals on any major issue. On the contrary, it has 

sapped the morale and internal coherence of the left. Over the past 30 years the CPUSA has put 

enormous amounts of energy into this kind of politics only to find their favorite politicians 

turning into their fiercest persecutors. 

The leftists working on the Three Point Program are making the same mistake and promoting the 

same illusions. They fail to grasp the fundamental fact that the only power of the left lies in the 

rebellious activity of masses of people, not in having friends in high places. Only so far as we 

can become part of such insurgent activity and can help bring coherence and self-consciousness 

to it can we talk of influencing policy...making history. 

The war in Vietnam won't end because some liberal politician wants it to, or because a small 

group of radicals discovers the 'right' strategy, but because the capitalists are forced to end it by 

military defeat and domestic resistance. It is the central task of the anti-war movement to 

consolidate and politicize that resistance. The Three Point Program, on the contrary, diffuses and 

depoliticizes the popular anti-war sentiment. Such maneuvering in Democratic Party politics, and 

all similar forms of electioneering, are in contradiction to the basic tasks of the left in the anti-

war movement. 

The coalition around the Three Point Program represents the worst sort of capitulation to 

liberalism and capitalist politics. That the PCPJ should find itself tied to such a program is 

conclusive proof of its inability to provide adequate leadership to the anti-war movement. 

UNITED FRONT AGAINST IMPERIALISM 

Recently the Revolutionary Union (R.U.) has been attempting to form a third national anti-war 

center around its strategy of a 'united front against imperialism'. This strategy requires an 

extended critique which this organization has made in another pamphlet (The United Front 

Against Imperialism, A Critique). However, from that analysis we have concluded that while it is 
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most likely that the United Front will remain small, isolated, and sectarian - less able than NPAC 

or PCPJ to relate to the on-going mass struggle - insofar as it is able to gain a mass base, the 

basic reformism of the united front strategy will open this formation to the same weaknesses as 

NPAC and PCPJ. At best, it will be an NPAC with better slogans for its demonstrations, or a 

PCPJ with equally empty programs with the addition of a pledge of allegiance to a vaguely 

Maoist position from its participating organizations. We don't think that such a formation is any 

better able to fulfill the tasks of the anti-war movement than the older, more established ones. 

A CLASS BASED ANTI-IMPERIALIST MOVEMENT 

If one agrees with Lenin that 'imperialism is the monopoly stage of capitalism', then the only 

fundamental basis for an anti-imperialist movement is a worker's movement capable of 

overthrowing capitalism and replacing it with socialism. Much of the U.S. left, while paying lip 

service to Lenin, act as if imperialism was a matter of government policy. NPAC, PCPJ, and the 

United Front Against Imperialism base their activity on appeals to humanitarian sentiments, 

while attempting to point out that meddling in other people's business is not profitable, as well as 

being immoral. They relate to the war in Vietnam in ways that obscure, rather than clarify, the 

capitalist essence of the policies which this government is pursuing. They see the primary task of 

the left in the anti-war movement as inflaming public opinion against the war in order to pressure 

the government to alter its policy, when the primary task for the left must be to focus the 

sentiment against the war on the root causes of the war. 

While we agree that popular opposition to the war puts constraints on the government and 

provides an opening for left agitation and organizing, we argue for a different conception of an 

anti-war movement and of the role of a left within such a movement. We envisage a movement 

able to attack and disrupt capitalist production and distribution, its military power and its 

mechanisms of ideological control - a movement capable of exercising social power and 

mounting challenger to capitalist hegemony at vital points of the capitalist structure. Such a 

movement must be connected with all struggles in all sectors, and must inevitably project 

alternative modes of social organization to capitalism. Although at this point such a movement is 

clearly quite a distance away, all of our work must keep it in mind and prepare for it. 

In 1919, the longshoremen of Seattle refused to load arms for U.S. troops being sent to Russia to 

suppress the Bolshevik revolution. In 1968, 43 Black paratroopers refused riot duty in Chicago 

against anti-war demonstrators. Black Polaroid workers have been conducting a struggle to 

disrupt production of photographic equipment by that company for the government of South 

Africa. Black longshoremen have blocked unloading of ships from Rhodesia. Tens of thousands 

of draftees have simply not shown up for induction, while thousands more within the military 

have deserted or refused to fight. Students all over the country have run recruiters off campuses, 

paralyzed and disrupted ROTC programs, exposed and discredited Cold War ideologues and 

Pentagon-CIA research programs. 

A viable organized anti-imperialist movement could develop, sustain, and politicize such mass 

struggles which are already taking place, and prepare for those that are likely to occur in the 

immediate and not-so-immediate future. 
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Although development of such an anti-imperialist movement is a long term process, we believe it 

is the only one that will work. We do not have a detailed blueprint on how that process will 

unfold, nor do we presume to know all the organizational forms it will take. However, we do 

think that certain basic points are necessary to the development of such a movement. 

1. While there are occasions when the left initiates significant mass action, it is imperialism in 

crisis that daily generates a mass opposition to itself. This opposition regularly boils over into 

localized rebellion, generally of a minor character. Though the left has not recognized it, these 

actions are a force against imperialism that is much stronger than anything exerted through the 

present organized movement activities. In fact, the attitude is widespread in the anti-war 

movement that without the continuous prodding of the movement the people would fall back into 

passivity. 

Let us give an example of this peculiar myopia. Recently in Chicago, thousands of Vietnam 

veterans, mainly Black, trashed a 'job fair' to which they had come seeking jobs only to find 

stalling techniques and endless forms to fill out. The vets fought it out with the police, attempted 

to march on Mayor Daley's house, drove out the interviewers from the big corporations, and, 

generally, tore the thing up. At the same time the organized peace movement had its dependable 

minimum of marchers parading around the Federal Building in the loop, unaware of what was 

happening three miles away. 

2. Such an anti-imperialist movement cannot be built without serious sustained organizing work, 

the kind of work that may not produce immediate results, particularly the sort of results that can 

be measured by bodies at demonstrations. At present the movement doesn't take such organizing 

work seriously, in fact, it is contemptuous of it. Movement meetings and conferences, rather than 

dealing with the actual problems and possibilities in organizing, are preoccupied with schemes 

and gimmicks and sectarian posturing. 

3. A real anti-imperialist movement must be solidly based in the working class, and without a 

clear class perspective no such base can be developed. Such a perspective is inconceivable 

without a radical change in the current a-political and anti-theoretical style of the anti-war 

movement. While it is true that, at present, it is usually the sectarians in the movement who are 

pressing for ' political discussion', this doesn't mean that it is sectarian to deal with political and 

theoretical issues. In fact, such discussion and debate is essential to the development of a 

coherent and practicable working class perspective. 
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ORGANIZING WORKING 

CLASS WOMEN 

by Sojourner Truth Organization 

1972 

INTRODUCTION 

There are numerous examples in history of mass actions on the part of working women. In the 

United States, the Uprising of the Twenty Thousand in New York City began as a wildcat strike 

in 1909, and lasted three months, projecting the demand for a general strike. The Chicago 

Garment Strike, involving 40,000 male and female strikers, was led initially by an organization 

of women. The famous IWW Lawrence strike was due primarily to women industrial workers. In 

addition, we can look at the organization and participation of women in the strike at Flint and see 

the wives of workers acting in the interest of their class. These are but a few historical incidents 

in which the action of women in relationship to the workplace has been significant. In this paper, 

we want to examine our own experiences in organizing women and begin to develop an analysis 

of the tasks of Marxist organizers in relationship to proletarian women. In order to do this, we 

must first discuss the specific role of women in the economic-social order of today and, from 

this, begin to determine what this role means for the development of autonomous workers' 

organizations which actively include women. 

In attempting to build mass organizations at the workplace, we must understand the position of 

women in the workforce, i .e. the role of women in the economy. Analyses of "workers" in 
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general are frequently unproductive in answering questions concerning the organization of 

proletarian women because these analyses lack an understanding of the specific differences 

between women and men as members of the proletariat. Three differences in their relationships 

to the means of production become apparent in examining the position of women in the labor 

force. Understanding these in their correct context is crucial for successful strategic development 

of class conscious workers. 

WOMEN'S POSITION IN THE WORKFORCE 

1. In selling their labor power, women are not a primary factor in direct commodity production. 

By this is meant that in the basic industries which constitute the structural backbone of the 

capitalist economy, women have no real part. Numerically constituting 40% of the labor force, 

women proletarians are neither concentrated in the primary industries nor are they directly 

responsible for the functioning of a commodity production economy. Percentage concentration 

of women in the workforce is: 

a) 15% factories 

b) 23. 5% service 

c) 34. 5% clerical 

The majority of working class women are in other sectors of the labor force, namely clerical and 

service, the remainder being in light industrial point of production. To bring women together as 

workers, conscious of themselves as part of a class, we cannot state simplistically that their 

identity or power as workers is solely at the point of production; rather, we must deal objectively 

with their secondary status in a commodity production economy. 

2. Women serve as a reserve army of labor in the capitalist economy. This point was clearly 

demonstrated by women's job role during the two world wars. Today, women's reserve role is 

played out much more by the transient and fluctuating nature of their employment. Because 

women are often involved sporadically in the workforce, complications are created in organizing 

them. 

Women are often employed in industries which have a yearly planned layoff policy, i,e. the 

canning industry. In such cases, women work when their labor is needed and are subject to stable 

layoffs. The same is true of industries which work in conjunction with textile production 

employment being highest at seasonal changes, followed by definite cutbacks. The electronics 

industry also has a seasonal employment, often revolving around the Christmas season. These 

factors tend to decrease the consciousness of women as workers. Often their length of 

employment in a certain industry does not exceed a few months, at which point they must seek 

another job, unemployment or welfare compensation. Thus, welfare recipients fall into this 

category. These circumstances create complications in organizing women along specifically 

industrial lines and inhibit the growth of stable organizations of working class women. 

3) Many proletarian women do not rely on selling their labor power only, to achieve the means 

of subsistence. We find working class women whose relationship to the means of production is 

completely dependent on the fact that the husband is a worker. Nevertheless, the housewife must 
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be brought to a stage of class consciousness which will allow her to participate in working class 

struggles and will prevent her adoption of a reactionary role in the development of these 

struggles. The wife who works to supplement the family income is another case of a proletarian 

woman whose labor power is not sold to completely attain the means of subsistence. In this case, 

employment is often transitory and sporadic, depending on home conditions. In both these cases, 

there is not immediate identification as workers condemned to sell their labor power on the 

capitalist's terms. Their objective situation hinders class consciousness unless this is dealt with 

by organizers. The purpose of this point is to raise the fact that women are sometimes in the 

position of being members of the working class, but on the job organizing does not touch them, 

and provides no way to increase their class consciousness. 

"TWO POINTS NEED TO BE MADE" 

A lot of confusion has arisen about the reason for making these distinctions between male and 

female workers. Some have mistakenly felt that it is an argument against point of production 

organizing for women. For this reason, we feel it is necessary to clarify further this question. 

First, in recognizing the role of women in the economy, we can provide an understanding of the 

potential for development of an independent women's socialist movement. We can arrive at 

conclusions concerning what the development of independent workers' organizations means to 

proletarian women specifically. Secondly, we can begin to deal with an understanding of what is 

the nature of the workplace for women, and what this means in terms of strategic concentration 

for Marxist women. 

An independent proletarian women's movement will not be developed in isolation from the 

organizational development of the working class generally. Possibilities for changing women's 

social and political position without basic change and challenge to the existing social order is 

limited. Primarily, this is due to their relationship to the means of production and their limited 

sense of power caused by this. Marxists, recognize that the ruling class is responsible for the 

ruling ideas, that as long as bourgeois society holds sway the role of women in society will never 

be effectively altered. 

Historical precedents can be found in the U.S. in the submergence of socialist women and the 

dominance of bourgeois feminists in the Sufragette Movement. The same can be seen in the 

contemporary movement for women's liberation. Briefly, we would argue that an autonomous 

women's movement cannot reflect the interest of the proletariat when its development is 

attempted in isolation from the organizational development of the working class as a whole. 

Male supremacy in a capitalist system dictates a negation of autonomous power of women at the 

point of production. Working women's power lies with their class, with the growth of working 

class consciousness, and the development of concrete challenges to bourgeois society and 

bourgeois ideas. Through the development of dual power organizations of workers, proletarian 

women can identify where their power lies as a class, even though they may not be directly 

involved in production. 

IMPORTANCE OF WORKPLACE ORGANIZING 
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In terms of what the growth of independent workers' organizations means to proletarian women 

specifically, we come back to the point of where their power lies in relationship to the means of 

production. 

"In industry, women are more likely than men to work for marginal businesses 

characterized by small size, low capital investment, low profit margins, haphazard 

personnel practices, high employee turnover and low pay. Many thousands of women 

still work in such plants, making cheap clothing, costume jewelry, paper hats and party 

favors, inexpensive toys or picture frames, knick knacks, and similar products. 

Sometimes ignored by government and union alike, these are the plants where 

conditions are most likely to be reminiscent of the last century. ..." (Smuts, Women and 

Work in America) 

This is an excellent description of the workplace of women and points out many of the 

differences and problems of workplace organizing of women, as well as the potential for 

organization. 

Whether in industry, service or clerical work, the nature of the workplace for women is generally 

different from that of men. Recognition of this calls for the strategic concentration of women at 

the workplace for the development of autonomous workers' organizations regionally. The 

workplace is not just any plant that hires women in the area, but includes all areas of the work 

force where concentrations of women are employed and where there is the realistic potential for 

involving large numbers of proletarian women in fighting for their day to day interests, and 

preparing them for participation in the functioning as a ruling class. 

Here we would like to explain some of our experiences with organizing women at the workplace. 

We have found numerous women eager to act, with a recent history of spontaneous struggles. Of 

course, women experience defeats and individual frustrations over getting the boss to recognize 

individual needs for leaves or transfers or hours of work. But, at the workplace when the women 

unite in a section, department or plant and decide to act, they know they will be heard. 

We were involved in a slow-down when the women felt compelled to challenge the boss. In an 

electronics plant, wages were $2.25 an hour, but the company had a bonus based on piece rate 

which meant $20-30 a week more in pay. The production line workers received a group bonus. 

On a line of approximately thirty women, a high guaranteed bonus had been in effect. The 

company needed more production and raised the rate to a very difficult level. The workers were 

unable to make the rate. By Wednesday of the week we knew we would be receiving the tiny 

bonus, several women began discussing possible retaliation. We decided on a refusal to work 

Saturday. 

We had been working compulsory Saturday overtime for a month and a half, and knew the 

company needed Saturday work since we had not been making rate. Response from other women 

was mixed. The real bootlickers were reluctant, but the average workers and militants were 

ready. The women on individual work who fed the line did not support it because they thought 

their bonus was unaffected. All this changed when the checks were distributed. Instead of the 

$20-25, it was $1- 7. A very up-tight group leader distributed the checks to angry, yelling women 
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just before lunch. As he gave each person her check, she cussed him out and stopped working. 

During lunch, people urged a strike, a sit-down, and wanted to sign up for the union. It was 

finally decided "to work like we get paid" in a general slow down. This was supported 

unanimously and carried out even by the most reactionary footdraggers. A furious group leader 

could not yell the line into speeding up, and by the end of the day the company had agreed to 

restore the bonus. 

FIGHT AGAINST RACISM 

In addition to the possibility of exercising power, there is another factor unique to women at the 

plant and in hospitals. These are the places where white supremacy can be combatted effectively 

and overcome in a way that is not possible in the community at this time. Because of the strong 

segregation in housing and social patterns in north and south in this country, there are practically 

no places where black, latin, and white commonly are together. It is a regular United Nations in 

plants and service industries, with immigrants, blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, southern whites 

and northern whites all together eight hours a day. But it is more than the social contact that 

makes the job a place to overcome racism. On the job, all these people are dependent on one 

another.The overt racist has a tough time getting materials or completing a job if her hatred is 

constantly spewing out. Even though the boss has a thousand and one little tricks to keep 

workers at odds with each other, cooperation is the basis for getting tasks done. The job is also 

the place where it can be made clear that white supremacy hurts everyone. Unity is the keystone 

for successful struggles. 

ONE EXAMPLE 

At a medium-sized hospital, a black nurse's aide requested to change from fulltime to part time 

employment in order to continue her education. The women was married and raising a family, so 

it was impossible for her to continue working full time and attend school; also, it was impossible 

for her to quit working entirely, as her job supplemented her husband's income. She was told that 

the hospital policy did not allow an aide to go part time unless she had been employed full time 

for one year and had maintained a good work record. 

A white nurse's aide had requested the same change, and was allowed to go part time. Neither 

woman had worked a full year before she entered the request. In discussing the matter off the 

job, they decided that the only possible reason was racism, and decided to confront the 

supervisor with this fact. 

After a fruitless discussion with the head of the department, it became clear that there was no 

policy. The discussion turned up three different reasons why the white woman could go part time 

at less than a year and the black woman couldn't. The first was that the policy was the same, but 

that the white woman was an exception. Then it was changed to the "institution of a new policy." 

Finally, the reason became that a mistake had been made on the employment date of the white 

woman. 

After stirring up a ruckus and accusing the hospital of being racist, the two decided to file a 

discrimination suit with the EEOC. It was hoped that a legal suit would help to protect the job. 
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Finally, the supervisors stated that they would reconsider the matter and let those involved know 

in a week what the policy was. In the meantime, the women went around talking to others about 

the suit and encouraging them to attend the coming meeting. 

Before work, the black woman was informed that the matter was settled and she could not go 

part time. The aide then informed her supervisor she had filed a des crimination suit against the 

hospital. Then she informed her black and white co-workers that she was being forced to resign 

because she could not continue working full time. Later that evening, this same woman was fired 

for allegedly stealing hospital property. It was during working hours, and nothing had been 

removed from the hospital. The woman immediately went from floor to floor, spreading the 

news of her firing. She made it clear to the other workers the relationship between the firing 

occurring on the same day she had informed the hospital that she had filed a suit against them. 

Eight or nine women congregated in one room, mad as hell. There was one white woman who 

said she was ready to go home if the black aide was going. After some discussion, it was decided 

that since the fired aide was supposed to pick up her final check the next day, as many aides as 

possible should accompany her and demand to know the real reason for the firing. They decided 

to write a petition which protested the firing and demanded a meeting with the administrators to 

investigate racist policies-in the nursing department. All these actions at the time of the firing 

were spontaneous and based on the initiative of black and white-women who worked there. 

Right now, the people who signed the petition are trying to formulate some strategy to win. The 

group is small, but are beginning to meet off the job to discuss general grievances and ways to 

get "workers to stick together. " It should also be mentioned that this hospital does not have a 

union; therefore, even signing a petition is putting your job in jeopardy. 

These are the kinds of job actions in which women attack white supremacy and see it as in their 

interest to promote unity for their own strength as workers. This struggle is still going on, and 

hopefully will develop into an ongoing group of working women. It is difficult to imagine such 

an opportunity for class action arising outside the workplace. 

Even the most backward woman knows that when the department stops work, the more who stop 

the stronger everyone's position is. Of course, there are all white plants, and the northern white 

women receive preference for the higher paying jobs, but, because women's work is generally 

such a low job classification, in the overwhelming majority of plant situations the workforce is 

multinational. Certainly white supremacy and ethnic pride play a divisive role on the job, but it is 

at the plant and in hospitals where the possibility of overcoming racism exists. 

WOMEN IN SERVICE INDUSTRIES 

Most of our experience has been with women at the point of production and in hospitals. But 

these are not the only places that working class women work. Though women are increasingly 

entering the work force, there is a disproportionate entrance into various occupational sectors. 

Statistics show the overall increase of women in the labor force, but in conjunction with this is an 

increase of unemployment among women factory workers. This illustrates the need to 

organizationally develop women workers throughout the labor force. We must consider the 
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potential for developing women in all three areas in order to accomplish the growth of their 

identity as workers who struggle to uphold their day to day interests, and to participate equally in 

functioning as a ruling class. This means exploring possibilities for organization of service and 

clerical workers as well as factory women. 

In considering women in service industries, categorical differences become apparent in type of 

work performed, and these are relevant in evaluating the organizational potential of the workers. 

On the one hand, there is the service worker operating as an individual in provision of a service. 

In this category is the technician, waitress, janitor, etc. Though workers in such a field are 

working for a larger institution employing many individuals in the same function, their job 

conditions do not provide a sound basis for organization. Generally, the job performed is an 

individual provision of a service. There is a separation from other workers in performance of the 

job. Also, there is a certain degree of independence and freedom of action for the workers due to 

decreased immediate discipline. This usually takes the form of no supervisor immediately 

present and accountable to in the performance of the job. 

The other type of service workers is immediately involved in collective labor in the provision of 

the service. In this category would be hospital and telephone workers as examples. There is the 

social rendering of a service to benefit the capitalist. The workers function in the collective 

performance of a job over which they have no control in its performance, and they are under 

immediate supervision. The job conditions are not essentially different from the factory worker, 

except that the labor does not produce a tangible commodity. It renders a service with a use value 

and an exchange value. These service industries differ from the first in that they do not simply 

render a service, but they have become part of the economic structure for the direct production of 

capital, and play an important role with respect to commodity production. One cannot separate 

the process of production and the object produced; the service is a commodity. 

The good organizing possibilities of this type of service worker is illustrated by the success that 

New York City organizers have had with involving telephone operators in several job actions 

and strike support. 

Telephone operators, etc., are also under highly repressive job discipline. It is daily drummed 

into them that they are mere cogs in a vast machine and they must all follow uniform standard. It 

is probably one of the most highly structured and sharply disciplined jobs. Although this create s 

a very repressive atmosphere, once women begin to challenge the authority, the situation alters 

dynamically. In recent years, there has been a history of sporadic,, spontaneous actions by 

telephone women. 

The whole area of mail order house workers is also a tremendous place to build organization and 

advance consciousness." Alden's, Wards, Sears, Spiegels have huge concentrations of women in 

their warehouses packaging, sorting and checking their merchandise. During a recent leafletting 

campaign at one of these warehouses, the women were very eager for literature. Many stopped to 

ask for more direction on what to do inside. 
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HOSPITAL WORKERS 

We are speaking about organizing non-professional hospital workers. There is a considerable 

difference in job conditions and pay between the professional nurses and doctors and the non-

professional workers. Job conditions for the non-professionals have similarities to factory work. 

The labor is physically hard, but more importantly, it is collectively rendered. In dietary, the 

laundry, housekeeping, and nurses' aides the work is socially performed and close cooperation is 

necessary. In addition, these workers know that someone else is getting rich because of their 

labor. Generally, conditions are such that these non-professional workers are prepared to go to 

great lengths to fight their bosses for better job conditions. In the past several years the most 

militant strikes by women in the Chicago area have been by hospital workers. They were mostly 

involved in getting recognition for the lousy Hospital Employees Labor Program. HELP offers 

workers little, but they are so dissatisfied that they support it and outstrip the union leadership in 

militancy. 

There is an added dimension to hospital work which closely binds it to the community. The 

hospital treats people and any organization or transformation of a hospital affects community 

residents. With community support, a hospital worker's program has added strength, and even 

more emphatically, with hospital workers' support, a community health program has power 

behind its demands. In one hospital where we worked, a community organization was attempting 

to force the hospital to support its free health clinic with money, equipment and doctors. This 

organization contacted the workers only once with a leaflet describing its demands. They did not 

incorporate any of the workers' demands for a union, and made no effort to develop personal 

contacts with the workers. Most workers felt threatened by the two demonstrations by the 

organization at the hospital, and believed outlandish rumors about plans to take over the hospital. 

A few concessions were won and the campaign withered. However, we are confident that if the 

campaign had been waged with close connection with the workers (who would have been eager 

to support community health demands, since many were from the neighborhood), a very 

powerful campaign and program would have materialized. It is true that hospital workers can be 

organized around job issues without active support of the community, but with close ties to the 

community, they can begin to address the broader health care issues of who receives health care 

and who profits from it. 

POSSIBILITIES OF ORGANIZING CLERICAL WORKERS 

The same categorical differences which apply to service industries apply to clerical work. 

Depending on her work situation, the worker will se herself with an identity apart from 

production or as a part of the production process itself. In the former case, the worker sees 

herself as the bosses' advocate; in the latter, she performs work which is analogous to the 

production process. This distinction is very important since so many women are in clerical 

positions. In general, the large office pools operating in the heart of large cities reinforce a 

negation of class consciousness. There is a real material separation from the point of production 

and a physical isolation from working class communities. The upward mobility syndrome is a 

felt reality in the eyes of these women, and the potential for organizing these women looks bleak 

until precedents have been set by their sisters in more organizable situations. 
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On the other side, we have the employment of large numbers of clerical workers in plants where 

their job is directly dependent on production, and the consequences of capitalism are 

immediately present. When overproduction, unemployment, and layoffs hit the factory worker, 

they often also hit the clerical staff because the amount and conditions of their work correspond 

to plant production . These working class women have been virtually ignored by unions and they 

have often been used as scabs during production workers' struggles. 

The working conditions are not exceptional. They warrant organizing attempts. The work is 

boring and repetitive. Some of our experience has shown these women to be extremely bitter 

about their situation. The sexual oppression tends to be greater than in plants. Even the non-

unionization of these workers operates in the bosses' interests because of their widespread use as 

scabs during strikes. Also, when a plant stockpiles for the usual three year contract, the 

organization and transportation of stockpiled items is highly dependent on these women; if they 

were out on strike, the goods couldn't move. With all their paperwork, these women have access 

to information which could be valuable for an in-plant organization. 

Because so little work has been done with production clerical workers, it is difficult to put forth 

definite conclusions about their potential. In two instances we have found clerical workers 

enthusiastic and interested in the activities of plan organizations. At one large heavy industry 

plant employing mainly men in production, an insurgent newsletter is put out. The clerical and 

technical workers manage to get a hold of a few copies of the newsletter and reproduce it and 

distribute it among themselves each time (there are 2000 of them). In another, the production of a 

newsletter ignited independent attempts by the women in the office to selforganize and link up 

with plant organization. One woman was attempting to organize keypunch operators in a 

predominantly male plant. Success at such situations will further the organizational attempt of 

the men at the point of production. 

It would be absurd to write off office workers as unimportant and unorganizable at this point. 

Work has not developed enough to arrive at such conclusions and the large numbers of 

proletarian women at such jobs cannot be ignored. Marxists should seriously evaluate the area 

they are working in, attempt to identify concentrations of proletarian women and determine the 

potential for waging successful struggles at such places. 

THE SITUATION OF THE WORKING CLASS WOMAN 

In this section , we shall deal with some of the national differences found among working 

women, and their relationship to their bosses, their jobs and their union. 

BLACK AND LATIN WOMEN 

There is a great difference in consciousness between black and Latin women. We have found 

generally a good level of consciousness among many black women. On most of our jobs, the 

strongest leaders and most militant workers are black. The reason for this is fairly clear. 

Black workers have been involved in collective production for over four hundred years. Their 

experience has led most of them to understand the value of collective opposition. This has not 
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been true for Latin women. They have only recently been involved in the workforce in 

occupations collectively performed. Thus, there is a lack of consciousness of methods of 

struggle. Often they do not understand English well, and are passed by when literature is 

distributed or discussions held. Being so dominated by their husbands makes many timid and 

reluctant to act on their own. However, as Latin experience in the workforce increases, this 

situation alters. We recently experienced such a change in consciousness with Latin women. 

There is a medium-sized, predominantly Latin, plant with many immigrant Chicano green card 

workers, as well as illegal entrants. The plant has a scattering of black and white workers, too. 

They pay particularly low wages, $1. 85 an hour, and have a piece rate system whereby a few 

people can make relatively good money if they work extremely hard. An entire department of 

about twenty women stopped work for nearly one half hour when they were given bad materials 

making it unable for them to make rate for nearly two weeks. 

One Latin woman stopped work, and we encouraged a general stoppage. All but two of the other 

women were rapidly convinced to stop work. After thirty minutes, the women returned to work 

after various threats by the management. They worked another forty minutes, and the company 

promised some of the women a few cents an hour for the bad material. A Latin woman and us, 

dissatisfied with the settlement, attended a union meeting that night and forced a meeting 

between union, management, and department. At this meeting, the management was extremely 

conciliatory, and several women were quite outspoken. All of their demands were agreed to. The 

women were elated and knew that it was their actions that had won their demands. 

WHITE WOMEN 

It is also helpful to consider several differences among white working women. In the plants, 

most white women are either foreign immigrants or southern. With recent immigrants there is 

often a language problem which isolates them from other workers. Some have previous factory 

experience and others don't. Many from Eastern Europe may be strongly anti-communist, but 

consider themselves socialist. Thus, beyond the language problem, it is difficult to generalize 

their behavior in militant situations. 

With southern white women, the problems are very different. In addition to the fact that many 

come from small rural communities with little industry, they come from very strong anti-union 

as well as racist traditions. We have usually found southern white women to be the most 

backward. However, again it should be pointed out that this changes as their experience in 

collective labor changes, and as the South becomes more industrialized and organized. 

Most northern white women in plants are older (over forty). Many do have a history in plant 

work, and the chief thing holding them back from action is job security. It is difficult for anyone 

over forty to find work. Most young northern white women are in clerical positions. 

Generally, we have found black women to be the most advanced. However, there is really 

nothing in Latin and white women's consciousness or experience that cannot be changed in the 

heat of struggle. 
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IMPORTANCE OF THE JOB 

The importance of the job itself to the women worker is closely related to her situation as a 

woman in this society. The job is the one place where women can express themselves 

independently. They are no someone's wife or mother. Even though the work is very alienating 

and repetitive, some women work for this one reason--they can have their own identity on the 

job. In this society, many women find marriage stifling, or at least restrictive on their personal 

development. As much as they enjoy their families, they find it important to get away. We have 

encountered numerous women who say they hate staying home all day. Paradoxically, they long 

for the time they can quit working, but even after it is not economically necessary for them to 

keep working, they stay on. (Of course, some of this can be attributed to the fact that working 

people never make it in this" society, and thus there is always something more they need to buy 

for security.) They hate the exhaustion that working both at home and on the job brings, but they 

will not give up the independence they find on the job. This may be one of the reasons women 

react so fiercely to being treated as children. 

Many foremen and supervisors are paternalistic and treat "their" women workers as slightly 

backward children. Thus, they frequently go into rages over work problems. Many times we 

have seen women become exceedingly indignant over such treatment, and declare that they 

expect to be treated as adults. This sense of independence is different from men's identification 

with work, though. Most men see almost their total identity wrapped up with work--I am a set- 

up man, I am a maintenance man. They also determinedly accumulate seniority and higher job 

classifications for more security. On the other hand, most women know that there is no better job 

for them. 

In the plant, the most repetitive and boring jobs are usually women's jobs; many men refuse to do 

such "women's work. " In one department where we worked, there were several highly repetitive 

machine jobs. For women, the jobs were better paying than most, but they were among the lower 

paying for men. In the space of three weeks, three different young men were hired and quit on 

those jobs. One punched out after two hours on his second day. Finally, a woman from the 

department was promoted. For women, there are no "more fulfilling" jobs to go seeking. Only 

the contact with other women on the job begins to meet this need. 

UNIONS 

Women's relationship to unions is slightly different than men's. Most women are employed in 

either nonunionized situations or in places with extremely poor unions. 

Working in places where there are no unions presents certain problems. Several times we have 

been in the situation where a union is trying to organize our jobs. Very often they have been 

lousy sellout unions. The problem has been that the best, most militant workers were actively 

supporting the union efforts. It would have been folly to remain aloof from the union struggle. 

To oppose the union would have clearly lumped us with the reactionary and backward workers. 

We found ourselves encouraging people to sign union cards and attending organizing committee 

meetings. Naturally, our support was critical, and with our close contacts we discussed demands 

to place on the union. Our decision was to support a union drive and build an independent group 
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to develop demands. We did not take leadership in the union structures , so that we would not be 

identified as synonymous with the union. 

In non-union situations where no union is attempting to organize, the problem is slightly 

different. Often it seems useful to ask a union to come to organize to create some activity. This is 

seldom a good idea, because it creates more problems than it solves. In practically all work 

places, no active or so-called "good" union will come to organize. If they do, it is to support their 

other locals. Thus, both the Teamsters and the UAW occasionally organize a place like 

Montgomery Wards, but the name of the union is the only thing Wards workers have in common 

with the more highly paid truck drivers or auto workers. These unions use the dues to finance the 

fringe benefits and strikes of their "real" locals. Thus, other than the initial activity around 

organizing a union, any union turns but to be crummy and inept, discouraging those who worked 

to organize their plant. 

It seems, then, that much more solid work can be done with building an independent 

organization. We are in many senses much freer to try innovative things without worrying about 

the union's reaction. The bad thing about a union organizing campaign is that the workers don't 

really have much control over it. If, for some reason, the union wants to get paid off and pull out, 

there is not much that can be done. Concentrating on building an independent group also puts us 

in a better position if a union does try to organize the plant. There will be a clear independent 

force to pressure the union into positions and actions it would rather avoid. Thus, asking for a 

union before one decides to come is asking for headaches. 

The other side of the coin is the numerous women with crummy unions. One of the major 

difficulties with these situations is that it makes women very antiunion without much 

understanding. There is very little in women's socialization anyway that develops their trade 

union consciousness. They also have not experienced many of the sophisticated union operations 

and aren't interested in its mechanism. This has its good points in that often women have a 

simple concept--"The union ought to be for the working people." They do not get bogged down 

in intra-union politics the way many skilled men do. Thus, women along with unskilled men may 

be more receptive to independent revolutionary organizations. 

CONCLUSION 

Thus, working class women can be found at various times at home, in the community, or on the 

job. Hopeful organizers must understand the specific role of women in the labor force in order to 

build the organization which will meet the daily interests of working women and prepare them 

for functioning as a ruling class. 

In our discussion of women, we are not posing arguments contradictory to point of production 

work. What we are talking about is a realistic appraisal of women in the U.S. economy and how 

we will be able to utilize this specific role to develop class conscious organization in which there 

is the recognition of two totally opposed classes — the ruling class and the working class. At that 

stage of development, all issues become clearly class issues, and the struggle is clearly class 

against class; they are no longer job actions against the bosses or company or community 

struggles against institutions. 
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The development of autonomous workers' organization must be seen as a task of women 

organizers. We have shown how it is essential to understand what male supremacy means in 

relationship to the role of women in the work force in order to see how to involve women in the 

building of these organizations. Our understanding of the differences between men and women 

in the work force leads us to conclude that there must be a strategic regional concentration which 

will provide the building of an alternative view of society in working class communities. 

In terms of building mass working class organization, it is important to understand the historical 

"division of labor" that Engels talks about in Origin of the Family. Its implications are that men 

and women each have an area of responsibility in their everyday lives. Men, the economic 

burden: job, unions, strikes, and world affairs. Women have the burden of children, home, family 

(and health, education and welfare). The problem of going beyond bread and butter issues to 

include institutional issues that affect workers' lives, particularly minorities (housing, education, 

health, etc.) is central to building dual power organizations. The specific role of women provides 

an immediate link-up of these two areas. 

Building such organizations is not easy. In preparing workers to function as a ruling class, all 

areas of their lives are affected. This fact has added significance for women. Women's 

organizational consciousness manifests itself at a higher level than men's in the community; 

witness the participation in PTA's, church groups, anti-pollution groups, organizations for stop 

lights and better schools. The problem for Marxists is to develop strategically the organizations 

to experience the exercise of real control. The basis for this is the workplace, where the power of 

workers lies. But the workplace extends beyond the chain link fence surrounding it. In any 

struggle, Marxists must define the nature of the struggle, identify the problem and relate that to 

the workplace. In community struggles, the problem of the local power structure can be related 

to the surrounding plants. For example, the problems with a school board should be attacked in 

relationship to the corporate industrialists who are making the decisions. In nonworking roles, 

proletarian women in their concern about the quality of life for their families can frequently act 

as detonators for broader industrial struggles. Remember the women in Salt of the Earth? 

Success for developing these workers' organizations demands the broadest possible participation 

of working men and women engaged in struggles and projects which will foster working class 

creativity and initiative in constructing a new society. At this time and based on our experience, 

we can summarize our ideas on how to begin to build these organizations and encourage the 

involvement of large numbers of workers. 

Initially, such groups will evolve around the collective functioning in dealing with the day to day 

interests of working people. For women as well as men, this will be a social as well as political 

task. It will require organizational projects that will involve them in struggles to change society, 

by their own exercise of control. A job action may lead to further involvement, such as regular 

production of a newsletter for the plant. In addition, it can generate involvement in another 

struggle, such as strike support. Community groups may become interested in supporting 

workers in a hospital trying to change their job conditions, and the struggle may widen to include 

demands on the quality of health care in the community. Likewise, health workers could become 

involved in attacks on unsafe industrial working conditions. Tax protest groups can be re-
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oriented into attacking the companies with tax breaks which impoverish the community workers 

live in. 

In any of these situations, pulling these actions together, changing them from weak, isolated 

struggles into common struggles which identify the same enemy becomes the task of organizers. 

Forums, victory celebrations and benefits are other activities to bring men and women together 

off the job and broaden the activities they engage in. All of these would revolve around a 

workers' center. Attempts would be made to develop continuity and conscious organization. 

Throughout this paper we have not been speaking of two mutually exclusive historical moments, 

one for the working class and one for working women. We are speaking of the development of 

women, whether this development occurs through workplace organizing or in the community, as 

class conscious organizers for proletarian revolution. Sometimes it may be most expedient to 

form a working women's group which would function without a significant number of male 

participants. It is easy to see how this could develop from a predominantly female work situation 

or in the community. At other times, the organization may be a mixed workers' group. However, 

after the initial stages of formation, the strength of any group and its ability to grow depends 

upon its ability to unite with other proletarian groups and cement the class to wield power against 

the present ruling class. Through learning a sense of power and accomplishment, the workers 

begin to understand their ability to change existing conditions. 

The present is a time for broad experimentation. We advocate the development of workers' 

centers or neighborhood centers by Marxist men and women who are consciously concentrated 

in relevant industrial communities in strategic regions. Workplace struggles would constitute the 

basis for such organizations; however, ongoing activities should include: strike support, building 

struggle across industrial lines; educationals; films; theatre; forums; women's meetings;, etc. By 

establishing a real presence in the community, communists can begin to initiate authentic 

challenges to the existing order by the involvement of large numbers of working class women 

and men in the development of an organization through which they can really control their lives, 

on the job and off. Finally, the involvement of women in these will be crucial for their initial 

development and the key for their extension beyond the workplace. 
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THE UNITED FRONT 

AGAINST IMPERIALISM? 
by Sojourner Truth Organization 

1972 

PART I - A NEW ORGANIZATION 

In recent weeks several organizations, including the Revolutionary Union and the. Black 

Workers Congress, have been contacting left groups in the midwest, inviting them to join in a 

United Front Against Imperialism. The Sojourner Truth Organization was one of the groups 

invited. We have declined the invitation. In this paper we will try to set forth our reasons for 

doing so, as well as our attitude toward coalitions in general. 

The sponsors explain that they hope to unite left groups as well as broader mass organizations - 

all who can be united - around a minimum program of opposition to imperialism. 

As a basis for this unity, they have set forth five principles, which are laid out in a paper 

circulated by them entitled "Rough Draft of principles and structure for the UNITED FRONT 

AGAINST IMPERIALISM." These five principles are: 

1) Support for the right of self- determination for black people, chicanos, puerto ricans, 

native americans, and asian americans; (sic) and support for the democratic demands of 

all oppressed peoples in the U.S. 
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2) Support for the struggles for national liberation by the peoples of the world against 

imperialism and its allies. 

3) Against fascism. 

4) Against the oppression and exploitation of women. 

5) Against the attack by the ruling class on the living standards of poor and working 

people in the United States. 

In our opinion, these five principles serve no useful function. They are too general to be of any 

value in establishing meaningful unity on the left, and they are too restrictive to serve as a basis 

for uniting with those existing mass organizations which could conceivably be drawn into such a 

coalition. 

Those mass movements which most people would look to for participation in a united front 

similar to the one projected are mainly groups like the following: welfare reform organizations, 

rank-and-file trade union formations, tax reform groups, parents groups concerned with school 

problems, women's groups, some community organizations dealing with the police and courts, 

and so forth. Very few of these groups are in the habit of formulating their positions in the 

manner of the five principles. 

What could possibly be served by presenting them with any list of statements for their approval? 

Such a manner of proceeding would tend to repel rather than attract genuine mass organizations. 

To us it makes more sense, in cases where a left group wishes to engage in joint action with a 

broad mass organization, to simply seek agreement on program and tactics in each particular area 

of concern. 

As for uniting and differentiating among groups on the left, the five principles seem equally 

pointless. They contribute almost nothing toward left unity on strategic questions necessary to 

achieve sustained and significant united action. 

Such questions as one's attitude toward the trade unions and the building of mass organization at 

the workplace, the autonomous black movement and separate black organization, the character 

and potential of the struggle for women's rights, the purpose and direction of the student 

movement, community organization and dual power institutions, mass struggle, self-defense and 

terror, the inter-relation of spontaneity and consciousness - all these and more are questions 

which cannot be summed up in any five-point statement that we are for the NLP and against 

imperialism. 

It is differences on precisely this sort of question, reflected in the daily struggle, which lie at the 

root of the disunity on the left. Until real progress is made toward overcoming these differences 

there will be no substantial unity on the left, and any united front established without a 

foundation of substantial left unity will prove to be a very shaky structure. 

We do not think the path to left unity lies through the endorsement of principles. Experience has 

taught us that left unity can only be achieved in the course of sustained activity, in which 

different groups seek out programs they can implement jointly and exchange views and 

experiences, attempting to clarify a common approach to that particular area of work. 
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WHO IS TO TAKE PART? 

Since the principles are so general as to include every left group of consequence, the matter of 

participation must turn on "the provision, laid out in the "Rough Draft," that new members will 

be admitted by majority vote of those already belonging to the United Front. 

To clear this up, we asked the person who presented the proposal to us whether various groups 

were being invited to join. We named the Communist Party and the International Socialists, 

among others. The answer was no, they were not, because they are not "genuine" anti-

imperialists. 

We asked about some other groups and were told that they have been invited. We cannot see 

such substantial differences in practice between some of the groups excluded and some of those 

taking part. 

We are not arguing for the inclusion or exclusion of any group. We are simply stating that we 

have great difficulty understanding the basis upon which the decision was made. 

The only conclusion we could draw was that, for explicitly socialist groups, a sixth, unwritten 

criterion for admission to the United Front is support for the basic aims and policies of the 

People's Republic of China. 

But there already exists an organization which is open to all individuals and groups that support 

People's China, regardless of differences among them. It is called the U.S.- China People's 

Friendship Association and it is performing a worthwhile and important service in informing the 

American people of the marvelous accomplishments and revolutionary character of Chinese 

society since Liberation in 1949. So far as we can judge, it is doing a good job. What, then, is the 

need for another organization of leftists whose only distinctive basis for unity is support for 

China? 

WHAT WILL IT DO? 

The boldness of the sponsors in defining "Principles" for the United Front Against Imperialism is 

in noticeable contrast to their reticence in describing what it will do. The "Rough Draft" declares 

its purpose in the following terms: 

1) To serve as a means to organize a mass response to major offensives by the 

imperialists or to major developments in the anti-imperialist struggle. 

2) To provide a means for regular exchange and discussion of ideas and practice 

between member groups in the area. 

In other words, it will call demonstrations and be a talk shop. These functions are not without 

value. The present "system" for organizing joint responses to outstanding events is not very 

efficient. Sometimes, as in the case of Nixon's November visit to Chicago, when the Seed took 

the initiative to call meetings and a demonstration which were attended by a wide variety of 

groups, it works out fairly well. In other cases it has not worked so well. This unevenness is due 
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at least partly to causes other than the absence of regular channels of communication; in large 

measure it results from the tendency of white radicals to be unmoved by matters which are 

imperative crises in the black community. Nevertheless, it is fair to argue that the establishment 

of a more efficient mechanism to speedily mobilize the usual left groups and their circles of 

supporters, as well as the population at large, would represent an advance over what presently 

exists. 

Unfortunately, the potential benefits accruing from this side of the United Front is undercut by 

the sponsors' insistence on drawing "political" lines without apparent cause. If the April 22nd 

anti-war demonstration called by the United Front is any indication of what we can expect, it 

does not seem that - the differences with the traditional peace marches - in terms of speakers, 

content, logistics, makeup of the crowd or general impact - are so dramatic as to warrant limiting 

the numbers by attempting to exclude or set up a rival center to compete with the Peace Council 

or other groups that the sponsors consider insufficiently "anti-imperialist." 

As for the second purpose, exchange of views among left groups, here too the proposed United 

Front is open to serious criticism. It does not establish a healthy context for debate to be 

excluding groups, based on a judgement of the "genuiness" of their anti-imperialism, when the 

sponsors are unable to formulate their five principles with enough precision to exclude them. If 

the reasons for wishing to exclude certain groups cannot be spelled out in the five principles, 

then it would make more sense to invite all groups who express agreement with the principles to 

take part in the debate and activity. This is especially so since, considering the vagueness of the 

five principles, the differences within the United Front are likely to be as sharp as any with 

groups outside of it. 

But even beyond this, there are other problems, which call for extreme caution. Bringing 

together in one room a wide diversity of left groups in the midwest, hopefully along with broader 

mass organizations, is not necessarily the most productive way to go about the exchange of 

views. Judging from some of the polemics and attacks floating around today, some groups are 

not accustomed to serious, principled and reasoned debate. Some arguments shed a great deal 

more heat than light on the substance of the differences. If this is so often the case in one-to-one 

controversy, can people really believe that it would be less so in a United Front bringing together 

representatives of a couple of dozen groups, some of whom - let us admit it - hate each other 

passionately and all of whom are to some degree competitive? Is it not likely that such a scene, 

rather than leading to reasonable debate and clarification of differences, would more likely 

further poison the atmosphere and embitter people who are sincerely striving for left unity? 

IS THIS TRIP NECESSARY? 

Beyond the question of whether the fears expressed above are justified: neither the first nor the 

second function listed in the "Rough Draft" requires for its implementation anything so imposing 

as a United Front Against Imperialism. The first aim, to be able to call joint actions swiftly when 

necessary, could be met by a coordinating center, in contact with the various left groups in the 

area, able to call larger meetings when the need arises. As for the second function, organizing the 

exchange of views and experiences, it could be met in a host of different ways and, in any case, it 
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is not so urgent, since those groups that wish to talk together generally manage to find a way to 

do so. 

Granted, this "Front" is overblown, some people may argue. Granted, the name is pretentious 

(especially with every letter capitalized) and some of its sponsors seem to have an unrealistic 

view of its role. Still, if it can perform one or two minor but useful functions, shouldn't every 

revolutionary group join it and make the most of it? 

The above line of reasoning has merit, and we respect those who act on it. We can't speak to 

what other left groups in the area should do about this matter. We can only set forth the reasons 

for our decision not to take part. To sum up, these reasons are: 

1. We don't see any benefit in affiliating with a formation that includes some groups we want 

nothing to do with and excludes others with whom we have been able, on occasion, to work 

amicably. 

2. We think that this formation does not offer a healthy context for ideological struggle and is 

likely to leave a bitter taste in people's mouths. We don't want to contribute to that and we don't 

see how we could take part without doing so. 

There is another reason for our decision, and it is related to a comical side of this whole business 

of tacking up a corregated-shanty-organization and giving it the steel-and-concrete-name of the 

"United Front Against Imperialism." At a recent meeting of several groups in Champaign, 

Illinois, one of the leading spokesmen for the R.U. in this area was arguing for the formation of 

the United Front on the grounds of its "historical necessity" at this time, owing to the increased 

repression and the urgent tasks it was called upon to accomplish. He then proceeded to answer 

some people's objection that it would take time away from more important work by saying that - 

it wouldn't take much time away from other work. 

Would someone who understands these matters please explain to us how something can be a 

"historical necessity" and not take much time away from other work? Who is kidding who? 

But the point is that, for some people, this United Front is literally a matter of "historical 

necessity." This brings us to our third reason for not wishing to take part: 

3. We know where this formation came from and we understand the strategy on which it is 

based, and we don't agree with it. We have not dealt with this matter so far; let this, therefore, 

serve to introduce the second part of our paper: the United Front in theory. 

PART II - THE UNITED FRONT IN THEORY 

The Revolutionary Union had first put forward its theses on the united front in Red Papers #1, 

where it stated: "It is therefore the primary revolutionary duty of the people of the U.S. to build a 

militant united front against U.S. imperialism. The main force and leader of the united front must 

be the working class. But such a united front can and must include other classes and groups in 



 103 

the U.S. which at any stage in the struggle find their interests in opposition to those of the 

monopoly capitalists." 

Later, in that same issue of the Red Papers, the R.U. explained the class basis for its projected 

united front: "The monopoly capitalists are the ruling class of the United States. But various 

small and middle-sized capitalists have interests that conflict with those of monopoly. A number 

of other class segments in the United States - for example, small farmers, 'independent' 

professionals, small storekeepers - also have basic interests in opposition to those of the 

monopoly capitalists." 

The Experience of China 

The united front as a strategy was first applied on a large scale in China, where it became the 

basis for the polit- ical program of the Communist Party for the twenty years preceeding 

Liberation. 

What were the conditions of Chinese society which led to the adoption of this strategy by the 

CPC? There were several, which were distinctive and which owed their existence to China's 

character as a semi-colonial country under the heel of foreign imperialist powers. These 

conditions were, in brief: 

1) the smallness of China's proletariat in proportion to its total population; 

2) the continued survival of major elements of feudalism in the countryside, and the inability of 

China to make the transformation into a modern bourgeois nation; 

3) the domination of China's resources, labor and internal market by foreign monopolies, which 

denied the native bourgeoisie the opportunity to develop in the classical European fashion. 

These conditions led the CPC to conclude that in China there really were segments of the 

population other than the proletariat with basic interests in opposition to those of the foreign 

monopolies - basic enough that these segments could be won to participate, actively and in the 

interests of their own class, in the overthrow of the feudal-bureaucrat-comprador regime and the 

construction of a new society. 

Since every new society is shaped by the forces that bring it into existence, and since the Chinese 

proletariat, led by its vanguard party, had neither the intention nor the possibility of playing fast-

and-loose with its allies, the goal of the revolution was determined to be not socialism (not at 

first) but something else called New Democracy. 

New Democracy emerged as a new kind of state, representing the smashing of the old 

reactionary apparatus and the establishment of the power of the people, including the workers, 

peasants, urban petit-bourgeoisie, sections of the bourgeoisie whose enterprises were rooted in 

the Chinese economy rather than in serving the needs of the foreign monopolies, and even 

"patriotic landlords." This alliance was led by the proletariat, but other classes shared in the 

exercise of power, maintained their freedom to organize and were represented in government 

through-their own political parties. Economically, the aim of the New Democratic regime was to 

expropriate foreign capital, carry out the agrarian revolution, build up a modern economic base, 
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improve the livelihood of the workers and peasants and protect the legitimate interests of the 

national bourgeoisie. 

New Democracy was a distinct stage in social evolution whose function was to prepare for the 

construction of socialism. The development of the revolution in Vietnam is proceeding along 

much the same course, as a reading of the Program of the Provisional Revolutionary Government 

of South Vietnam will indicate. 

SOME DOUBTS 

When the united front was first proposed, as a strategy for this country, some revolutionaries 

naturally were dubious, based on their inability to see how it could be applied here. After all, 

they reasoned, this country is not China. It is difficult to conceive of a stage in social 

development intermediate between capitalism and socialism in the U.S. 

In Red Papers #2, in an article entitled, "The United Front Against Imperialism - Strategy for 

Proletarian Revol- ution," the R.U. responded to these doubts: "The objective of the united front 

strategy is not some intermediate type of state, such as people's democracy, prior to a proletarian 

state, but the proletarian state itself. Unlike colonial, semi-feudal nations, where the struggle 

proceeds through people's democracy to the consolidation of the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

we have only one stage to go through. Capitalism has developed to its ultimate stage; 

imperialism is the monopoly stage of capitalism. It is rotten ripe. It can only be brought down by 

replacing it with the dictatorship of the proletariat One stage! One strategy!" 

If the R.U.'s conception of the united front is not a two-stage theory of revolution patterned after 

the Chinese model, then what exactly is it? The Red Papers explain that it is a broad alliance of 

"all those who unite on the basis of a minimum program - short of the overthrow of the 

imperialist ruling class - in opposition to monopoly imperialism." 

This minimum program involves "opposition to the ruling class policies of aggression, war 

budgets and militarism," and a "determined struggle against monopoly profits." This latter 

struggle is spelled out to include the fight against speed-ups, layoffs, welfare cuts, wage freezes, 

hightaxes and virtually every other conceivable demand involving the betterment of the people's 

livelihood. The Red Papers repeat several times that the 'basis of the united front, at the present 

time, is not the overthrow of capitalism but the minimum program. 

In other words, it is a reform coalition. Its partisans may not like to admit this fact, but they 

cannot evade it: the united front against imperialism, as projected in the Red Papers, is a reform 

coalition. 

What is it that makes this particular reform coalition a "strategy for proletarian revolution" and 

makes its formation the "primary revolutionary duty of the people of the U.S.?" 

The R.U. says that, in the course of struggle, the united front will be transformed from a reform 

coalition into a revolutionary alliance. We will deal with that claim later on, but first there are 

two other things that must be taken up. 
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THE UNITED FRONT AGAINST IMPERIALISM AND THE ANTI-MONOPOLY 

COALITION 

When they first learned of the united front strategy, a number of people thought they saw a basic 

similarity between it and the anti-monopoly coalition of the Communist Party. Naturally, the 

R.U. was quite resentful at the comparison and was quick to differentiate itself from the CP. In 

the second issue of the Red Papers they wrote: "In their 'New Program of the Communist Party, 

U.S.A., second draft,'(published in 1968), they call for an anti-monopoly alliance which sounds 

like a united front against imperialism. But they never once mention the need for proletarian 

leadership and the vanguard role of a Marxist-Leninist party in the united front; they blur over 

contradictions bet- ween the potential forces in the united front - particularly between the 

proletariat on the one hand and the petty bourgeoisie, including middle-sized capitalists and 

farmers, on the other; and they never once discuss the dictatorship of the proletariat as the 

revolutionary goal of the proletariat ." 

On the next page, the Red Papers admit that "the CP mutters something about the leadership of 

'labor and the Negro people.' But it is clear from the practice of these traitors that what they mean 

is an alliance behind the 'liberal' imperialists, with labor fat cats and black bootlickers as the front 

men." 

These are very angry words. Moreover, they are slanderous ones. 

We do not have on hand the 1968 draft of the CP program, on which the RU bases its attack, but 

anyone who takes the trouble to read the final draft of the program, or some of the other major 

documents the CP has published over the past five years, will easily see the absurdity of the 

R.U.'s charges. With the single exception of the reluctance of the CP to use the term "dictatorship 

of the proletariat," there is not a shred of evidence to support the R.U.'s polemic. 

This is not to deny the reformist character of the CP program and outlook. The point is that, in 

order to differentiate its united front from the CP's anti-monopoly coalition, the R.U. is forced to 

resort to the instrument of fabrication, for want of better tools. 

There certainly are real differences between the R.U. and the CP. But on this matter of strategic 

perspectives €hey stand very close together - a position no doubt embarassing to both of them. 

HOW CAN THE UNITED FRONT BE BUILT? 

One question that must be put to those who place major stress on the creation of broad coalitions 

around minimum programs is - why doesn't such a coalition exist already? 

The struggles that are to make up the component parts of the united front are already taking 

place. In every area of the country, mass movements exist around every single programmatic 

demand put forward in the Red Papers. Why have these movements up to now failed to come 

together in a coalition against monopoly? 
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The answer is simple: the fact that they are all objectively aimed at monopoly is not sufficient to 

override the conflicts in interests among them. 

School teacher and parent, welfare recipient and tax payer, farm worker and food buyer - all of 

these categories have interests "that conflict with those of monopoly." Unfortunately for the 

strategists of the united front, they also have interests, within the framework of capitalism, that 

conflict with one another. 

Another example - white construction worker defending his union's control over job distribution 

and black worker trying to break into the construction trade - adds another dimension to the 

problem, as it poses, more sharply than any of the above examples, the whole question of the 

relative status of white and black labor and the various defenses and challenges to that relative 

status. 

The united front strategy operates on the premise that the main thing holding the various 

movements apart is their ignorance of the common enemy, and that this ignorance can be 

overcome by taking advantage of people's experiences in the reform struggle to identify that 

enemy for them. 

That is a fallacy. Until people are motivated by some vision which promises to transform society 

so radically that present interest group lines are erased, there will be no reason for them to alter 

the standard ways they act in order to survive, and no amount of argument, no matter how 

skillful, will persuade them to choose their friends and enemies on more than the most 

immediate, ephemeral and opportunistic considerations. 

For example, so long as there is not a realistic challenge to capitalism - not merely the wealth 

and power of monopoly, but capitalism - there is no compelling reason why a worker-taxpayer 

should seek lower taxes at the expense of the big corporations rather than at the expense of the 

welfare recipient. There are many reasons why he should follow the opposite course: it is easier 

to align oneself with those in power than with the powerless. 

In China, from the beginning, the goal of the united front was revolution - the reconstruction of 

society in such a way as to transform ways in which people acted to meet their needs. The united 

front in China had no minimum and maximum program; it projected a central, revolutionary 

goal,, the overthrow of the old regime and the establishment of New Democracy, and 

implemented, it through a number of specific programs adapted to each particular situation. 

That is not the case with the united front as projected by the R.U. It cannot provide a goal for 

change profound enough to permit people to see the world differently and form lasting coalitions 

rooted in that new vision. Any coalitions formed on the basis of the united front against 

imperialism will be, at best, shifting, unstable and of no strategic significance - clearly not what 

the R.U. has in mind. 
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STRATEGY FOR PROLETARIAN REVOLUTION? 

Let us grant the possibility that the R.U. may, perhaps by utilizing any organizational control it 

gains over mass organizations in various spheres, succeed in pulling together some sort of 

coalition around a minimum program. Such a coalition may or may not be a good thing, 

depending of the stands it takes on the issues of the day. But what is there in it that will give this 

coalition strategic, rather than mere tactical significance? 

In order for the united front against imperialism to be taken seriously as a strategy for proletarian 

revolution rather than a mere tactical device to achieve a partial end, its partisans must explain 

how the coalition is to shift its goals from the anti-monopoly minimum program to the 

revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. 

The R.U. has very little to say on this matter: "As the ruling class is weakened and the proletariat 

and its basic allies gather strength and momentum, the fundamental contradiction between the 

proletariat and its basic allies and the monopoly capitalists and their basic allies will come to the 

fore. This will happen in revolutionary crisis, when the proletariat and its allies must fight for 

power in order to meet the immediate urgent needs of the people. Then the basis for determining 

friends from enemies - the program of the united front - will be the question of socialism, 

dictatorship of the proletariat." 

There are two terms in the above pass- age we wish to call to the reader's attention. They may 

seem like minor points, but they reflect the shortcomings of the R.U. strategy. The first is the use 

of the word "basic" to describe allies of the proletariat. Presumably, this term is introduced here 

to distinguish some allies from other, non-basic ones. The difference is never explained. The Red 

Papers earlier pulled the same sleight-of-hand with the word "basic" when talking about the 

conflicting interests which various strata have with monopoly. Vagueness is apparently an 

indispensable element in the R.U. strategy. But where do they get off accusing the CP of 

"blurring over contradictions between the potential forces in the united front?" 

The second term we question is the use of the word "must" in this context. The moment when the 

"proletariat and its allies must fight for power in order to meet the immediate urgent needs of the 

people is now - and for the last hundred years. Conversely, there will never come a time when 

the working people have no alternative but to make revolution. Marxism does not give orders to 

history. The oppressed will make revolution when they have become convinced of the need and 

possibility of doing so. Those "vanguard elements' who depend on the force of objective 

conditions to bring about the "final conflict" are shifting their own responsibility to some 

Goddess of History who has never answered their prayers and never will. 

The Red Papers proceed: "No one can predict exactly when or how the dictatorship of the 

proletariat will come to the fore in the mass movement, but we can say that it will develop 

dialectically through the struggles led by the proletariat around the united front line and 

program." 
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That is all. If we subtract the obvious truism that "no one can predict exactly when or how," we 

are left with the word "dialectically." That word has been used more than a few times in Marxist 

circles to hide unsightly blemishes in theory. 

It is no wonder that the R.U. has so little to say on this matter of how the united front against 

Imperialism is to be transformed from a reform coalition into a revolutionary alliance. Anyone 

would be hard-pressed to explain how people who have for years been the target of "anti-

monopoly" propaganda, who have shaped their mass movements with the aim of isolating a 

small handful of monopolists and winning concessions to a minimum program, can alter their 

stance so radically at a moment of crisis. We just don't think it can happen that way. 

Let us at this point recapitulate the major lines of our argument against the united front against 

imperialism strategy: 

1. Whatever grandiose name its sponsors choose to assign it, under present conditions it can only 

be a reform coalition. 

2. Because of the great divergences among the potential groups in the united front, and the 

inadequacy of any reform perspective as a basis for overcoming these divergences, it is unlikely 

that the united front can achieve any lasting existence except, perhaps, through control and 

manipulation of mass organizations by the R.U. and other proponents of it. 

3. If these "vanguard" elements do succeed in pulling together a united front of the type they 

describe, because of its character as a reform coalition it" would be "unable to fulfill the need for 

a revolutionary force at the very moment when that need and the opportunities open to such a 

force are greatest. 

IF NOT THE UNITED FRONT, THEN WHAT? 

At one point the Red Papers ask, "If united front is not the strategy to defeat imperialism, what 

is?" Although the question is meant rhetorically, it is a fair question. Our answer is: class against 

class! 

To put it another way, our strategy consists of attempting to unify the workers as a class which 

stands in categorical opposition to capitalist society and is determined to build a new society 

based on freely associated labor - in a word, socialism. 

For us, the "primary revolutionary duty" is to discover those programs, activities and 

organizational forms which arise in the mass reform struggle and which foreshadow the new 

society we seek to build, to clarify their revolutionary implications and to link them together in a 

social bloc which serves as an alternate pole of attraction to official society and which strives to 

expand its sphere of operation in the teeth of fierce resistance from official society. 

To put it still another way, this is our strategy: the formation of a revolutionary dual power based 

on the will and potential of the proletariat to function as a ruling class - a power which exists 

within the framework of capitalism while posing a constant challenge to it. 
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If the "primary revolutionary duty" is to create a broad, multi-class coalition around a minimum 

program, then the main aim of every reform struggle will be to expose, isolate and defeat the 

handful of monopolists and their agents. 

On the other hand, if the "primary revolutionary duty" is to unify the workers as a class, then the 

main aim will be to expose, isolate and defeat those influences within the proletariat itself, and 

the partial and narrow interests on which they are based, that impede the development of class 

unity. 

The difference between the two approaches will be expressed, not merely in the slogans and 

programs put forward in the reform struggle, but in the lessons that the revolutionary 

organization will draw from the struggle and the kinds of ties it will seek to extend and make 

permanent. 

It should be noted that we are not opposed to broad coalitions around a minimum program, just 

as we do not think the R.U. is opposed to the unification of the proletariat as a class. However, 

there cannot be two "primary revolutionary duties" at the same time; one must be subordinated 

and made dependent on the other. Which one can make a great deal of difference in practical 

work. 

THE FIGHT AGAINST WHITE SUPREMACY 

We regard the movement of the black people as the most progressive social force in America. 

The internal ties which the black people, especially the black workers, have created amongst 

themselves, and the culture which has arisen out of their strivings for freedom, represent the 

most advanced outpost of the new society. 

The black people's challenge to the institutions of white supremacy has posed a choice for every 

white worker between his identity and interests as a worker and his identity and interests as a 

white. In forcing this choice so insistently upon the white worker in every sphere of life, the 

black masses are giving a practical lesson in the meaning of proletarian class consciousness, a 

lesson for which every advanced worker is grateful. 

There is no reason whatsoever to fear the strivings of the black people as a divisive force. On the 

contrary, they are the greatest force for proletarian solidarity in contemporary life. Weaknesses 

in the black movement - whether they take the form of undifferentiated anti-white sentiment or 

the form of reluctance to push too hard for their just demands -are conditioned by the tremendous 

pressure on black people and black organizations from white America, generally hostile to their 

purposes. 

Since the influence of white supremacy is at present the greatest barrier to proletarian unity and 

class consciousness, and since the black movement today represents the most effective challenge 

to the selfish, racist, opportunistic tendencies of white workers, the most urgent task of the 

revolutionary movement as a whole is to remove the obstacles that stand in the way of the black 

movement. For white revolutionaries in particular, this means a special responsibility to win the 

support of the white workers for the aspirations of the black masses, to help the white workers 
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actively and militantly reject their partial, selfish and counterfeit interests as part of a group 

which is favored in relation to blacks, on behalf of their total, broad and true-interests as part of a 

class which is coming alive. 

For us, the central point of reference on any issue is the need to tear down the walls of white 

supremacy and achieve equality for black people. 

If, in regard to education, equality for blacks required that children be bused, then we support 

busing; if it requires that they not be bused, then we are against busing. If equality .in housing 

requires open-occupancy laws, then we are for open-occupancy laws. If it requires black control 

of black communities, we are for that. If it requires both open-occupancy laws and black control 

of black communities, then we are for both. If equality in employment means that the seniority 

system must be destroyed, then we are for scuttling it. If it requires the preservation of the 

seniority system, then we defend it. 

Organizations, whatever their defects, that fight for equality for black people are worthy of 

support, in our eyes. Organizations that reinforce white supremacy, whatever their virtues, we 

regard as reactionary. 

And so forth. The reader will note that we have advanced a somewhat different criterion for 

determining friends from enemies from the one put forward by the R.U. 

Our stand on this matter flows directly from our strategic perspective, which places top priority 

on efforts to unify the workers as a class. 

We do not think that the R.U., or any other group with a strategic perspective similar to it, could 

take the same position we have taken on the matter of white supremacy and the fight against it - 

at least not if it remains true to its strategy. 

It is obvious that the movement of black workers, as it has developed in many places, poses a 

real threat to the seniority and apprenticeship privileges of white workers, who have 

consequently reacted defensively. Of course, the blacks are justified, but wouldn't it be better to 

pose demands that are more obviously in the immediate self-interest of the white workers, such 

as those relating to wages and speed-up? Or some of the various organizations, such as DRUM, 

which have sprung up among blacks as the workplace - doesn't their autonomous character 

represent a threat to the trade unions, many of whose leaders, especially on the local level, are 

potential allies in the united front? Wouldn't it be better if these black organizations were not so 

stridently anti-union? Or take the matter of housing: the blacks are of course justified in wanting 

the right to live anywhere they please, but is it necessary to place so much of the burden for 

integration on the small white working mortgage-holder? 

The inferior quality of the schools in the black community is certainly the fault of the ruling 

class, and it is wrong. But isn't it true that busing children brings down the general level of the 

schools, and isn't busing a false issue, and wouldn't it be better if the blacks would concentrate 

their efforts on trying to improve the schools in their own communities? Or the peace issue - why 

do black radical spokesmen always focus their attention on the racist character of the war? It is 
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true that the chief victims of the war, both in Asia and at home, are non-white people, but the war 

is also doing plenty of harm to white workers and, white youth. Doesn't it narrow the anti-war 

movement to continually stress the racist character of the war? 

And even if black organizations have good reasons for taking a hard line on all the above 

questions, is it necessary for white revolutionaries to take a similar one-sided stance? Wouldn't it 

be wiser for them to blunt the edge of the black struggle, in order to make it more palatable to 

white workers? 

Such are the considerations which enter into the making of policy by an organization which 

regards its primary task as the building of a broad coalition around a minimum program. We are 

not suggesting that the R.U. always takes a backward stand on the question of racism. No group's 

practice is ever as bad (or as good) as its theory. But anyone who is familiar with the work of the 

R.U. since its birth knows that these pressures have had their effect. 

TRADE UNION POLICY 

Labor unions in this country are institutions of class collaboration, as well as of struggle against 

the employer. They represent the particular interests of groups of workers within the framework 

of the wage system, as opposed to the general interests of workers as a class, which are outside 

of the wage system. They play a major role in reinforcing capitalist rule, by providing a means of 

mediating grievances that threaten to disrupt the system. 

In order for the working people to prepare for the overthrow of capitalism they must have 

organization which functions as the representative of a future ruling class in the reform battles of 

the present. 

At the workplace this means that, they must have organization which does no is respect the 

sanctity of private property and the union contract which upholds it and which attempts, 

wherever possible, to exercise power in opposition to the power of the capitalist class and the 

Individual employer. 

The organization must be political, not in the sense that it carries the fight for its particular 

interests into the electoral sphere, but in, the sense that it regards it as its right and responsibility 

to take direct action at the workplace in the interests of the proletariat as a whole. It must be 

linked with organization in the community, not on the basis of a convenient coincidence of 

demands, but with the knowledge that the revolutionary social bloc of which it is a part must 

embrace every aspect of the worker's life. 

Buidling organization of the type described above is the basic organizational task we face at the 

workplace. In., order to build it, it is necessary to take advantage of every arena of struggle, 

including the fight within the union for more progressive policies - so long as it strengthens 

independent mass workers organization and does not subordinate the workers' struggle to the 

trade union apparatus. 
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The R.U., to the extent to which it has developed a line on this area of activity, regards inner-

union struggle as the main focus of its work. For the R.U., the main attention and energy is to be 

put into the attempt to influence the policy and direction of the union, and to involve more 

workers in trade union activity. 

The reader will note how the two approaches to the trade unions flow from two different 

strategies. Me, in accordance with our basic perspective of attempting to unify the proletariat as a 

class, focus our main attention on the integrating, class collaborationist function of the trade 

unions, and regard as our main organizational task the building of organization which is 

independent of and counterposed to capitalist legality, 'including the trade unions. The R.U., in 

accordance with its perspective of organizing a broad coalition around a minimum program, 

regards the reform gaining function of the trade unions as their principle aspect, and focuses its 

main attention on the effort to improve and strengthen this aspect. For us, every reform struggle 

is the starting point for building organization outside of the trade union, organization which is 

frequently counterposed to the trade union and which the workers increasingly come to regard as 

the main reflection of their activity at the workplace, For the R.U., every reform struggle is the 

starting point for a program of union reform. 

CONCLUSION 

We could, if we wished, carry our investigation further, and examine how the two different 

strategic perspectives are reflected in other areas of political work, such as the campus, the 

military and the community. But we think that, on the "basis of what we have written, the reader 

should have little difficulty in recognizing the implications of the two lines in these other areas. 

We hope we have demonstrated the conservative character of the united front against 

imperialism strategy, have shown how it leads to reformism in practice and have indicated with 

sufficient clarity the salient features of an alternate strategy which we regard as revolutionary. 

Lastly, we have heard that the R.U. plans to reprint the three numbers of the Red Papers. Faced 

with this prospect, we can only hope that they use recycled paper. 

May 1972 
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MASS ORGANIZATION AT 

THE WORKPLACE 

by Sojourner Truth Organization 

1972 

In order for the working people to fulfill their historic role of abolishing capitalism and 

establishing socialism, it is necessary that they be organized as a class. Such organization 

involves two tasks: 

(1) defense of the day-to-day interests of the working people; (2) preparation of the working 

people to function as a ruling class. 

Marxist theory and practical experience have shown that there can be a 'Chinese wall' between 

these two tasks. Organizations which do not effectively defend the interests of the working 

people under capitalism cannot prepare the workers to take power in society. On the other hand, 

organizations which do not consciously strive to represent the interest s of workers as a potential 

ruling class have proven themselves incapable of defending the daily interests of the working 

people under capitalism. 

In the past, many workers, and especially many radicals, have looked to the labor unions to meet 

the needs of immediate defense and collective preparation. It has become increasingly obvious in 

recent years that the unions fail in both regards. The reason for their failure is that they are 

guided by the principle of collaboration with the employers instead of struggle against them. 
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Labor unions in this country hardly deserve to be called workers' organizations. Those in which 

members enroll voluntarily are generally not open to all of the workers in their industry: some of 

the building trades unions, which deny membership to black workers and often to any but the 

relatives of present member, are the best known example of this type. On the other hand, those 

unions which are open to all in the industry usually have compulsory membership based on the 

dues check-off system: the UAW is an example of this type. Neither the existing craft nor 

industrial unions meet even the basic structural requirements for a workers' organization - freely 

open to all workers in a given industry. 

BANKRUPTCY OF CONTRACT UNIONISM 

All existing unions accept the contract system, in which labor and management agree to certain 

terms of employment for a specified time period, [n a contract, management agrees to provide a 

certain standard of wages, fringe benefits and working conditions. The union, for its part, agrees 

to keep Its members working under the agreed terms. The ability of a union to secure a favorable 

contract depends on two things: first, its ability to stop production during the period of 

negotiations, and second, its ability to prevent interruptions in, production during the life of the 

contract. 

Thus, the nature of the contract demands that the union do what no workers organization should 

ever do - maintain labor discipline for the boss. The unions become part of the companies 

disciplenary apparatus, present at every point of grievance in order to prevent any disruption of 

production. That :his mediating function of the union is well understood by the employers can be 

seen in the fact that virtually any time a group of workers in an auto plant or steel mill ceases 

work in protest over some grievance, the foreman or supervisor rushes to call the union officials 

to persuade the workers to resume production. This explains why the institution of company paid 

grievance time for union officials has been so generally accepted in basic industry, so that, while 

there may occasionally be haggling over the amount of time spent by various officials on 'union 

business,' the basic principle is never questioned. 

At the heart of the union's regulatory role is the grievance procedure, which establishes legal 

channels for resolving contractual disputes, and thereby makes direct action by the workers 

'illegal.' behind the grievance procedure is the arbitration machinery, which has built-in 

conditions reinforcing collaboration with the employer. 

Even the ability of a union to fight at contract time - in theory the time when there are no 

restraints - is limited by its acceptance of the contract system. For example, employers are able to 

prepare for strikes by building up inventories during the last months of a contract - often aided 

by contractual provisions for compulsory overtime. The unions are forced to accumulate huge 

treasuries to sustain long strikes, which have become increasingly difficult to win when the 

employer is a large monopoly rather than a small family business. In addition, these treasuries 

make the union more vulnerable to injunctions and legal suits over the use of mass picketing, 

boycotts and other traditional weapons of labor struggle. They also make the unions into banks, 

insurance companies and real estate holders, whose interests, to say the least, are not the same as 

the class interests of their members. 
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The pillar of all this accumulation of wealth is, of course, the system of dues check-off. This 

measure, which was originally aimed at providing the unions with a sound financial base, has 

become a means of removing them entirely from any control by their members. What can one 

say about such an institution as the United Auto Workers, whose treasury is totally dependent on 

the multi-million dollar checks it receives every month from General Motors, Ford and Chrysler, 

the checks being called 'dues' by virtue of a slip of paper that every worker is: compelled to sign 

if he wishes to be hired? 

CONTRACT UNIONISM DIVIDES THE WORKING CLASS 

One of the greatest crimes of contract unionism is that it has given legal force to the special 

oppression of black and women workers, and put the 'union label' on the practice of 

discrimination by the employers. Through stipulations of 'seniority,' 'training,' 'qualifications,' 

etc., the unions have guaranteed a virtual monopoly of the better jobs to white men. In this 

regard, contract unionism has been both the result and the reinforcement of the tendency of the 

favored groups to place their individual and group interests over the interests of the class as a 

whole, and to act in ways that amount to scabbing on the rest of the workers. 

The complicity of the unions in maintaining patterns of white and male supremacy in 

employment and job placement has been widely recognized. What has not been so widely 

recognized is that this role flows from the basic self-conception of the union as the defender of 

the interests of its members as a group within the framework of capitalism, rather than as part of 

a social class whose mission is to reorganize society. 

EVERY GAIN TRANSFORMED INTO ITS OPPOSITE 

We could go on and on. But the point is that every one of the great gains of the CIO drive to 

organize the mass production industries - seniority, the grievance procedure, the written contract, 

dues check-off, paid time for officials - has been transformed into a means of strengthening the 

authority of management. It is not possible in this paper to review the steps in this 

transformation. For now, it is enough to note that the regulating role which unions, to some 

degree, always fulfilled has become their dominant aspect. 

It is easy to cry 'sell-out' at the typical labor agreement. Certainly sell-outs are common. But the 

root of the problem does not lie in bad leadership or even bad policy, but in the institution of the 

contract itself. Indeed, one could well argue that the more conscientiously, within its own lights, 

the union defends the contractual interests of its members the more firmly it 'rivets the laborer to 

capital' as 'the wedges of Vulcan did Prometheus to the rock.' 

UNION REFORM NO SOLUTION 

No solution will come through reliance on working within existing union structures. Consider the 

minimal demand for the abolition of the ' no strike' clause, which would not fundamentally alter 

the rule of the union, since it would legalize strikes in cases of the employer's violation of the 

contract but not in cases where an inadequate contract needs amendment. In spite of its minimal 
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character, winning the abolition of the 'no strike' clause would represent an advance for the 

workers. 

Why has the 'no strike' clause, universally hated by the workers, persisted as a fixed part of 

virtually every union contract? The employers generally insist on its inclusion in the contract 

because it ensures smooth operations. Union officials tend to support it because frequent strikes 

make their work harder, expose them to closer examination by their constituencies and 

jeopardize their prerogatives. Yet, in spite of these obstacles, some union locals have passed 

resolutions calling for the abolition of the clause. 

These resolutions have remained on paper. The reason is not hard to discover. Those moments at 

which the 'no strike' clause is the greatest barrier to struggle - when the workers wish to strike 

during the term of the contract - are precisely the times when it cannot be negotiated out of the 

contract. And those times when it can be negotiated out - when the contract has expired and 

strikes are legal - the 'no strike' clause fades into the background as an issue with the potential for 

mobilizing large numbers of workers. It is the old story of the leaky roof: when it is raining you 

can't fix it and when the sun is out you don't have to. 

OPPOSITION CAUCUSES 

More than the structural difficulties of winning even minimal reforms through the union, there 

are other reasons why, time and again, opposition caucuses whose primary orientation is the 

winning of union elections have proven either futile or dangerous. 

In most cases they are futile, because the masses of workers, particularly the unskilled, the 

young, the black and the women workers are justifiably cynical about unionism, and will not 

respond to any programs, no matter hew good they sound, which offer only another brand of 

trade unionism. 

On those occasions where inner-union oppositon caucuses do succeed in attracting a large 

following, they prove to be dangerous because they pull the most militant workers away from 

direct struggle with the employer into union electioneering, thus undermining the growth of class 

consciousness. 

SOME SIGNIFICANT EXCEPTIONS 

To our knowledge, the most significant exceptions in recent years to the sorry state of the labor 

movement are the League of Revolutionary Black Workers centered in Detroit, and the United 

Black Workers in Newark. The programs of these groups, of attacking white supremacy and 

fighting for workers' control in the plants, are in the interests of all workers. These programs, 

combined with the militant practice of direct mass action, make these groups instructive contrasts 

to official unionism and official 'oppositionism.' 

As indicated by their names, the League and the UBW are organizations of black workers. It is 

not surprising that black workers have refused to wait for whites to join in the fight against 

racism before organizing themselves independently. By organizing themselves and carrying on a 
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struggle against white supremacy, black workers are making a great contribution to the unity of 

the workingclass. In addition, the special oppression and experience of the black workers makes 

it possible for them to provide leadership for the whole working class. 

NEW ORGANIZATION NEEDED 

The separate organization of black (and other minority) workers is not sufficient to build a 

working class movement able to take power in industry and in the country generally. Something 

else is needed, not in competition with the organizations of black workers but in addition to 

them. That something else is organization open to all working people, based at the workplace 

and carrying on a constant struggle relying on all forms of direct action, in the interests of 

workers as a class. 

What would such organization look like? How would it function? While it is too soon to describe 

in any detail the form of organization which is barely emerging, certain things can be observed. 

The type of organization called for would derive its strength, not from a written contract and a 

complicated grievance procedure, but from the cohesiveness and willingness of the workers to 

take action at the point of production. Under no circumstances would it sign an agreement with 

an employer which limited in any way its freedom of strike action. Nor would it bargain for 

pension and welfare plans which tied the worker to his present employer by pegging the benefits 

to single-company seniority. 

It would not have high dues, a huge treasury and a staff of well-paid bureaucrats. Such features 

are the mortal enemies of organization which relies on slowdowns, on-the-job stoppages and 

similar tactics of direct action. 

It would not limit itself to bargaining about wages once every three years, but would intervene in 

the daily life of the industry in which it is based. It would concern itself with production 

standards, safety, organization of labor, the use of automated equipment and other questions 

which are now considered to be beyond the scope of the union. 

'AN INJURY TO ONE IS AN INJURY TO ALL' 

It would unflinchingly take up the cause of the black and other minority workers, and the women 

workers, who have been systematically discriminated against by the companies and the unions. 

A central feature of its program would be the challenge to all the mechanisms by which these 

specially oppressed groups of workers are excluded from full equal competition within the labor 

force. Its determination to forge real solidarity in labor's ranks would be reflected in the 

encouragement and creation of disspecialy oppressed groups, alongside or and in association 

with organization of all workers. 

It would challenge the existing ownership of wealth, and raise the question through its daily 

activity - which class shall own, control and derive benefits of modern industry. 
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POLITICAL ACTION 

The political face of contract unionism, which consists of electoral and legislative maneuvering 

within the framework of the acceptance of capitalist rule, is as bankrupt as the economic face. 

Workers' organization must represent the interests of the workers in all spheres of activity. Such 

issues as imperialist war, the freedom of the oppressed peoples inside and outside of the U.S., the 

emancipation of women and other issues are matters of the deepest importance to working 

people. 

In the political, as in the economic sphere, the stress must be on direct action by the workers, to 

make the capitalist class pay for its crimes against the people. Such examples as the mass 

walkout in 1970 or black workers at the Ford plant in Chicago in response to the police murders 

at Augusta and Jackson State need to be extended throughout industry, and used to prepare the 

grounds for a general political strike. 

In short, what is needed is mass revolutionary workers' organization, independent of the trade 

union structure, able to provide workers with a real alternative to the trade unions and eventually 

to supplant them. 

WHERE TO BEGIN 

The starting point for any political perspective must be conditions and struggles as they presently 

exist. There are a number of patterns of thought and behavior which have emerged generally 

throughout industry and which bear directly on the possibility of building independent 

organization based on the shop floor. For now, we will single out two: (1) the almost total 

alienation and estrangement of the masses of workers from the trade union apparatus and 

procedures; (2) the search, on the part of the workers, for ways of dealing with their problems 

which bypass the established grievance procedure. 

Throughout all sectors of industry, workers engage in various kinds of 'illegal' activities which 

indicate their desire to take care of business on their own. These activities take many forms, from 

mass sick calls to slowdowns to wildcat strikes. All of these activities represent a threat to the 

trade unions as well as to the companies. 

These unrecorded job actions go far beyond the limits of the union contract. They attempt to 

determine production standards. They seek to remedy unsafe conditions. Often they are directed 

against racial discrimination. They defy the authority of management, and attempt to regulate the 

work day in the interests of the workers. They strive to exercise control over the use of 

machinery. 

The workers involved in these job actions choose their tactics, not based on the accepted 

procedures of collective bargaining, but on the needs and possibilities of the situation. Some of 

the struggles are quick and decisive; others are of amazingly long duration. 

There are limitations on these spontaneous struggles which cannot be overcome without the 

intervention of conscious revolutionaries. Except in some cases involving black workers, they 
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usually represent group rather than class interests, and sometimes even take a reactionary turn. 

They are generally seen by the participants as defensive measures, unrelated to a strategy for the 

total conquest of power by the working class. 

Because of these limitations, the usual outcome of such struggles is defeat, and the tendency of 

the workers involved is to fall back into the usual patterns of contract unionism and the 

acceptance of the employers' control over their lives. 

These spontaneous mass struggles represent the starting point for a revolutionary perspective at 

the workplace. 

The task of Marxists is not to channel these struggles into a program of union reform. The task is 

to recognize these struggles and build upon them toward mass revolutionary workers' 

organization, that can take part in on-going struggles and initiate new ones, that can develop 

these struggles both tactically and politically, coordinate and extend them, transform them from 

group to class struggles and change their character from spontaneous to conscious acts - until 

they are seen as part of the path to the abolition of capitalism and the taking of power by the 

working class. 

'MASS' AND 'REVOLUTIONARY' 

Reference has been made several times to 'mass revolutionary workers' organization.' It is now 

necessary to define our terms with greater precision. What is meant by 'mass' and what is meant 

by 'revolutionary ?' 

Mass organization, in this context, means organization that is open to all workers who are willing 

to participate in struggles in the interests of the working class and that functions as openly as 

possible. 

Such a requirement may seem unrealistic under the terms of most existing union contracts, which 

generally contain clauses making 'illegal' the very type of organization described. The answer is 

that the organization aims not at contractual legality but at de facto legality based on its existence 

as a force that wages struggle and must be dealt with. Where conditions exist which prevent it 

from functioning in a completely public manner, the problem of maintaining security should be 

dealt with by keeping the movement, in the words of Lenin, 'so 'free' and amorphous that the 

need for secret methods becomes almost negligible so far as the bulk of members is concerned.' 

In any case, the aim must be to involve large numbers of workers and not just a small 

conspiratorial cadre. 

Experience seems to show that the actual numbers in such a n organization will fluctuate as the 

struggle sharpens and declines, perhaps in certain periods growing to encompass nearly the entire 

work force, at other times shrinking to a skeleton. Lenin pointed to the impossibility of 

organizing the majority of workers under capitalism. Indeed, without the benefit of compulsory 

dues check-off, it is doubtful whether in ordinary, 'peaceful' times any of the existing unions in 

the mass production industries could count on even five percent of their present 'membership.' A 

revolutionary mass organization would strive to maintain itself as a force to which workers could 
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turn when they felt the need, and not concern itself with inflated membership statistics based on 

cooperation with the companies. 

What is meant by 'revolutionary?' To supplant the existing trade unions, an organization is 

needed which struggles for reforms, but does not confine the struggle within limits which are 

dictated by capitalism. The influence of a revolutionary mass organization must, in large 

measure, depend on its success in alleviating the ills of working class life, even while the 

domination of capitalism continues. To recognize the dominance of capitalism as an obvious fact 

is not the same as regarding that dominance as a matter settled for all eternity. 

To function as the representative of a future ruling class, to at every point of conflict counterpose 

a new model of society to the prevailing one, to strive to establish and expand the sphere of 

operation of the new model in the face of fierce resistance from the old - such is the minimum 

demanded of organizations which aspire to be regarded as revolutionary. In the specific context 

of the workplace, revolutionary organization must not go along with the management rights 

clause, the labor-management harmony statement of purpose and the rest of the devices designed 

to mediate class struggle, and that is what makes it objectively revolutionary. 

To call organization 'objectively' revolutionary means that Marxists will be involved in a 

constant struggle within it against various non-revolutionary ideas to prevent its revolutionary 

character from being submerged and to widen its perspective. 

THE BOGEY OF 'DUAL UNIONISM' 

It is necessary to respond to the charges of dual unionism which are directed at the perspective of 

building organization at the workplace independent of and counterposed to the trade unions. 

Generally the charge consists of three inter-related objections: that it adds to the divisions in the 

working class; that it leads to the isolation of the most advanced workers and the abandonment of 

the masses of workers to the reactionary union officials; and that it neglects the primary function 

of a union, the struggle for the immediate interests of the workers, in favor of revolutionary 

propaganda and agitation. 

Let us deal with these charges one at a time. 

In reply to the first, that building mass organization against the existing unions adds to the 

divisions in the working class: it has already been demonstrated how most of the important 

divisions in the working class, particularly those along lines of color and sex, are in fact upheld 

and strengthened by the trade union structure. There have been a number of major struggles over 

the past few years, in auto, in longshore and most notable in the construction industry, against 

the use of union membership and ' seniority' to restrict the best jobs to white men. In every one 

of these struggles, strong organization based outside of the unions and directed against them has 

been necessary to win even the smallest victory. Doesn't this current history demonstrate that it is 

those who insist on the inviolability of the trade unions who are in fact helping to perpetuate the 

divisions within the working class. Perhaps in this context revolutionaries would do well to take 

their cue from Lozovsky, head of the Red International of Labor Unions, at the RILU plenum in 

1932: '' There is no need to shout from the housetops 'destroy the unions'...But that we want to 
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break up the reformist unions, that we want to wrest the workers from them, that we want to 

explode the trade union apparatus and destroy it - of this there cannot be the slightest doubt." 

'ISOLATIONISM' 

To the second objection, that of leading to the isolation of the most advanced workers and the 

abandonment of the mass of workers to the reactionary trade union officials, it is necessary to 

reply with three arguments. 

In the first place, the masses of workers are already outside the trade unions in any but a formal 

sense, namely the check-off of dues. Attendance at union meetings generally is far less than one 

per cent of all 'members' and in many places the workers are suspicious of anyone who attends 

union meetings, regarding that person as either a fool or an aspiring bureaucrat. It has been 

demonstrated in more than one case that over-involvement in union affairs is a sure way for a 

radical to isolate himself from the masses of workers. 

In the second place, there is nothing in the perspective of building organization independent of 

the trade unions which requires that those implementing it leave the unions; in most cases, 

because of compulsory 'membership,' the question of individuals 'leaving' the unions does not 

even arise - the dues will still be deducted, right next to the federal income tax. 

Furthermore - and this must be stressed because it has been a continual point of distortion and 

confusion - building organization outside of the unions does not require a policy of boycotting 

union affairs. Agitation within the unions can sometimes be a useful means of exposing their 

limitations and strengthening independent mass organization. Running candidates in union 

elections, organizing to pass resolutions at union meetings, even in some cases fighting to bring a 

union into a non-union shop or defend a union under attack by the company - none of these 

measures when appropriate represents any violation of principle on the part of revolutionaries. 

What is involved is the relation between the strategy of building mass revolutionary organization 

independent of the trade unions and the tactics necessary to accomplish that aim. The point is 

that, just as Marxists take part in electoral politics in such a way as to strengthen an independent 

base outside of the electoral sphere, so they take part in union affairs in a way that strengthens 

independent mass workers' organization and does not subordinate the workers' struggle to the 

trade union apparatus. 

In the third place, the charge of isolationism seems accurate when applied to those who would 

set up so-called 'red front' unions with membership based on explicit adherence to a set of 

revolutionary principles. That is a sectarian approach and would lead to the isolation of those 

attempting it. But it is just as possible to make that sort of sectarian error even when 

concentrating on building inner-union caucuses. On the other hand, it is possible to develop 

independent organizations which work in a reformist and opportunist fashion. There is no simple 

organizational guarantee against either sectarianism or Rightopportunism in mass work. 

PROPAGANDA 
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The final objection to the line of building independent mass organization - that it neglects the 

fight for the immediate interests of the workers in favor of revolutionary propaganda and 

agitation - breaks down completely after an examination of the real world. If nothing else is clear 

about the situation in this country, it is obvious that the unions are not adequately defending the 

immediate interests of the workers. As has already been pointed out, the reasons for this are not 

primarily bad leadership or policies but the very structure of the unions. It has become virtually 

impossible to even defend existing conditions, let alone improve them, while restricted by the 'no 

strike' clause, the three-year contract, the grievance procedure, etc. The fact that some union 

officials, on occasion, encourage from behind the scenes wildcat strikes or other violations of the 

contract only emphasizes the bankruptcy of contract unionism and the need to make a categorical 

break with it. 

This charge of neglecting the immediate interests of the workers could well be turned around: it 

is not those who set forth on the path of independent organization but those who will not turn 

loose of the corpse of contract unionism who are in fact making it more difficult for the workers 

to resist the deterioration of wage scales, the lengthening of the work day, the intensification of 

speedup and the increasing risk to personal safety on the job - by failing to make a frontal attack 

on the class collaboration of the labor contract. 

Furthermore, there is more than one 'Marxist- Leninist' organization in this country which, while 

covering a great deal of paper with ink to 'prove' the need for communists to work in reactionary 

trade unions, interprets that work to mean almost entirely revolutionary propaganda and 

agitation. 

It is now about two years that the Sojourner Truth Organization, known more generally through 

its newspaper, The Insurgent Worker, has existed in the Chicago area and attempted to put into 

practice the line of building independent mass organization at the workplace. During this time it 

has been necessary to grapple with a number of questions relating to how to build rather than 

what to build. Some experience has been accumulated regarding such matters as the use of 

newsletters at the workplace, the structuring of organizations, establishing links with groups 

based in the communities, the development of campaigns which bring together workers from 

more than one enterprise, the utilization of union grievance procedures and NLRB channels, 

mobilization and pressure within the union, political work in non-union shops, strengths and 

weaknesses of different sectors of the working class and other questions which are beyond the 

scope of this paper These matters and another whole area of questions regarding the building of a 

Marxist-Leninist Party and its relation to mass revolutionary organizations will have to await 

proper treatment in the future. 

The great labor upsurge of the 1930's led to the pushing aside of the old craft unions and the 

formation of the CIO. The coming upsurge of the 1970's represents a challenge to the past more 

profound even than that which produced the CIO. If it is to have any lasting impact, it must lead 

to the pushing aside of the old unions, more thoroughly than was done by the CIO, and the 

formation of new-type organization. It is the task of revolutionaries to recognize this process, 

align themselves with it and help it to fruition. 

January, 1972 
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FIGHTING RACISM: 

an exchange 

by Staughton Lynd, Noel Ignatin, and Ken Lawrence 

1975 

In their November-December, 1974 issue, the editors of RADICAL AMERICA published an 

Editorial Statement entitled "Racism and Busing in Boston." Following the publication of the 

statement, the editors solicited comments and criticisms from a number of individuals around the 

country. In the issue of May-June 1975, they published a selection from these comments. Among 

the letters published was one from Staughton Lynd, the first in this pamphlet. 

Noel Ignatin responded to Lynd's letter with one of his own, to which Lynd replied in turn. At 

this point, Ken Lawrence joined in the discussion .calling forth still another letter from Lynd, 

which Ignatin answered. 

That is the exchange of letters which makes up this pamphlet, with one addition. In the same 

issue of RADICAL AMERICA which published Lynd's first letter - May-June 1975 - there was 

also published a comment by Ken Lawrence. That letter, while not a direct part of the ensuing 

exchange, did touch on some relevant matters. For that reason, we are reprinting it as the last 

entry in this pamphlet. 

To the editor: 

The Editorial Statement on "Racism and Busing in Boston" was most helpful and informative. 

One ambiguity or gap remained, I thought. Nothing was said about a concrete perspective for 

winning the white working class to a program of joint white-and-black action for better 
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education. I am certain it is true that "no rhetorical calls for black - white unity will erase" the 

fact that "the immediate effect of the busing crises has been to increase tension between black 

and white workers" (page 32). But it would be still more rhetorical and abstract to attack white 

workers in the name of class unity. 

In particular, the editorial fails to take a stand between two alternatives. 1. Should white workers 

be asked to give up privileges which result from institutionalized racism? 2. Should a demand be 

made for a higher level of education, housing, and employment, which would benefit blacks 

more than whites so as to make both equal, but would benefit whites as well? 

I strongly favor the second alternative. This might mean saying, for example: "The average cost 

per pupil in predominantly-white schools is X. The average cost per pupil in predominantly-

black schools is Y. (you give figures on page 11). X is higher than Y. Our demand is that in 

every school of the city the average expenditure per pupil should be no lower than Z. Z is higher 

than both X and Y. To bring X and Y up to Z, Y will have to be increased more than X. That is 

only fair. But all school children will benefit." 

Unless one is prepared to write off the workers of a community like South Boston, I believe this 

is the only approach which is both moral, and has any chance of success. The editorial states: 

"Most white working -class people are against busing white children to black schools because in 

a racist society black schools are poorer schools" (page 2). 

"Tenants in the worst white housing projects have used violence to keep blacks out, because they 

believe that the presence of blacks or Puerto Ricans will cause housing to be neglected even 

further... These poor whites are making last-ditch efforts to defend their relative advantages over 

blacks and to prevent the spread of ghetto-like housing conditions in their neighborhoods" (pages 

6-7). 

These statements correspond to my own experience in inner-city neighborhoods changing from 

white to black. Furthermore, I think these statements are true in the sense that schools do 

deteriorate and housing and neighborhood conditions do change for the worse, in our society, 

when neighborhoods undergo "transition." Needless to say, this is the fault of school 

administrators who cut services, banks which "red line," ghettoization which compels blacks 

moving into such a neighborhood to overcrowd housing facilities, and the rest. But to deal with 

white working people one has to begin by acknowledging the accuracy of their empirical 

perception of what happens in changing neighborhoods. Only then can one go on to say: "It 

doesn't have to be that way. And the way you are trying to meet the problem offers no solution 

for anyone." 

Is the approach of improving education for everyone, but improving it more for blacks, a 

practical approach? Only if a school program includes a tax program. It is generally the radical 

and even liberal approach that school integration requires treating inner city and suburbs as one 

administrative unity. Otherwise, school integration is impossible in inner cities where few whites 

still live. (This may seem inapposite in Boston where blacks are only 18 per cent of the 

population. It is the situation in more typical cities like Chicago and Detroit. In Milliken v. 

Bradley, decided in July 1974, the United States Supreme Court rejected the approach of treating 
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inner city and suburbs as one administrative unit, Douglas, Brennan, White and Marshall 

dissenting.) The same approach is required to taxation. It may be that Boston has always had, 

and has even more today, an inadequate tax base. The industries along Route 128 should be 

taxed to improve the schools in Boston because these industries use the labor force educated in 

the Boston schools. This can be done by increasing the property tax assessment. Industries are 

characteristically underassessed. In Gary, Indiana, for instance, the amount by which United 

States Steel is underassessed just about equals the deficit of the Gary school system. 

I am not close enough to the situation to judge how such a tax program might relate to the busing 

controversy; I am clear, though, that only such a tax program holding the promise of better 

education for every Boston school child offers a way toward the unity of white and black 

workers in the long run. 

Staughton Lynd 

Chicago, Illinois 

To the Editors: 

Staughton Lynd's letter in the May-June number is a perfect illustration of the hazards which 

plague any attempt to build an inter-racial popular movement without directly challenging the 

white-skin privileges which are the chief obstacle to such a movement. (For those who may not 

remember, Lynd suggests that "a demand be made for a higher level of education. . . which 

would benefit blacks more than whites so as to make both equal, but would benefit whites as 

well." He states that "this is the only approach which is both moral, and has any chance of 

success." In my opinion, the approach itself can be considered apart from the tax program 

accompanying it, which admittedly is based on slight familiarity with the Boston scene.) 

The first fault with Lynd's approach is that it assumes a situation in which those to whom it is 

addressed (presumably the revolutionary white intellectuals making up the bulk of the Radical 

America readership) can simply spin programs without taking into account forces already present 

on the scene. As the editorial on busing makes clear, the present situation in Boston is a result, in 

part, of ten years of activity by black people around the issue of education. This activity has 

assumed a certain direction and given rise to certain goals, tactics and forms of organization. The 

self-directed activity of the black community is the most significant anti-capitalist force on the 

Boston scene, and can hardly be ignored by white radicals - yet ignoring it is exactly what Lynd's 

approach does. 

The second fault is even more serious than the first, and reveals an uncritical acceptance on 

Lynd's part of certain commonplaces which, on careful consideration, prove false. 

What, exactly, in a big city life is meant by the term "improved education?" It does not mean an 

increased ability to read and appreciate Shakespeare or the Greek tragedians for their own sake; 

for the masses of workers and working class youth, improved education means expanded access 

to a certain style of life, represented, above all, by a job. That is why black people have generally 

expressed their demands regarding education in terms of equality with whites: they want the 
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same access to the job market that the whites have, and they want the schools they attend to 

serve this ambition, not prevent its realization. 

For their part, whites enjoy a social status superior to that of non-whites. While by no means all 

white youth succeed in entering the skilled trades and professions, nearly all of those who do 

enter are white. It does not matter at all that the average graduate of a white public school is sub-

literate: his school plays its part in guaranteeing him an edge over black folks in the job market, 

and that is all he expects from it. That is why the demand for quality education is rarely heard in 

white communities except in response to black demands for equality in education. That is also 

why, to those people who identify themselves principally as "white," a reform such as Lynd 

proposes (to bring both "X" and "Y" schools up to the "Z" level) would not be an improvement 

but a deterioration, since it would reduce the advantages they currently hold over non-whites. 

In the struggle for "the unity of white and black workers in the long run," gimmicky programs 

purporting to offer something for everyone are no substitute for the direct confrontation with the 

reactionary aspects of white workers' consciousness. 

Noel Ignatin 

Chicago, Illinois 

September, 1975 

To the editors: 

[In answer to Noel Ignatin:] 

My point about Boston, and about racism in America, is that radicals should propose solutions 

which benefit white working people as well as black. 

Increasing corporate taxes so as to be able to provide better education for white children as well 

as black is an example of the approach I favor. Here are some others: 

1. Changes in industrial seniority systems which make it possible for blacks, Latins, and women 

to move from departments where they are "locked in" into better-paying, more healthy jobs in 

other departments, should be accompanied by a provision for rate retention by white workers 

displaced. Then none suffers monetarily. 

2. When a demand is made that so-and-so many jobs or such-and-such a percentage of jobs 

should be filled by blacks, Latins, or women, the demand should be made with some attention to 

what will happen to the white workers displaced. One way to do this is by "red-circling" the jobs 

presently held by incumbents, so that the incumbents retain the jobs for so long as they are in the 

workplace, but all new openings are filled by members of the hithertoexcluded groups. 

The political reasons for this approach are obvious. If our intention is to build a long-term 

movement of working people — black and white, male and female — then that movement must 

seek to benefit all those whom it hopes to recruit. The only possible objections I can imagine to 

that truism are: it is impractical ("gimicky"); or, it is sinful. 
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It is impractical to seek to benefit both black and white working people if one assumes that there 

is a fixed quantity of benefits. Were that the case, then any benefit obtained by one exploited 

group could only be at the expense of another. The concept of a fixed quantity of benefits is 

ancient. Malthus and Ricardo advanced it as an explanation of the impossibility of raising wages. 

I cannot help wondering whether Noel adheres to this concept. If so, I think he is mistaken. 

Every group of working people who make a demand on management say in effect: We want 

more of the pie, we are asking you to take a lower rate of profit. I understand myself to be 

advocating a similar approach toward social benefits such as good schools. 

I understand Noel to be saying that the only thing which matters to white working people about 

their childrens' education is that it should be better than the education of black children, so that 

the white children, not the black, will get jobs in the end. 

Perhaps other readers of RADICAL AMERICA- can help Noel and myself resolve the question 

as to what it is that white working people want from schools. I believe him to be mistaken. I 

think that white workers, like other human beings, have feelings as to whether their children are 

physically beaten, degraded and humiliated by arbitrary authority, short-changed by city 

administrations which have "written off the schools in working-class neighborhoods black and 

white. I think white children as well as black experience life as a succession of situations — 

family, church, school, Army, factory — in which there is always someone in authority whom 

you did not choose to tell you to sit still, be quiet, do what you are told. 

Noel, apparently, would have us believe that all this does not matter to white parents and white 

children so long as black children have it worse. 

There remains the possibility that what Noel really feels is that white people should be made to 

suffer for their sins. To this I have two responses: 1. I honestly do not believe that white workers 

should be held primarily responsible for the oppression of black workers. 2. While guilt-tripping 

was a fairly effective, if short lived, approach to the middle-class youth who made up the 

"movement" of the late 1960s, I think it strikes out as a perspective for building an inter-racial 

socialist movement of ordinary Americans. 

Staughton Lynd 

September, 1975 

To the editors: 

Staughton Lynd used to argue that moral imperatives DO exist, that there are social realities — 

slavery, for example — which simply cannot be justified. However strained his arguments, he 

succeeded in rallying most leftwing intellectuals to his side when Eugene Genovese tried to 

insist, against Lynd's "moralizing", that Marxian morality is soulless and relative. 

Staughton did not demolish Genovese's arguments; he never developed the political tools to 

accomplish that. But he and others did generally succeed in discrediting Genovese's approach, 

which previously had held much greater sway in left circles. 
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Why did this happen? I think it is because most of the young people who grew up in the civil 

rights, anti-war, and New Left movements learned from experience that to a large extent people 

can and do intervene in the world of politics and bring about dramatic changes. They do not need 

to sit around and wait for some elusive "objective conditions". Instead, they can act in a way 

which creates a more favorable political environment for struggle. (It is not an accident that these 

lessons — for Staughton and almost everyone else — were most dramatically illustrated by the 

black liberation struggle.) 

Because most activists of the sixties were relatively unfamiliar with left theory, and often were 

hostile to it, Genovese was unable to cow them by invoking Marx's ghost. Since then, many have 

read Marx, and have discovered that his writings don't support the position advanced by 

Genovese. 

Peculiar indeed, then, as well as very sad, is the situation now, where Staughton appears to be 

advancing the very ideas which he once found so distasteful. Where we were once challenged to 

bring people into the freedom movement because it was just, now we are told to organize white 

workers on the basis of nickel-dime programs, because more visionary ones are impractical. 

When Staughton writes that, "radicals should propose solutions (to racism) which benefit white 

working people as well as black", he is admitting that HE doesn't think the struggle against 

racism itself benefits whites - and therefore he finds it necessary to offer whites some additional 

payment, privilege, of guarantee in order to win them over. 

I would like to ask Staughton: What should Marx have offered white British and U.S. workers to 

enlist them in the struggle against slavery in the United States? Wage rate retention? Guarantees 

against layoffs? After all, Marx's "guilt tripping" only offered them unemployment and suffering 

— and their own freedom! 

Noel isn't saying that white workers like having their children physically beaten, degraded and 

humiliated, short-changed, etc. But he is saying that they were not sufficiently concerned about 

these marks of oppression to initiate a massive and visible struggle against them. (Moreover, 

Staughton should ponder the implications of raising this. White groups who organize for "quality 

education" against black demands for equality in education don't seem to think that this is an 

issue among their potential constituents, unless and until their children are sent to desegregated 

schools.) 

On the other hand, masses of black people DID launch a struggle for equality in the schools, and 

thereby made the schools into the present battleground. Any radical program which fails to 

acknowledge this fact, and to call for full support for that demand WITHOUT QUALIFIERS, 

counterfeit — isn't a "solution" to racism at all. (Does Staughton really think that black people 

are fighting to have their children beaten, degraded, humiliated, and short-changed equally with 

whites? That they need someone to tell them that they haven't demanded enough? That if they 

demand more, white workers, who have hitherto, quite sensibly, withheld their support, would 

suddenly flock to their banner?) 
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It is Staughton, not Noel, who appears to believe that white workers are so backward that they 

cannot be won to the struggle for equality and justice (i.e. to their CLASS interest) unless we 

sweeten the pot with a petty bribe. 

Contrary to Staughton's accusation, Noel never held white workers "primarily responsible" for 

the oppression of black workers. But Noel probably believes, with Lenin, that white workers are 

"partners of their own bourgeoisie" relative to black workers. The task is to dissolve the 

partnership. 

Ken Lawrence 

Tougaloo, Mississippi 

October 11, 1975 

To the editors of RADICAL AMERICA: 

Before responding to the substance of Ken Lawrence's letter, I want to say something about its 

tone. 

It was the way of the Old Left to excommunicate longtime coworkers because of differences. 

Thus a difference which could not be immediately overcome led to a split in the movement. In 

the New Left we asked people to demonstrate in practice the superiority of that which they 

advocated. Thus, had the difference between Ken and myself arisen in a New Left context, each 

of us would have been asked to go to work locally and produce a living model of that which we 

believed to be right. If I read him correctly to say that a and-white movement can be built around 

the grievances of black people alone, then in the New Left his task would have been to go forth 

and show the rest of us that it could be done. Instead he postures, and pronounces, in a manner I 

believe destructive even if he were correct. Ken's tone of voice is the sectarian tone which has 

made the movement so burdensome in recent years. 

Now as to the merits: 

Begin with rate retention, which Ken thinks Karl Marx would have scorned to advocate. I have 

just returned from a visit to a steel mill community where I talked with white and black 

steelworkers about the recently-adopted Consent Decree in the steel industry. The white 

steelworkers have advocated the opening up of jobs to black steelworkers for thirty years. The 

black steelworkers are militants. Both agreed that in the absence of rate retention for the white 

worker displaced by the black as the result of the Consent Decree, the effect of the Consent 

Decree was to drive an unnecessary and artificial wedge between white and black steel workers, 

and to make the task of building an inter-racial movement more difficult. For persons in that 

situation rate retention is not a contemptible issue. 

Since the beginning of this correspondence, what I have urged is that radicals in Boston and in 

similar situations elsewhere seek the equivalent of rate retention for white parents and their 

children. 



 130 

If what busing means in the experience of white parents and children at the host school is that the 

quality of education goes down, they will oppose busing. If what busing means in the experience 

of white parents and children at the host school is that the quality of education went up, there 

would be a fighting chance of winning their support to busing despite their racial prejudices and 

fears. 

Therefore I say that the Left black and white has the responsibility to ADD to a demand for 

busing demands which would result in the improvement of the quality of education for all 

children affected. 

It should not be forgotten in the heat of controversy that busing is a preeminantly liberal demand. 

I understood the original RADICAL AMERICA article to argue that, despite this, busing should 

be supported because the black community, at least in Boston, is solidly behind it. I agree. But I 

do not think this requires mechanically and passively supporting the demand in the form in 

which it has been put forward. 

When SNCC demanded the vote, I felt that the Left black and white had a responsibility to add 

to that demand an economic perspective. Otherwise, I feared, black people would win the vote 

but use it to support the traditional parties. It is my impression that this is what has happened in 

the South. 

So in the present situation, I think it is the responsibility of the Left black and white to support 

busing in a critical manner directed to the building of the unity of black and white working 

people. Instead I find much of the mobilization in support of busing in Boston indifferent as to 

the effect of the agitation on white workers. 

Ken seems to think that I used to believe the movement could be built on moral affirmations, and 

have deserted that position for an opportunistic catering to short-run material needs. What I hope 

I advocated then, and what I certainly advocate now, is a uniting of moral and material appeals 

so that a Left program day by day confirms itself in people's lives. I think our own experience in 

the anti- war movement underlines the correctness of this approach. So long as students felt 

themselves to be threatened by the draft, it was possible to build a movement on the twin 

foundations of idealism (the attempt to empathize with the experience of those suffering in 

Vietnam) and selfinterest (the fear that one might oneself be drafted). When Nixon ceased to 

draft people for the war, the anti-war movement ceased to be a mass movement and became a 

movement of that much smaller number of persons willing to be active of the basis of idealism 

alone. 

This experience is also the experience of the workingclass movement historically, in my opinion. 

What does it mean to build around the idea that 'An Injury To One Is An Injury To All'? It means 

an appeal to the idea that what is happening to my brother today, may happen to me tomorrow, 

that neither of us is strong enough alone to win, and that only by uniting today around his needs 

can I be sure of protection myself when my turn comes. 

Thus, in the building of the CIO, many white workers were won over to joint black and white 

struggle by the experience that only in this united manner could they win. And that experience, 
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proving that black-and-white-together could protect self-interest, spilled over into social 

relationships. In Gary, Indiana, for instance, black and white steelworkers took their families to 

the park together on weekends. But they would not have done so had they not first discovered 

that by coming together on the shop floor each could move forward. 

Where is the equivalent of this in the Boston busing struggle? Where is the attempt to say to 

whites in South Boston: Look, don't you see that only by supporting this struggle can your own 

children have a better time in school and a better chance in what lies ahead of them? 

I suggest we don't say if because, in the form in which the busing demand has thus far been 

made, it isn't true. 

Historically, I think Noel and Ken would both agree, racism has developed among working-class 

whites, not because whites are hostile to "blackness" and somehow innately prejudiced (as 

scholars such as Degler and Jordan appear to suggest), but rather, because the enslavement of 

blacks became profitable to the governing class, and racial distinctions between white and black 

workers were a method useful in reinforcing that program and preserving slavery. In other 

words, Step 1 was the drop in the price of tobacco from 3 d. to ½ d. a pound in the Chesapeake 

area in the 1660's, which made planters frantic to cheapen their labor costs. Step 2 was the 

wholesale importation of blacks and the passage of laws forbidding intermarriage, punishing 

blacks more severely than whites for the same offenses, and otherwise creating the legal status of 

slavery. Step 3 was the development of racist sentiments. 

Now we must, I believe, run that film backward. That is, to transform the racist sentiments of 

white workers one must, first, undo racism as a legal institution. This has been the liberal 

program since Brown v. Board of Education. Busing is one part of it. It deserves support as far as 

it goes. But it doesn't go far enough. In addition there is needed an element which will play the 

part in motivating white workers to END racism, that the fall in the price of tobacco played for 

white planters in CREATING it. 

* * * 

I have now, in three letters, expressed this position as best I could. It is time for me to heed my 

own advice, to fall silent and go do what I am talking about. I hope Noel, Ken, and for that 

matter the editors of RADICAL AMERICA, will do likewise. It would be a shame if RADICAL 

AMERICA, too, became a place where comrades could talk to each other only by screaming. 

Staughton Lynd 

November 9,1975 

To the editors: 

A few things in Staughton Lynd's third letter merit a response. 
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One of these is his citing a group of black and white steelworkers as a support for his own 

position, "that radicals in Boston and in similar situations elsewhere seek the equivalent of rate 

retention for white parents and their children". 

If a group "of black workers, looking back over the history of 'class solidarity' by white labor, 

and concerned about the current hostility of their white 'class brothers', decides to make a special 

appeal to white self-interest in order to win some allies, that is a decision which all white 

revolutionaries are bound to respect. 

But it is one thing for black fighters to make that choice and quite another for whites to urge it on 

them. In my previous letter, I criticized Lynd for assuming, "a situation in which . . 

.revolutionary white intellectuals. . .can simply spin programs without taking into account forces 

already present on the scene", which I specified as "the self-directed activity of the black 

community". 

Granting the accuracy of his report on the steel community (Gary, Ind.), the difference between 

the two cases should be clear. 

Another thing. Professor Lynd commits an elementary oversight in his explanation for the 

origins of racism in colonial Virginia. If cheap labor was the aim in the linear way he postulates, 

why didn't the planters enslave the European rather than the African immigrants, or for that 

matter, why not both? Was there something inherent in black labor power making it cheaper man 

white? A curious idea, that. 

As Ted Allen points out in ".. .They Would Have Destroyed Me!" Slavery and the Origins of 

Racism, RADICAL AMERICA, May- June, 1975, the truth was a bit more complex than Lynd 

suggests. The planters' decision to introduce RACIAL slavery was motivated at least as much by 

their CLASS INTEREST in maintaining control over white and black labor (by granting a 

privileged status to whites) as it was by their immediate economic self-interest in cheap labor. 

Lynd's insistence that, "there is needed an element which will play the part in motivating white 

workers to END racism, that the fall in the price of tobacco played for white planters in 

CREATING it", is merely the other side of his misreading the history of the actions of the 

planters. Such a statement implies either or both of two things: 

(1) the ending of racism is not in the interests of white workers; (he says as much in 

regards to busing in Boston) 

(2) white workers cannot be won to a correct perception of their interests. 

Does Staughton Lynd believe that the following demands, AS THEY ARE FORMULATED 

WITHOUT ANY ADDITIONS, were and are in the interests of the U.S. working class white and 

black, and that the workers can be won to them: 

— the abolition of slavery? 

— the ending of jim crow? 
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— the overturning of white-first hiring and white-last firing? 

— the wiping out of every advantage held by whites relative to non-whites in housing, 

education, health and all other social services? 

My answer to the above questions is yes. Of course I recognize that it will not be easy to win 

white workers to the fight for black equality, that many different approaches will have to be 

tried. But we should reject from the outset any approach involving a capitulation to white 

worker's sense of their distinctive interests as whites, which is the main form of bourgeois 

consciousness and the main obstacle to the development of proletarian class consciousness 

among them. 

There are several other items in Lynd's third letter to which I take exception, and which space 

limitations prevent me from doing more than listing: 

(1) his summary of the Southern freedom movement, that "black people would win the 

vote but use it to support the traditional parties". 

(2) his discussion of the anti-war movement. Was the fact that it shrunk after the 

termination of the draft an indication of a weakness to be struggled against or an 

inevitable reality to be adjusted to? 

(3) his translation of An Injury To One Is An Injury To All. To me it means the opposite of 

what Lynd says, something like John Brown's admonition to his children, "Remember 

them that are in bonds as bound with them". 

(4) his citing of the CIO, and in particular the Gary steel as a POSITIVE example. Isn't the 

extreme racial polarization in that area in some way the product of a policy which 

sought to base labor solidarity on the premise that "black-and-white-together could 

protect self interest"? 

Noel Ignatin 

January, 1976 

To the editors: 

I found your editorial statement, "Racism and Busing in Boston" by Jim Green and Allen Hunter, 

very helpful, for the following reasons: 

(1) The background information showed historically how the Boston bourgeoisie built racism 

into the public schools. This is an essential point for people who want to understand the 

importance of racism to the ruling class as a tool to keep the working class divided and weak. 

(2) More importantly, however, the statement showed the specific ways in which the imposition 

of racism and racist privileges by the ruling class resulted in today's reality. By putting white 

working-class racism in context, it is easy to see the ways in which workers of the oppressor 

nation (whites) are, in Lenin's words, 'partners of their own bourgeoisie" relative to workers of 
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the oppressed nation (blacks). (And this in turn serves to refute those on the left who claim that 

racism is simply a set of "bad ideas". Marxism insists that ideas become material realities, and 

that they do so precisely when they are taken up by masses of people.) 

(3) By showing that the busing decision was a partial victory in a long struggle waged by 

Boston's black masses, the editorial is an excellent rebuttal to those who dismiss busing as a 

capitalist plot, a view which has gained some currency in the past year. 

(4) Inadvertently, I think, Green and Hunter showed me that the reason why the fascists have to 

make their counterattack in a place like Boston is probably because, for the time being at least, 

they have been routed in areas of heavy black majority, (I am speaking here only of the struggle 

in the schools, not in politics generally.) By analyzing the material weakness, as well as the 

strength, of the school struggle, it is possible to make a good guess why Boston, not Alabama or 

Mississippi, was the target this time. 

Despite the strength of the analysis, however, I don't think it follows so readily that "the only 

hope" for working class unity is located in the struggle against segregation, though that is 

necessarily the present battleground. It is important to realize that the Boston struggle of the past 

year has been essentially defensive in nature — a true emergency, in which the most hesitant ally 

is better than none at all. It would be wrong to view this as a strategy for liberation, even if it is 

true that the racists have suffered a major defeat. 

When the theater of struggle is broadened beyond Boston, and is deepened to include every 

aspect of life, it may then be that the black masses will opt for independence, and who will we 

(whites) be to say they are wrong? In fact, we must even now fight for their right to do so. I have 

no doubt that a liberated black nation in North America will add powerful momentum to the 

most noble aspirations of white workers as well, providing a living example that there is a light 

of freedom at the end of the tunnel, and that it need not be so far away. 

* * * * * 

As much as I detest critics who review what an author didn't write, rather than reviewing the 

contents of the work, I have to admit that I was left dangling at the end of my reading of the 

editorial. By failing to put forward a program of action, it yields to those critics who attack this 

line by accusing its (white) proponents of simply cheering from the sidelines while the black 

masses conduct their struggle. 

When called upon to do so, white leftists must and should mobilze and march shoulder to 

shoulder with black and brown people, to build the mass movement against racism or any 

manifestation of reaction. But that is not enough. We must also join the fight against racism in 

other concrete ways, in the very places where the infection is most virulent. The statement draws 

a blank here. 

So I was especially pleased to read Osawatomie where the Weather Underground told how they 

penetrated the secret councils of the enemy and exposed the class reality of organized racism to 

the light of day (and in the process de-mystified and weakened it). This, of course, is only one of 
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many possible programs of action, but it suggests many others for which white radicals are 

uniquely suited. 

The point is that while there can be no revolutionary movement without revolutionary theory, the 

corollary is also true. Revolutionary practice is the preferred fertilizer for the next stage of our 

movement's development. "Racism and Busing in Boston" is proof that the analytical tools have 

been mastered. It is now time to draw the conclusions and act on them. 

Ken Lawrence 

Tougaloo, Mississippi 
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MARX ON AMERICAN SLAVERY 

by Ken Lawrence 

1972 

I 

Throughout Karl Marx's long career as philosopher, historian, social critic, and revolutionary, he 

considered the enslavement of African people in America to be a fundamental aspect of rising 

capitalism, not only in the New World, but in Europe as well. As early as 1847, Marx made the 

following forceful observation: 

Direct slavery is just as much the pivot of bourgeois industry as 

machinery, credits, etc. Without slavery you have no cotton; without 

cotton you have no modern industry. It is slavery that has given the 

colonies their value; it is the colonies that have created world trade, 

and it is world trade that is the pre-condition of large-scale industry. 

Thus slavery is an economic category of the greatest importance. 

Without slavery North America, the roost progressive of countries, 

would be transformed into a patriarchal country. Wipe out North 

America from the map of the world, and you will have anarchy — the 

complete decay of modern commerce and civilisation. Cause slavery to 

disappear and you will have wiped America off the map of nations. 

Thus slavery, because it is an economic category, has always existed 

among the institutions of the peoples. Modern nations have been able 

only to disguise slavery in their own countries, but they have imposed it 

without disguise upon the New World.[1] 

Marx's view of slavery was not static. Like all other exploitative social systems, Marx viewed 

modern slavery as a system with a dynamic rise as productive forces developed, followed by 

stagnation, decline and overthrow. Most importantly, it was a society which created the seeds of 

its own destruction — the contending classes which 

stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, 

now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution of 

society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.[2] 

In order to clearly understand Marx's views on American slavery, it is important to distinguish 

between two different social systems treated by Marx, both of which are called "slavery." One is 

ancient slavery, a social system through which almost all peoples came during the formative 

years of civilization; the other is the slavery which accompanied the emergence of capitalism, 

generally featuring the enslavement of Africans in North and South America and the 
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Caribbean.[3] In this essay, except for aspects common to both, we are only concerned with the 

latter. 

Both of these systems are characterized by the exploitation of human chattels. But the 

differences Marx noted between pre-capitalist slavery and the slavery that developed within 

capitalist society, particularly in the Southern United States, were profound. 

In 1857 Marx wrote that the United States was 

a country where bourgeois society did not develop on the foundation of the feudal 

system, but developed rather from itself; where this society appears not as the surviving 

result of a centuries-old movement, but rather as the starting-point of a new 

movement; where the state, in contrast to all earlier national formations, was from the 

beginning subordinate to bourgeois society, to its production, and never could make the 

pretence of being an end-in-itself; where, finally, bourgeois society itself, linking up the 

productive forces of an old world with the enormous natural terrain of a new one, has 

developed to hitherto unheard-of dimensions and with unheard-of freedom of 

movement, has far outstripped all previous work in the conquest of the forces of nature, 

and where, finally, even the antitheses of bourgeois society itself appear only as 

vanishing moments.[4] 

The development of the United States, however, was bound up with events in Europe, 

particularly England, as Marx noted in CAPITAL: 

Whilst the cotton industry introduced child-slavery in England, it gave in the United 

States a stimulus to the transformation of the earlier, more or less patriarchal slavery, 

into a system of commercial exploitation. In fact, the veiled slavery of the wage-earners 

in Europe needed, for its pedestal, slavery pure and simple in the New World.[5] 

Frederick Engels made the same point: 

Slavery in the United States of America was based far less on force than on the English 

cotton industry; in those districts where no cotton was grown or which, unlike the 

border states, did not breed slaves for the cotton-growing states, it died out of itself 

without any force being used, simply because it did not pay.[6] 

It is true that even though Marx considered slavery "just as much the pivot of bourgeois society 

as machinery," as we have seen, he nevertheless devoted more of his writing to machinery. That 

is probably because he thought that "the history of the productive organs of man" would be the 

history "of organs that are the material basis of all social organization." Yet, at the time he wrote 

CAPITAL, Marx lamented that "Hitherto there is no such book."[7] 

Because Marx devoted so much attention to the development of machinery as the basis of the 

industrial revolution, particularly the inventions that created and advanced the cotton industry in 

the 18th century — the spinning jenny, the power loom, the steam engine, the saw gin, the 
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steamboat[8] — it is easy to forget that he saw the origin and development of capitalist 

production much earlier: 

Although we come across the first beginnings of capitalist production as early as the 

14th or 15th century, sporadically, in certain towns of the Mediterranean, the 

capitalistic era dates from the 16th century.[9] 

Capitalism in agriculture follows the development of industry: 

Historically too, as the capitalist mode of production appears later in agriculture than in 

industry, agricultural profit is determined by industrial profit, and not the other way 

about.[10] 

And once industrial capitalism becomes dominant, agriculture is forcibly transformed also: 

In the period of the stormy growth of capitalist production, productivity in industry 

develops rapidly as compared with agriculture, although its 

development presupposes that a significant change as between constant and variable 

capital has already taken place in agriculture, that is, a large number of people have 

been driven off the land. . . . when industry reaches a certain level the disproportion 

must diminish, in other words, productivity in agriculture must increase relatively more 

rapidly than in industry. This requires . . . the replacement of the easy-going farmer by 

the businessman, the farming capitalist; transformation of the husbandman into a pure 

wage laborer; large-scale agriculture, i.e. with concentrated capitals.[11] 

Rearranging and summing up the terrain we have covered so far, we can draw the following 

sketch from Marx's writings: 

1) The capitalist era dates from the 16th century, and the beginnings of capitalism are even 

earlier. 

2) The capitalist mode of production appears first in industry, later in agriculture — therefore 

agricultural profit is determined by industrial profit. 

3) Even though capitalism in agriculture is economically subordinate to industry, the 

development of each is intertwined with the other. 

4) The period of industry's "stormy growth" forces a transformation of agriculture into large-

scale, capitalist enterprise. 

5) Getting specific, two essential ingredients of the industrial revolution were (a) machinery, and 

(b) New World slavery -- because cotton was the basis of modern industry. 

6) The rise of the cotton industry in England transformed slavery in the United States into a form 

of commercial exploitation. 
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* * * * * 

I I 

Slavery was introduced in the New World, of course, in precapitalist times: 

In the precapitalist stages of society, commerce rules industry. The reverse is true of 

modern society. . . . Merchants' capital in its supremacy everywhere stands for a system 

of robbery, and its development, among the trading nations of old and new times, is 

always connected with plundering, piracy, snatching of slaves, conquest of colonies. ... 

In the antique world the effect of commerce and the development of merchants' capital 

always result in slave economy; or, according to what the point of departure may be, 

the result may simply turn out to be the transformation of a patriarchal slave system 

devoted to the production of direct means of subsistence into a similar system devoted 

to the production of surplus-value.[12] 

The rise of commerce is not the entire reason for the development of slavery. According to Marx, 

the slave system 

preserves an element of natural economy. The slave market maintains its supply of 

labor-power by war, piracy, etc., and this rape is not promoted by a process of 

circulation, but by the natural appropriation of the labor-power of others by physical 

force. Even in the United States, after the conversion of the neutral territory between 

the wage labor states of the North and the slave labor states of the South into a slave 

breeding region for the South, where the slave thus raised for the market had become 

an element of annual reproduction, this method did not suffice for a long time, so that 

the African slave trade was continued as long as possible for the purpose of supplying 

the market.[13] 

A fundamental transformation takes place, however, when the capitalist market becomes 

dominant on a world scale: 

as soon as people, whose production still moves within the lower forms of slave-labor, 

courvee labor, etc., are drawn into the whirlpool of an international market dominated 

by the capitalistic mode of production, the sale of their products for export becoming 

their principal interest, the civilized horrors of over-work are grafted on the barbaric 

horrors of slavery, serfdom, etc. Hence the Negro labor in the Southern States of the 

American Union preserved something of a patriarchal character, so long as production 

was chiefly directed to immediate local consumption. But in proportion, as the export of 

cotton became of vital interest to these states, the overworking of the Negro and 

sometimes the using up of his life in 7 years' of labor became a factor in a calculated and 

calculating system. It was no longer a question of obtaining from him a certain quantity 

of useful products. It was now a question of production of surplus-labor itself.[14] 
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This transformation, from production for direct consumption to production for the market 

(commodity production), 

causes violent crises in the economy of the producer during the transition from 

production for use to production for sale.[15] 

We can summarize Marx's view of the transition from precapitalist to capitalist slavery as 

follows: 

1) In the early period, merchants, not industrialists, dominate the rise of capitalism. This 

relationship generally results in a slave economy. 

2) Later, when capitalist production — i.e., industry — becomes dominant, the international 

market serves to transform all forms of labor into commodity production. 

3) Where a pre-capitalist form of labor, such as slavery, survives the transformation, the 

conditions of work are measurably worsened by the increased demand for surplusvalue (realized 

through sale), which replaces the precapitalist system of production for use alone. 

4) The transformation causes violent economic crises. 

* * * * * 

I I I 

Generally speaking, according to Marx, 

wage labor arises out of the dissolution of slavery and serfdom . . . and, in its adequate, 

epoch-making form, the form which takes possession of the entire social being of labor, 

out of the decline and fall of the guild economy, of the system of Estates, of labor and 

income in kind, of industry carried on as rural subsidiary occupation, of small-scale 

feudal agriculture etc. In all these real historic transitions, wage labor appears as the 

dissolution, the annihilation of relations in which labor was fixed on all sides, in its 

income, its content, its location, its scope etc. Hence as negation of the stability of labor 

and of its remuneration[16] 

But that isn't always what happens. Slavery is also possible within the bourgeois system. 

However, slavery is then possible there only because it does not exist at 

other points; and appears as an anomaly opposite the bourgeois system 

itself.[17] 

. . . the slave-holding states in the United States of North America . . . are 

associated with a world market based on capitalist production. No matter 
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how large the surplus product they extract from the surplus labor of their 

slaves in the form of cotton or corn, they can adhere to this simple, 

undifferentiated labor because foreign trade enables them to convert 

these simple products into any kind of use-value.[18] 

The fact that we now not only call the plantation owners in America 

capitalists, but that they are capitalists, is based on their existence as 

anomalies within a world market based on free labor.[19] 

And slaves are proletarians.[20] Marx defines capitalism by its mode of production, but once that 

mode prevails, it consumes and dominates and transforms various other modes of production, 

including slavery, through its mode of circulation, because 

The process of production ends in a commodity. ... A commodity 

produced by a capitalist does not differ in itself from that produced by 

an Independent laborer, or by a laboring commune, or by slaves.[21] 

The character of the process of production from which (commodities) 

emanate is immaterial. They perform the function of commodities on the 

market, and enter into the cycles of industrial capital as well as into those 

of the surplus-value carried by it.[22] 

Summarizing some aspects of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, we have seen that 

Marx expressed these views: 

1) Normally wage labor arises out of the dissolution of slavery and serfdom. 

2) In some instances, slavery survives, as an anomaly. 

3) Under these circumstances, the slave owners are capitalists, the slaves are proletarians, and the 

products of slave labor are commodities. 

4) These commodities enter the cycles of industrial capital in the market; at the same time the 

slave-owning capitalists realize their surplus-value. 

* * * * * 

I V 

In his discussion of the working day, Marx quotes from J. E. Cairnes' book, THE SLAVE 

POWER, a passage where Cairnes says that the slave trade undermines the tendency toward 

humane treatment of slaves because "the duration of his life becomes a matter of less moment 

than its productiveness while it lasts. It is accordingly a maxim of slave management, in slave-

importing countries, that the most effective economy is that which takes out of the human chattel 
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in the shortest space of time the utmost amount of exertion it is capable of putting forth." Marx 

adds that this is not a distinctive feature of slavery, since it characterizes the treatment of workers 

in England as well; he cites as examples the short- lived potters, bakers, and workers in the 

cotton industry, and shows that Manchester's system of obtaining workers from the agricultural 

districts "had grown up into a regular trade."[23] 

Another aspect of slavery noted by many observers, 

a brutal spoliation of the soil, such as used to be In vogue among the former slave 

holders in the United States 

was not an essential ingredient. Marx noted that even if the landlord was an absentee, renting his 

property, ravaging the land was 

a thing against which the land owners may provide by contract.[24] 

There are, however, some general aspects of the economics of capitalist slavery which were not 

directly analogous with the system of wage labor. 

Take, for instance, the slavery system. The price paid for a slave Is nothing but the 

anticipated and capitalized surplus-value or profit, which is to be ground out of him. But 

the capital paid for the purchase of a slave does not belong to the capital, by which 

profit, surplus labor, is extracted from him. On the contrary. It is capital, which the slave 

holder gives away, it is a deduction from capital, which he has available for actual 

production. It has ceased to exist for him, just as the capital invested in the purchase of 

land has ceased to exist for agriculture. The best proof of this is the fact, that it does not 

come back into existence for the slave holder or land owner, until he sells the slave or 

the land once more. Then the same condition of things holds good for the buyer. The 

fact that he has bought the slave does not enable him to exploit the slave without 

further ceremony. He is not able to do so until he invests some other capital in 

production by means of the slave.[25] 

In most cases, the slave-owning capitalists owned land, slaves, and instruments of production 

(tools, mules, etc.). 

In this case, the landlord and the owner of the instruments of production, and thus the 

direct exploiter of the laborers counted among these instruments of production, are one 

and the same person. Rent and profit likewise coincide then, there being no separation 

of the different forms of surplus-value. The entire surplus labor of the workers, which is 

here represented by the surplus product, is extracted from them directly by the owner 

of all the instruments of production, to which the land and, under the original form of 

slavery, the producers themselves, belong. Where capitalist conditions predominate, as 

they did upon the American plantations, this entire surplusvalue is regarded as 

profit.[26] 
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Although Marx viewed both slavery and wage labor, under capitalism, as forms of commercial 

exploitation, there were important specific differences between the two forms: 

As a slave, the worker has exchange value, a value; as a free wage-

worker he has no value; it is rather his power of disposing of his labor, 

effected by exchange with him which has value. It is not he who stands 

towards the capitalist as exchange value, but the capitalist towatds him. 

His valuelessness and devaluation is the presupposition of capital 

precondition of free labor in general.[27] 

In slave-labor, even that part of the working-day in which the slave is 

only replacing the value of his own means of existence, in which, 

therefore, in fact, he works for himself alone, appears as labor for his 

master. All the slave's labor appears as unpaid labor. In wage-labor, on 

the contrary, even surplus labor, or unpaid labor, appears as paid. There 

the property-relation conceals the labor of the slave for himself; here the 

money-relation conceals the unrequited labor of the wage-laborer.[28] 

This was not simply a matter of appearances, either. The consequences of the differences were 

felt by the capitalists and the workers economically, because 

in the slave system, the advantage of a labor-power above the average, and the 

disadvantage of a labor—power below the average, affects the slave-owner; in the 

wage-labor system it affects the laborer himself, because his labor-power is, in the one 

case (wage labor), sold by himself, in the other (slavery), by a third person.[29] 

One specific way in which the difference was felt was in the minimum wage. 

It is characteristic in the determination of the minimum wage or the natural price of 

labor, that it is lower for the free wage-laborer than for the slave.[30] 

Summing up this section, then, we see that Marx did not agree with some of his contemporaries 

that inhumane treatment was a unique characteristic of the slave system, nor that spoliation of the 

land was its necessary result. He did, however, discuss some economic realities which were 

peculiar to capitalist slavery: 

1) The price of a slave is the anticipated profit "to be ground out of him." 

2) Since the land owner and the exploiter of labor are the same person, there is no separation 

between different forms of surplus value — rent and profit coincide, and are simply considered 

profit. 
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3) A slave has value, exchange value. A free wageworker has no value, only the power to 

dispose of his labor. 

4) All of the slave's labor appears to be unpaid; the property-relation conceals the labor of the 

slave for himself. 

5) All of the free worker's labor appears to be paid; the money-relation conceals the labor of the 

worker for the capitalist — the surplus labor. 

6) Economically, the slave owner, not the slave, is affected by the advantage or disadvantage of 

an individual slave compared to the average. 

7) Conversely, under the wage-labor system, it is the worker who is affected by the advantage or 

disadvantage. 

8) The minimum cost of maintaining a slave is higher than the minimum wage of a free wage-

laborer. 

* * * * * 

V 

Changing conditions of the capitalist market on a national and world scale created the economic 

preconditions for the overthrow of slavery. As we noted earlier, Marx considered slavery in 

North America to be absolutely essential to world capitalism in 1847. Writing in 1885, Engels 

commented, 

This was perfectly correct for the year 18A7. At that time the world trade of the United 

States was limited mainly to import of immigrants and industrial products, and export of 

cotton and tobacco, i.e., of the products of southern slave labor. The northern states 

produced mainly corn and meat for the slave states. It was only when the North 

produced corn and meat for export and also became an industrial country, and when 

the American cotton monopoly had to face powerful competition, in India, Egypt, Brazil, 

etc., that the abolition of slavery became possible. And even then this led to the ruin of 

the South, which did not succeed in replacing the open Negro slavery by the disguised 

slavery of Indian and Chinese coolies.[31] 

This changing alignment of forces nationally created a crisis for the slave-owning capitalists, for 

two reasons: 

(1) by dint of an economical law, American slavery was doomed to gradual extinction from the 

moment it should be deprived of its power of expansion. That "economical law" was perfectly 

understood by the slavocracy. . . . (2) Quite apart from the economical law which makes the 

diffusion of slavery a vital condition for its maintenance within its constitutional areas, the 

leaders of the South had never deceived themselves as to the necessity for keeping up their 

political sway over the United States.[32] 
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According to Marx's analysis, they were doomed. 

If the positive and final result of each single contest told in favor of the South, the 

attentive observer of history could not but see that every new advance of the slave 

power was a step forward to its ultimate defeat.[33] 

In 1861 the struggle over slavery in the United States reached the point of no return, "the 

matured result of long years of struggle." Marx called this struggle "the moving power of its 

history for half a century."[34] 

The violence of the crisis cannot be explained simply by noting the need of the industrial 

capitalist class to rid itself of a fetter. The crisis of two forms of capital emerged against a 

backdrop of violent, uninterrupted class struggle: 

. . . the antagonism between the laborer as a direct producer and the owner of the 

means of production . . . reaches its maximum in the slave system.[35] 

This explains why Marx vas not only a supporter of the Union, but at the same time one of its 

sharpest critics, demanding abolition and the arming of the freedmen.[36] 

Marx recognized a unity of class interest among slaves and freedmen, white workers of the 

North, and English workers. He believed that only the workers, by virtue of their strength in 

numbers, could defeat slavery. Thus he referred to "the workingmen" as "the true political power 

of the North."[37] But while he rallied workers to the causes of abolition, nonintervention, and 

Union, he did not deceive himself about the fact that the workers did not always act in the 

interest of their class. 

In his correspondence with Engels, Marx analyzed not only the problems with the bourgeoisie's 

conduct of the war, he also faced squarely the hesitancy of the white workers in carrying out 

their duties as a class.[38] Publicly he proclaimed the same thing, that it was the white workers 

who 

allowed slavery to defile their own republic; while before the Negro, mastered and sold 

without his concurrence, they boasted it the highest prerogative of the white-skinned 

laborer to sell himself and choose his own master; and they were unable to attain the 

true freedom of labor or to support their European brethren in their struggle for 

emancipation, but this barrier to progress has been swept off by the red sea of civil 

war.[39] 

Because the white workers boasted their status as free laborers as "the highest prerogative," Marx 

viewed this as the Achilles heel of the labor movement, and the sweeping away of this "barrier to 

progress" as the essential precondition for an effective, independent workers' movement in the 

United States. 

In the United States of North America, every independent movement of the workers 

was paralyzed so long as slavery disfigured a part of the Republic. Labor cannot 
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emancipate itself in the white skin where in the black it is branded. But out of the death 

of slavery a new life at once arose. The first fruit of the Civil War was the eight hours' 

agitation, that ran with the seven-leagued boots of the locomotive from the Atlantic to 

the Pacific, from New England to California.[40] 

In a letter to Engels on April 23, 1866, Marx wrote, "after the Civil War phase the United States 

are really only now entering the revolutionary phase,"[41] and less than a year later he noted the 

international importance of that struggle. 

As in the 18th century, the American war of independence sounded the tocsin for the 

European middle-class, so in the 19th century, the American civil war Bounded it for the 

European working-class.[42] 

Thus Marx viewed the final fifty years of the slaves' struggle for freedom in the United States not 

simply as an attempt to throw off an antiquated labor system. He saw the emancipation struggle 

as the most advanced outpost of labor's fight against capital; its success placed proletarian 

revolution at the top of the world's political agenda. 

# # # 

Tougaloo, Mississippi 

First draft June 1, 1975 

Second draft November 26, 1975 

Editorial note: Throughout this essay, quoted material has been altered, when necessary, to 

conform to contemporary capitalization and spelling usage in the United States. 
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The Roots of Class Struggle in the South 

Ken Lawrence, 1975 

How many people know which is the most unionized state in the United States? ... the least 

unionized ? 

The answers are that the most unionized state is West Virginia and the least unionized state is 

North Carolina, with South Carolina less than two per cent away. 

The reason I start with that is that I want to draw a picture of the working class of the South a 

little bit different from the familiar one, which is Southerners as victims, Southerners as helpless, 

and so on. I think that's a picture that's useful to liberal politicians and businessmen who have 

certain designs on the South — which entail the working class being subservient to their ends, 

etc. But I don't think it's a very helpful picture of what's decisive about the South for workers — 

in terms of their ability to fight and win what they're after. What I think is decisive about the 

South, in the sense that we're interested in, is the tremendous unevenness of development. 

That's reflected by the fact that West Virginia is the most unionized state in the country, and 

North Carolina is the least unionized state, and they're not very far apart. And they both are part 

of the Southern region, the region in which we are active. And so you have — and over and over 

again we're going to see this kind of thing happening, where you have advanced layers of the 

working class (advanced in the sense that workers have gotten themselves together and fought 

together and won what they were fighting for) side by side with the most oppressed layers of the 

working class in the whole country, black and white. This is the situation of working people in 

the South. And what this offers, more than any other part of the country, is a real explosive 

combination — on the one hand, an example of development, side by side wi th perhaps the 

greatest need for struggle and victory. And this, in turn, allows the concept of combined 

development, that is, where the most oppressed layers are capable of leaping over whole stages 

of development and appearing on stage with all the equipment that the most advanced layers 

have already achieved, because the example is right there before them. 

So anyway this is not going to be the traditional picture of the South enumerating how poor it is, 

or something like that, but rather the peaks of struggle which have thrust the whole working 

class, not just in the South but throughout the country, forward. 

USING STATISTICS 

I just want to add one more preliminary note, which is that ordinarily, statistical studies, which 

are largely sociological, are the place people begin in making these evaluations. And historically 

that's an excellent guide, and we will use it a great deal. But in periods like the one we're entering 

today, statistics become less a weapon, as they don't serve our immediate needs. In other words, 

in 1955, if you were trying to draw a statistical picture of the working people in the South, the 

1950 census would give you a pretty good approximation of where you were five years later and 

the situation you were dealing with. In 1965. the 1960 census wouldn’t have been as adequate 

because things were changing more rapidly, especially urbanization and mechanization of 

agriculture, but it still would have been pretty close. But today, in 1973, things are changing so 
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rapidly that the 1970 census is already largely outmoded in terms of providing t he kind of 

information that we need. And for that reason among many others, the historic picture, the 

sweep, and the similarities to past periods are a more decisive weapon to be put at the service of 

working people to see where we are now in comparison to similar periods in the past, and where 

we're going, and how to get there. And that's really the purpose of this work. 

I want to give you an example of this business of where we are today, because it was quite a 

shock to me to f ind out. Just to run down a comparison, I'll take Mississippi, where I live, and 

compare it with the United States. Only about sever, per cent of Mississippi's workers are 

engaged in agriculture, and that percentage is falling rapidly. These are statistics for non-

agricultural employment in 1966. In the United States, mining had 1% of non-agricultural 

employment; Mississippi had 1.1%. Contract construction: the United States had 5.1%, 

Mississippi had 6.0%. Manufacturing: the United States had 29.9%, Mississippi had 31.9%. 

Transportation and public utilities: the United States had 6.5%, Mississippi had 5.2%. Trade: the 

United States had 20.7%, Mississippi had 18.8%. Finance, insurance and real estate, the United 

States had 4.8%, Mississippi had 3.4%. Services : the United States had 15%, Mississippi had 

11.6%. Government employees: in the United States there were 17.0%, in Mississippi there were 

22%. So you can see the United States has caught up with Mississippi. 

And that's pretty much the general picture. There's throughout the country no longer the image 

that many of us have carried around with us, of the South; and especially the places that have 

been traditionally the rural agricultural South are industrially and sociologically not very 

different any more from the rest of the country. So, again we can say that the picture we're 

drawing and the needs we feel are very contemporary; they're not backward, they're not retarded, 

but the situation we're confronted with in the South, at least as far as the nation's economy and 

political structure are concerned, are as advanced as almost any place in the country, and 

certainly as advanced as the country as a whole. 

Now, in this presentation it's not going to be possible for me to be comprehensive in terms of 

telling you even all the things that I think are important in the history of labor in the South. And 

I'm going to try to cover what I think are a few very significant happenings that will illustrate, I 

hope, situations that are valuable as precedents for the kinds of things that we're going to be 

spending the rest of the weekend on, especially the question of fighting racism and the question 

of organizing the unorganized. So I hope nobody will be disappointed if I leave out their favorite 

strike or anything like that. I'm not trying to be comprehensive. This is a kind of introduction to 

study for anyone who wishes to pursue it. 

Now especially in the South, it's really important to distinguish between the history of workers 

and the history of unions, even though most historians write them up as one and the same. 

They're not the same. And above all, they're not the same in the South. And the fact that 

historians usually don't make the distinction means that most labor history, as written, is pretty 

distorted. And you'll see examples of this. Ray Marshall of the University of Texas is today the 

recognized authority on Southern labor, after publishing a book a few years ago called LABOR 

IN THE SOUTH, which is the most comprehensive book in recent times on the subject. And he's 

.received platitudes from everybody, saying that it's the greatest thing. And because it's the only 

thing available, there's no question about it. It's got a lot of good information, and I recommend 

that people read it, but very cautiously. 
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BEFORE THE CIVIL WAR 

Marshall tells us that the first union in the South was the Typographers Union in New Orleans, 

founded in 1810. By 1863, the labor movement in the South was running behind that in the rest 

of the country. There were only 10 city labor assemblies in the United States in 1863, one of 

which was in Louisville, Kentucky, and the rest of the South didn't have any such institutions. 

But anyway, from 1810 up until the Civil War, unions were scattered, small and weak, but they 

were increasingly frequent and they were developing and growing. One of the earliest strikes 

was organized by workers at the Tredegar Steel Co., in Richmond, Virginia, where 200 white 

workers struck in 1847 when the company was preparing to increase its slave work force to more 

than 600 workers. Two hundred white workers struck to prevent that, but they lost. 

And this brings us to the point that's the big problem in studying labor history as union history, 

which is that the bulk of the work force of the South was not free white workers but was African 

slaves who were working on plantations. And they weren't allowed to unionize legally. 

Nonetheless, the strike, which was not a very powerful tool in the hands of white workers—-who 

could be threatened and replaced by black slaves — the strike was a very important weapon 

which was used very effectively by slaves. And throughout the period in the 20 or 30 years 

before the Civil War, there were slave strikes over and over again. The major demand of slaves 

.when they struck was to replace the sunup to sundown gang labor system with the task system. 

The way they would do it usually was that all the slaves on a given plantation or several 

plantations would run off and hide in the woods or the swamps, and send one person in to 

negotiate with the overseer or the master, demanding that the slaves get the task system, which 

would allow them, after they had finished their assigned daily tasks, to tend to their own gardens, 

their families, or what have you. And they very commonly won this. The task system became the 

norm by the time of the Civil War. But of course none of that working class militancy shows up 

in histories of unions because none of that was conducted by unions. And yet, there's no question 

in my mind that it was the most significant, and certainly the most victorious, kind of struggle 

going on among the working people of the South at the time. 

THE CIVIL WAR 

And for the next period, the period of the Civil War and its aftermath, the most important book 

of history, from the standpoint of working people, is BLACK RECONSTRUCTION IN 

AMERICA by W. E. B. DuBois. In fact, it's remarkable that when you look around for a history 

of working people in the South of that period, there's almost nothing else, and certainly nothing 

as detailed and explicit as the book by DuBois. He begins: Chapter One is called "The Black 

Worker." Chapter Two is "The White Worker." Chapter Three is "The Planter." Chapter Four is 

"The General Strike." And we kind of get the image that he's speaking our language — telling us 

about how things happened then that are the things that we're interested in. And very few of us, 

that I know of, were taught in school to view the Civil War as a general strike of working people. 

And that was what won it. But that was what DuBois not only .says but proves, and seals his case 

by offering Abraham Lincoln's testimony to the effect that what he's saying is true. DuBois says 

it was the black worker — as the founding stone of a new economic system in the nineteenth 

century, and for the modern world — who brought Civil War in America. 
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And the point of this is, of course, that up until the 1850's, the rulers of the North and the rulers 

of the South made every possible attempt to reach a compromise that would avoid open warfare 

between them. That the one group that was not willing to compromise, that constantly, regardless 

of any compromise that was made, was going to continue to fight for its freedom, was the black 

slaves. And they did. And as a result, none of the compromises worked, and the Civil War was 

brought on. And DuBois goes further than that. He says that the plight of white workers 

throughout the world is traceable to Negro slavery in America. And that's a remarkable 

statement. That says to me, and I take it seriously, that in order to understand the problems of 

white workers, not just back then, but in-the world today, you have to have an understanding of 

Negro slavery in the United States. 

I highly recommend BLACK RECONSTRUCTION as a place to start. It'll not only tell you a 

great deal, but it also provides a way of reading other material that doesn't give the information 

in the form that we need it, and allows you to see things that you might not see otherwise. 

DuBois says that the South lost the Civil War because of economic weakness, because its "whole 

labor class, black and white, went into economic revolt." And in his Chapter Four, "The General 

Strike," he's got an introductory note. This is his description of the general strike: 

"How the Civil War meant emancipation and how the black worker won the war 

by a general strike which transferred his labor from the Confederate planter to the 

Northern invader, in whose army lines workers began to be organized as a new 

labor force." 

That's a remarkable thing, and it's a remarkable chapter. And if ever there was a proof of the 

central role of black working people in the whole development of the working class in the United 

States, that furnishes the absolute proof. He says that half a million black slaves withdrew-their 

labor from their Southern planter masters, and the South was doomed. Shortly after the black 

general strike, poor whites in the South went into open revolt against the Confederacy. In one 

year alone, 1864, DuBois notes that l00,000 poor whites deserted the Confederate armies. 

I agree with DuBois that the Civil War was the greatest upheaval of working people in U.S, 

history, even though official labor history doesn't see it that way. The revolution was so 

successful in terms of building alliances, and then actually creating black-white unity after the 

Civil War, that the planter class was forced to enact what they called the Black Codes in order to 

try to re-establish their domination overworking people. And it's interesting to see who they were 

scared of when they were enacting the Black Codes. DuBois quotes the Mississippi statute: "That 

all freedmen, free negroes and mulattoes in this state over the age o f 18 years, found on the 

second Monday in January. 1866, or thereafter, with no lawful employment or business, or found 

unlawfully assembling themselves together, either in the day or night time, and all white persons 

so assembling, with freedmen, free negroes or mulattoes, on terms of equality, or living in 

adultery or fornication with a freed woman, free negro or mulatto, shall be deemed vagrants, and 

on conviction thereof shall be fined in the sum of not exceeding, in the case of a freedman, free 

negro or mulatto $50.00 and a white man $200.00 and imprisoned at the discretion of the court, 

the free negro not exceeding ten days and the white man, not exceeding six months." Now, I 

think that's pretty remarkable that the rulers of Mississippi while they were passing their racist 

slave codes, decided that the people they had to punish the most severely were the whites who 
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got together with the blacks, that this unity was clearly the biggest threat they could see, and they 

outlawed it accordingly. 

HOW TO READ LABOR HISTORY 

I want to show you here one of the problems with the people who think they're writing objective 

history and really aren't. Just what we've already examined up to the Civil War and a little bit 

after, I think, makes it pretty clear that the people who were in the forefront of struggle were 

always the black slaves and later black freedmen. For a long time the greatest hindrance to them 

was the fact that the poor whites were in one way or another manipulated into serving as 

agencies of oppression by the planter class, and so on. And yet in this labor history by Marshall, 

Marshall says on page four, "The presence of the Negro depresses wages, reduces skill, curtails 

purchasing power, diverts white workers' attention from the economics of the race issue, and 

furnishes an enormous potential supply of industrial workers." Now just from what I've gone 

through so f ar, I would expect any historian who was just dealing with these facts fairly, to have 

written instead, "The presence of the whites depresses wages, reduces skill, curtails purchasing 

power," and so on, because in fact that is what happened for the f i r st hundred years or so of 

capitalist development in the South, more often than not. 

THE RECONSTRUCTION ERA 

Following the Civil War, there were several different kinds of labor organizing. The first attempt 

nationwide was the National Labor Union, organized primarily by a man named William Sylvis, 

who, despite his racism, considered it essential to build unity between black and white working 

people. He toured the South in 1868, attempting to establish this. However, the National Labor 

Union itself very quickly faltered on this issue, despite appeals by Sylvis, by Frederick Douglass, 

by every leading black leader in the country. The union would not take a forthright stand on a 

completely open policy for all workers, and it fairly quickly faded from the scene. 

During the same period one very interesting thing happened in the South. In 1868, in Pensacola, 

Florida, stevedores, who were mostly b lack, formed the Pensacola Workingmen's Association 

and went on strike the same year. And very soon after they were organized, they began to run 

into a different kind of trouble. This was the center of a rich supply of Southern lumber at the 

time, and for many years Canadian lumberjacks came to Florida in the wintertime to cut wood. 

In the winter of 1873, job competition, because of a general depression, strained to the breaking 

point. And the Canadians, who had come down to work in lumber, attempted to steal jobs from 

the blacks — the jobs as stevedores on the docks. So the Pensacola Workingmen's Association 

members armed themselves and protected their jobs. The British government requested of the 

American government that British citizens of Pensacola be protected f rom "riotous mobs of 

colored men." The American government sympathized, but it was not capable of suppressing the 

union, and the Canadians were in fact not allowed by the workers to t ake the jobs. The 

governments of Pensacola and of Florida tended to side with the Canadians, since they were 

white, but did not actually intervene to t ry to destroy the union, and so it won. And the union 

was quite popular in Pensacola, as a matter of fact, and had such great support that in the next 

session of the Florida legislature, the legislature essentially protected he union by licensing 

stevedores and requiring six months' residence in Florida before they could get a license. So this 
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early, nearly all-black union fought from 1868 to 1873, didn't compromise, and won just about 

everything that it was actually fighting for. 

Now the next remarkable thing, to me, that happened in the South was that, following the Hayes-

Tilden compromise that removed the Reconstruction armies from the Southern states (the last 

vestiges of them; there weren't too many left) 1877 was also the year that mass proletarian 

violence swept the United States. As a matter of fact, there's a book by Robert V. Bruce called 

1877: YEAR OF VIOLENCE, which describes the whole thing. And interestingly enough, it was 

black and white railroad workers together in Martinsburg, West Virginia, who began the strike. 

And because the armies, as part of the compromise, were not paid and therefore not available to 

break strikes, as they always had been up until that time, the strike swept along railroad lines that 

covered the whole country, and taught the ruling class quite a lesson, I think. It was probably the 

biggest nationwide upheaval there's ever been in the United States. 

THE KNIGHTS OF LABOR 

Now, the next organized labor movement in the country was the Knights of Labor, which 

actually was organized in 1869 but did not get into the South that early. But the success of the 

Knights of Labor is very sobering for people who have been raised to believe that Southern 

workers are somehow congenitally anti-union, which is a theory that's frequently offered. 

Here are the figures: The Knights of Labor came into the South for the first time in 1879. In the 

first year they had 475 members. The next year, they had 1,855 members. The first year they had 

6 locals; the second year they had 28 locals. By 1886, which was the peak year of the Knights of 

Labor nationwide, in the Southern states there were 21,208 members in 487 locals. So we have 

this anti-union South that we're told so much about, in seven years going from 475 members to 

over 20,000. 

CLAUDE WILLIAMS: Was that white? 

No, no. The Knights of Labor very officially and systematically organized without 

discrimination. Not only racially— they organized industrially, which after their fade, didn't 

happen again overall until the occurrence of the CIO. They did discriminate against a few 

people. Their constitution excluded lawyers, politicians, physicians, and rum-sellers from 

membership in the Knights, but otherwise they organized everybody, black and white. But I'll 

tell you, one of the interesting things is that a lot of writers have written that the Knights were 

segregated in some places; even though they organized everybody, they supposedly organized 

them into segregated locals. And Jan and I have been doing a great deal of research on the 

Knights in southern Mississippi, who were overwhelmingly black in the lumber industry and the 

sawmill workers and so on. And I believe that the reason why tha t impression is given is not 

because of the racism of the Knights of Labor, but because of the racism of the newspaper 

reporters and editors who were writing about it that historians read. 

CLAUDE WILLIAMS: That's a very important point. 

So, you see things like a reporter for a Mississippi paper, a Pascagoula paper, describing a 

meeting of the Knights of Labor and talking about the president of the local. And since the 

president of the local is black, the reporter writes in the report, "so-and-so, president of the Negro 
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section," because to him it's inconceivable that there could have been a racially unified union in 

the South. Because of course there wasn't anything else interracial by that time. In fact, as late as 

1946, FORTUNE magazine wrote a big article on labor in the South called "Labor Drives 

South," at the beginning of Operation Dixie. And one of the points that the author of the article 

makes is that in the South at that time, and since the end of World War I, the only institution 

found throughout the South where blacks and whites came together on an equal basis, if they did 

at all, was in labor unions. And yet, of course, we're told frequently by our liberal friends that 

workers are the most racist people of all. But that's in itself something that ought to be examined. 

The Knights of Labor led strikes all over the South during this period: in the coal mines of 

Alabama and Tennessee, the cotton mills in Georgia and Alabama, sugar workers in Louisiana, 

lumber in Louisiana and Mississippi. They were not just a union. They also organized co-ops, 

producers co-ops. They owned a tobacco co-op in Raleigh, North Carolina; a cooperative coal 

mine at Mercer, Kentucky; a black cooperative cotton gin at Stewart's Station, Alabama; a 

cooperative clothing factory at Morgan City, Louisiana; and consumer co-ops which they set up 

to fight company stores in Pittsburgh, Kentucky; New Iberia, Louisiana; Pulaski City, Virginia; 

and other places that I haven't found the details of yet. And they also entered politics, and they 

elected a great number of people. In 1877, the Knights elected a Congressman and 11 of 15 city 

councilmen in Lynchburg, Virginia. They elected a majority of the city and county government 

in Macon, Georgia. They elected an alderman in Statesville, North Carolina, and several city 

officials in Mobile. The following year, they elected the mayor of Jacksonville, Florida, and the 

mayor of Vicksburg, Mississippi. And in Anniston, Alabama, they elected a carpenter as mayor, 

and two molders, a brickmaker, a butcher, a watch maker, a rental agent, and a shoemaker as 

councilmen. 

Throughout most of the country, the Knights of Labor declined after 1886 because it was 

discovered that the Knights' leadership, primarily its president, Terence Powderly, was secretly 

working to sabotage the eight-hour movement. That news doesn't seem to have reached the 

South as quickly as the rest of the country, so we find that the Knights are still leading militant 

activity even as late as a little after the turn of the century. But generally they began to decline in 

1886 and didn't amount to too much after that. 

THE AMERICAN FEDERATION OF LABOR 

And in most areas, they were succeeded by the American Federation of Labor under Samuel 

Gompers, which was a distinct backward step in several ways. One was that while the Knights 

had gone out of their way to advance the cause of working people in the political sphere, the 

AFL specifically rejected politics as a method of workers' advance. And in addition, the AFL 

rejected organizing all workers on an equal basis, and instead only organized a craft at a time 

into separate unions, often at odds with one another, and so on. At first the AFL was officially 

and rigorously anti-racist. But that was the first thing to go, and by 1895 the AFL had admitted 

the International Association of Machinists, which had a racist bar in its constitution, and by 

1900 the racism had gotten so bad that there were official resolutions of the AFL allowing the 

executive board to segregate and discriminate whenever they found that it would be to their 

advantage to do so. And by 1918 the AFL for the most part wasn't even willing to organize 

blacks under any circumstances. But even here, it's interesting that this tendency was the greatest 

in the North, and so much so that Frederick Douglass encouraged black workers to return South 
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because skilled crafts were still open to them in the South and were not in the North. So it's 

interesting that even to the extent that racism was step-by-step imposed, that the people who run 

the country had their greatest difficulty in imposing it in the South, again not the traditional 

picture that we're offered. 

In 1892, there was a racially unified general strike in New Orleans, which I believe was probably 

most significant in laying the groundwork for a lot of things that were to come. Jeremy Brecher, 

writing in his book, STRIKE!, said that the New Orleans general strike revealed an extraordinary 

solidarity among all races and classes of labor. And he says it helped to pave the way to the 

nationwide strike of 1894, two years later. 

THE ALABAMA MINERS’ STRIKE OF 1894 

A book has recently appeared called LABOR REVOLT IN ALABAMA, by Robert D. Ward and 

William W. Rogers which is about the great strike of 1894, and I want to deal in some detail with 

this. This is an interesting book. Almost unwittingly, the authors have told the story of how, step 

by step, racism was imposed on black and white workers in Alabama. They haven't set out to do 

it, and I don't think they even realize that that's what they do. But they provide all the evidence, 

and reading it from that perspective is well worth doing. This is a tremendous book if you don't 

expect too much sophistication from the authors themselves, because it has a richness of detail 

that makes for good reading. 

In 1889, 46.2% of Alabama coal miners were black. To me, that's a very striking statistic. And so 

I want to compare that fact in the book with the way the book's authors interpret its bearing on 

the strike. Here's what these authors of LABOR REVOLT IN ALABAMA said about black 

workers: "While they did not outnumber the whites, they served as a bar to an effective labor 

movement and as a strike-breaking force always available to the coal miners." What this book 

proves, by the way, is that that is untrue. While the whites did outnumber the blacks 

slightly, they served as an effective bar to the labor movement and ultimately divided it. 

The first strikes in Alabama mines — and all of this is right in this area, by the way, in the five 

counties right around here; and it's a remarkable history — the first strikes were in 1879 and 

1880, and they were broken by convict labor. And as a result, one of the earliest demands of 

miners in Alabama was the abolition of convict labor, and that was one of the things that they 

constantly struggled for, over and over again. 

There were still strikes going on up until 1893, and the economic condition of mining as a whole 

was deteriorating at the time, 'because most of the coal was used to produce iron, and the iron 

industry was in a state of decline? as the country was entering a depression. So the major 

companies, led by the Tennessee Company, slashed wages. And at about this time, the United 

Mine Workers of Alabama was formed, not to be confused with the United Mine Workers of 

America, because it's not the same. They had a statewide convention and they made the 

following demands. They said they would accept a 10% wage cut, provided that they would get 

the following : all coal weighed before dumping; a check-weighman chosen by the miners for 

every mine; and reductions in their rent, their store purchases, their mining supplies purchases, 

and their medical costs. 
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At first the company's tactic was to try to negotiate separately with black miners and with white 

miners. But the black miners, who were invited first, told the white miners about it, invited the 

white miners to the meeting. The company was furious, and nothing came of the negotiations. 

And when the pay cut went into effect, the UMW of Alabama voted to strike on April 14 of 

1894. And the strike spread immediately throughout the five-county area. The first day there 

were approximately 6,000 on strike and it grew to almost 9,000. The vice president of the 

Tennessee Company called his system of strike-breaking (he came in to break the strike 

personally) "division" of the workers. He said if he could divide the workers, it would make 

them easier to handle. And his strategy was to import black workers. He wasn't able to get any of 

the Alabama black miners to scab, but he figured that he could divide the workers by importing 

black scabs, because he imported them all the way from Kansas to Birmingham to put them to 

work in the mines. 

At this time, it's interesting to know what was on the picket signs of the strikers, because the 

newspapers kept reporting it as if it was white strikers and black strikebreakers. Here's what 

some of the picket signs said: They said, "Convicts Must Go." They said, 'United We Stand." 

And some of the signs said, "We the Colored Miners of Alabama Stand With Our White 

Brothers." On April 23, after the first week of the strike, there was a demonstration of 4,000 

miners in Birmingham that was 50% black. And one newspaper, writing about the strike, 

complained about the stubbornness and unity of black miners, "who seemed as determined in 

their purpose as the white." 

On May 16 a black strikebreaker was killed while recruiting scabs. And interestingly enough, 

three people were charged with the murder: two were white and one was black. Ten days later 

the governor called out the troops and the war was really on. 

The first day that the troops were called out, the commander discovered that one of the bands of 

Guardsmen called up from Birmingham was unionized, so they were quickly dismissed and 

replaced by troops from some other part of the state. 

The workers held firm. There was a meeting on June 18 at Adamsville, where 800 white and 300 

black miners met to reaffirm their support of the strike. And one of the motions of the meeting 

thanked "our colored brothers for standing firm against attempts to divide them." The miners 

also understood what was going on. And by this time, the political campaign was beginning to 

steam up, the campaign for governor and for legislature. And several miners were running for 

legislature, and a candidate jointly endorsed by the populists and the Jeffersonian Democrats was 

being supported by the strikers. 

Finally, the strike was settled as a compromise, and in typical fashion, from every strike I've ever 

seen in my life, where workers (just like companies) demand more than they expect to get, so 

that they will get part of what they're demanding. But these authors (as almost all labor 

historians), when the workers don't get everything they ask for, write it down as a defeat. And 

actually, it was not at all, in my opinion. For instance, the wages they won were somewhere in 

between what they had demanded and what the company had offered. The price of blasting 

powder, which was a big issue, was reduced. They were not given any new checkweighmen, but 

the ones that the company had tried to take away were kept. Rents on company houses were cut 
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10%. And there was no discrimination in rehiring strikers and strike leaders. So that's how that 

strike ended. 

If you read most standard labor history, what you read about going on at this time is not this 

strike, as interesting and as big a strike as this was, and racially unified in spite of all the 

handicaps. The strike you read about is the Pullman strike by the lily-white American Railway 

Union, led by Eugene Debs. But this Alabama one certainly gives much deeper picture to me of 

the kinds of struggles the workers were confronted with than anything I've ever read about the 

Pullman strike. But that was the famous one. 

As far as I know, the Alabama miners' strike was the last important struggle that grew out of the 

Knights of Labor's philosophy of industry-wide organizing of all people without discrimination. 

The result, in terms of the labor movement, was that the whole period went into eclipse with the 

rise of the AFL. Racism was built into unions. 

A STUDY OF RACISM IN THE LABOR MOVEMENT 

There is a recent article by Herbert Hill in SOCIETY magazine, called "Anti-Oriental Agitation 

and the Rise of Working Class Racism," which shows, among other things how Gompers, using 

the issue of so-called *coolie labor, was able to confuse the whole AFL with racism. In fact it's 

interesting that he came from the tobacco industry, from the cigar union. And one of the first 

things that happened in this anti-oriental campaign was that a new racist institution was 

introduced into the labor movement — the union label. The union label was first introduced by 

white cigarmakers in a "buy only white cigars" campaign — "These cigars are made by white 

union labor. Don't buy Chinese-made cigars." And that was the first union label on record, and 

was part of Gompers' campaign. And as a result of the anti-Oriental drive, according to Hill, the 

model was built by which the AFL craft unions then proceeded to expel blacks from all the 

skilled trades. 

And that was accomplished by 1920. Up until 1920, from 1900 to 1920, you found blacks in 

virtually all the skilled trades. But step by step by step they were expelled by the white 

tradesmen, under the leadership of the AFL and Samuel Gompers. There were exceptions during 

this period, and they're important, and they're almost all in the South. 

The biggest exception was the Brotherhood of Timber Workers, which was very strong in 

Louisiana and Texas, and also had members in Arkansas and Mississippi. It was formed in 1910, 

black and white united; it grew to 30,000 members; two years, later it affiliated with the IWW 

and conducted a very militant strike in 1912. Again, this is a situation that historians write up as 

a defeat, because all they can see is unions and not workers. The IWW did disappear from the 

scene, but much that was demanded in those organizing drives, and fought for, was won by the 

workers. And once again it becomes necessary to separate the two histories in order to see the 

reality. 

There were a tremendous number of successful or un successful strikes, a great deal of 

proletarian turbulence, up until World War I. After the war, the labor movement (the AFL and 

the railroad brotherhoods) grew somewhat in the early and mid-twenties. But following about 

1925, as the country's economy became more turbulent, the ruling class made a tremendous 
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attack on the working class, slashed wages across the board, smashed unions, etc. The AFL went 

into a state of decline, and it was just spiraling down ward, not recruiting anywhere, above all 

collapsing In the South. 

THE COMMUNIST UNIONS 

At that time, in the late twenties, the Communist Party formed a new, nationwide industrial 

union called the Trade Union Unity League, under the leadership of William Z. Foster. Two of 

the most important strikes in the history of the South were led by the Communists. One was the 

Gastonia textile strike, led by the National Textile Workers Union. (It was that strike, among 

other things, that led to the formation of the Trade Union Unity League. The NTWU was 

actually formed before the whole nationwide union and it became one of the first member 

unions.) And of course following that, the Harlan, Kentucky, miners strike, led bythe National 

Miners Union. The interesting thing about those to me is that even our own SCEF history book 

has, by only seeing the union, and not the workers, written up the NMU strike as a defeat for the 

union. And I would say once again, it takes nothing more than a comparison of how long the 

workers in Kentucky were able to hold out at previous conditions, compared to miners in any of 

the other coal fields, to realize that that fight protected those miners longer and better throughout 

the coming depression and what was to come than other miners who did not engage in a similar 

struggle. And those unions, as vehicles of that struggle, certainly were a great necessity, and 

were victorious. 

And once again, every time there seems to be new real thrust in the direction of organizing the 

unorganized, the key, throughout the country, was placing the fight against racism at the front of 

the struggle. It's interesting, there's a book in which one of the Gastonia organizers wrote his own 

story of what happened, and he often felt that it was a shame that the Communists insisted on 

putting the struggle against racism at the center. It wasn't so easy to organize workers, he felt, if 

he did. But in the long run it was absolutely proven, that by making the fight against racism as a 

matter of principle, the only major strikes that successfully defended Southern workers in that 

period were the ones that the Communists fought very hard to keep racially unified. 

TENANT FARMERS AND SHARECROPPERS 

Also in the thirties, and another situation which deserves careful study but I'm just going to 

mention, were the organizations among black and white sharecroppers and tenant farmers. In 

Arkansas and surrounding states, it was the Southern Tenant Farmers Union that did the 

organizing, and it was mostly led by socialists. And in Alabama it was the Alabama 

Sharecroppers Union, which was a Communist union, which conducted some of the great 

struggles that protected and advanced the lives of the sharecroppers and tenant farmers. And all 

of these are above all important in understanding the groundwork of the CIO. Without this it's 

inconceivable that the CIO could have built itself a base. But the tradition of struggle, of militant 

unionism when the official, labor movement was disintegrating in the South, certainly laid the 

groundwork. 
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THE FIRST SIT-DOWN IN AUTO 

And when the sitdowns hit the auto industry, the first auto sitdown was in Atlanta in November 

of 1936. And that's really where the famous Flint sitdown began, because it was the auto workers 

of Atlanta who sat down and called up all the auto workers in the country to come to their 

defense. And the workers in Flint, Michigan, who have gotten all the attention, came out a full 

month ahead of their leadership's schedule of struggle, in order to demonstrate their solidarity 

with the workers at the Atlanta Lakewood plant. 

THE CIO 

The CIO didn't organize in the South with the same vigor that it organized in the North, but 

finally it was forced to, at the end of World War n. just in order to defend itself from runaway 

plants. And the remarkable thing is that in the period from 1939 to 1953, in spite of a great deal 

of reluctance on the part of the labor movement to continue its advance, union membership 

tripled in the Southern states in that period, and in fact continued to grow up until Walter Reuther 

took over as head of the CIO (which coincided with the onset of the full blast cold war red-

baiting of the unions and the expulsion of the left unions). In the South, as in the rest of the 

country, the labor movement went into a state of decline, which it's still in today. 

THE NEW MILITANCY 

Today, although we don't have a clear pattern, we do see that the new upheavals are taking place 

in new ways, in many cases outside the official, established labor movement, as was the case in 

the CIO, or with the Communist unions, or the IWW, or the Knights of Labor. The Gulfcoast 

Pulpwood Association, the United Farm Workers (which is part of the AFL-CIO but has had to 

develop whole new strategies and methods of operating and reliance on its own methods), and 

the AFSCME unions (which have not had the rights to organize that the manufacturing unions 

have had, and have been forced to fight much more militantly just for the most minimal kinds of 

organizations) are examples of this. 

The Mississippi Poultry Workers Union is another example in an area where unions have been 

defeated over and over again. AH of a sudden a new idea comes forward. Militant unionism, 

following the GPA example, goes out and fights and wins three out of three elections. Some of 

the more traditional unions are growing in militancy and their growing strength is a reflection of 

it. For example, the triumph of the Miners- for Democracy. And UE has begun to come alive 

among electrical workers in the South in the last couple of years and recently won a tremendous 

victory in Tampa in a Westinghouse plant. And throughout, in these organizing drives, we see 

what we've seen ever since the times of slavery — that black workers are the most consistently 

militant leadership in every one of these new situations. 

Note: Earlier versions of this text have contained erroneous figures for Knights of Labor 

membership in the South. 
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NO CONDESCENDING SAVIORS 

with two appendices 
by Noel Ignatin 

1976 

THE INTERNATIONALE 

by Eugene Pottier 

Arise, ye prisoners of starvation! 

Arise, ye wretched of the earth, For 

justice thunders condemnation, 

A better world's in birth. No more 

tradition's chains shall bind us, 

Arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! 

The earth shall rise on new foundations, 

We have been naught, we shall be all. 

Chorus: 

‘Tis the final conflict, 

Let each stand in his place, 

The international working class 

Shall be the human race. 

We want no condescending saviors, 

To rule us from a judgement hall; We 

workers ask not for their favors; 

Let us consult for all. To make the 

thief disgorge his booty, 

To free the spirit from its cell, 

We must ourselves decide our duty, 

We must decide and do it well. 

— Translated by Charles H. Kerr 

INTRODUCTION 

Only a few years ago, the People's Republic of China enjoyed overwhelming prestige among 

U.S. leftists. China's proximity to Vietnam, both in geography and experience, its exclusion from 

the United Nations and isolation from the cynical farce of big-power politics, the resounding 

calls of its leaders for world revolution and their insistence on armed struggle as the principle 

means of achieving it, the bold and inspiring Cultural Revolution — all of these combined to 
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give China and its Communist Party the image of militant champion of the oppressed and 

dedicated enemy of imperialism. 

In contrast, the persistent stressing by the Soviet leaders of the need for "peaceful coexistence," 

even to the point of attempting to restrain wars of national liberation which they saw as threats to 

the fragile relations they had worked out with the U.S. (this was expressed most clearly in the 

ignominious pressure to negotiate which they directed at the Vietnamese) gave the Soviet Union 

an image of conservatism. Its leaders seemed far more concerned with preserving their country's 

status as a major world power than with advancing the cause of the two thirds of the earth's 

population still under the heel of capitalist domination. 

All of the above has changed. China's venture into diplomatic exchanges with the U.S., initiated 

while bombs were raining on Vietnam, followed by the unseemly haste with which it recognized 

the military junta in Chile while denying recognition to the revolutionary regime in Portugal, its 

abstaining at the U.N. when the question of Puerto Rican independence was brought to a vote — 

all these, and other similar gestures which were appreciatively noted in Washington, have 

gravely tarnished China's revolutionary image and diminished its influence among U.S. leftists. 

At the same time, the Soviet Union and its allies began to take stands in world affairs which were 

generally welcomed by leftists. More than any other single event, the action of Cuba — a Soviet 

ally — in Angola produced a change in attitudes toward the Soviet Union among U.S. leftists. 

Many people who had once dismissed the Soviet Union as hopelessly conservative swung over 

to viewing it positively as a supporter of revolutionary movements. 

This paper is an attempt to explain the bewildering turns in policy on the part of the Soviet Union 

and China. It is also an attempt to uncover the internal causes behind such turns, since as is well 

known, a country's foreign policy is an extension of its domestic one. Briefly stated, the writer's 

thesis is that, owing to a combination of objective difficulties and mistaken policy decisions, the 

Soviet Union never attained socialism, and that subsequently its course not merely slowed down 

but reversed direction; that instead of socialism there developed a kind of state capitalism in 

which a class of bureaucrats, in control of the state apparatus and the nationalized wealth of the 

country, lives by exploiting the labor of the mass of propertyless proletarians; that China and the 

other newly liberated countries, notwithstanding great successes, have not yet overcome the 

conditions that were crucial in halting the advance of the Soviet Union in its early days; and that 

the proletariat of east and west shares a common goal — to free itself from the domination of 

hostile class forces which are stifling its initiative, autonomy and self-development. 

The point must be emphasized that, for the Sojourner Truth Organization, the examination of 

developments in the Soviet Union, China and elsewhere is not intended to call into question the 

conception that our main task is the destruction of U.S. imperialism. Unlike some others, in 

particular the October League, whose discovery of the reactionary character of the Soviet state 

has led them to oppose it even where that opposition coincides with U.S. government policy, we 

remain firmly committed to the traditional stance of communists in an imperialist country — for 

American workers, the enemy is at home! 
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The purpose of this examination is the lessons it can teach us about the making of revolution in 

this country, lessons concerning the relations between the vanguard party and the class whose 

interests it proposes to represent, relations between the proletariat and the state which is 

supposed to embody its dictatorship, and relations between the working class and other strata of 

the population with which it may find itself aligned. 

For the overall conception and many of the specific interpretations advanced in this paper, the 

writer has drawn heavily on the theory of state capitalism, first put forward by a group within the 

now-defunct Workers Party and most clearly and fully expressed in the pamphlet, "State 

Capitalism and World Revolution," by C. L. R. James, originally published in 1950. What is 

written in this paper, however, is solely the responsibility of this writer, and should not be laid at 

the door of James or any of the other early proponents of the theory of state capitalism. Nor 

should it be taken to be an official statement by the Sojourner Truth Organization, which has 

undertaken to publish it without necessarily subscribing to everything stated within, because it 

believes the paper raises important questions which are, or ought to be, of major concern to the 

U.S. left. 

I. CAPITALISM AND SOCIALISM 

The most dramatic accomplishment of the Bolshevik Revolution was the violent expropriation of 

the exploiters and the establishment of a state based on nationalized property. Because of this it 

came to be generally accepted that capitalism depended on private ownership of the means of 

production, and that wherever such ownership was abolished, socialism prevailed. 

This is the view held by nearly all sections of the left; even most Trotskyists[1], bitter critics of 

the Soviet regime, agree that property relations there are socialist. 

This was not how Marx, Engels, or Lenin understood the nature of capitalism and socialism. 

In his chapter entitled "The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation" in Volume I of CAPITAL, 

Marx, in discussing the tendency toward centralization of capital, wrote: 

This limit would not be reached in any particular society until the entire social capital 

would be united, either in hands of one single capitalist, or in those of one single 

corporation. 

In SOCIALISM, UTOPIAN AND SCIENTIFIC Engels vividly described the course of capitalist 

development: 

The fact that the socialized organization of production within the factory has developed 

so far that it has become incompatible with the anarchy of production in society, which 

exists side by side with it and dominates it, is brought home to the capitalists 

themselves ..." 

Engels speaks of the periodic crises of overproduction, in which the capitalists are unable to set 

in motion the existing means of production, and goes on to say: 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#1
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On the one hand, therefore, the capitalistic mode of production stands 

convicted of its own incapacity to further direct these productive 

forces. On the other, these productive forces themselves, with 

increasing energy, press forward to the removal of the existing 

contradiction, to the abolition of their quality as capital, to the practical 

recognition of their character as social productive forces. (Emphasis 

original) 

This rebellion of the productive forces, as they grow more and more 

powerful, against their quality as capital, this stronger and stronger 

command that their social character shall be recognized, forces the 

capitalist class to treat them more and more as social productive forces, 

so far as this is possible under capitalist conditions. 

He speaks of the tendency to form joint-stock companies and, later, trusts, and how this 

introduces "production upon a definite plan." But even trusts are inadequate. He continues: 

In any case, with trusts or without, the official representative of 

capitalist society — the state — will ultimately have to undertake the 

direction of production. This necessity of conversion into state property 

is felt first in the great institutions for intercourse and communication 

— the post-office, the telegraphs, the railways. 

If the crises demonstrate the incapacity of the bourgeoisie for managing 

any longer modern productive forces, the transformation of the great 

establishments for production and distribution into joint-stock 

companies, trusts and state property, show how unnecessary the 

bourgeoisie are for that purpose. All the social functions of the capitalists 

are now performed by salaried employees . . . .At first the capitalistic 

mode of production forces out the workers. Now it forces out the 

capitalists... 

But the transformation, either into joint-stock companies and trusts, or 

into state ownership, does not do away with the capitalistic nature of the 

productive forces .... The modern state, no matter what its form, is 

essentially a capitalist machine, the state of the capitalists, the ideal 

personification of the total national capital. The more it proceeds to the 

taking over of productive forces, the more does it actually become the 

national capitalists, the more citizens does it exploit. The workers remain 

wage workers — proletarians. 
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At the end of the work, Engels recapitulates the stages of development: 

Partial recognition of the social character of the productive forces 

forced upon the capitalists themselves. Taking over of the great 

institutions for production and communication, first by joint-stock 

companies, later on by trusts, then by the state. The bourgeoisie 

demonstrated to be a superfluous class. All its social functions are now 

performed by salaried employees. 

Proletarian Revolution — Solution of the contradictions. The proletariat 

seizes the public power, and by means of this transforms the socialized 

means of production, slipping from the hands of the bourgeoisie, into 

public property. 

Please re-read the above passage; better yet, go back to the original and read it in its entirety, 

including the parts omitted here. 

"Socialized means of production ..." Note that. Socialized, not by the proletarian revolution, but 

by capitalism. "Slipping from the hands of the bourgeoisie ..." — not after the proletarian 

revolution, but before it. 

To emphasize his point, and to ridicule the notion that nationalization of industry equals 

socialism, Engels includes a long footnote reviewing various examples of nationalization in 

France, Germany and Belgium, which concludes with the remark that if the above examples are 

to be considered socialism, then surely the proposal to have the state take over the brothels, made 

in Germany during the reign of Frederick William III, must be regarded as a socialistic measure. 

Engels' point is clear; yet hundreds of thousands of Marxists (including this writer) studied it for 

decades and simply refused to believe that it could mean what the words say.[2] 

Lenin showed that he had read Engels and, what is more, had understood him. Shortly after his 

return to Russia in the spring of 1917, he made a report to the All-Russian Conference of the 

Party, in which he referred to the above-cited passage from SOCIALISM, UTOPIAN AND 

SCIENTIFIC. In his reply to the discussion, Lenin quoted from the Resolution on the Current 

Situation, under discussion at the Conference: 

The concentration and internationalization of capital are making gigantic strides; 

monopoly capitalism is develping into state monopoly capitalism. In a number of 

countries regulation of production and distribution by society is being introduced by 

force of circumstances. 

He goes on to comment: 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#2
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It is noteworthy that twenty-seven years ago Engels pointed out that to describe 

capitalism as something that 'is distinguished by its planlessness' and to overlook the 

role played by the trusts was unsatisfactory. Engels remarked that 'when we come to 

the trusts, then planlessness disappears', though there is capitalism. This remark is all 

the more pertinent today, when we have a military state, when we have state monopoly 

capitalism. Planning does not make the worker less of a slave, but it enables the 

capitalist to make his profits 'according to plan'. Capitalism is now evolving directly into 

its higher, regulated, form. (Vol. 24, pp. 305-6. The Resolution is on page 309.) 

Throughout 1917 Lenin hammered away continuously at this idea. In "The Impending 

Catastrophe and How to Combat It," he wrote: 

And what is the state? It is an organization of the ruling class — in Germany, for 

instance, of the Junkers and capitalists. And therefore what the German Plekhanovs 

(Scheidemann, Lensch, and others) call 'war-time socialism' is in fact war-time state-

monopoly capitalism or, to put it more simply and clearly, war-time penal servitude for 

the workers and war-time protection for capitalist profits. (Vol. 25, p. 357) 

Very well. It should be clear that the view which equates nationalization of industry with 

socialism, commonly held among left-wingers, was not the view of Marx, Engels or Lenin. And 

what of socialism? What did they have to say about how the socialist society would look? 

In Section 9 of the chapter in volume I of CAPITAL entitled "Machinery and Modern Industry," 

Marx writes: 

Modern industry, indeed, compels society, under penalty of death, to replace the detail-

worker of today, crippled by life-long repetition of one and the same trivial operation, 

and thus reduced to a mere fragment of a man, by the fully-developed individual fit for 

a variety of labors, ready to face any change of production, and to whom the different 

social functions he performs are but so many modes of giving free scope to his own 

natural and acquired powers. 

That is the socialist society. More specific than that he would not get; he was not giving "kitchen 

recipes" for the future. But when the Paris Commune broke out, he studied it carefully, and after 

that, whenever anyone asked him what the dictatorship of the proletariat would look like, he said 

— study the Paris Commune — that was the dictatorship of the proletariat! 

Now the Paris Commune nationalized nothing; its most important economic reform in the life of 

the workers was the abolition of night work for bakers! Nevertheless it did much to give Marx, 

and later Lenin, a view of the new society toward which the proletariat was striving. 

And what did they think this new society would look like? From their writings on the Paris 

Commune we can get some idea. It would abolish the distinction between town and country, and 

between manual and intellectual labor; it would abolish the bourgeois family and emancipate 

women; it would show a tendency toward equalization of income; it would introduce universal 
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literacy, universal arming of the workers, and universal participation in administering the state, 

which would be "no longer a state in the proper sense of the word." 

Please note that the above program involves considerably more than nationalization of industry 

and land, although that may be a part of it; it is more than free medical care, retirement pensions 

and vacation benefits, although these, too, are part of it. The socialist society involves the 

complete transformation of social relations, relations among people, so that at last the worker 

becomes master of the process of production. That is why Lenin wrote that: 

In every socialist revolution, however — and consequently in the socialist revolution in 

Russia which we began on October 25, 1917 — the principal task of the proletariat and 

of the poor peasants which it leads, is the positive or constructive work of setting up an 

extremely intricate and delicate system of new organizational relationships extending to 

the planned production and distribution of the goods required for the existence of tens 

of millions of people. (Vol. 27, pp. 241) 

How Lenin hoped, in the concrete conditions of Russia at the time of the Bolshevik Revolution, 

to erect the "extremely intricate and subtle system of new organizational relationships," we shall 

see in a later section. Before we get to that, we must take up a recent, curious use of the theory of 

state capitalism. 

II. STATE CAPITALISM IN THE SOVIET UNION 

Since the beginning of the Sino-Soviet dispute over fifteen years ago, the Chinese Communist 

Party has moved from describing the Soviet leaders as "revisionist" and "capitulationist," to 

charging them with "seeking the all-round restoration of capitalism in the Soviet Union," to the 

present characterization of the Soviet Union as "imperialist" and "fascist." 

Those U.S. groups which subscribe to "Marxism-Leninism-Mao-Tse-Tung Thought" follow the 

lead of China on this matter, as on others. The "anti-revisionists" have produced two fairly 

ambitious studies of Soviet society. They are: RED PAPERS 7, "How Capitalism Has Been 

Restored in the Soviet Union and What This Means for the World Struggle," published by the 

Revolutionary Union (today the Revolutionary Communist Party), and RESTORATION OF 

CAPITALISM IN THE USSR by Martin Nicolaus, which originally ran as a series in 

the Guardian and has been published in book form by the October League's Liberator Press. 

Both are recommended, in spite of their faulty premises and conclusions, for the valuable 

information they contain. 

How do these works explain what they call the "restoration of capitalism" in the Soviet Union? 

The RCP pamphlet states: 

With the rise to power of Khrushchev, the bourgeoisie managed to seize control of the 

Communist Party, the political vanguard of the working class, and from this position turn 

the state into an instrument of bourgeois dictatorship and begin the restoration of 

capitalism. This, was the crucial turning point in the restoration process. (Emphasis in 

original, p. 53) 
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Nicolaus says essentially the same thing: 

As far as the elementary relations of property in Soviet society are concerned, the 

seizure of state power by Khrushchev's forces already constituted, in and of itself, the 

expropriation of the Soviet proletariat and the end of the socialist period of Soviet 

history. The major means of production remained the property of the state, but the 

state itself was no longer the 'property' of the working class. The bourgeois forces, in 

the very act of capturing state power, usurped the ownership title to the means of 

production, (page 79) 

Of course, neither one claims it was so simple as that. They both devote considerable space to 

reviewing the history of the Soviet Union prior to Khrushchev, to show how various theoretical 

and practical errors weakened the socialist forces and prepared the conditions for capitalist 

restoration. And both trace the history of the Soviet Union since Khrushchev's rise to show how 

what they call the "new bourgeoisie" used its positions at the pinnacles of power to transform, 

step by step, the overall character of the Soviet Union. 

All their analysis and research is aimed at proving one basic point: that prior to Khrushchev the 

working class held power and was pursuing a generally correct course, albeit with shortcomings, 

even "serious" shortcomings. And then in 1956-57, when the Khrushchev "coup" occurred, 

power slipped from the hands of the workers into the hands of the bourgeoisie, and the full-scale 

restoration of capitalism began. 

Reader, let us stop for a moment and call upon our reserves of common sense. 

Everyone familiar with U.S. life knows that if the bourgeoisie tried to eliminate the health and 

pension plans, paid vacations, unemployment insurance and other achievements of the mass 

struggle, the workers would respond with a wave of strikes and social disorders that would rock 

the country to its foundations. Indeed, within the last few years, as living conditions have 

declined due to the economic crisis, there has developed a rise in working class militancy, as 

nationwide strikes have broken out in mining, transportation, auto, electrical manufacturing, 

public services, and elsewhere. 

And this militancy has developed in response to what is, after all, a fairly limited assault on some 

of the reform gains won during a period of extended economic growth. 

Furthermore it has developed, in many cases, in spite of and against a trade union movement 

dominated by reactionary class-collaborationist leadership, unwilling and unable to wage an 

effective struggle. 

(We have deliberately left out the uprisings of Black people in over a hundred cities in 1967 and 

'68, which broke out without any national coordinated organization, because the argument could 

be made that they were in response more to national than to class oppression.) 

American workers have shown that they will use whatever means are at hand to resist what they 

perceive as an attack on their interests. 
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If this is true of the U.S., how is it possible that the Soviet workers, veterans of three revolutions 

and two wars, creators of the factory councils and the Soviets, experienced for forty years in 

exercising power in a modern state, could allow power to slip from their hands without putting 

up at least equal resistance? 

The OL and RCP do cite various examples of strikes and demonstrations on the part of Soviet 

workers in recent years. In the first place, the examples they cite aren't well documented. In the 

second place, even if they are all authentic, they are on a tiny scale, especially when one 

considers the monstrous scale of the assault launched against them, according to the "anti-

revisionists." 

Where are the general strikes, like in France in 1968? Where are the factory occupations, like in 

Italy in 1969? Where are the seizures of the radio stations and newspapers, like in Portugal in 

1974? Where are the uprisings in the military forces, like in the U.S. during the Vietnam War? 

In a modern industrial society like the Soviet Union such things cannot be concealed no matter 

how tightly controlled the means of propaganda. The reason the "anti-revisionists" cannot cite 

them is because they haven't occurred. 

It will not do to argue that, because capitalist restoration was carried out under the banner of 

Communism, the workers were unable to recognize the nature and gravity of the threat. That 

would make the Soviet workers the least class conscious ruling class in history — after forty 

years of socialism! A class which cannot recognize a fundamental threat to its interests, which 

cannot even tell when it has been ousted from power, such a class could not have held power for 

four years, let alone forty! 

Nor will it do to argue that, owing to the repression utilized by the new bourgeoisie, the workers 

did not have in their hands the means to defend themselves. Those means of defense were 

supposed to have been built up during the previous forty years, when the working class was 

exercising power in the state, was master of the society. 

If the Soviet workers, in 1957, were unable to put up effective resistance to the seizure of power 

by a new clique of bloodsuckers, that must mean that those workers, prior to 1957, were the 

most oppressed and downtrodden class of proletarians the world has ever seen, possibly 

excepting the German workers under the Hitler regime![3] 

The position of the OL and the RCP on the "restoration of capitalism" in the USSR is an insult to 

the working class and to human intelligence. 

There are only two opinions on this matter that meet minimum standards of 

reasonableness: either socialism exists in the Soviet Union, in spite of any backward steps that 

may have been taken by the revisionists; or socialism was never attained there, and the 

Khrushchev-Brezhnev policies represent, in the most fundamental sense, not a reversal but a 

continuation of previous policies. 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#3
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We shall proceed to an examination of Soviet development following the Revolution, to see 

which of the two positions best fits the facts. 

III. LENIN'S PLAN FOR RUSSIA 

Throughout 1917, Lenin stressed the importance of state capitalism. In "The Impending 

Catastrophe," he writes that "state-monopoly capitalism is a complete material preparation for 

socialism, the threshold of socialism, a rung on the ladder of history between which and the rung 

called socialism there are no intermediate rungs." (Vol. 25, p. 359) 

All that is necessary to achieve the transition, he writes, is the consistent application of 

revolutionary democratic measures. He writes: 

Now try to substitute for the Junker-capitalist state, for the landowner-capitalist state, 

a revolutionary-democratic state, i.e., a state which in a revolutionary way abolishes all 

privileges and does not fear to introduce the fullest democracy in a revolutionary way. 

You will find that, given a really revolutionary-democratic state, state-monopoly 

capitalism inevitably and unavoidably implies a step, and more than one step, towards 

socialism! (Vol. 25, pp. 357-8) 

He gives a specific example of what he means: 

What is universal labor conscription? 

It is a step forward on the basis of modern monopoly capitalism, a step 

towards the regulation of economic life as a whole, in accordance with a 

certain general plan ... 

In Germany it is the Junkers (landowners) and capitalists who are 

introducing universal labor conscription, and therefore it inevitably 

becomes war-time penal servitude for the workers. 

But take the same institution and think over its significance in a 

revolutionary-democratic state. Universal labor conscription, introduced, 

regulated and directed by the Soviets of Workers', Soldiers' and Peasants' 

Deputies, will still not be socialism, but it will no longer be capitalism. It 

will be a tremendous step towards socialism, a step from which, if 

complete democracy is preserved, there can no longer be any retreat 

back to capitalism, without unparalleled violence being committed 

against the masses. (Vol. 25, pp. 359-60) 

There are those who think that, to Lenin, democracy was merely one among a number of 

alternate paths to socialism. Those who think that should ponder the above, together with a 

number of other articles and pamphlets he wrote during the same period, culminating in his 
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master-work, STATE AND REVOLUTION. These writings make it clear that, to Lenin, 

democracy was not an adjunct, more or less desirable, to the socialist society, but the very 

essence of it! 

In 1917 the Bolsheviks took power in a relatively bloodless insurrection. By signing the Brest-

Litovsk Treaty with Germany they were able to extricate Russia from the World War. There 

began a peaceful interlude. It is during this interlude that Lenin again takes up the matter of state 

capitalism. In " 'Left-Wing' Childishness and the Petty-Bourgeois Mentality," he describes the 

Russian economy as a mixture of five elements: (1) patriarchal farming; (2) small commodity 

production (including the majority of peasants who sell their grain); (3) private capitalism; (4) 

state capitalism; (5) socialism. He goes on to say that, "It is not state capitalism that is at war 

with socialism, but the petty bourgeoisie plus private capitalism fighting together against both 

state capitalism and socialism." (Vol. 27, p. 336) 

At present, petty bourgeois capitalism prevails in Russia, and it is one and the same 

road that leads from it to both, large-scale state capitalism and to socialism, through one 

and the same intermediary station called 'national accounting and control of production 

and distribution.' Those who fail to understand this are committing an unpardonable 

mistake in economics. (Vol. 27, pp. 340-1) 

And to underline the fact that his appreciation for the role of state capitalism pre-dated the 

Bolshevik seizure of power, he quoted from his earlier work, "The Impending Catastrophe." 

It must be noted that Lenin, at the time the above was written (spring 1918), expected the 

socialist revolution to spread quickly to one or more of the advanced countries, in particular 

Germany. This expectation certainly influenced how he regarded state capitalism, as a stage 

through which Russia would pass relatively quickly, assisted by other, more advanced, socialist 

countries. 

However, things did not develop as Lenin anticipated. Not only was the revolution delayed in 

Europe, but Russia itself, after an all-too-brief respite, was embroiled in civil war, with the 

domestic armies of reaction aided by foreign interventionary forces. 

This was the period of "War Communism" — emergency rationing and egalitarianism, and 

forcible seizures from the peasants of grain and other products necessary to feed and equip the 

Red Army and the workers in the cities. 

In February of 1921, after nearly seven years of almost uninterrupted imperialist war and civil 

war, the Red Army captured Tiflis; the last of the White Armies had been defeated and driven 

from Russian soil. What was the situation in the country? 

In the countryside, the peasants had responded to the government policy of forcible 

requisitioning by decreasing the area of land under cultivation, so that by the end of 1920 the 

amount of sown acreage in European Russia was only three fifths of what it had been in 

1913.[4] By 1921 total output had fallen to less than half, and the quantity of livestock to about 

two thirds of pre-war figures. 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#4
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Waves of peasant risings swept rural Russia, as hundreds of thousands of demobilized soldiers 

returned to find extreme deprivation in their native villages. In February 1921 alone, the Cheka 

reported 118 separate peasant risings in various parts of the country. In March there occurred the 

mutiny in the naval base at Kronstadt, which revealed how extremely shaky Bolshevik rule was. 

The situation in the cities was, if anything, even worse than in the countryside. By the end of 

1920 total industrial output had shrunk to about a fifth of 1913 levels. The total production of 

coal at the end of 1920 was only a quarter, and of oil only a third, of pre-war levels. The 

production of copper and cast iron had virtually ceased. Lacking these vital materials, many 

factories went on part-time. The manufacture of footwear was reduced to a tenth of normal, and 

only one in twenty textile spindles remained in operation. 

The war and the blockade had brought the railroad system to virtual collapse, which held back 

the delivery of food to the cities. At the beginning of 1921, the workers of Petrograd's metal 

smelting shops received a daily ration of 800 grams of black bread, while lesser categories 

received as little as onequarter of that. Even this meager allotment was doled out on an irregular 

basis. 

The food crisis in the cities was complicated by the disintegration of the regular market during 

the Civil War. By the end of 1920 illicit trade had largely supplanted the official channels of 

distribution. At the same time, inflation mounted to dizzying heights, the price of bread 

increasing ten-fold in 1920 alone. By the end of 1920 the real wages of factory workers in 

Petrograd had fallen to 8.6 per cent of their pre-war levels, according to official estimates. 

One result of the collapse was that workers began to join the droves who were abandoning the 

cities to go into the countryside in search of something to eat. Between October 1917 and August 

1920 (when a new census was taken), the population of Petrograd fell by almost two thirds, from 

almost 2.5 million to about three quarters of a million. During the same period Moscow lost 

nearly half its inhabitants. 

In August of 1920 the 300,000 factory hands in Petrograd three years earlier had been reduced to 

one third that many, and the overall decrease throughout Russia exceeded fifty per cent. Those 

who were left derived a considerable portion of their income by directly bartering the products of 

their labor (and sometimes the tools of it as well) on the open market, on weekend trips to the 

countryside. 

Lenin himself declared that the "industrial proletariat . . . has become declassed, i.e., dislodged 

from its class groove, and has ceased to exist as a proletariat. The proletariat is the class which is 

engaged in the production of material values in large-scale capitalist industry. Since large-scale 

capitalist industry has been destroyed, since the factories are at a standstill, the proletariat has 

disappeared. It has sometimes figured in statistics, but it has not been held together 

economically." (Vol. 33, pp. 65-6)[5] 

Think about that for a moment. After four years of revolution, the class in whose interest the 

revolution was made "has disappeared." Such was the situation after seven years of war and 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#5
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blockade — an auspicious beginning for socialist construction! What did Lenin propose to do 

about it?/p> 

"Whenever I wrote about the New Economic Policy," said Lenin in 1923,[6] "I always quoted 

the article on state-capitalism which I wrote in 1928." He was referring to the article, "'Left-

Wing' Childishness and Petty-Bourgeois Mentality" quoted here earlier. In his article, "The Tax 

in Kind," written in 1921 on the introduction of the New Economic Policy, he quoted ten pages 

of his earlier pamphlet.[7] For Lenin, state capitalism was not simply a passing fancy, but a 

concept central to his plan for developing socialism.[8] 

And what was the New Economic Policy? It was a policy of concessions to native and foreign 

capital, to encourage the development of large-scale industry in Russia, on which depended the 

development of socialist society. It was an alliance between the Soviet state and large-scale 

capitalism, against the petty capitalism which then prevailed. Lenin was willing to make 

concessions to big capitalism, he was willing to invite back to Russia the French and German 

exploiters who had been expelled, was willing to sign agreements with them to undertake certain 

profit-making ventures, on condition that these ventures contribute to the erection of a large-

scale industrial base, and to "the restoration of the proletarian class." 

Lenin was willing to do this because he was confident that the working class, in possession of the 

state power, would be able to restrict and control the development of capitalism. 

The New Economic Policy was introduced in the early spring of 1921 and one year later, on 

March 27,1922, in his Political Report of the Central Committee to the Eleventh Party Congress, 

Lenin sounded the first alarm. 

He says that the state capitalism which had been discussed in all economic literature is of a 

different type than that which exists in Russia. In Russia state capitalism exists under a 

proletarian state, and "not a single book" has been written about this phenomenon, which is 

"absolutely unprecedented in history." 

He says, "That is why we must overcome the difficulty entirely by ourselves." 

What is it that is needed, he asks. "We have sufficient, quite sufficient political power; we also 

have economic resources at our command, but the vanguard . . . lacks sufficient ability for it . . . 

All that is needed here is ability ..." 

"Well, we have lived through a year," he says, "the state is in our hands; but has it operated the 

New Economic Policy in the way we wanted during the past year? No. But we refuse to admit 

that it did not operate in the way we wanted. How did it operate? The machine refused to obey 

the hand that guided it." (Vol. 33, p. 278-9) 

The problem, he says, is one of leadership: "But if we take Moscow, with its 4,700 Communists 

in responsible positions, and if we take that huge bureaucratic machine, that gigantic heap, we 

must ask: Who is directing whom? I doubt very much whether it can truthfully be said that the 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#6
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Communists are directing that heap. To tell the truth, they are not directing, they are being 

directed." (Vol. 33, p. 288) 

Seven months later, he raises his voice again, this time in a speech at the plenum of the Moscow 

Soviet: 

We still have the old machinery, and our task now is to remould it along new lines. We 

cannot do so at once, but we must see to it that the Communists we have are properly 

placed. What we need is that they, the Communists, should control the machinery they 

are assigned to, and not as so often happens with us, that the machinery should control 

them. (Vol. 33, p. 442)[9] 

The reader will observe that he is still talking in terms of leadership, but now there is a new 

problem, "the old machinery," which must be reorganized "along new lines," though this cannot 

be done "all at once." 

The above was written on November 20, 1922. Lenin had but a few months working life left to 

him. A mere six weeks later, on January 4,1923, he published the first of his sharp attacks on the 

state apparatus in the Soviet Union, that remarkable series of attacks which occupied the last 

months of his life and which not even the most dedicated enemy of the Soviet Union could have 

surpassed in ferocity. In "On Co-Operation," he says that "our machinery of state . . . is utterly 

useless," that "we took [it] over in its entirety from the preceding epoch; during the past five 

years of struggle we did not, and could not, drastically reorganize it." (Vol. 33, p. 474) 

It is difficult to imagine a more damning criticism of the Soviet regime. Then two weeks later, he 

writes: 

With the exception of the People's Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, our state apparatus 

is to a considerable extent a survival of the past and has undergone hardly any serious 

change. It has only been slightly touched up on the surface, but in all other respects it is 

a most typical relic of our old state machine. (Vol. 33, p. 481) 

On March 2,1923, he writes again: 

The most harmful thing would be to rely on the assumption that we 

know at least something, or that we have any considerable number of 

elements necessary for the building of a really new state apparatus, one 

really worthy to be called socialist, Soviet, etc. 

No, we are ridiculously deficient of such an apparatus, and even of the 

elements of it. . . " (Vol. 33, p. 488) 

To show how seriously he regarded the matter, he proposed, for the consideration of the twelfth 

Party Congress, to merge the central control commission of the party and the Workers' and 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#9
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Peasants' Inspection, which was a non-party body set up by the soviets! It was the last article he 

wrote before the stroke which permanently incapacitated him. 

No soviets worthy of the name, the state apparatus largely a survival of tsarism, etc. — Lenin 

was here calling into doubt the most basic, and hitherto unquestioned, achievement of the 

October Revolution: the smashing of the old state apparatus and the building of a new one. And 

it should be noted that Lenin was not given over to light and irresponsible talk. 

Thus, in Lenin's eyes, there was a situation where the country was flat on its back and paralyzed, 

where the proletariat had virtually ceased to exist as a class, where they were forced to turn to 

foreign capital to build up the economic base for socialism, where they were able to do this 

because the proletariat wielded power through a new state apparatus — and where this new state 

apparatus was in fact non-existent! 

What did he propose to do about it? He listed two tasks which, according to him, "constitute the 

epoch: the first is to reorganize our machinery of state ... Our second task is educational work 

among the peasants." (Vol. 33, p.474) 

That is all. Just two tasks. Were they carried out? We leave that to the reader to decide, limiting 

ourselves to a few questions: 

What were soviets and did their role expand or contract after 1923? 

What was the role of the trade unions after Lenin's death? 

To what extent was the slogan, "universal arming of the working class" carried out in Russia? 

How determinedly did the Soviet leaders, after Lenin's death, pursue the goal of involving 

everyone in the work of administering the state? 

Was the collectivization of agriculture in 1929, and the way it was carried out, what Lenin had in 

mind when he referred to "educational work among the peasants"? 

IV. THE TRANSFORMATION OF RUSSIA 

In "State Capitalism and World Revolution," C. L. R. James recounts the stages in the 

development of labor relations in Russia. He does it so well that, rather than attempting to 

paraphrase what he says, we prefer to quote him at some length: 

In the transition period between 1924 and 1928 when the First Five 

Year Plan is initiated, the production conferences undergo a 

bureaucratization, and with it the form of labour. There begins the 

alienation of mass activity to conform to specified quantities of abstract 

labour demanded by the plan 'to catch up with capitalism'. The results 

are: 
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(a) In 1929 ('The year of decision and transformation') there crystallizes 

in direct opposition to management by the masses 'from below' 

the conference of the planners, the engineers, economists, 

administrators; in a word, the specialists. 

(b) Stalin's famous talk of 1931 'put an end to depersonalization'. His 'six 

conditions' of labour contrasted the masses to the 'personalized' 

individual who would outdo the norms of the average. Competition is 

not on the basis of creativity and Subbotniks,[10] but on the basis of 

the outstanding individual (read: bureaucrat) who will devise norms and 

have others surpass them. 

(c) 1935 sees Stakhanovism and the definitive formation of an 

aristocracy of labour. Stakhanovism is the pure model of the manner in 

which foremen, overseers and leadermen are chosen in the factories the 

world over. These individuals, exceptional to their class, voluntarily 

devote an intensity of their labour to capital for a brief period, thus 

setting the norm, which they personify, to dominate the labour of the 

mass for an indefinite period. 

With the Stakhanovites, the bureaucratic administrators acquire a social 

base, and alongside, there grows the instability and crisis in the 

economy. It is the counter-revolution of state-capital. 

(d) Beginning with 1939 the mode of labour changes again. In his report 

on the Third Five Year Plan, Molotov stressed the fact that it was 

insufficient to be concerned merely with the mass of goods produced. 

The crucial point for 'outstripping capitalism' was not the mass but 

the rate at which that mass was produced. It was necessary that per 

capita production be increased, that is to say, that each worker's 

productivity be so increased that fewer workers would be needed to 

obtain an ever greater mass of goods. Intensity of labour becomes the 

norm. 

During the war that norm turned out to be the most vicious of all forms 

of exploitation. The Stalinists sanctified it by th.e name of 'socialist 

emulation'. 'Socialist emulation' meant, firstly, that the pay incentive that 

was the due of a Stakhanovite was no longer the reward of the workers 

as individuals, once they as a mass produced according to the new raised 

norm. In other words, the take-home pay was the same despite the speed 

up on a plant-wide basis. Secondly, and above all, competition was no 

longer limited to individual workers competing on a piecework basis, 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#10
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nor even to groups of workers on a plant-wide basis, but was extended to 

cover factory against factory. 

Labour Reserves are established to assure the perpetuation of skills and a 

sufficient labour supply. Youth are trained from the start to labour as 

ordered. The climax comes in 1943 with the 'discovery' of the conveyor 

belt system. This is the year also of the Stalinist admission that the law 

of value functions in Russia. 

We thus have: 

1918: The Declaration of the Rights of Toilers — every cook an 

administrator. 

1928: Abstract mass labour — 'lots' of it 'to catch up with capitalism'. 

1931: Differentiation within labour — 'personalized' individual; the 

pieceworker the hero. 

1935: Stakhanovism, individual competition to surpass the norm. 

1936-37: Stalinist Constitution: Stakhanovites and the 

intelligentsia singled out; as those 'whom we respect'. 

1939-41: Systematization of piecework; factory competing against 

factory. 

1943: ‘The year of the conversion to the conveyor belt system.’ 

Whereas in 1936 we had the singling out of a ruling class, a 'simple' 

division between mental and physical work, we now have 

the stratification of mental and physical labour. Leontiev's POLITICAL 

ECONOMY IN THE SOVIET UNION lays stress not merely on the 

intelligentsia against the mass, but on specific skills and differentials, 

lower, higher, middle, in-between and highest. 

If we take production since the Plan, not in the detail we have just given, 

but only the major changes, we can say that 1937 closes one period. It is 

the period of 'catching up with and outdistancing capitalism' which 

means mass production and relatively simple planning. But competition 

on a world scale and the approaching Second World War is the severest 

type of capitalist competition for world mastery. This opens up the new 
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period of per capita production as against mere 'catching up'. Planning 

must now include productivity of labour. Such planning knows and can 

know only machines and intensity of exploitation. Furthermore, it 

includes what the Russians call rentabl'nost, that is to say profitability. 

The era of the state helping the factory whose production is especially 

needed is over. The factory itself must prove its worthiness by showing a 

profit and a profit big enough to pay for 'ever-expanded' production. And 

that can be done only by ever-expanded production of abstract labour in 

mass and in rate. 

James concludes his analysis of the mode of labor in Russia as follows: "The rulers of Russia 

perform the same functions as are performed by Ford, General Motors, the coal operators and 

their huge bureaucratic staffs. Capital is not Henry Ford; he can die and leave his whole empire 

to an institution; the plant, the scientific apparatus, the method, the personnel organization and 

supervision, the social system which sets these up in opposition to the direct producer will 

remain." 

James is right. As soon as one's head is cleared of the notion that state property equals socialism, 

one can see that Russia managed to attain, through a violent upheaval, that stage in social 

development toward which the U.S. has been moving for several decades, the stage predicted by 

Engels nearly a century ago, wherein the state becomes "the ideal personification of the total 

national capital" and "the workers remain wage workers — proletarians." 

Stalin's great historic contribution was to lead the way in the transformation of Russia from a 

backward, feudal country into a modern industrial state. He did it by relying on barbarous 

methods, and at the cost of stamping out, with a thoroughness never before seen, the strivings of 

the working class to put forward its independent interests as a class. 

Stalin proved that it was possible, by enticing and dragging people off the farms, standing them 

in front of a machine and enforcing production quotas by a system of punishment and reward, to 

develop modern industry in a backward country. But such methods will not suffice to operate the 

industry so developed. 

The problem his successors have faced, and which has plagued them continuously for two 

decades, is — how to get the workers to operate the highspeed precision lathes, electronic 

controls and the rest of the equipment typical of modern industry, while still maintaining those 

workers in a subordinate position. It is this problem, and nothing else but this, which is 

responsible for the agricultural shortages, shoddy goods and insufficient replacement parts for 

which the Soviet Union is notorious. 

The problem of productivity in modern industry is the problem of the worker. It can be solved in 

only one way — by making the worker the master of the production process. The rulers of the 

Soviet Union will no more be able to resolve the crisis in production than will their U.S. 

counterparts, with their "work psychology" studies, "job enrichment" schemes, and all the rest. 
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In Russia, as in the United States, the workers will take power in the process of production — or 

the society will perish, in the words of C. L. R. James, "blown up by the antagonisms that can no 

longer be hidden." 

V. THE ROAD NOT TAKEN 

Did it have to turn out that way? Was there no path to modernization other than the one actually 

followed? 

It is not possible to answer with any certainty. It is true that the Russian proletariat was 

extremely small, fragmented and exhausted, and that any attempt to institute the kind of changes 

Lenin advocated would have entailed the risk of total collapse, leading to the dismemberment of 

Russia and a protracted dark age. That is a consideration, although it is not the only one. Any 

political choice must be made with the fullest possible awareness of the risks involved. 

It is the opinion of this writer, arrived at with the aid of hindsight, that the net effect on the world 

revolutionary movement would have been better had the Soviet leaders taken steps to broaden 

the base of participation in state affairs. 

Instead, they chose another course, to rely increasingly on the Party to perform the administrative 

tasks of the new state. As time went on, the administrative function of the Party came to occupy 

the most important place in its work, to the neglect, and finally to the denial, of all other tasks. 

Such a development did not take place without its accompanying theoretical justification. The 

theory of the party as the repository of all knowledge, whose task was to mobilize the population 

to carry out its directives, is historically associated with the name of Stalin, although it was not 

the product of his thought alone. 

As must inevitably result from the application of the theory of the party as "general staff," there 

developed a corps of administrators who, like bureaucrats everywhere, believe that they 

understand the needs of the people better than the people themselves, and who are convinced that 

if the "masses" do not follow them, it is because the "masses" are backward. This view was 

satirized by Bertolt Brecht in a poem called "The Solution," which he wrote following the 1953 

uprising in East Berlin against the Soviet-imposed regime: 

After the rising of the 17th June 

The Secretary of the Writers' Union 

Had leaflets distributed in the Stalinallee 

In which you could read that the People 

Had lost the Government's confidence 

Which it could only regain 

By redoubled efforts. 

Would it in that case 

Not be simpler if the Government 

Dissolved the People 

And elected another? 



 181 

How much of the subsequent degeneration of the Soviet Union is rooted in Lenin's theory of the 

party? In the opinion of this writer, the answer is — none, even though those who led the way in 

the process of degeneration claimed to base their actions on his teachings. 

Lenin's view of the nature and function of the party contained two aspects. One was the well-

known conception, put forward in WHAT IS TO BE DONE, of the party of professional 

revolutionaries, individuals lifted out from the life of the ordinary citizens and "specially trained" 

in politics, organization, agitation and technical skills. The other aspect, not so well known, is his 

conception of the party as a group of people united around a common project — to develop 

within the proletariat the capacity to rule, to bring the class alive, in a historical sense. 

It is this latter aspect of Lenin's thought which has been neglected, partly because it suited the 

interests of those who came after him to have it neglected. The fact that it was present, however, 

can be seen in a number of ideas he advanced at various times: his insistence, during the 1905-7 

upsurge, that the party boldly recruit active workers without much training,[11] exactly the 

opposite of what he advocated a few years earlier in quiet times; his insistence on free and open 

debate within the party on all questions of program, and his further insistence — this point has 

been deliberately suppressed by all those who prefer caricatures of Lenin to the real thing — that 

this debate be carried on, as much as possible, in full view of the workers outside of the 

party[12]; his writing of a major theoretical work on the dictatorship of the proletariat, STATE 

AND REVOLUTION, which does not even mention the vanguard party; his insistence, in 1921, 

when he reluctantly agreed to the banning of factions within the party, that he regarded it only as 

a temporary provision during a period of extreme emergency.[13] The proof that Lenin's 

conception of the party was at significant variance from Stalin's was the fact that the latter, in 

order to carry out his program, found it necessary to physically eliminate literally the majority of 

prominent party members from Lenin's time and to rewrite the history of the Bolshevik Party to 

erase from it Lenin's ideal of the open, critical organization.[14] 

How much of a leap is it from a well-intentioned body of administrators to a clique of parasites 

which lives by exploiting those whom they formerly served? The labor union bureaucracy of 

every modern country is composed primarily of individuals who began their careers as more-or-

less conscientious people desiring to represent the workers. When conditions are right, it is quite 

possible for representatives of the workers to be transformed into the most relentless opponents 

of workers' power. 

VI. WHAT KIND OF A SOCIETY? 

Virtually all observers report the existence in the Soviet Union of a stratum of people which 

enjoys considerable material privileges in relation to the population in general, and which wields 

a disproportionate amount of authority in the making of policy. The question at issue is: can this 

stratum be properly said to constitute a class in the sense in which Marxists use the term? 

Several arguments have been advanced on the negative side. The most important of these are (1) 

that membership in the privileged stratum is not hereditary, or is so only to a minor degree; and 

(2) that members of the privileged stratum cannot be shown to have any individual proprietary 

relation to the means of production. 
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Both of these arguments are countered by the writings of Marx and Engels themselves, who on 

various occasions used the term "class" to refer to social formations that do not meet the above 

criteria. Engels spoke of "the emergence of a special class of administrative government officials 

that have the main power in their hands and that stand in opposition to all other classes."[15] In 

examining conditions in Germany in 1847 he observed: "The present situation in Germany is 

nothing but a compromise between the nobility and the petty bourgeoisie; it results in putting the 

administration in the hands of a third class: the bureaucracy." 

Perhaps the most telling historic parallel to the modern Soviet ruling group is the Church in 

medieval times. "The fact that the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages formed its hierarchy out 

of the best brains in the land, regardless of their estate, birth, or fortune," wrote Marx, "was one 

of the main means of strengthening priestly rule and holding down the laity. The more a ruling 

class is able to co-opt the best minds of a ruled class, the more stable and dangerous becomes its 

rule." 

As Gandy points out, "Marx was aware that a ruling class could collectively own the means of 

production: that is how the Church hierarchy ruled. And he observed that this priestly ruling 

class recruited many of its members from the working class (just as the Soviet bureaucracy does 

today)." 

Even if it is granted that, because of their material privileges, monopoly of power and distinct 

interests, the Soviet bureaucracy constitutes a ruling class, the question still remains: what kind 

of a ruling class? 

In order for capitalism to exist, two conditions are ordinarily considered necessary: first, the 

working population must be effectively separated from the means of production and compelled 

to sell its labor power in order to survive. There is little doubt that this condition exists in the 

Soviet Union, perhaps more thoroughly even than in the United States. 

Second, there must exist some force which compels the exploiters to accumulate capital, to 

revolutionize the process of production and to increase the organic composition of capital. 

Ordinarily under capitalism, this force is provided by the competition among individual 

capitalists and blocs of capital. Each entrepreneur is compelled, "on pain of death," to continually 

introduce the most modem and efficient methods of production, replacing workers by ever-more-

costly machinery in order to be able to produce at a rate at least equal to that of the others. It is 

this competition among different capitals which is responsible for the discarding of perfectly 

adequate equipment simply because it is not the most advanced existing, for the tendency for the 

rate of profit to decline (since profits are made only from workers, not from machines), and for 

the recurring crises of overproduction typical of capitalism. 

In the Soviet Union today, there are no competing blocs of capital. As one 

commentator[16] points out, industry within the Soviet Union is organized as if it were a single 

factory, "USSR, Inc.," albeit less efficiently. That is, there is a division of labor, there is 

provision for the flow of raw materials from one "department" to another, there is a hierarchy of 

production and supervision — but there is no compelling force, inside the Soviet Union itself, 

forcing the bureaucracy to accumulate capital. 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#15
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Where is the force compelling the Soviet bureaucrats to accumulate capital, and thus rendering 

the Soviet Union subject to the laws of capitalism? The British International Socialists, who hold 

the view that the Soviet Union is state capitalist, answer as follows: 

The bureaucracy's monopoly of foreign trade enabled it to seal off Russia 

from price competition. But strategic and military competition completely dominated 

the process of capital formation in Russia from the moment accumulation became the 

bureaucracy's central concern in 1928. (Peter Binns, "The Theory of State Capitalism," 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIALISM No. 74.) 

Binns, who bases his argument in large part on Cliff's book (previously referred to), goes on to 

cite figures showing that the Soviet Union has, over the years, spent an increasing proportion of 

its total production on armaments, and that this relentless drive to accumulate arms, vital to the 

bureaucracy preserving its power in the face of threats and competition from western 

imperialism, has created an internal dynamic of capital accumulation basically identical to that 

which exists in the West. 

Elsewhere, Binns and another writer from the British IS[17] quote Stalin himself to show the 

innate drive to accumulate which motivates the Soviet bureaucracy. "No, comrades," says Stalin 

in 1931. ". . . The tempo must not be reduced! On the contrary, we must increase it as much as is 

within our powers and possibilities . . . To slacken the tempo would mean falling behind; and 

those who fall behind are beaten." (J. Stalin, WORKS, Volume 13, page 40.) 

"Why can and should and necessarily will socialism conquer the capitalist system of economy?" 

the writers quote Stalin as asking in 1935. "Because it can give a higher productivity of labor." 

Binns and Hallas remark, "There may be room for argument about the mechanisms whereby the 

Russian bureaucracy is locked in competition with its bourgeois (and bureaucratic) rivals. Only 

those who live in cloud-cuckoo land can doubt the fact that it is constrained, driven, to maximize 

accumulation." 

At this point I would like to set aside the third-person form that I have used up to now and enter 

into a more personal conversation with the reader. 

I do not doubt the accuracy of the figures that show the Soviet Union devoting an increasing 

portion of its total production to arms accumulation, with the result being the reproduction there 

of many features typical of western capitalist societies. Nor do I doubt that the Soviet leaders 

themselves feel a drive to accumulate. I do not doubt that living labor in the Soviet Union is 

subject to the same kind of domination by dead labor (accumulated capital) that it is in the U.S. 

What I do not see is the existence of any objective, intrinsic, overpowering compulsion to 

accumulate, with roots in the nature of Soviet society comparable to those which exist in the 

West. 

In what sense is the Soviet bureaucracy compelled to engage in strategic arms competition with 

the western imperialist powers? In his 1931 remarks cited above, Stalin went on to say, "We are 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#17
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fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must make good this distance in ten 

years. Either we do it or we shall go under." (Volume 13, page 41) Stalin showed remarkable 

foresight; it was ten years, almost to the day, from the above remarks to the Nazi invasion of 

June 22, 1941. There is little doubt that, but for the military and industrial might of the Soviet 

Union, the forces of German imperialism would have conquered the country, ushering in a 

period of something other than Communist Party rule. In the same sense, U.S. imperialism in the 

post-war period has been a very real threat to the power of the Soviet bureaucracy. Arms 

accumulation has certainly been required to stave off that threat. 

But the point is — how much arms accumulation? From purely military considerations, the 

Soviet Union is now, and has been for some time, in possession of far more arms than what is 

necessary to prevent U.S. invasion and conquest. After all, it is hardly necessary to possess the 

capability to destroy the U.S. seventy times over; once will do. 

Cliff states, "The privileges of the Russian bureaucracy, as those of the bourgeoisie, are 

conditioned by the unceasing advance of accumulation." (Cliff, op. cit., p. 239) 

But he merely asserts this; he does not prove it; nor do any of the other IS writers who accept his 

view. 

In my opinion, Cliff's assertion is true, but in a somewhat different sense than he means it. It is 

true mainly in the political sense: that is, the prestige and authority of the Soviet bureaucracy 

depend on transforming the Soviet Union into a modern, prosperous state through accumulation 

of an increasing quantity of use values, which requires heavy investments in the means of 

production with the promise of larger amounts of the means of consumption some time in the 

future. The Soviet bureaucracy has declared that "socialism" is superior to capitalism because it 

can provide more cars, televisions, household appliances and a general "higher standard of 

living." On this basis the Soviet bureaucracy will be judged by its own subjects, and by others in 

the world, at least in part. To the extent to which they have pinned their hopes for success on the 

ability to achieve this "prosperity," to that extent the Soviet bureaucrats are "compelled" to 

accumulate. But that is not a compulsion in the traditional sense in which Marx used the term, or 

in the sense in which Cliff uses it. 

For a number of years, western observers have speculated on divisions within the Soviet ruling 

elite. The "battle" has supposedly been between the "moderates," who wished to "surpass" the 

West in "standard of living," and the "hard-liners," who preferred to rely on the traditional 

military means to achieve the "spread of communism." 

In spite of the stupidity of the various western observers, they have latched onto something real. 

There are two alternative paths, each with its own set of demands, and the contradictions 

between the two courses are also real. At one time or another, the advocates of one or the other 

position wield greater influence, and Soviet policy shifts accordingly. 

The repeated calls of the Soviet government for disarmament, against U.S. objections, are at least 

partly motivated by the desire to free productive capacity for use in the manufacture of consumer 

goods. But even if those calls are pure demagogy, or even if the policy changes to one of total 
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reliance on accumulating an ever-growing pile of the means of production of the means of 

destruction, the point is that such questions still lie within the realm of conscious decision rather 

than immutable law. 

No one has yet demonstrated, to my satisfaction, the existence of any basic, internal features in 

Soviet society which would prevent its rulers, if they so desired, from ending the arms 

accumulation and improving the living standards of the Soviet people. 

Until someone can offer some explanation of Soviet behavior that roots accumulation of capital 

in objective law, irrespective of the wishes of men, I shall have to continue to live in "cloud-

cuckoo land." 

I wrote earlier that two conditions, one of which is the drive to accumulate, are "ordinarily 

considered necessary" for capitalism to exist. In the past, however, certain societies lacking in 

one of these conditions have nevertheless been regarded by Marxists as capitalist, although not 

"ordinary" capitalist. 

Specifically, what comes to mind is the pre-Civil War American South, which Marx repeatedly 

referred to as capitalist.[18] In certain important respects, that society offers useful insights into 

the Soviet Union today. Just as in the case of the Soviets today, the drive to accumulate was not 

economic in the sense that Marx had traditionally considered it, but political: in the case of the 

South, the need to maintain parity with the North in political influence and, more generally, the 

need to provide some opportunity for advancement to the poor whites, whose discontent 

threatened the slaveholders' rule. Both of these considerations led the slaveholders to a policy of 

expansion, and led ultimately to a Civil War, certainly an indication that policy motivations do 

not necessarily have to be weak ones. 

In spite of its deviation from the general laws of capitalism, Marx considered the slave South to 

be capitalist, partly because of its role in the world system of capitalism. In my opinion, the same 

consideration should govern our characterization of the Soviet Union; while it does not exhibit 

all the features traditionally associated with capitalism, it should still be regarded as a type of 

state capitalism, partly because of the epoch in world history in which it makes its appearance. 

The main point is not whether one chooses to apply the term "capitalism" to Soviet society. The 

point is to be aware of both the similarities and the differences between the Soviet Union and the 

western capitalist states, in order to be able to properly analyze both. 

One additional point should be made: up to now, the absence of any fundamental drive to 

accumulate has been predicated on the isolation of the Soviet Union from the world market 

owing to the state monopoly on foreign trade. As this isolation breaks down, which it shows 

signs of doing (the construction of a new Fiat plant, the manufacture and sale of Pepsicola), it is 

to be expected that Soviet society will begin to display more of the blessings of western 

capitalism — inflation, unemployment, the economic cycle, etc. Indeed, these have already made 

their appearance in Eastern Europe, where the process of breaking down the trade walls is more 

advanced than in the Soviet Union itself. 
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VII. "SOCIAL-IMPERIALISM"? 

Soviet exploitation of foreign countries takes place in at least three ways: First of these is direct 

looting; thus, at the end of World War II, the Red Army, in the name of "reparations," carried 

whole industrial plants back to the Soviet Union from Germany, Hungary, elsewhere in Eastern 

Europe, and from Mongolia (author's erratum: should read Manchuria). 

The second means is direct ownership of industry in foreign countries: the best-known example 

of this is Soviet ownership, in partnership with Indian interests, of the Indian steel industry, 

which can hardly be said to have improved the conditions of the Indian proletarians. This type of 

relationship is also common throughout Eastern Europe, where the local governments have been 

forced to grant part ownership of important industries to the Soviet government. 

The third means is unequal trade agreements, whereby the recipients of Soviet "aid" are forced to 

sell their products to the Soviet government at below world market prices, and buy in return 

inferior Soviet goods at above world market prices. This last has been a particular grievance 

among some of the African countries. 

All of the above means of exploitation have been documented adequately[19] so that there is no 

need to go into detail here. Taken singly or together they represent behavior which is typical of 

western imperialism. But do they indicate that the Soviet Union has literally reached that stage of 

social development which Lenin characterized as Imperialism, which is what the proponents of 

the "social imperialism" thesis charge? 

The weakness in the argument is the same as in the one put forward by Cliff and the other IS 

advocates of the state capitalism thesis: namely, where is the compelling drive for the Soviet 

rulers to export capital, extract superprofits, etc.? It is not enough that they do these things; in 

order to meet Lenin's definition of imperialism it is required that they be compelled to do them, 

in spite of themselves. And no one has yet demonstrated the existence of any objective, inherent 

force capable of compelling them to imperialistic behavior.[20] 

The differences between the Soviet Union and the western capitalist powers become especially 

important in analyzing world politics, for it is an undeniable fact that Soviet policy is to a major 

extent aimed at weakening the system of private property capitalism, and that in the course of 

doing this the Soviet leaders find themselves often allied with the progressive forces in those 

countries suffering under western imperialist rule. 

It is not unheard of for an imperialist power to give aid to forces struggling against one of its 

rivals, and genuine revolutionaries are always quick to take advantage of such possibilities. The 

anti-colonialist movements in a number of Asian and African countries were able to make good 

use of certain kinds of Japanese assistance in their struggle against British and French 

imperialism in the period of the second World War. 

However, the kind of aid some of the nationalist leaders were able to get from Japanese (or 

German) imperialism was on a totally different scale from what is taking place today, where the 
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Soviet Union, after a period of eclipse, has become the main armorer of the national liberation 

movements against western imperialism. 

In the first place, the occasional and sporadic assistance which the Japanese imperialists 

extended to certain anti-colonialists was never accompanied by any serious attempt to put 

forward any ideological alternative to imperialism, whereas the Soviet leaders distribute, along 

with the hardware, the teachings of Marx and Lenin (selectively, it is true) and present 

themselves as the continuators of the tradition of the Paris Commune and the October 

Revolution. 

Secondly, because of the above, direct use of military force constitutes a minor part of Soviet 

tactics. This means that the Soviet leaders rely, to a larger extent than any previous world power, 

on the good will of indigenous people, in most cases representing the oppressed and struggling 

masses. This plays an important role in determining Soviet conduct. For example, for years the 

Soviet Union has been supplying Egypt with weapons and various kinds of aid, and many 

observers regarded that country as a Soviet satellite. Yet recently, when the Egyptian 

government requested the complete withdrawal of Soviet bases and military personnel, they were 

pulled out within seventy-two hours — surely unusual behavior for an imperialist superpower. 

Such considerations mean that, for the oppressed peoples struggling for liberation, the 

differences between the Soviet Union and the Western powers are more important than the 

similarities. Never before have the colonial and dependent peoples enjoyed the support — even 

vacillating and conditional — from a major power that they receive today from the Soviet Union. 

This is a tremendous aid to the movements for national freedom. From the standpoint of the 

colonial peoples, if any criticism is to be leveled at the Soviet Union, it is more likely to be that it 

is too hesitant in coming to the aid of others rather than that it is too active in imposing its will 

on them. 

For those who live under the heel of the Soviet Union, or face the threat of its might, the 

situation is different. Thus, for instance, the Poles, or the Hungarians, or the Rumanians would 

be quite justified in reminding all the anti-imperialists in the world who regard the Soviet Union 

favorably that they, too, have histories of revolutionary struggle and aspirations for national 

freedom, and that the Soviet Union is, to them, an occupying colonial power. 

Even in Eastern Europe, where the Soviet rulers have, in the last three decades, directly 

intervened militarily four times — Poland and Germany, 1953, Hungary 1956 and 

Czechoslovakia 1968 — to suppress popular rebellions, the principal motivation has been 

broadly political more than immediately economic. It must not be forgotten that in each of these 

cases the Soviet rulers justified their actions by citing the need to defend the "socialist camp." 

The fact that the Soviet Union comes forward not as just another imperialist power with certain 

sectarian interests, but as the bastion of world revolution, means that, in a certain sense, it is 

more dangerous to the peoples of the world than the old imperialisms. But it also means that it 

cannot be equated with them. 

Every social class tries to reshape the world according to its own vision. The global vision of the 

Soviet rulers is a world in which all wealth belongs to the state, and in which the elite of the 



 188 

Communist Party functions as the active, conscious ruling group over the masses of docile 

proletarians toiling happily away at achieving a "higher standard of living." It is the world of 

proletcult and Newspeak, a world based on such a total crushing of the human personality that 

when a writer projects in a work of fiction the image of the society as it would look were it to be 

fully realized, our minds recoil in horror. This is the vision that motivates the Soviet rulers, and it 

is precisely the fact that they are motivated by such a vision, and not by the need to engage in 

small-scale land grabbing, that makes them and what they represent the most dangerous, 

repeat, the most dangerous enemy that the working class movement has even known. 

The system which prevails in the U.S.S.R., if it is to be fought, must be understood. And it can 

only be understood through a framework which places as much stress on the differences as on 

the similarities between the Soviet Union and the western imperialist powers. The "social 

imperialism" thesis fails to do this, and that is why it is a hindrance rather than an aid. 

VIII. CHINA 

Between 1925 and 1927 the Chinese proletariat made its first attempt to independently intervene 

on the political scene. Its efforts were suppressed in a wave of white terror which is estimated to 

have cost five million lives. 

Mao Tse-tung and some of the other Communist leaders responded to the repression in the cities 

by withdrawing, with the armed forces under their command, into the rural areas. From their 

base in the countryside they were able to rally the peasants around them. Following the epic of 

the Long March, perhaps the greatest military feat in human history, they placed themselves at 

the head of the national liberation movement against Japanese imperialism, overthrew the 

Chiang Kai-shek regime and, on October 1,1949, formally proclaimed the establishment of the 

People's Republic of China. 

One quarter of humanity had been torn out of the grip of imperialism. The Chinese proletariat 

played virtually no role in these earth-shaking events. 

Over the next decade and a half the new regime in China carried out changes which, considering 

the scale of the operation, surpassed even the experience of Russia. 

And what did this transformation give rise to? 

By 1965, a situation had developed in which important areas of public life were under the 

domination of a conservative-minded bureaucracy, similar to that which had arisen in Russia. 

The chairman of the government, the general secretary of the party, the mayor of the capital city, 

the editorial staff of the most important daily newspaper, a number of officers in the People's 

Liberation Army and many provincial governors were found to be "persons in positions of 

authority who have taken the capitalist road." 

Mao and those close to him in the party leadership responded by launching what came to be 

known as "The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution," which they characterized as a revolution 

of a new type, a revolution under the conditions of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
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The Cultural Revolution was a tremendous mass movement directed against old methods of 

thought and work which had either not been eliminated or had sunk fresh roots. It depended to a 

considerable extent on popular initiative. In the course of the movement, millions of people were 

drawn into active political life, numerous conservative officials were dragged out and exposed 

and great changes were made in the way things were done. An editorial published in "People's 

Daily" and "Red Flag" on New Year's Day, 1967, declared, "The emergence of the great 

proletarian cultural revolution in China in 1966 is the greatest event in this sixth decade[21] of 

the twentieth century." 

They were perhaps not wrong. But was it a revolution? A revolution, as is well known, is an act 

(of violence, according to Mao) in which one class overthrows another. It involves the smashing 

of the old state apparatus and the building of a new one. 

In the Cultural Revolution, which class was overthrown, and which class did the overthrowing? 

And to what extent was the state apparatus smashed, and to what extent was it merely reformed? 

There are question of estimate here for which "Mao Tse-tung Thought" provides no adequate 

explanation. Let us see if we can answer some of them by applying what has been said so far 

about the relation between the party regime and state capitalism. 

When Mao Tse-tung and his army of peasants commanded by revolutionary intellectuals arrived 

in Peking in 1949, it became the basis of the new state apparatus which was created. The state 

reproduced the relations within the army, namely, that the revolutionary intellectuals occupied 

the pinnacles of power and important positions of responsibility. 

After fifteen years a relatively high degree of stability had been achieved; the Party had managed 

to withstand various difficulties and its control was assured. At that time, perhaps spurred by the 

experience of the Soviet Union, Mao began to turn his attention to some of the same questions 

which concerned Lenin in the last year of his life. In reviewing the situation in China, he noted 

the growth of a stratum of administrators, increasingly isolated from the people and increasingly 

conservative in its outlook. In order to counteract its influence, he launched a mass movement, 

based largely outside of the party, directed against the conservative stratum. It was something 

unprecedented in the history of the "socialist countries" and the Communist Parties. 

Well and good. The attempt to open up the administration of public affairs to popular pressure is 

an admirable goal, but it does not, of itself, constitute a revolution. There still remain a number 

of nagging questions about the nature of the changes brought about by the Cultural Revolution. 

The practice of assigning all leading cadres to spend a certain portion of each year doing manual 

labor obviously tends to make them more responsive to the needs of the populace, but what is the 

significance of having the managers work, so long as the workers do not manage? 

It is a welcome reform to have the army live and work among the population, but is that the same 

as arming the people? 
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It is refreshing to hear the Chinese leaders refer to the need for a critical spirit within the Party, 

but how do they square that with their high regard (at least in their public statements) for 

Stalin,[22] or the way they handled the Lin Piao affair?[23] 

The evidence indicates that, while parts of the Chinese leadership seem to be more concerned 

than others to prevent the solid entrenchment of a conservative ruling group, and that the struggle 

between the opposing groups is a real one, no significant faction in the official leadership of the 

country is willing to place total reliance on the free, self-conscious, selfmobilizing proletariat. An 

analogy which may be useful is that with the new and old leadership in the United Mine Workers 

Union in this country: the new Miller regime is obviously more interested than the old Boyle 

gang in opening up the union to the influence of the membership, and in establishing means 

whereby active rank-and-file workers can take part in union affairs; but when it comes to 

suppressing wildcat strikes in the coal fields, the two factions are united like one man. 

There are signs that the proletariat did, during the Cultural Revolution, attempt to make itself felt 

as a force independent of both the "moderates" and the "extremists." In Shanghai, the city with 

the largest working class population and richest tradition of struggle, organizations of workers 

rose up with as many as a half million members, whose aim was to carry the Cultural Revolution 

through to the end and impose their own direct rule on Chinese society. These organizations 

were used by the cultural revolution group in the Chinese leadership to break the hold of the Liu 

Shai-chi faction, and were then suppressed in their turn.[24] 

As this is being written, word has just arrived that four prominent figures— including the well-

known Chiang Ching and Yao Wen-yuan, who wrote, with Mao's encouragement, the original 

attack on the rightists that launched the Cultural Revolution — have been declared members of 

an "anti-party group" and removed from all positions of responsibility. The U.S. press has 

accurately observed that, after a number of twists and turns, the right is again ascendant in China. 

It should not be forgotten that these four "leftists," back in 1967 in the early stages of the 

Cultural Revolution, took part in crushing what they termed the "ultra-left," and thus prepared 

the way for their own eventual defeat. Such episodes are not unknown in previous 

revolutions.[25] 

In THE PEASANT WAR IN GERMANY, Engels wrote: 

The worst thing that can befall the leader of an extreme party is to be compelled to take 

over a government in an epoch when the movement is not yet ripe for the domination 

of the class which he represents, and for the realization of the measures which that 

domination implies . . . . Thus he necessarily finds himself in an unsolvable dilemma. 

What he can do contradicts all his previous actions, principles and immediate interests 

of his party, and what he ought to do cannot be done . . . . Whoever is put into this 

awkward position is irrevocably doomed. 

It may be that K'ang Sheng, Chen Po-ta, Chiang Ching and the other leftists who took part in the 

suppression of the "ultra-left" and have now been defeated themselves believed that the Chinese 

proletariat was simply not large and mature enough to exercise power; in that case, Engels' 

remarks express perfectly the dilemma they felt themselves in. Perhaps they believed themselves 
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to be following the only course open to them under the circumstances, namely that of attempting 

to maintain a fluid situation pending the day when the proletariat attains sufficient strength to 

rule directly. Such considerations cannot be easily dismissed, especially by us who live in a 

country where the working class constitutes a majority of the population, and where illiteracy, 

child marriage and ancestor worship did not prevail up to a few years ago. But this can only be 

speculation. To the best of our knowledge, no Chinese leader — not the most leftist, not Mao 

Tse-tung himself — has ever discussed openly the questions raised by Engels. 

It should be clear from what has been written that this writer sees a great difference between the 

Soviet Union and China, and between the policies of their respective Communist Parties. The 

fact that a major section of the Chinese leadership, at least up 'til now, has seen the need to 

encourage an atmosphere of continuous turbulence, has had a significant positive influence on 

the world revolutionary movement, and will have an even greater one in the future. The point, 

for friends of China, is not to line up behind Liu, or Lin, or Chou, or Teng, or Hua, or whoever is 

in power when this is read; the point is to ponder seriously the implications of what Mao himself 

wrote in 1957, in "On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People": 

The class struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, the class struggle 

between the different political forces, and the class struggle in the ideological field 

between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie will continue to be long and tortuous and 

at times will even become very acute. The proletariat seeks to transform the world 

according to its own world outlook, and so does the bourgeoisie. In this respect, the 

question of which will win out, socialism or capitalism, is still not really settled. 

Chinese foreign policy, which has caused so much distress among those around the world who 

once looked to China for leadership in the antiimperialist struggle, is a reflection of the relation 

of class forces within the country. It is paradoxical that China's stance on foreign affairs, prior to 

the Cultural Revolution, was more revolutionary and internationalist than subsequent to it, and 

that the impact of the Cultural Revolution on foreign affairs has been to push China toward a 

policy of "building bridges" with the U.S. The reason for this is that the ending of the Cultural 

Revolution (and, in part, its launching) marked the emergence, in China, of a stratum of rulers 

able to exist independently of the Soviet Union and who are no longer willing to subordinate the 

national interests of China to the needs of the Soviet bureaucracy. 

When the Chinese leaders refer to Brezhnev et al. as the "new Hitlers," they are not just talking 

loosely. They are expressing the idea that the Soviet Union, while perhaps not yet the biggest 

exploiter and oppressor in the world, is the most ambitious and, to China, the most dangerous. 

For that reason the Chinese policy of opposing "both superpowers" means, in practice, devoting 

most of its efforts toward forging something like a worldwide collective security against Soviet 

expansionism. For some time, opposition to the Soviet Union has been the central aspect of 

Chinese foreign policy, overshadowing all other considerations. That is why the Chinese 

government, in Angola, failed to identify itself with the most anti-imperialist forces, because 

these forces were not anti-Soviet, why Chinese representatives at the United Nations have 

abstained when the question of Puerto Rican independence has come up, because the leadership 

of the largest pro-independence party is not anti-Soviet, have withheld recognition from the new 
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government of Portugal while rushing to extend it, before the blood has dried, to the fascist junta 

in Chile, and a host of similar actions. 

To find a parallel to China's present foreign policy, it is necessary to go back to the 1930's and 

Stalin's policy regarding Nazi Germany. After the rise of Hitler, the Soviet leaders came to the 

conclusion that German imperialism, while not the largest imperialism, represented, because of 

its voracious appetite, the most significant threat to Soviet security. They therefore set about 

building a series of international alliances to protect themselves from the threat. In this they were 

not wrong. 

However, in order to establish these alliances, in the first place with Britain and France, the 

Soviet Union was required to give up something in return. That "something" was its support to 

the anti-colonialist movements in the British and French dependencies. One after the other, 

liberation movements in Algeria, Indo-China and elsewhere found that the Communists, once the 

most militant champions of the anti-imperialist struggle, had become, under Soviet instructions, 

more concerned with the danger of "war and fascism" emanating from Nazi Germany and its 

allies. It was this act by the Communist International, under Soviet hegemony, of demobilizing 

the struggles against the "western democracies" (and pulling the teeth of the class struggles in the 

metropolitan countries as well) that brought about the loss of leadership in the independence 

movements to various right-wing nationalists in every one of the British, French and Dutch 

dependencies. Only in those countries directly invaded by Japan did the Communists remain 

anti-imperialist and thus able to spearhead the movement for national liberation. 

Stalin's policy didn't work. It did not succeed in staving off an attack by Germany, and it did 

manage to weaken some of the support the Soviet Union might have otherwise 

enjoyed.[26] Such must always be the outcome of any policy which gives greater weight to 

tactical alliances (one or another group of rival imperialists) than to strategic ones (the toiling 

masses of the world). 

Stalin's policy coincided with the rise of a new bourgeoisie in the Soviet Union. The 

conservatism and lack of faith in the mass movements which characterized Soviet foreign policy 

were a reflection of the needs of a privileged class in the Soviet Union, which had elevated 

contempt for the masses to the level of official policy. 

We believe that the same factors are at work in China. Governments do not "make mistakes." 

Policies, especially those which are relatively consistent on a world scale, represent the interests 

of distinct classes. And it seems clear that the policy of the Chinese government, of relying for 

its security on some kind of an "understanding" with U.S. imperialism rather than on the 

revolutionary people of the world, represents not those forces that wished to carry the Cultural 

Revolution through to the end, but those who halted it partway. 

When, in the early days following the October Revolution, it appeared as if the Bolshevik 

government might not be able to survive the combined counter-revolutionary onslaught and 

might have to go underground, Lenin stressed that the revolution had already been a success, in 

that it had set an example for the oppressed of the world, and that this example was indelible. 

That was the meaning of proletarian internationalism. There has been nothing like it since. When 
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in the future a new government is born that takes the slogan "Workers and Oppressed Peoples of 

the World, Unite!" out of the textbooks and makes it the guiding principle of policy, then 

workers and all the wretched of the earth will turn their heads toward that government and say ... 

there is the dictatorship of the proletariat! 

IX. THE SMALLER THIRD WORLD COUNTRIES 

Since the end of the second World War, the people of Cuba, Vietnam, Angola, and a number of 

small countries in the Third World have carried out successful military struggles against western 

imperialism. Following these struggles, which have astonished and inspired the whole world, 

these countries have embarked on the arduous task of lifting themselves out of the backwardness 

imposed on them by colonialism and foreign domination. 

In assessing the course of the revolution in these countries, one cannot repeat too often Lenin's 

words, applied to Russia, that state capitalism represents a great advance over the system that 

prevailed there previously. To recall Lenin's words does not in the slightest degree detract from 

the profoundly progressive impact which the revolutions of national liberation have had on the 

world revolutionary movement. Still, the question must be asked: in the smaller countries which 

have broken away from western imperialism, does the working class, "disciplined, united, 

organized by the very mechanism of the process of capitalist production itself," play the 

dominant role in organizing a new society in its own image? 

The evidence indicates that, in every one of the newly liberated countries, the answer is — no, 

the working class does not play such a role. How then to characterize the regimes which exist 

there? 

This writer believes that they must be regarded as transitional regimes. Transitional to what? It is 

not yet possible to say. In all of the newly liberated countries, there are signs of a developing 

bureaucracy based on state-owned enterprises, such as exists in Russia, along with signs of a 

genuine concern on the part of the leadership to develop the "extremely intricate and subtle 

system of new organizational relationships" which are the hallmark of a socialist society. 

The leading group in every one of the new countries, without exception, is composed of the 

schoolteachers, lawyers, doctors, government functionaries and other revolutionary intellectuals 

who headed the mass movements that drove out the imperialists. This is true whether the leading 

group is drawn from the ranks of the traditional Communist Party, as in north Korea, or from the 

new movements of liberation, as in Angola. At the same time, the fact that the new regimes in 

the liberated countries, especially Vietnam, came to power after a protracted struggle involving a 

great mobilization of the initiatives of millions of people, has charted a course of development 

for them which represents a major departure from the course followed by the Soviet Union after 

the death of Lenin. That is why one can observe so many contradictions in the theory and 

practice of the smaller countries which have recently won their liberation. 

Let us look at the case of Cuba, the country most familiar to Americans and the one perhaps 

most beset with contradictions. The achievements of the Cuban Revolution are familiar to U.S. 
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leftists and do not require listing here. Cuba's posture of support for various oppressed peoples 

struggling against U.S. imperialism is also well known and widely admired in this country. 

But the point is — not a single one of Cuba's accomplishments since the overthrow of Batista in 

1959, nor all of them taken together, necessarily imply that the proletariat is exercising power 

there. Nor can the "exposure" of various policies of the Cuban government — such as its 

continued dependence on one crop or its support for Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia, 

which the Maoists are fond of citing — be used to disprove the existence of socialism there. 

The only positive way to determine which class is wielding power in a country is to examine the 

decision-making process there, especially as it affects the relations of production. 

In this context, two items assume great significance: the role of dark-skinned Cubans in the 

wielding of authority, and the measures taken to regulate the labor process. 

A rough draft of this paper, circulated privately, made reference to "the near-total absence of 

dark-skinned Cubans — the bulk of the working class — from authoritative positions." The 

criticism was soon forthcoming that, while it is admitted that dark Cubans do not play a role in 

government and the Party proportionate to their numbers, the Party is taking steps to draw more 

of them into leading positions, to develop them politically and promote them to positions of 

greater responsibility and authority. 

That argument is entirely beside the point. The outstanding feature of Cuban life is that Afro-

Cubans historically formed the heart of the laboring population, in the sugar fields, in the mills, 

on the docks and in the other areas of activity on which the Cuban economy was based, and 

continue to do so today. 

The cause of this phenomenon can be found in the historic development of Cuba as a sugar 

island, a history which it shares with the other West Indian nations. In an essay entitled "From 

Toussaint L'Ouverture to Fidel Castro" which he published in 1963 as an appendix to his 1938 

book, THE BLACK JACOBINS, C. L. R. James describes the process as follows: 

The history of the West Indies is governed by two factors, the sugar plantation and 

Negro slavery. That the majority of the population in Cuba was never slave does not 

affect the underlying social identity. Wherever the sugar plantation and slavery existed, 

they imposed a pattern. It is an original pattern, not European, not African . . . When 

three centuries ago the slaves came to the West Indies, they entered directly into the 

large-scale agriculture of the sugar plantation, which was a modern system. It further 

required that the slaves live together in a social relation far closer than any proletariat 

of the time . . . The Negroes, therefore, from the very start lived a life that was in 

essence a modern life . . . The sugar plantation dominated the lives of the islands to such 

a degree that the white skin alone saved those who were not plantation owners or 

bureaucrats from the humiliations and hopelessness of the life of the slave. That was 

and is the pattern of West Indian life.[27] 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#27


 195 

James remarks later on in the same essay that, "Cuba is the most West Indian island in the West 

Indies."[28] 

The point is that, for Cuba, the scarcity of blacks in leading positions cannot be ascribed to a 

"cultural lag" to be overcome through education, etc., as was the case with some of the 

nationalities in Russia, who were at a genuinely primitive level of culture. The Afro-Cubans 

were, prior to the Revolution, the most proletarianized sector of the population, the sector most 

familiar with the technology and organizational principles of modern industry, the sector most 

"disciplined, united, organized by the very mechanism of the process of capitalist production 

itself." To the degree to which they are denied predominance in Cuban society — to that degree 

is the proletariat kept out of power. 

The fact that the leading force in Cuba at present is something other than the free, conscious and 

self-mobilizing proletariat is reflected in the perpetual crisis of productivity with which the 

revolutionary government has been plagued. The problem can be revealed with a few figures: 

total agricultural output from 1961 (when "socialist" planning commenced) to 1969 declined 

23%. Per capita food production in 1969 was 28% lower than it was ten years earlier. Total 

agricultural production per person also declined 28% during the same period.[29] 

Fidel Castro has claimed that Cuba did not have "work habits" because of the lack of a developed 

industry, that Cubans hold cultural values from the Spanish colonial period which are antithetical 

to manual labor.[30] 

In 1962, the government introduced "socialist emulation," in the words of Che Guevara, a 

"weapon by which production is increased and the consciousness of the masses 

improved."[31] This was a system by which workers were urged to compete with each other and 

with other work centers in order to produce more, while material rewards were mixed with 

public recognition. After two years, one government official admitted that, "Very few workers 

truly participate in the emulation campaign . . . To the emulation assemblies go only 20 percent 

of the workers . . . Sometimes it is reported that 92 percent of the workers are taking part in 

emulation, but the truth is quite the opposite. Fraternal competition has not taken root in the 

masses."[32] 

By mid-1962 absenteeism reached alarming proportions, as the old repressive measures no 

longer functioned, and as purchasing power outstripped the supply of goods. Coercive measures 

were introduced, including a scheme of graduated punishments, ranging from salary reductions 

to job transfers.[33] The results were not adequate, and in 1964 the government introduced a 

system of norms and quotas, on which salaries were to depend. 

On August 29, 1966 Castro discussed the causes behind the decline of productivity. He attributed 

it to the fact that the means by which capitalism guaranteed a work force — the whip of hunger 

— no longer existed and had not yet been replaced by a new force, revolutionary consciousness. 

On May 7, 1968 "Granma," the official organ of the Communist Party, observed that labor 

discipline "had failed to emerge spontaneously" and called for the application of "moral and 

social sanctions." 
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In 1968 the policy of militarization of labor was introduced in the agricultural sector. Military 

personnel were placed at every important administrative and managerial position throughout the 

island. A large percentage of the labor force was organized as military units.[34] 

A year later it was clear that the efforts to raise productivity were disappointing. Thus the 

government decreed, on August 29, 1969, Law Number 225, which made it mandatory for all 

workers to have a work card in which their productivity, background, political views and 

employment history are recorded. The card is necessary to obtain a job or receive a salary. 

Moreover, changing jobs without the permission of a regional office of the Labor Ministry is not 

allowed.[35] 

Management was required to keep exhaustive administrative files on the life and job history of 

each worker. A worker's ability to receive social security or a salary raise depend on what is in 

the work record.[36] 

On July 26, 1970 Castro discussed Cuba's economic problems. On September 20, "Granma" 

revealed that absences on a daily basis reached as high as 20% of the work force. A series of 

drastic measures designed to strengthen labor discipline were presented to the workers.[37] 

These measures, now in effect, restore the system of quotas without material incentives, update 

the record of the worker's performance, and define in detail the proletariat's responsibilities. 

Temporary absentees will not be permitted to buy durable goods, their homes will not be 

repaired, new or better housing will be denied, and their vacations will be suspended. They can 

be excluded from social benefits such as the use of beaches, free education and hospitalization. 

They will not be able to eat at the inexpensive workers' dining rooms.[38] 

On the same day the above measures were announced, a campaign was begun to overcome the 

tension between the workers and administrators. Fidel Castro declared, "We are going to trust 

our workers and hold trade union elections in all locals . .. They will be absolutely free, and the 

workers will choose the candidates. The workers will elect their leaders . . . If the worker has 

really been elected by a majority of all his comrades, he will have authority. He will not be a 

nobody who has been placed there by decree. He will have the moral authority of his election, 

and when the Revolution establishes a line, he will go all out to defend and fight for that line." 

Imagine! After more than a decade of Revolution, the Cuban workers achieve what U.S. auto and 

steel workers have (more or less) had for a generation — the right to elect their own leaders. 

However, note the last phrase in Castro's remarks: the function of these leaders will be to carry 

out the line, not to develop it. 

The Valdes article carries the story up to 1970. Since that time there is no indication that things 

have gotten any better. Rene Dumont, in a 1972 appendix to his book IS CUBA SOCIALIST?, 

notes that the situation is still pretty much as he and the Valdeses reported earlier. He states 

explicitly that, "In point of fact it is the petty bourgeois who seem to hold essential practical 

power in Cuba ...." (p. 153) 
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As the Valdeses remark in the conclusion to their article which I have drawn upon so heavily, 

"The revolutionary substitutes for capitalism's reliance on selfishness cannot be coercive decrees 

or militarization, but the concrete practice of decentralization and socialist democracy. To 

continue to adhere to the concept of the trade union as a 'transmission belt' to implement party 

directives in the economic sphere is an obstacle to meaningful democratization. Socialist 

democracy, to be real, requires that revolutionary initiative and power be found in the hands of 

the people and not be the monopoly of a group . . . The state should be the instrument of the 

masses and not the other way around." 

In winding up this section I must make it clear that I have placed so much stress on the negative 

aspects of Cuba because the audience for which I am writing generally tends to romanticize 

everything that comes out of that country and the other small Asian and African countries which 

have broken out of the grip of imperialism. 

Cuba, as much as any country on earth, illustrates the complexities of political struggle in today's 

world. Those who regard Cuba as a model for the United States, and who think that Fidel Castro 

and the other Cuban leaders can do no wrong, are mistaken. Those who think that the Cuban 

leaders have fallen entirely under the thumb of Moscow are also mistaken. The leaders of the 

new Cuba, like the leaders of the new regimes in Indo-China, Angola and elsewhere, are great 

revolutionaries, who have carried out the sharpest and most progressive struggles against 

imperialism anywhere in the world. 

In many respects their situation is parallel to that which prevailed in the U.S. South during 

Reconstruction after the Civil War: a great popular upsurge, whose potential was unlimited, in 

which various social forces were contending for hegemony. In the case of the newly freed 

nations of today, as in the case of Black Reconstruction, their ability to go forward to socialism 

depends partly on forces outside of their control, namely, on developments within those 

countries which are already highly industrialized. This does not detract in the slightest from one's 

appreciation of the role that the smaller Third World countries have played and are playing in 

bringing the entire proletariat to its feet. 

X. THE COMMUNIST PARTIES IN THE DEVELOPED COUNTRIES 

All of the cases looked at up to this point have been ones where the working class was extremely 

small in relation to the rest of the population, and where the reactionary regime held on to power 

through a system of total repression. In such cases it is natural that conditions of underground 

existence should give rise to military conceptions of unity and discipline which, while making 

the party into the most effective instrument for overturning the old regime, also tend to make it 

suspicious of any independent initiatives from outside its own ranks, including the working class 

seeking to realize itself directly. 

What of the situation in western Europe, North America and Japan, where the working class is 

large and experienced, and where for at least a generation trade union and parliamentary forms 

have existed to mediate the class struggle? How do the Communist Parties function in these 

countries? 
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At the beginning of the 1960's, when Khrushchev was at the head of the Soviet government, the 

Communist Parties in a number of western countries, with his encouragement, began to evolve 

theories of peaceful transition to socialism, democracy without class content, and other ideas of 

classical social democracy. At that time the Chinese Communist Party opposed these new 

tendencies in a series of polemics which effectively restated the traditional principles of 

Marxism-Leninism, and won it a great deal of support from many Parties in the Third World and 

some in the developed countries. In some countries, significant groups of "Marxist-Leninists" 

split away from the existing Parties and began the process of building new "anti-revisionist" 

ones, often with Chinese encouragement and support. 

Well, Khrushchev was removed from authority and in the more than a decade since, several 

important developments have unfolded within the Communist movement: 

(1) The Soviet CP dropped the line of peaceful transition and so forth, and those Parties that 

hung on to it, such as the Italian and Scandinavian Parties, did so in defiance of Moscow. 

(2) Some Parties, including some most closely aligned with the Soviet CP, proved in deeds, not 

words, that they were quite willing to discard bourgeois democracy and become serious 

contenders for power, under certain circumstances. The outstanding example of this is Portugal. 

(3) Owing partly to the inability of the "anti-revisionist" forces to explain the above 

developments, they have been unable in even a single industrialized country to come together in 

one hegemonic organization, and moreover, have spawned a multitude of different groups, some 

with politics virtually indistinguishable from the official CP's, others so sectarian that they are 

led to oppose every progressive movement in their own countries, with the result that the very 

concept of the "anti-revisionist left" is now totally without validity, except in a historical sense. 

Just as in an earlier period the dramatic expropriation of private capital by the Soviet government 

gave rise to the view that equated socialism with expropriation, so now the drift of the 

Communist Parties toward reformism leads to the tendency to dismiss them as "class 

collaborationist" and "revisionist." 

Nothing reveals the dangerous consequences of the confusion regarding the Communist Parties 

more clearly than the events in Portugal. In that country, following the April 25, 1974 overthrow 

of the fascist regime by a group of young officers in the Armed Forces Movement, there arose 

several different forces contending for power: 

First were the forces grouped around the new-born Socialist Party, headed by Mario Soares; 

these were the elements who hoped to see Portugal evolve as a traditional, western European 

bourgeois democratic state, based on private property in the means of production. This was the 

sector supported by the U.S. and the principal forces of European capitalism. 

Second was the revolutionary proletariat seeking to establish its direct power in society and 

expressing its will, in a not-yet-clearly-distinct manner, through the Workers' Commissions, 

Workers' Councils and a group in the armed forces, Soldiers United for Victory. No single party 
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was hegemonic within the proletariat. The Party of the Revolutionary Proletariat most 

completely identified itself with the independent revolutionary aspirations of the workers. 

Third was the Communist Party, dominant in the trade unions, and the largest party among the 

workers. The Community Party represented neither of the above-mentioned forces, nor did it 

represent a vacillating, compromising element between them. It had its own independent policy, 

which it pursued throughout the stormy events of the next two years and is pursuing today. And 

what was that policy? Simply put, it was a policy aimed at the creation of a new Portugal, 

without private ownership of the means of production and with the Party as the administrator of 

the new state and manager of the state-owned property: in other words, a regime similar to that 

which exists in any of the eastern European states today. 

In order to accomplish its strategic aim, the CP must achieve two things: first, it must expropriate 

the property and crush the resistance of the bourgeoisie; second, it must restrict the scope of the 

mass working class movement and bring it under the control of the Party. And it must 

accomplish these tasks under the special conditions prevailing in Portugal: namely, that while the 

bourgeoisie had been dealt a severe blow with the fall of fascism, it was stronger than the 

working class; and also that the Party itself was a mass party and therefore necessarily 

responsive to various currents within the working class. 

It was the need to balance various conflicting tasks and pressures that was responsible for the 

seemingly contradictory turns in policy. But tactics have always been subordinate to the overall 

goal. 

When the fascists were first overthrown and CP leader Cunhal returned to Portugal to assume a 

post in the provisional government, various analysts around the world dismissed him as a 

"revisionist" committed to the parliamentary road to socialism. But when he came out with 

statements minimizing the importance of elections and calling on the army to continue to 

exercise power, and then when the CP twice took to the barricades to bar fascist attempts to 

overthrow the new regime, these same analysts were left with no explanation. 

Several of the Maoist groups characterized the CP as "social-fascist," meaning socialist in words, 

fascist in deeds. But what kind of fascist is it that takes the lead in demanding full, unconditional 

independence for one's own colonies, as the CP did in regard to Portugal's African territories or 

fights for land reform, as it is doing in Portugal itself? 

Both theories — the "revisionist" and the "social-fascist" — failed to explain the behavior of the 

Portuguese CP during the post-revolutionary crisis. 

On the other hand, the CP was not a consistently revolutionary party. It had seized power in the 

trade union movement by simply moving into the offices and had used its authority to oppose 

strikes aimed at higher wages, on the grounds that they would jeopardize the country's economic 

position. And it opposed the formation of the Workers' Commissions and Workers' Councils, 

which were non-party mass organizations of direct democracy, as it likewise opposed the 

formation of any groups within the armed forces that ran counter to the Armed Forces Movement 
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of the rebel officers. And even while opposing one or another conservative measure of the 

different provisional governments, it always maintained a presence in the government. 

These various maneuvers of the Party can be explained in only one way: the Party was, and 

remains, a vigorous opponent of the existing capitalist regime and a serious contender for power; 

but the regime it strives to establish is not the "free association" spoken of by Marx. In its efforts 

to attain its goal, it must utilize its influence in the government and in the mass movement to 

crush the traditional bourgeoisie, must use exactly the same influence to prevent the working 

class movement from getting out of hand, and must accomplish these two contradictory tasks 

without losing its base of popular support. 

But then don't these various considerations determining CP policy offer tremendous possibilities 

of support to the working class movement which exists outside of CP control? Of course they do, 

and the revolutionary movement in Portugal has taken advantage of that fact. Thus, for instance, 

when the CP took to the barricades against the fascists, the revolutionary left joined it; when the 

CP defended itself from the attacks of the fascists and the church, the left joined in the defense; 

when the CP opposed the right-ward drift of the sixth provisional government, the left was on the 

same side. 

On the other hand, when the CP opposed strikes or opposed the Workers' Commissions (and 

later tried to take them over), the left fought against it. The policy of the left toward the CP in 

Portugal is what is meant by the working class maintaining an independent stance in the political 

struggle. 

By contrast, those groups which claim to be followers of Mao Tse-tung Thought were blinded by 

their unreasonable hatred for the CP, so that they joined together with the CIA-backed Socialist 

Party against the CP in the unions, and joined in with the fascist mobs that were burning down 

Party headquarters in the northern cities, on the grounds of "opposing social-fascism." 

The Maoist groups are unable to analyze the role of the CP and unable to arrive at a proper 

stance in relation to it, because they, like the CP itself, are motivated by the theory which sees 

the rule of the vanguard party as equivalent to proletarian power. They differ from the 

Communist Party only in the particular foreign country to which they look as a model. 

Italy is another country where the CP is reaching for power and where the state capitalist theory 

offers the only reasonable explanation for its behavior. 

The Italian Communist leaders trace their tradition back in a direct line through the anti-fascist 

resistance, the Civil War in Spain, the post-World War I uprisings and the founding of the Party. 

They are the most cynical and astute group of leaders in the western communist movement, 

including those in the Soviet Union, whom they undoubtedly consider "backward" and "lacking 

in culture." 

If the Italian Communists have temporarily adopted a reformist course, it is not because they 

have renounced their fundamental aim of taking power in Italian society, but because they feel 

that such a course is best suited to their cause at the present time. 
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The Soviet leaders, for their own reasons, do not approve of the new line of the Italian CP and 

exert efforts to reverse it. Paradoxically, it is the improved position of the Soviet Union in the 

world that makes it possible for the Italian and other western CP's to stray from Moscow's strict 

control, by eliminating the need for the formerly weak, isolated, hounded communists to huddle 

together for mutual support. 

For the time being, the Italian Communists are trying to gain entrance to the government by 

offering themselves as the only force able to bring about labor peace, that is, to halt the wave of 

strikes that threatens the very foundations of the Italian state. 

If the CP comes into the government, there is no doubt that it will have exactly the opposite 

effect from that intended by the bourgeoisie; namely, it will encourage the workers to be bolder 

in their demands. 

If that happens, the pressure will be on the CP either to risk its base of support among the 

workers by suppressing the strikes or give up its position in government. 

There is a third alternative, of course — the Portuguese one. That is, to attempt to take power 

into the hands of the Party while preventing the struggle of the working class from going too far. 

It should be noted, however, that Italy in the 1970's is not eastern Europe after World War II, 

where the Red Army was present to both suppress private capital and enforce labor discipline. 

All the conceivable paths offer great difficulties to the Italian CP, while holding out tremendous 

possibilities to the working class. 

The Communist Parties in the advanced countries are not alien presences imposed on the 

working class from outside. Even if the Stalin regime had never existed in Russia, something 

very similar to them would have developed. Nor are they more radical versions of the old, class-

collaborationist social democracy. The Communist Parties are products of that stage of social 

evolution in which the working class is not yet sufficiently mature to fulfill its historic role. They 

represent that element of the population which is bitterly hostile to the existing regime and is at 

the same time able to conceive of no alternative to it other than the substitution of a more 

efficient and benevolent group of rulers for the exploiting class that presently holds power. The 

fact that the Communist Parties are attempting to achieve their aim in a place and time where the 

working class no longer has need of their services produces terrible strains on these parties, 

which must eventually blow them apart. 

XI. THE WAY OUT 

"Men make their own history," wrote Marx, in the famous and often-cited passage from THE 

EIGHTEENTH BRUMAIRE OF LOUIS BONAPARTE, "but they do not make it just as they 

please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances 

directly found, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations 

weighs like an incubus of the brain of the living." 



 202 

The workers' movements in Europe and the United States proved strong enough to prevent the 

crushing of the young Soviet Republic but not strong enough to overthrow capitalism in their 

own countries. The confinement of the revolution to backward Russia gave rise to a certain 

conception of the relation of the Party to the class, a conception based on the demonstrated 

inability of the Russian working class to establish its direct rule. Thus, in place of the 

dictatorship by the proletariat, there arose the theory of the dictatorship for the proletariat, which 

became transformed into a dictatorship over the proletariat. 

The communist parties of the various countries, strongly influenced by the Russian model, are 

products of that stage in development in which the working class is not yet capable of 

establishing its own class rule. These parties have been, on one hand, more or less effective 

instruments for waging the class struggle and, on the other hand, terrible weapons for the 

suppression of all strivings of the proletariat to express itself as a class independent of their 

control. 

The working class in the developed countries no longer has need of these revolutionary 

mandarins. To take the most well-known of recent examples, in May of 1968 the French working 

class, acting under the guidance of no leading party, showed that it is "disciplined, united, 

organized by the very mechanism of the process of capitalist production," and is capable of 

standing at the head of the nation — so much so that President de Gaulle went on a secret 

inspection tour of French military units in Germany, unable to rely any longer on those stationed 

in France itself, who had been exposed to the revolutionary virus. 

If the general strike and factory occupation of 1968 did not lead to the conquest of power by the 

proletariat, it was not because the workers were insufficiently organized, or did not possess 

adequate weapons, or lacked means of communication, or any of the other reasons that 

revolutionary attempts have failed in the past. It was because the workers themselves lacked an 

appreciation of their own capacity to rule. 

Workers do very revolutionary things, but they think of them in old ways. The French workers, 

who demonstrated their ability to carry out a nation-wide movement, create forms of direct 

democracy and regulate their relations with non-proletarian social strata — the essential tasks of 

any government — were unable to see that in their own actions lay the foundations of a new 

society. There were signs of the beginnings of such an understanding on the part of the workers, 

but they were stamped out by the official trade union and Communist Party leadership, which 

sought to interpret the events as simply a massive demonstration of the need for reform. 

So long as the only models of social action articulated to the workers are either continued 

subordination to the bourgeoisie — the line of social democracy — or reliance on the all-

knowing vanguard party to lead them to socialism in its own good time, they will be unable to 

arrive at the new consciousness of themselves as a potential ruling class, and thus all their 

movements will inevitably be contained within the framework of capitalism. 

It is the view of the Sojourner Truth Organization that a Marxist-Leninist Party is absolutely 

crucial to the process of developing among the workers the sense of themselves as part of a 

potential ruling class. While this is not the place for a lengthy discussion of the party 
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question,39 it can be stated that the process has two aspects: criticizing bourgeois consciousness 

as it manifests itself within the working class, and linking together in a culture of struggle those 

elements in the working class movement which foreshadow the socialist society. To reduce these 

tasks, which in our opinion constitute the essence of the party's vanguard role, to the goal of 

gathering all the diverse threads of the movement into the hands of the party — which is the line 

implicit in the "general staff" theory — can only reinforce the sense of powerlessness that 

workers feel. 

Having offended virtually every other sector of the left, it is necessary to say a word about the 

Trotskyists. On this question of the role of the party in relation to the mass movement, official 

Trotskyism does not differ in the slightest with the position of the official Communist Parties. 

They may differ with them on certain questions of policy for the party, but when it comes to their 

attitude toward the independent expressions of working class power, Trotskyism is only a sub-

category of Stalinism. This has been true ever since Trotsky first hatched his plan to militarize 

the Soviet trade unions; it is evident today in the countless hours spent by his followers in 

meetings, conferences, discussion bulletins, contact commissions and other efforts to reconstruct 

one or another wing of the International, the one and only International — all taking place in 

total isolation from the actual movement of the proletariat and in total ignorance of the fact that 

the working class no longer has the slightest need for them. 

Marx and Engels predicted that the proletariat would first come to power in one of the developed 

countries, and that it would sweep the rest of the world along in its train. They may turn out to 

have been right after all. For while it is obvious that the chain of traditional capitalism breaks 

first at its weakest link, the overthrow of the old bourgeoisie is not the same as the conquest of 

power by the working class. It is even possible that the specific country to which Marx and 

Engels first looked, Germany, may be the one that blazes the trail; for that is the country where 

the working class has the most extensive experience both with traditional bourgeois rule and with 

the new state capitalism of the commissars. That is just private speculation. 

In any case, as Marx wrote in the Preface to THE CRITIQUE OF POLITICAL ECONOMY, 

"mankind always takes up only such problems as it can solve; since, looking at the matter more 

closely, we will always find that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions 

necessary for its solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation." History, 

through the means of state capitalism, both in the west and the east, has at last brought into 

existence a social formation able to take all power into the hands of the producers and establish 

"in place of the old bourgeois society . . . an association, in which the free development of each 

is the condition for the free development of all." ("Communist Manifesto") 

That "association" of which Marx speaks is socialism, the only kind of socialism that will ever 

exist. To understand that the emancipation of the working class is the task of the workers 

themselves, to take that statement literally and make it the starting point for all policy, is the first 

demand placed on any individual or grouping of individuals that wishes to contribute to the 

emergence of the socialist society. 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#39
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APPENDIX I - PIECE RATES IN HUNGARY 

I Have Heard the Iron Cry 

by Miklos Haraszti 

On October 15, 1973, the young Hungarian poet Miklos Haraszti stood arraigned 

before a People's Court in Budapest, charged with "grave incitement." He had 

"written a book liable to provoke hatred of the State." The charge carried a possible 

eight-year jail sentence. The basis of the charge: "Piece Rates," a brief monograph in 

which Haraszti describes what it is like to work in a major Hungarian factory. The 

extracts which follow are from this book, now published in the West.[40] 

This was by no means Haraszti's first brush with the authorities. In 1966 he was 

suspended from the university for organizing a student Vietnam solidarity committee 

which collected money for the liberation forces and demonstrated outside the U.S. 

embassy. The following year he was given "house surveillance" for editing and 

translating a collection of revolutionary poems from around the world. In 1969 he 

was jailed for writing a satire on bureaucratic attacks on the left, and won his release 

only after a hunger strike in prison. 

Haraszti's trial for "Piece Rates" was suspended, due in part to the wide support he received 

from other Hungarian intellectuals. Three months later, in January, 1974, it was suddenly 

reconvened. A verdict of guilty was announced, and the poet was given a suspended sentence 

and fined. Haraszti has been persecuted and labeled with various epithets (utopian-anarchist, 

Guevarist, Maoist, ultra-leftist, etc.) but he is not, today, in jail. 

In the following excerpts, which are taken from New Left Review, no. 91, Haraszti 

reports on conditions at the Red Star Tractor factory at Csepel. In the Hungarian 

People's Republic tractors are virtual symbols of socialist development, uniting 

hammer and sickle. Csepel is the largest single concentration of engineering and 

metal works in Hungary. Founded by Baron Manfred Weiss in 1884 on a Danube 

island in the south of Budapest, it became a complex of steel works, heavy and light 

engineering factories that made it the Krupps of Hungary between the wars, 

employing then, as now, tens of thousands. It was a vital center during the Soviet 

Republic of 1919. 

The piece-work system aroused my interest. Although I had read about it, its contradictory nature 

left me perplexed. I couldn't even see it as a compromise solution. In one newspaper, for 

instance, a Hungarian expert in 'management science' claimed that payment by results was the 

most perfect form of socialist remuneration, since it embodied the principle: 'from each 

according to his abilities, to each according to his work'. In the same paper, however, though not 

in the same issue, an old Communist who now holds a prominent position recalled in glowing 

terms a comrade who, before the War, had organized workers' demonstrations against the 

Bedeaux system, the 'scientific' method of payment by results of those days. I looked up statistics 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#40
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and learned that the majority of industrial workers are on piece-work. I also found out—though 

this is common knowledge—that only workers are allowed to enjoy this chemically pure form of 

socialist wage-labour; their superiors have to be content with more backward forms. But what 

really interested me was a topic which no one had so far discussed in front of the esteemed 

public—myself included: what is it actually like to be on piece-work? 

'I can see they've shown you what you're supposed to do. But how to earn money, that's 

something they've not taught you.' M. speaks almost without emphasis, so that his words sound 

all the more weighty. He is fifty-four, has been working fourteen years on a milling-machine, 

and takes good care to see that he puts 2500 forints a month in his pocket. 'You have to know the 

tricks of the trade', he says. 'Right? That's what it's all about.' I nod, and M. sums it up like this: 

'If it was up to them, they'd pay you so little you'd even have to go and beg for a glass of water. 

They don't give a damn about you.' 

What does one have to do? For my section of 100 to 120 men, working at boring, turning and 

milling, there are three rows of machines in the immense shop. The adjacent row of machines 

belongs to the next section. There are four sections in the shop altogether. 

Our section includes eight operators manning eight milling-machines in two shifts: each man 

handles two machines. 

By and large, the new and old machines are fairly similar. The oldest ones are twenty to twenty-

five years old and on their sides one can see traces of two markings: on one side the 

emblem Manfred Weiss Csepel, and on the other RaJkosi Werke Csepel—the latter has been 

partly scratched out and now one can only see Werke Csepel. 

The machines are designed for the full effort of a single man. 'What are you so surprised about? 

You'll work two machines and that's that. We talked ourselves hoarse when they brought in the 

two-machine system', said M. early on. 'I'm the only one left who used to work one machine. The 

others have gone. The new men started on two machines right away. And those who left are 

working two machines in their new jobs too—if they're still doing milling, that is.' 

Someone who stood by my machine and watched me at work might well think I understood the 

'tricks of the trade', as I go from one to the other, adjust, lift, tighten screws, throw switches and 

so on. But I'm at a dead end: cold sweat and a trembling stomach come as I hold myself together 

under the pressure of work and my own situation. This feeling first appeared when I had already 

mastered the machines, and it hasn't left me since. 

M. and the others know this condition; they call it 'the nerves'. They see at a glance how I'm 

feeling. I suspect that the foreman, who is always hectically rushing around outside his office, 

has noticed it too. As he hurries past he calls out encouragingly: 'Now, colleague, we're going to 

finish these fifty con-rod heads yet, aren't we?', but I realize this is just a hint that the lines on his 

face would crease up in an expression of icy annoyance and rejection if I were to bother him 

about, say, my pay or anything else that had to do with myself rather than with my machines. 

Even if it was to do with the machines, I'd have to broach it carefully. It takes a long time before 

I work out how to lay the bait so that he'll nibble. 
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I stand on a couple of platforms between the two machines, which are placed opposite each other 

on their concrete bases—the horizontal milling machine a step higher than the vertical one. This 

means that I spend the whole day climbing up and down as I move between the two machines, as 

I change the job or go to the other side of a machine to replace a tool or re-set something. The 

truth of the two-machine system first dawns on me during an attack of 'nerves'. In my training 

month, the problem was simply learning how to operate each machine. But they are not in fact at 

all similar. Both mill, but they deal with completely dissimilar jobs. For example, one machine 

may be dealing simultaneously with ten jobs the size of a match-box, while there is something 

weighing thirty kilos on the other. The operations are different too. One lasts half a minute, the 

other maybe three, and setting up the job also takes different lengths of time. The horizontal 

milling machine hums and growls quietly, while the vertical one spits out glowing shavings at 

immense speed and with a hellish din. Both must be disengaged at the right time. Without a 

second's hesitation I must shove the right lever into the right position. The controls on the two 

machines are different as well. The movements involved in continuous operation demand a 

different rhythm for each machine; if I cannot get into a regular swing then the work almost 

stops. 'It's as if a director had to run a factory and a brothel at the same time', said the work mate 

who had taught me how to use them. 'Only this is a bit more dangerous and not so well paid', he 

added quickly. 

On both machines the job has to be securely screwed to the work table. The horizontal machine 

has a horizontal shaft above the table, and the milling discs are fixed onto this. On the vertical 

machine the shaft is perpendicular to the table, and there is a milling head on it instead of a 

disc—a large, heavy steel cone with cutters at the bottom. The table can be moved in three 

directions. When everything is set up, the job is pushed forward, by hand or by the machine, 

under the disc or the head, which turns at precisely set speeds. The result of the operation is a 

groove in the case of the horizontal machine; in the case of the vertical one a smooth surface. Of 

course, the two machines can do different jobs. I can do smooth milling on the side of a piece of 

metal with the horizontal machine if I take out the long shaft and put a bit in its place, and I can 

mount a disc on the vertical shaft and so mill grooves from the side. Saw-blades and other tools 

can be mounted on both machines —the dirty, oily monsters are really quite adaptable. The 

turners simply call them 'mincing machines'. A milling machine is in fact in the -most literal 

sense of the word a machine for chopping up metal. It tears, breaks or hacks the material to 

pieces and spits out hot steel chips— quite unlike the shining spirals from the lathes. 

And despite everything it could actually be pleasurable to work with these machines, thinking 

along with them inventively, almost like a sport (naturally not on both at the same time, but on 

this one today and the other tomorrow). It's not even that the runs are too big; an operation 

seldom has to be done more than fifty times—a hundred at the most. I have never yet had to do 

only one kind of operation throughout a working day. 

But, like the rest of the section, I'm on piece-work. And that changes everything: it inverts 

labour. All possibilities are turned on their head. Nothing depends on me. All that I'm depended 

upon to do is to continue, endlessly, the inversion of possibilities. The limit is my capacity to 

shoulder this burden—'the nerves'. 
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CONDITIONS OF PAY 

During my month's training I'm paid by the hour. 'A month is a long time. They don't give you so 

long for training elsewhere', says the works manager when I am taken on. 'In a month you'll have 

learned everything nicely, and so it'll be no good saying: "I don't have enough experience yet." 

I'm giving you seven forints an hour as a trainee. Of course you don't have to wait till the end of 

the month. You can come to me sooner than that if you want to go onto piece rates.' 

These are the usual conditions in my section. I discovered that in the first few days, when a lot of 

people came up to me and, after talking round things a bit—or even coming straight to the 

point—asked what arrangement I had come to with the boss. They listened to what I said and left 

without making any special comment. 

The lathe operator next to me asked: 'Did he tell you how long the probation period lasts? How 

long you've got before you have to give notice in order to leave?' 'No, he didn't.' 'It's a week, you 

see. I expect they'll leave you in peace that long.' 'So do I.' 'Well, there you have it", he said, 

sounding as if he'd said check-mate. 

Naturally, we agreed at the start about the eventual hourly rate. The boss only came to the actual 

figure itself after a long introduction. 'Here the hourly rate is only a formality. You see we are on 

piece-work here— everyone earns as much as he produces. We have to name a figure, of course, 

but it doesn't mean anything. You can ask anyone; even the best workers don't get more than ten 

forints. Of course you get the advance in the middle of the month on the basis of hourly rates—it 

works out at a hundred hours—but at the end of the month you can take the money home by the 

cart-load. It's up to you. Let's say eight forints. We can always put it up later.' 

We won't be putting it up very much I thought, if the hourly rate even for the workers who've 

been here longest is so low. And why is it put up if it doesn't mean anything? I asked for eight 

and a half forints and mentioned that I had got that amount in my last job. He pulled a sour face, 

went over the whole thing again from the beginning, checked out my work-book and finally gave 

me the eight and a half. 'Are you always so stubborn?', he asked. 'I tell you, it's an absolute 

formality.' 

When the others asked how the negotiations had gone, they all supported the stand I'd taken. 'He 

thinks you're an idiot if you take the eight forints, and then you're for it. The boss takes 

everything he can get from idiots', a young fitter assured me; he had just been conscripted, and 

was letting himself go in every direction. 'They need that extra fifty filler — it's their bread and 

butter', said my instructor, and reckoned it up on his fingers. 'First of all you have the average 

wage or whatever they call it. They work that out on the basis of the hourly rate, that's for sure, 

and just what bonus they get for making that saving no one knows. Apart from that, the advance 

isn't the only thing based on the hourly rate — there's holiday pay as well, and sickness benefit. 

And on that hourly rate you can't afford to be ill.' 

This low nominal hourly rate has other 'advantages' too. 'With a rate like that you'll think twice 

before you leave the works. Let's say you get an hourly rate of nine forints. You bash away and 

actually get it up to eleven. But then you'd like to move to another job where you could get 
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twelve or thirteen forints. They might give you a rise in your new job from eleven to thirteen, but 

not from nine to thirteen. You can't take the job even if they believe that you really used to get 

eleven. You can get the same sort of job as you have here, but not a better one.' 

All that is a long way off for me. First of all I have to learn to work the machines. 

The operator who is given the job of instructing me is delighted with this month. He not only 

gets the hourly rate, but also the piece-rate for whatever we produce together. As the foreman 

sees it, our joint production will be less than what my instructor could produce alone. He bases 

this on the assumption that the instructor will do nothing but look after me. But the instructor has 

quite other ideas. He doesn't let me work the two machines together, although I shall have to do 

this later. He quickly sets up one machine—I can scarcely follow how he does it—and then 

leaves me to see to the batch. Meanwhile he's operating the other machine, and doesn't spare me 

a word until I've finished. The method is a kind of blackmail. If I play along, he'll explain the 

odd thing to me now and then. 

When the training month is over, the boss sees me in his office. 'So now you're beginning? Right. 

You're a trained worker. According to the regulations, for the next three months I can raise your 

earnings to the level of your hourly rate, if by any chance you don't reach it. Don't worry, though, 

we hope it won't be necessary. From what I've seen, you've settled down well.' 

WORKING IT OUT 

How does one earn one's money? It's harder to calculate that than to learn the job itself. Although 

such calculation is just as much a part of earning the money as toiling with one's body. I receive 

money for my work, but on top of that I also have to go through the calculations on which my 

wages are based. Otherwise I could easily fall prey to self-deception. There is no way of telling 

whether my work was successful or not from the gleaming heap of finished jobs, the leaden 

fatigue, parched mouth and stomach tremors. I must learn to measure myself by the standards of 

the factory. I must add up the value of hours, days and months from what minutes are worth, and 

I can't afford to be generous. Every minute of my day is so calculated that I will feel the effects if 

I do less. The method is simple. They have converted my minutes into jobs done, and my output 

into piece-rates. 

'Job Assignment' says the time-sheet that accompanies each batch. There is one of these sheets 

for each piece of work. Once the controller has checked them off, the carbons belong to me. The 

workers simply call the assignments 'money'. This is how my instructor explained things to me: 

'If you get a job to do, the first thing you look at is the money—or you go and get it if the people 

from the office haven't brought it down.' Then he brushes aside with a wave of his hand the 

jumble of mysterious letters and figures on the paper: 'You don't need to worry about all that. For 

you, these here are the holy words, and he taps the box in the top corner of the paper. 'That's the 

piece-rate. That's all we look at. Take it as being in filler for a single job; turn it into forints for 

every hundred. Just forget about the rest', he repeated his warning. 

At one time; all the headings must have intrigued him—work category, job time. But like the 

others, he speaks from experience when he maintains that the idea that piece-rates might depend 
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on such considerations is all pretence. 'Ask them yourself! They go on at you until your head is 

swimming. Everything's ok on paper; there's no point in opening your mouth about it. But if that 

lot up there want to cut back the pennies on the piece-rate, then they check out the timings and 

give out the word: "down so and so much per cent". Then the rate-fixers divide, multiply and rub 

out and in the end the piece-rate is lower, but it's all ok on paper—you can study it for as long as 

you like. I'm telling you, just pay attention to the piece-rate.' 

I study the paper-money and try to anticipate the result. When a pile of 'money' has collected, I 

take it home with me. I have no time for that at work. Lack of time even pursues me at home. I 

have to spend long hours doing nothing, just passively recovering, otherwise it's difficult even to 

count, and my hands tremble. 

First of all, I prove to myself that the calculations show my colleagues are right. The columns 

headed 'preparation time' and 'preparation time payment' are blank. So in the time allocated for 

each job (and the payment for it) the preparation and setting of the machine are not taken into 

account, although I take part in the work even if the machine-setter helps me. In any case, so 

long as we are getting ready, my machine isn't working, which is something the rate-fixer must 

know. He also seems to be aware of something the operator next to me drew my attention to — 

when I carry out operations which are paid, I must also do things for which no formal payment is 

made. This kind of unpaid work is not the privilege of the millers alone. Every worker on piece-

work has the same pleasure. 

But perhaps this loss is taken into account when the time for the job is worked out? After all, 

what is the job time? How is it determined? Why do the other workers systematically ignore it, 

even though according to the job sheet, it is what the piece-work payment is based on ? The 

timesheet gives no answer to these questions. I try for days to find one, as I work at my 

machines. ... 

LOOTING 

Piece-workers do not analyse and calculate; they know the answer from experience. They 

simply know that the job time is a pure formality, that all that matters is the rate for the job and 

nothing else. They are only concerned with one sum: how high is the piece-rate? How much 

must I produce on this job to earn my money today? 'The norm plays the role of an unavoidable 

fiction in the- people's economic system of incentives', the sociologists would write. 'The norm is 

a piece of humbug', says the guy next to me. 

I can no longer deal with the time norm and other mysterious headings any differently from my 

colleagues. They would think anyone was out of his mind if he told his family on pay-day that he 

hadn't earned much money but had observed the technical regulations and fulfilled the norm. 

And the norm cannot even be fulfilled. There is only one way out of this vicious circle; every 

young worker knows it even before he stands at his machine for the first time, and so does the 

rate-fixer when he gets his first assignment. 
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SAFETY REGULATIONS FOR MILLING MACHINES 

1. During work, work clothes are always to be worn and kept well fastened. Women are obliged 

to wear a head scarf, men with long hair a cap. 

2. The wearing of rings, wrist watches and chains during work is strictly forbidden. 

3. Before work commences, a check must be made that the machine is operating properly and 

that the safety devices are in working order. If there is any damage, it is forbidden to start work. 

4. Individual jobs are to be carried out exclusively in accordance with the instructions laid down 

in the technical manual. (Prescribed speed, cutting depth and feed must all be observed.) 

5. Make sure that both the job and the tool you are using are fixed and secured according to the 

instructions. 

6. While the machine is running, it is forbidden to touch cutting tools or jobs or to check 

measurements or clean the machine. 

7. If shavings are formed, protective goggles or a plastic face guard must be worn. 

8. In the event of defective functioning, the machine must be switched off at once. The fault must 

be immediately reported to the foreman. 

9. Shavings may only be removed with the proper instruments. Cleaning the machine with 

compressed air is forbidden. 

10. No one working on a machine may carry out any repairs to it (either electrical or 

mechanical). 

11. See that your tools and apparatus are stored safely. Be clean and tidy! 

12. All accidents at work are to be reported to the foreman at once. 

The Factory Management. 

These instructions are fastened to the side of every milling machine. When I came to the works 

and passed a sort of test, I was asked whether I had read them. I had to say how many points 

there were, and was asked well-meaning, helpful questions. First the official responsible for 

work safety and then I myself signed the foreman's papers, which were placed in my personal 

file. If anything happens now which could be attributed to infringement of one of these points, 

then the foreman will show me my signature and at once the case is clear: I knew but did not act 

accordingly. 

The fate of the twelve points of our safety regulations is the same as for all such twelve points. 

Perhaps with the exception of the first two, as no time is lost by observing them. Without the 

words 'obliged' and 'forbidden', even young workers would perhaps obey these rules of common 

sense, although every workplace has its unruly, long-haired black sheep. But the other points are 

our enemies, and a burden to the bosses, whose bragging about work safety increases in 

proportion to their distance from the machines. 

The fourth point is the most important. Under the piece-work system, as in every form of 

payment by results, it is bound to be broken, and this will always be tolerated. A worker on 

piece-rates does not easily earn the money that he works for. The first requirement is to work 

without observing the prescribed rules. 
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Since my colleagues have been working here they have ceased to pay any attention to the quality 

and usefulness of what they produce. They find it quite natural that the most simple common-

sense rules have to be forced on them by special regulations, and even at the cost of their own 

health they find it just as natural to disregard such prohibitions. 

Hut who bangs his head against a wall unless he is forced to? What kind of monstrous force is 

capable of extinguishing from workers— who create everything—the instinct for good work? 

You can, like the newspapers, believe that a worker's life is basically meaningful. But then it is 

no use taking offence at the indifference with which even a prosperous worker turns the page 

without a further thought when an article claims that something or other in his life means as 

much as living well. You have to alleviate the cancer but not cut it out—even the bcst-

intcntioncd say that or something similar when they talk about the need to improve the pay 

of wage-earners and to transform their relationship to their own work, instead of talking about 

the absurdity of wage-labour in general—and absurdity whose hostility to man cannot be 

alleviated. 

CHEATING THE NORM 

When we let a machine run faster than is technically prescribed, or vary something that is 

assumed to be constant when our wages are calculated, this is not regarded officially as an 

inexplicable case of self-destruction, that calls the whole set-up into question, but as cheating-

the-norm. This is a curious kind of cheating. That it is not good for the cheater is obvious. It is 

cheating because someone manifestly is being duped; presumably the employer. Extra 

productivity does not result exclusively from the predictable strain on nerves and muscles, the 

machines also are hard at it. 

If the wages paid for 100 per cent performance were reckoned in such a way that we could be 

satisfied with them, then it really would be a clear case of cheating. We would produce no more 

than the 100 per cent and less effort would go into the work which would be of lower quality. 

But this is out of the question. What would spur us on to raise production if the 100 per cent 

could be fulfilled and the wage for the job was sufficient? So we are dealing with a case of 

cheating in which the job is machined more quickly than the regulations say is possible. For us 

this only makes sense because we can complete more jobs this way than are officially reckoned 

to make up 100 per cent, which is precisely the idea. So it is by no means the case that we work 

less. On the contrary, we produce more, with more effort, to get an acceptable wage, and that is 

only possible by cheating. Who is actually being cheated here? We produce more; management 

can be happy after all. As for the machine, it keeps its pace. Only the norm is cheated, the wage 

system. 

The workers call cheating the norm, looting. Millions of piece-rate workers use this word 

naturally, without the least sign of a sense of guilt. No doubt the god of the piece-workers daily 

chalks up hundreds of thousands of sighs for the chance of more 'loot'. This meaning of the word 

is not to be found in dictionaries of the Hungarian language. Entries under 'cheating the norm' do 

not describe how workers actually operate, but something almost unknown—false calculations 

and bribery. The factory management is well aware of looting. It is ultimately not just the 

workers who practise and live off it, but the whole management as well. If they 'fix my wage for 
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100 per cent productivity at 8 forints per hour, then they oblige me in practice to loot. There is no 

way in which it would be possible to 'fulfil the plan! if this compulsion were not built in 

beforehand. They simply fix the time for the job so that it forces me on to loot. 

Although there is no boss who would not expect looting from pieceworkers, nonetheless 

cautious, muted and impersonal reprimands are often delivered, in a humorous way. Mostly 

when the looting noticeably affects quality, and too many jobs are below the rejection line or 

close to it. Of course no one in a leading position actually encourages you to loot. 'You can take 

the money home in cart-loads', says the works manager, 'it's up to you'; he forgets to add that the 

pay for a measured hour is derisory and that I should not take the prescribed speeds at their face 

value. 

M. gives me my first lesson in looting when he says he cannot bear to see how my machines 

crawl along. 'You won't give them any sleepless nights. If you don't work out how to earn the 

money for yourself, they won't stick the missing hundred notes in your pocket. What do you do 

when the setter has finished on your machine?', he asks severely. I am just about to show him 

that I know my way round the machine. But he dismisses this with a gesture and says: 'You re-

set it. And if you start a job without the machine-setter, then leave the operating instructions as 

operating instructions. The machine-setter works by them, that's what he's paid for. But you've 

got a head of your own, haven't you ? Well, then, you step up the cutting speed and feed the job 

through faster—but take care you don't blow yourself up.' 

Things don't go so easily. The increased speed brings on a fit of nerves. From the first minute of 

toil, just thinking about the work gives me the nerves. My eyes stare at the rain of sparks; my 

whole body leans against the lever; sometimes I can't bear the tension any longer, and pull the 

lever in before I should. The machine trembles and shrieks; the undue static and dynamic stresses 

on the material generate an ominous knocking and shaking. The resonances amplify one another, 

and set off cramp-like convulsions in me—fear and sense of guilt. My torpid concentration 

collapses. 

Frequently, when I am concentrating on one machine the operation on the second machine, with 

its different tempo, comes to an end. The milling disc comes up against harder material and 

breaks with an unearthly bang. The broken milling tooth whizzes past my head like a bullet. I 

switch off both machines; my inner tremors come to the surface and move down into my hands. 

When this happens to experienced workers, they set about sweeping up the shavings in order to 

suppress their instinct to run away. The unmistakable sound and the sudden quiet that follows 

makes the others look up from their own noisy machines. Their looks don't condemn, and their 

comments help me over a difficult moment. My neighbour slowly and inconspicuously strolls 

over, looks at the smashed disc and says: 'We've got more in the store. They're meant to be used 

up.' 

In spite of their frequency, such incidents are looked upon as occasions. News of them spreads as 

quickly as word of a brave deed among soldiers at the front. During the morning break after I 

smashed this disc, a driller who works at the other end of the section comes up to me and says 

with a grin: 'I have heard the iron cry'. It turns out that this line of verse is the usual expression in 

such cases. He doesn't know its origin.41 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#41
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TRACKING DOWN LOOT 

Looting has its own excitement and its own rituals. Younger workers and friends spur each other 

on with terse shouts. The strained faces, the eyes which are always half-closed for fear of 

splinters, smile for a second. 'Go it, Pista, like you would the wife at home.' 'Give it one.' But 

even so you cannot shed the feeling of nerves. This state must be sharply distinguished from 

personal, constitutional or real irritability. It is chiefly caused—apart from the greater danger of 

accidents—by the fact that not all types of work or all situations make looting possible. You 

have to track the loot down, get your hands on it, reckon it out, position yourself to conquer it. 

You have to struggle for it, each day fighting small but in the long run mortally important battles, 

against one another and against everyone. 

All the capabilities, enthusiasm and knowledge needed for good work are put at the service of 

looting, and so stood on their heads (it is not a question of doing good work, but the opposite). If 

you want to discover what the possibilities are and take advantage of them, then you must do 

everything you can to learn all the jobs that can be done on your machine. You must compare the 

piece-rates for the new jobs with the technical instructions laid down for them and then you must 

find out how to get more than the prescribed number of jobs onto the table, how to complete the 

operation at higher speeds, and how, when there are a number of operations, to find a milling-

head, which can do them all in one. 

Everything has to be done individually and secretly, for the foreman, the quality controller, the 

rate-fixer and the engineer have the job of seeing that the rules are observed. What is required for 

their complicity is that you don't put them in a situation where they have to spot that looting is 

going on. The word 'loot' is not used in polite company. The distinction between 'good work' and 

'bad work', however, means nothing more than whether looting is possible or not. Good and bad 

work is certainly something you can talk about, particularly with the foreman. (To him the 

constant rise in productivity brings direct benefits — rising bonuses, growing prestige. The 

accidents and the damage to the machines he puts down under other headings. He is not 

concerned with our irritation or exhaustion.) 

M., for example, reconnoitres before work begins and during morning break. He stops in front of 

my machines and looks at the 'money* for new jobs. Now he's no longer helpful. He watches 

sharply how I am working, and only has a good word left over for me if he is convinced that my 

work is not 'better' than his, or if he himself has been supplied with 'good' work. After doing his 

rounds, he goes to the foreman and complains that for days he has had nothing but 'bad' work. 

'You know how it is', the foreman replies ceremoniously, 'bad work brings good'. By which he 

means that other jobs have to be done as well as the kind of work that brings loot—jobs that 

'don't bring much money'. 'Good' work is a gift, a bonus. This ritual is seldom aimed at obtaining 

direct preference, rather it makes sure that the foreman is aware of what is going on. There are 

too many Eskimos and too few seals; the foreman squeezes those who forget to present 

themselves regularly. He also knows that for piece-workers 'good work' is not a bonus but the 

only possibility of getting their money. A day when there is not at least one such batch, is a day 

lost. 
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WHEN WORK IS 'BAD' 

"The nerves' occur most violently when the work is 'bad' — when there is no possibility of 

reducing the actual time for the job down below the official time. Then the more sensitive are 

unapproachable, and explode at a single word. The state of the machines, or mistakes in 

organization, which they usually don't notice if they have 'good' work, suddenly become 

exasperating. The foreman keeps well away from them. M. swears incessantly, tears at his 

machine, pounds the lever when it's hard to engage, and is ready to hit out. 

K. seems to be a peaceful man with a cool temperament. Once for three long days he hid to work 

on the same interminable batch of 'droppings' —fiddly work which you can't hurry over, short 

runs, and therefore low-paid work with no margin. He had expected that after this he would get 

some 'good' work from the foreman. Instead he got an equally bad batch, which took a long time 

to set up. When he began to work on it, the quality controller started complaining and made him 

re-set his machine two or three times. The moment the foreman came past, K, with a twist of the 

wrist, loosened the special hundredweight milling head lifted it up and let it crash onto the 

cement floor, teeth first. That wasn't enough for him; he turned the head over and began to knock 

out the cutting teeth with a six-pound hammer so that knifesharp splinters rained all round. 'You 

can't work with such god-damned shit. Anyone who thinks he can should come over here.' 

Usually, when he has 'good' work, he doesn't have any complaint with this milling head. The 

expensive tool was ruined. The foreman had it carried away—it took two men—but it didn't 

occur to him to reproach K. or make him pay for the damage. 

'Nerves' caused by the pressure of looting are most easily soothed by loot itself. To get it I have 

to use all my inventiveness, knowledge, imagination and courage, and this brings a certain 

feeling of success — when it comes off. That is why piece-workers often feel as if it is they who 

have tricked the wage system, as if they have got the better of someone. Naturally, looting 

doesn't make work any easier—in fact the physical and mental exertion is multiplied. What we 

gain in time we use to run up more paid jobs. If we were to pause out of sheer joy at our success, 

we would at once lose the advantage. Despite this we talk about it to each other with 

conspiratorial interest, as if it were a stunning blow in the unending daily battle. 

M. is noticeably proud of his reputation. Even the turners speak with respect of the way he loots, 

though milling is traditionally a dirty trade in their eyes. He really does have some fantastic 

tricks. One of his favourites is simply to lay large and difficult jobs on the table, without fixing 

them down. He then pushes the job against the stop bolts with the weight of his body; the table 

moves, the cutters scream. Even watching him gives you cold shivers down your spine. An 

unexpected lump in the material, a flaw in the casting, and the irresistible revolution of the head 

will tear the job out of his hands. But if he doesn't do it like that he loses the two minutes he can 

gain out often. 

I discover a slow change in myself; my interest in materials, in methods of work, in ways of 

economizing one's strength, in innovation, is first coloured and then totally submerged by the 

question: how to earn money. My thoughts and my movements are encompassed by an unspoken 

but all-powerful taboo—I must not look at any job from the point of view of how it might be 

done more accurately, more easily, more safely or with more enjoyment. 
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One day it struck me that I had almost begun to hate the nice, innocent and chatty dispatcher 

when, before my eyes, she split a batch of 1 5 0 jobs, which I would otherwise have got in one 

lot, into two batches of 75. She carried out this everyday operation so that the fitters could get the 

finished jobs from us millers in a steady flow. Two months earlier, I would have been pleased to 

have to do only 75 jobs of this kind, since it is a particularly nerve-racking batch: each job has to 

be forced into the machine with a hammer; after each operation the cheeks have to be properly 

cleaned of shavings or else the next job will not be precise. But since then I had found out I 

could increase my speed to almost three times that in the operating instructions, and the quality 

controllers had still accepted it. So now I was furious because I was aware that the other half of 

the batch possibly might not come my way. Even if it did, I should have to set my machine 

again, and when it's re-set, the quality controller might not be satisfied with only one inspection, 

and so on. The work has not got less nerve-racking, only now it is 'good' work and I am bound to 

like it. 

WHEN WORK IS 'GOOD' 

When I have work of this kind (and it is always more difficult, because work which allows 

looting is work that can be speeded up) I can't help wishing it will go on for ever, no matter how 

boring it is. I can't help wishing that my minor cuts will not be dressed. I can't' help hoping that 

the worker who is due to take over from me is sick, so that I can take his place and work 

overtime; .that no, one will speak to me; that nothing will come into my mind which might 

distract my attention; that I won't feel hungry or thirsty; and that it is the same tomorrow. It is not 

that my basic ideas have changed (perhaps they haven't only because I've not always been here 

and don't need to continue for ever?), but I am somehow split. In the showers I recall with a 

sense of guilt the sheer rage with which I began the same movements minute after minute. I feel 

a sense of guilt because this rage only feeds off the tension of looting and from nothing else. 

Naturally I have to do 'bad' work as well, with as little loss of time as possible; these jobs are the 

basis for obtaining work which can be looted—loot from which, somehow or other, I get my 

wage. If I have work which doesn't allow me to loot, these feelings turn into bitter self-hatred, 

because my brain cannot accept that even in this case I must push myself. I would readily 

succumb to any distraction, since I have only to look at my paper-money to see that, at best, I am 

working for 13 filler a minute. 

Ultimately, the only thing that helps is if I turn into a machine myself. The best workers excel at 

this. Their eyes are veiled whatever the work, as if they wore impenetrable masks on their faces, 

yet they never miss a thing. Their movements don't seem to require any effort. They follow the 

unfailing trajectories of magnetically controlled, emotionless bodies. They average the fastest 

possible pace over the day as a whole, as they do not rush at things when they are still fresh and 

do not slow down when they are tired. Truly, just like machines. They only give way to nerves 

when the ratio of 'good' work goes haywire; otherwise their attitude reflects the reality, which is 

that 'good' and 'bad', 'paid' and 'unpaid' work run together to make a working day. The profit 

which is generated and the wages that come their way are both equally indifferent to such 

distinctions. 
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In the case of new or unusual types of work—or for learners—whether a type of work is 'good' 

or 'bad' is worked out only in retrospect, when the sums are done; even with a great deal of 

experience you cannot tell for certain beforehand how 'good' or 'bad' the work is going to be. 

There is only one thing you must hang on to—ignore the technical instructions 1 Then you can 

be sure not to miss any 'good' work. Even experience doesn't make it possible to predict your 

earnings with certainty, at best it allows you to make an uncertain estimate. 

This insecurity is the main driving force with payment by results — whether this takes the form 

of piece-work or measured-day work—it forces us on each minute. That is why it is held up as 

the system with the greatest incentives. 

COMPARED TO TIME WORK 

The obvious compulsion and dependence which characterize payment by the hour are thus 

converted into what appears to be a positive independence. People who work on a conveyor belt, 

on semi-automatic or fully automatic machines, on machines which run at a constant pace and 

which they do not control, or which have a performance that is fixed in advance, receive a time 

wage which is also fixed in advance, generally by the hour. They can push their pay up only by 

lengthening their working hours, through overtime. Their rate for the hour is usually 

determined—in normal circumstances—by someone saying: 'You get so much and so much.' The 

boss who has fixed their rate can raise it from time to time, but once again entirely as he sees fit. 

So anyone who is on time wages knows what is expected of him and what he can expect. The 

character of wage-labour stares him in the face without any analysis of political economy. His 

eight hours have been bought from him. The machine, which cannot be deceived, takes care of 

his pace of work. He has as little influence on the purchase-price of his working day as he has 

over how and when, in whose interests and by whom its values will be consumed. There is no 

danger that he will get lost in details, consider one part of his work as 'paid' and the rest as 

'unpaid', feel that one kind of work is 'good' and another 'bad'. He cannot envisage that, in one 

way or another, by skill or by individual effort, he might turn the system to his advantage. 

If he considers any detail, such as the size of his wage, to be unjust, then, as he broods over the 

possibilities of changing things, he must either find the whole system to be unjust, or he must 

accept it and wait for change to come from the bitter fickleness of a fate which says: 'that's the 

way it is'. The coercion, the dependence, the pre-ordained nature of the work make even the 

highest wage clear to him at least, independently of how he relates to it. If there is a chance, then 

he spares himself work. If he should work quicker, or ignore the technical instructions, he doesn't 

do this to produce more, like a piece-worker; on the contrary, he would rather work more slowly 

in case he produces more than is required. In short, time wages are a straightforward matter, not 

a 'form of wage incentives'. 

Those paid by the hour know that they can't ask for or expect anything to come to them. The 

piece-worker also knows about what he can't expect. But he is bound to believe that he can do 

one thing: make money, and that this is the one right he has gained. He starts each day at zero, 

and on the day's horizon shimmers the fata morgana of limitless possibilities, because each forint 

is won by a struggle in which something appears to depend upon himself. Something that is 
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within his power, which plays a part alongside all the external elements over which he has no 

influence—the material, the regulations, the rates, the controls—an elemental determination: his 

will. He himself moves his machines. 

Provided the conditions are right, compulsion takes over, time runs away and the day is 

dismembered into a totally foreign life. Every minute pulled out of the worker is disguised by his 

own constantly renewed effort of will, which he squeezes from himself. Now this belief, that he 

has in all circumstances the possibility of extracting more money than was fixed for him to get, is 

cleverly maintained. So he no longer notices that his effort of will is simply part of a calculation 

in which, whether he breaks through the set limits or stays within them, it all means one and the 

same thing. His efforts of will bring only new profits and in turn new demands upon himself. 

Insecurity is the great magician of piece-work. It puts excitement into the lifeless details that 

workers on hourly rates accept with indifference when they take on a job: the speed of the belt, 

the technology, the pay. If the man on hourly rates feels cheated, then he feels it in every way. 

The piece-worker, however, could not work at all if he were to begin the day with the resigned, 

passive sense of being cheated, if he did not feel that chance was vital to him at all times. Of 

course he knows he is being cheated, but his active participation in the deceit itself makes it 

impossible for him to incorporate this deception into his view of work or, as does the man on 

hourly rates, to identify it with his overall conditions of life. 

Instead, he has a sharp eye open for cases of petty discrimination, injustice, or manipulation, and 

fights them in the belief that one such victory can be set against other defeats. He tends to judge 

everything in terms of his pay, and when he has just had a good month he feels that he is not the 

dupe, but rather the victor. 

Translated by Stuart Hood from the German 

APPENDIX II - WHITHER CHINA? 

Statement by the Hunan Provincial Proletarian Revolutionary Great Alliance 

Committee 

In a speech made on January 24, 1968, K'ang Sheng, Minister of Public Security of the People's 

Republic of China, attacked an organization he called "Sheng-wu-lien," which is a shortened 

form of "Hunan Provincial Proletarian Revolutionary Great Alliance Committee," made .up of 

more than twenty organizations. In his speech, K'ang labeled the group as "Trotskyist," and 

accused it of slandering Chairman Mao.[42] Two days later. Premier Chou En-lai, Chen Po-ta, 

Chiang Ching and K'ang spoke at a mass rally in Changsha, capital of Hunan, denouncing 

Sheng-wu-lien as a counter-revolutionary Trotskyist organization. On the same day, the 

newspaper Hunan Jih-pao published an editorial "Thoroughly Smash Sheng-wu-lien, a Counter-

Revolutionary Big Hotch-Potch." 

The document which follows is extracted from a statement from Sheng-wu-lien. It is 

taken from the Survey of China Mainland Press, Hong Kong, 4190. There is little 

doubt of the document's authenticity. Victor Nee, a sympathetic and knowledgeable 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ncsaviors.html#42
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observer of People's China, refers to the Sheng-wu-lien "anarchist collective" in his 

article "Revolution and Bureaucracy" published in "China's Uninterrupted 

Revolution," New York, 1973. Klaus Mehnert publishes it, together with other Sheng-

wu-lien documents, in his "Peking Und Die Neue Linke," published in Stuttgart, 1969. 

The development of new productive forces in China today has brought in conflict the class that 

represents the new productive forces and the decaying class that represents the production 

relations which impede the progress of history. It will inevitably lead to a great social revolution, 

and a new society will inevitably be born amid the fierce flames. 

... People believe that China will pass peacefully into the society depicted in the May 7 

directive.[43] But what happens in reality? 'Peaceful transition' is only another name for 

'peaceful evolution.' It can only cause China to drift farther and farther away from the 'commune' 

depicted in the May 7 directive and nearer and nearer to the existing society of the Soviet Union 

.. . The rule of the new bureaucratic bourgeoisie must, be overthrown by force in order to solve 

the problem of political power. Empty shouting about realization of the May 7 directive 'without 

any reference to power seizure and utter smashing of the old state machinery will of course be an 

'Utopian' dream. 

Lenin once made this famous statement: 'All revolutions — provided they are real revolutions - 

are in the final analysis changes of classes. Therefore the best means of increasing the awareness 

of the masses and exposing the deception of the masses with revolutionary vows is the analysis 

of the class changes that have taken place or are taking place in these revolutions.' Let us analyse 

the class changes that resulted from the January revolution in accordance with this teaching, so 

as to expose the deception of the masses with revolutionary vows... 

Facts as revealed by the masses and their wrath told people initially that this class of 'Red' 

capitalists had completely become a decaying class that hindered the progress of history, and that 

the relations between them and the people in general had changed from relations between the 

leaders and the led to those between the rulers and the ruled, the exploiters and the exploited, 

from the relations of revolutionaries of equal standing to those between the oppressors and the 

oppressed. The special privileges and high salaries of the class of 'Red' capitalists was built on 

the basis of the oppression and exploitation of the broad masses of the people. In order to realize 

the 'People's Commune of China, it was necessary to overthrow this class . . . In the struggle to 

seize power in these units, the Marxist principle of smashing the old state machinery must be 

observed. Here there is no place for reformism, combining two into one, or peaceful transition. 

The old state machinery must be smashed utterly. 'The old system of exploitation, revisionist 

system and bureaucratic organs must be utterly smashed.' The programme of the first great 

proletarian political revolution was put forward in editorials in an embryonic, not very concrete 

state in the final stages of the storm of the January revolution.[44] The decaying class that should 

be overthrown, the old state machinery that should be smashed. and even social problems, on 

which people formerly had not dared to express a dissident view, were put forward. This great 

development was an inevitable result of the courage and pioneering spirit demonstrated by the 

proletariat in the storm of the January revolution. 
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Problems of system, policy and guideline touched upon in the January revolution were mainly 

those connected with the capitalist labour employment system of contract workers and casual 

workers as well as the revisionist movement of going to hilly and rural areas. 

Why did Comrade Mao Tse-tung, who energetically advocated the 'commune,' suddenly oppose 

the establishment of 'Shanghai People's Commune' in January? That is something which the 

revolutionary people find it hard to understand. Chairman Mao, who foresaw the 'commune' as a 

political structure which must be realised in the first cultural revolution, suddenly put forward 

'Revolutionary committees are fine!' 

Revolution must progress along a zigzagging way. It must go through a prolonged course of 

'struggle-failure-struggle againfailure again-struggle again till final victory.' 

Why can't communes be established immediately? 

This is the first time the revolutionary people tried to overthrow a powerful enemy. How shallow 

their knowledge of this revolution was! They not only failed to realize voluntarily the necessity 

of thoroughly smashing the old state machinery and overhaul some of the social systems, but did 

not see clearly that the enemy formed a class, and the revolutionary ranks were dominated by 

ideas of 'revolution to dismiss officials' and 'revolution to drag them out.' The development of the 

wisdom of the masses had not yet attained the degree at which it would be possible to reform 

society. As a result, the fruit of revolution was in the final analysis taken by the capitalist class. 

(The Communist Manifesto). 

Any revolution must necessarily involve the army. Since a Red capitalist class is already formed 

in China, the army of course cannot detach itself from this reality. Yet the January storm has not 

touched in any way the vital problem of all revolutions - the problem of the army. Thus it may be 

seen that the revolution lacked depth and remained at a low stage of development. The degree of 

maturity of the political thought of the revolutionary people, too, was in conformity with this low 

level revolution - it too remained at a very immature stage ... 

The putting forward of three-in-one combination[45] amounts to reinstatement of the bureaucrats 

already toppled in the January revolution. Inevitably it will be the form of political power to be 

usurped by the bourgeoisie, at which the Army and local bureaucrats are to play a leading role ... 

The force and intensity of the January revolution caused the bureaucrats to carry out a hurried 

usurpation of power. .. The 'Red' capitalist class gained almost overwhelming ascendancy in 

February and March. The assets (means of production and power) were seized from the 

revolutionary people and returned to the bureaucrats. In February Lung Snu-chin, Liu Tzu-yun, 

Chang Po-sen, Hua Kuo-feng and bureaucrats in all the country and their agents at the Centre 

wielded unlimited power. It was their heyday, while the power of the revolutionary people 

dropped to zero. Moreover, large numbers of them were thrown into prison under the control of 

the bourgeois state machine. [46] Intoxicated by his victory of February-March, Chou En-lai — 

at present the general representative of China's Red capitalist class — hurriedly tried to set up 

revolutionary committees in all parts of the country. If this bourgeois plan had been fulfilled, the 

proletariat would have retreated to its grave. Therefore, without waiting for the establishment of 
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all the revolutionary committees, the Central Cultural Revolution Group issued the order to hit 

back. After that the great August local revolutionary war in the country began to ferment. 

In the struggle to hit back at the February adverse current, the important sign of the revolution's 

entry into a higher stage was that the problem of the Army really -began to make itself felt. The 

revolutionary people had very childish ideas about the Army during the January revolution, 

believing that as soon as the local capitalist-roaders were overthrown, the armed forces would 

unite with the revolutionary people to suppress the capitalist-roaders in accordance with 

Chairman Mao's order of union from the upper to the lower levels. The sanguinary facts of the 

February adverse current told the people that the Upper-to-lower order alone could not bring 

about an implementation of Chairman Mao's intentions in the armed forces because unanimity of 

the interests of the capitalist-roaders in the Army and those of the local capitalist-roaders would 

prevent the Army from carrying out Chairman Mao's revolutionary line. It was necessary to carry 

out cultural revolution from the lower level upward in the Army and to rely on the people's 

revolution - the locomotive of progress of history — in order to change the state of opposition 

between the military and the civilian population brought about by the control of the Army by the 

bureaucrats ... 

Due to historical limitations of the time, many of the writings about the Army are very immature 

and have great shortcomings. But since these writings are new things, they will be proved by 

history to be significant things. 

How well Engels spoke when he commented on Utopian socialism: 'Let the pedlars of the circle 

of authors solemnly find fault with the imaginations which at present can only make people 

laugh. Let them gratify themselves with the thought that their strict way of thinking is superior to 

such mad ideas. What makes us glad is the gifted ideological buds and gifted ideas that show 

themselves everywhere by breaking through the outer shell of imagination. These things the 

mediocre people cannot see.' 

There are two essential points in the writings about the Army: 

(1) It is now seen that the Army now is different from the people's army 

before the liberation. Before the liberation the army and the people 

fought together to overthrow imperialism, bureaucratic capitalism, and 

feudalism. The relation between the Army and the people was like that 

between fish and water. After .the liberation, as the target of revolution 

has changed from imperialism, bureaucratic capitalism and feudalism to 

capitalist-roaders, and these capitalist-roaders are power-holders in the 

army, some of the armed forces in the revolution have not only 

changed their blood-and-flesh relations with the people that obtained 

before the liberation, but have even become tools for suppressing 

revolution. Therefore, if the first great proletarian cultural revolution is 

to succeed, a radical change in the army will be necessary. The 'ultra-
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left faction' has found the basis for its thinking in a quotation from 

Chairman Mao. In the same year after Chairman Mao issued the order 

for the armed forces to live in their barracks, (they are) separated from 

the masses. 

(2) It is now seen that a revolutionary war in the country is necessary if 

the revolutionary people today want to overcome the armed Red 

capitalist class ... 

Let us look at the content of this new danger. On the one hand, owing to the nakedness of the 

'February suppression of rebellion', even the 'Red' capitalist class keenly sensed the inevitability 

of its own defeat. After May, China's 'Red' capitalists changed their tactics. In many places there 

appeared a trend of cadres 'making appearances'. One after another Red capitalists like Sung Jen-

ch'iung of the Northeast and Chang Po-sen of Hunan — bloodsucking vampires who used to ride 

on the back of the people — suddenly displayed 'fervor' for the slaves' revolutionary struggles. 

Individually they declared support for the revolutionary masses in their bombardment of the 

military region or district commands. As at that time the revolutionary people had not yet tried to 

overthrow the capitalist-roaders as a class, and as the proletariat and the broad masses of 

revolutionary people were still under the influence of the doctrine of 'revolution through 

dragging out people' and 'revolution through dismissal of officials,' people believed that the 

purpose of the cultural revolution was the purging of individual capitalist-roaders and that it was 

proper to use some of the revolutionary leading cadres (who were also bureaucrats) for hitting 

other bureaucrats. As a result, this tactic of all big and small Chang Po-sens easily deceived the 

people/This determined the objective inevitability of usurpation of the fruit of victory of the 

August storm by the bourgeoisie ... 

... the wise supreme commander Comrade Mao Tse-tung once more made a big retreat after 

September, in disregard of demands by impatient revolutionaries for victory. A political situation 

of bourgeois usurpation of power came about with the establishment of revolutionary committees 

or preparatory groups for revolutionary committees. 

The extent of this retreat was unprecedented. The unlimited relaxation of the cadre policy after 

September was in fact an extensive concession to the capitalist-roaders, who were allowed to 

mount the stage again. An outstanding example was the treatment accorded to Ch'en Tsai-tao. 

The Chairman went so far as to say that Ch'en studied very well and could come back to work 

again. 

... The revolutionary forces in Hunan which bombarded Chou En-lai were not annihilated. 

Instead, they have formed Shen-wu-Iien and have made progress in certain respects. To seize the 

fruit of victory won by the proletariat in August and turn the mass dictatorship again into 

bureaucratic rule, the bourgeois in the revolutionary committees must first disarm the working 

class. The guns in the hands of workers have boundlessly increased the power of the working 

class. The fact is a mortal threat to the bourgeoisie, who is afraid of it. Out of spontaneous hatred 

for the bureaucrats who tried to snatch the fruit of victory, the revolutionary people shouted a 

resounding revolutionary slogan: 'Surrender of arms amounts to suicide!' They formed a 
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spontaneous, nationwide mass 'arms concealment movement' for the armed overthrow of the new 

bureaucratic bourgeoisie. 

The arms grabbing movement of August was great. It was not only unprecedented in capitalist 

countries. Moreover, it accomplished the fact of turning the whole nation into soldiers for the 

first time in socialist countries. Before the cultural revolution the bureaucrats dared not really 

hand over arms to the people. The militia is only a facade behind which the bureaucrats control 

the armed strength of the people. It is certainly not an armed force of the working class, but a 

docile tool in the hands of the bureaucrats. In the arms-seizing movement, the masses, instead of 

receiving arms like favours from above, for the first time seized arms from the hands of the 

bureaucrats by relying on the brute force of the revolutionary people themselves. For the first 

time the workers had their 'own' arms. Chairman Mao's rousing call, 'Arm the Left!' was an 

intensive concentration of the courage of the working class. But the September 5 order 

completely nullified the call to 'arm the Left.' The working class was disarmed. The bureaucrats 

again came back to power ... 

The July 1st editorial of 1967 raised the question of Party building. During the violent class 

struggle in July and August, a very small number of 'ultra-Leftists' put forward the demand that 

the 'ultra-Left should have its own political party... To make revolution it is necessary to have a 

revolutionary party.' 

Since the past few months, the class struggle has entered a higher stage. What sort of a stage is 

it? In this stage the revolutionary people have already accumulated the rich experience of 

'redistribution of assets and power' twice (the January revolution and August revolution). This 

experience is the programme for the first cultural revolution produced by the January revolution, 

for a great revolution in China in which one class should overthrow another. It is 'to overthrow 

the newborn bourgeoisie and establish the "People's Commune of China" - a new society free 

from bureaucrats like the Paris Commune'... 

The reverses and higher-stage struggle after September also tell the revolutionary people why 

neither the January revolution nor the August revolution ended in thorough victory, why, after 

such prolonged struggle, the fruit of victory of revolution was taken away by bourgeois 

bureaucrats, why the old order was restored everywhere, why the bourgeoisie was able to 

recapture the assets and power which they had lost in August, and why the courage and 

pioneering spirit displayed by the proletariat in the January revolution and the August storm was 

almost completely extinguished and submerged. The appearance of a large-scale adverse current 

tells people that all illusions about bourgeois bureaucrats and distrust in the people's own 

strength must be thoroughly abandoned, and that the revolution of one class overthrowing 

another must be prosecuted. 

However, the revolutionary committee is a product of the 'revolution of dismissal of officials.' In 

Hunan, Chang P'ing-hua and Liu Tzu-yun were dismissed from office, but did not remove the 

acute antagonism between the new bourgeoisie and the masses of the people. Instead, the acute 

antagonism between the preparatory group for revolutionary committee and the people as 

represented by Shen-wu-lien is present in the new situation. A new bourgeois reactionary line 

and a new adverse current of capitalist restoration have again appeared, but a thoroughly stable 
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'distribution of assets and power' has not been realized. The revolution by dismissal of officials is 

only bourgeois reformism, which changes in a zigzagging way the new bureaucratic bourgeois 

rule before the cultural revolution into another kind of bourgeois rule of bourgeois bureaucrats 

and representatives from several supporting mass organizations. The revolutionary committee is 

a product of bourgeois reformism. 

Problems cannot be solved by merely dismissing several officials from office. Bourgeois 

reformism proves futile. The result of reformism — the revolutionary committee — again brings 

about a new bourgeois dictatorship, which arouses even more violent opposition from the people 

... 

The people should be made to understand this truth and should make the resolution to act, 

instead of our making the resolution for them. 'He is not a thorough materialist who ignores the 

role of the teacher by negative example,' because the Various incidents and changes in the 

struggle against capital cannot but make people realize — and more in defeat than in victory — 

that the panaceas so dear to them are completely useless. The defeats also enable them to 

understand more profoundly the true conditions for the liberation of the working class.' (Engels). 

Revolutions often take various reformist, unthorough roads. It is only when all panaceas are 

proved useless that the revolutionary people would resolve to follow the most painful and most 

destructive, but also the most thorough and revolutionary road. The struggle in the transition 

period of revolutionary committees will inevitably disillusion the masses about the panacea of 

bourgeois reformism which they love so much. Chairman Mao says: 'Buddhist idols are set up by 

the peasants. When the time comes the peasants will throw away these idols with their own 

hands. There is no need for others to do it too soon.' In the not far distant future the revolutionary 

people will surely smash to pieces with their own iron hands the newborn red political power 

which they have secured with their own blood and lives... 

As a result of the practice of struggle having gained rich experience and entered a higher stage, 

the maturity of the political thinking of the revolutionary people of China has also entered a 

higher stage. A new trend of thought (called 'ultra-Left trend of thought' by the enemy), 

including 'overthrow of the new bureaucratic bourgeoisie,' 'abolition of bureaucratic organs,' 

'through smashing of the state machine,' etc. wanders among the revolutionary people like a 

'spectre' in the eyes of the enemy. The weapon of political thinking with which the revolutionary 

masses are to win utter victory in the proletarian socialist great revolution has begun to appear in 

a new form in the 'ultra-Left faction.' The thought of Mao Tse-tung, which is carrying out a new 

social revolution in China, will gradually wake up the masses from all contradictions of the past. 

The revolutionary people are beginning to understand gradually in practice why revolution is 

necessary, who are to be liquidated in the revolution, and how revolution is to be carried out. 

Revolutionary struggle begins to change from the stage of spontaneity to that of consciousness, 

from necessity to freedom ... 

The 9th National Congress of the Party about to be convened is not expected to be able to 

thoroughly settle the question of where the Chinese Communist Party is going. The political 

party that is produced in accordance with the provisions promulgated by the Centre for 

rehabilitation, regulation and rebuilding of the Party (if such a party can be formed) will 

necessarily be a party of bourgeois reformism that serves the bourgeois usurpers in the 
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revolutionary committees. The convention of the 9th Congress will only be a reflection of the 

transition period of local 'revolutionary committees' in the Centre. That decides that the 9th 

Congress will not be able to thoroughly settle the question of where China is going, (the core of 

which is where the Chinese communist Party is going to and where the Chinese PLA is going 

to). 

When a truly stable victory gradually becomes possible, the following several questions will take 

a prominent position. 

(1) The unevenness of the revolution will assume a prominent position. 

The possibility of winning true, thorough victory in one or several 

provinces first, overthrowing the product of bourgeois reformism — the 

rule of revolutionary committees, and reestablishing a political power 

of the Paris Commune type — becomes a crucial question as to whether 

the revolution can develop in depth at high speed. Unlike the preceding 

stage of blind, spontaneous development, here unevenness of the 

revolution no longer plays an immaterial role. 

(2) To really overthrow the rule of the new aristocracy and thoroughly 

smash the old state machinery, it will be necessary to go into the 

question of assessment of the past 17 years. This is also a major problem 

of teaching the people fundamentally why it is necessary to carry out the 

great cultural revolution and what the ultimate object of the revolution is. 

(3) To really make the revolution victorious, it will be necessary to settle 

the 'question of primary importance in revolution' -'who are our enemies, 

and who are our friends?' — and to make a new class analysis of China's 

society, where 'a new situation has arisen as a result of great class 

changes,' so as to re-organise the class ranks, rally our friends and hit at 

our enemies ... 

...The real revolution, the revolution to negate the past 17 years, has basically not yet begun, and 

that we should now enter the stage of tackling the fundamental questions of China's revolution ... 

The 24th directive amounts to a declaration that Hunan is the vanguard area of revolutionary 

struggle of the whole country. Thus the genesis and development of Hunan's Sheng-wu-lien is an 

outstanding representative of the growth in strength of the proletariat since September. Sheng-

wu-lien was in fact born of the experience of the (people-run) civil offense and armed defence 

command headquarters — a form of mass dictatorship of the January revolution. It is a power 

organ of mass dictatorship of a higher order than those of January and August. It may be 

compared to the soviet of the February revolution in USSR when power was usurped by the 

bourgeoisie, while the preparatory group for the provincial revolutionary committe (Shen-ko-

ch'ou) is comparable to the bourgeois Provisional Government of that time. The opposition 
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between Sheng-wu-lien and Sheng-ko-ch'ou is the new situation in which 'power organs of two 

systems coexist' but in practice power is in the hands of Sheng-ko-ch'ou - the bourgeois 

provisional government. 

Sheng-wu-lien is a newborn sprout comparable to the Soviets. It is the embryonic form of a more 

mature 'commune' than that of January and August. No matter how the bourgeoisie alternately 

employ suppression and the reformist tactic of encouraging the activities of a third force, Sheng-

wu-lien as a true newborn Red political power will surely grow and gather strength continuously 

amid big gales and storms... 

As has been said in the preceding paragraphs, the basic social contradictions that gave rise to the 

great proletarian cultural revolution are contradictions between the rule of the new bureaucratic 

bourgeoisie and the mass of the people. The development and intensification of these 

contradictions decides that society needs a more thorough change — overthrow of the rule of the 

bureaucratic bourgeoisie, thorough smashing of the old state machinery, realization of social 

revolution, realization of a redistribution of assets and power, and establishment of a new society 

- 'People's Commune of China'... 

At present, are these basic contradictions of Chinese society resolved? Is the object of the first 

great cultural revolution fulfilled? 

As has been said above, the form of political power is superficially changed. The old provincial 

Party committee and old military district command have become 'the revolutionary committee' or 

'preparatory group for revolutionary committee.' However, old bureaucrats continue to play the 

leading role in the 'new political power.' The contradiction between the old provincial Party 

committee and old military district command on the one side and the people on the other, and the 

contradiction between the capitalist-roaders of the .47th Army and the people, remain basically 

unresolved. The c6ntradiction between the new bureaucratic bourgeoisie and the mass of people 

is also basically unresolved, but assumes the new form of contradiction between Sheng-wu-lien 

and the 'new political power.' The overthrow of the new bureaucratic bourgeoisie, changes in the 

armed forces, establishment of communes and such basic social changes, which the first great 

cultural revolution must fulfil, are not fulfilled. Of course, such 'redistribution of assets and 

power' were temporarily and in a limited way realized during the January revolution and the 

August storm. But the fruit of victory of both the January revolution and the August storm has 

been basically usurped by the bourgeoisie. Social reforms were aborted, social changes were not 

consolidated and thoroughly realized, and the 'end' of the first great cultural revolution has not 

been reached. As the masses have said, 'Everything remains the same after so much ado ... The 

new trend of thought (the ultra-Left trend of thought) is not yet quite mature and is still very 

weak, but its overcoming of the apparently powerful traditional ideas and the rotten, mummufied 

doctrine of second revolution will be an inevitable tendency of historical development. 

The bourgeoisie always represent the form of political power of their rule as the most perfect, 

flawless thing in the world that serves the whole people. The new bureaucratic bourgeoisie and 

the brutes of the Right-Wing of the petty bourgeoisie who depend on them are doing exactly that. 

They ignore the provisional character of the 'revolutionary committee' and nauseatingly praise it. 

Marxist-Leninists must ruthlessly expose the suppression of the revolutionary people by the 
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revolutionary committee, energetically declare that the People's Commune of China is the 

society that we proletariat and revolutionary people must bring about in this cultural revolution, 

and energetically make known the inevitable tendency of the revolutionary committee to collapse 

... 

We really believe, that ninety per cent of the senior cadres should stand aside, that at most they 

can only be objects to be educated and united. This is because they have already constituted a 

decaying class with its own particular 'interests.' Their relation with the people has changed from 

the relation between the leaders and the led in the past to that between exploiters and the 

exploited, the oppressors and the oppressed. Most of them consciously or unconsciously yearn 

for the capitalist road, and protect and develop capitalist things. The rule of their class has 

completely blocked the development of history ... However they (the bureaucrats) hit'back at and 

carry out counter-reckoning against the revolutionary people with increasing madness, pushing 

themselves nearer and nearer the guillotine. All this proves that no decaying class in history 

would voluntarily make an exit from the stage of history. 

In the new society of the Paris Commune type this class will be overthrown. This was 

demonstrated by ironbound facts of the great changes of the January revolution and the August 

storm so unexpected by mediocre people. The class (of bureaucrats) will be replaced by cadres 

with true proletarian authority naturally produced by the revolutionary people in the struggle to 

overthrow this decaying class. These cadres are members of the commune. They have no special 

privileges. Economically they get the same treatment as the masses in general. They may be 

dismissed or changed at any time in accordance with the demands of the masses. These new, 

authoritative cadres have not yet made their appearance. But these cadres will be spontaneously 

produced following the increasing maturity of the political thinking of the revolutionary people. 

This is an inevitable result of the political and ideological maturity of the proletariat... 

If dictatorship by the revolutionary committee is regarded as the ultimate object of the first great 

cultural revolution, then China will inevitably go the way of Soviet Union and the people may 

again return to the fascist bloody rule of the capitalists. The revolutionary committee's road of 

bourgeois reformism is impracticable... 

The commune of the 'Ultra-Left faction' will not conceal its viewpoints and intentions. We 

publicly declare that our object of establishing the 'People's Commune of China' can be attained 

only by overthrowing the bourgeois dictatorship and revisionist system of the revolutionary 

committee with brute force. Let the new bureaucratic bourgeoisie tremble before the true 

socialist revolution that shakes the world! What the proletariat can lose in this revolution is only 

their chains, what they gain will be the whole world! The China of tomorrow will be the world of 

the 'Commune.' 

1. The International Socialists, with their theory of "bureaucratic collectivism," are the 

outstanding exception.[return to text] 

2. Some critics, not making the mistake of misreading the above, minimize its importance. For 

example, Antonio Carlo, the Italian Marxist, in a footnote to an article of his published in issue 

number 20 of Telos, argues that, "if the young Marx seems to indulge on the hypothesis of a 
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system with only one capitalist (the State), this altogether disappears in his maturity ..." It would 

be difficult to imagine a more "mature" Marx than the Marx of volume I of CAPITAL, whence 

comes the quote about the limit of centralization of capital. Also, SOCIALISM, UTOPIAN AND 

SCIENTIFIC was published in 1878, while Marx was very much alive and "mature."[return to 

text] 

3. Since the above was written, at least one apparently authentic case of resistance has been 

reported, a mutiny on a Soviet ship in international waters near Sweden. While it is gratifying to 

learn that Soviet citizens are rising in revolt against their masters, if the thesis of the OL and 

RCP on the "Khrushchev coup" were correct, one would expect similar uprisings to have 

occurred two decades earlier, and with a clearly defined political content.[return to text] 

4. The statistics in this chapter are drawn from "Kronstadt 1921" by Paul Avrich (New York, 

1970). Avrich's figures are from Soviet sources, each cited.[return to text] 

5. This was not a chance remark. He had said essentially the same thing six months earlier, at the 

10th Party Congress. (Vol. 32, p. 199)[return to text] 

6. Volume 33, p. 472[return to text] 

7. Volume 32, p. 329[return to text] 

8. Rather than further loading the text with quotations to prove this point, I include here a list of 

some of the places where Lenin refers to state capitalism in Russia and the attendant problems: 

Vol. 33, pp. 418-432; Vol. 35, pp. 491-3; Vol. 36, pp. 596-7; Vol. 42, pp. 374-6, 426, 435-440; 

Vol. 45, p. 444.[return to text] 

9. An earlier edition of Lenin's works, published in 1937, uses a much stronger phrase. In place 

of the above, the last sentence reads: "These Communists must become the masters of the 

apparatus which has been placed in their charge, and not, as is often the case now, the slaves of 

this apparatus."[return to text] 

10. Subbotniks were the workers who on their own initiative volunteered to work five hours 

overtime on Saturdays without pay in order to help the economy of the workers' state. From the 

word, Subbota, meaning Saturday.[return to text] 

11. Volume 10, pp. 29-39[return to text] 

12. See Volume 10, pp. 442-3[return to text] 

13. See Volume 33, pp. 241-4, 257-60[return to text] 

14. For example, the publication in millions of copies of WHAT IS TO BE DONE, and its 

elevation to the status of a "classic," even though Lenin specifically warned against interpreting 

it too literally, stating that it had been written in the heat of a debate, and that it was one-sided. 

(See Vol. 8, pp. 477-9; Vol. 13, pp. 100-108.)[return to text] 
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15. For this quotation and the two following, I am indebted to an article by Ross Gandy in the 

March 1976 issue of "Monthly Review." Gandy cites volume and page numbers from the 

MARX-ENGELS WERKE (Berlin: Dietz Verlag).[return to text] 

16. Cliff, STATE CAPITALISM IN RUSSIA, London, 1974. Cliff is a member of the British 

International Socialists.[return to text] 

17. Peter Binns and Duncan Hallas, "The Soviet Union — State Capitalist or Socialist," 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIALISM No. 91.[return to text] 

18. See Ken Lawrence, "Karl Marx on American Slavery," available from STO.[return to text] 

19. Chris Harmon, BUREAUCRACY AND REVOLUTION IN EASTERN EUROPE, London, 

1974; "Social Imperialism," Peking Review reprints, Berkeley, 1974; "Red Papers No. 7," 

Chicago, 1974. These are just a few of the most current and available sources documenting the 

above. Needless to say, the Maoist writings fail to mention the first of the three mechanisms 

cited in the text.[return to text] 

20. Some Marxist scholars have begun to question the adequacy of Lenin's definition of 

imperialism for the present period, on the grounds that what is taking place is not the export of 

surplus capital and the growth of parasitism in the imperialist country, but the annexation of 

additional capital to make up for a shortage in the imperialist country. If this is demonstrated to 

be so, then of course it diminishes the distinction between the Soviet Union and the Western 

imperialisms. See in particular Antonio Carlo, "Towards a Redefinition of Imperialism," 

TELOS, number 20, Summer 1974. Also, in STATE CAPITALISM AND WORLD 

REVOLUTION, C. L. R. James suggests that world capitalism has entered a new stage, in which 

the export of capital is no longer the principle feature.[return to text] 

21. This is copied correctly from the official Chinese translation.[return to text] 

22. It is known that Mao's and the other Chinese leaders' private opinions of Stalin are not the 

same as their public position. (See, for instance, "Radical America," Volume 10, Number 3.) 

Why do the Chinese leaders, who have more acquaintance than most with the ill effects of 

Stalin's leadership, continue to praise him publicly, limiting their criticism to the mildest sort? 

The answer can only be that he symbolizes something they need in order to carry out their own 

policies. To break decisively with Stalin and what he represents would call into question their 

own rule. The question of Stalin is not a minor detail.[return to text] 

23. It will be recalled that Lin Piao, after having been written into the Constitution of the 

People's Republic of China as Mao's "close comrade in arms" and presumed successor (what 

were the provisions for amending that Constitution, if it proved necessary?), was shot down 

while attempting to flee to the Soviet Union. Various scrolls were found in the trunk of his car, 

revealing that he had been plotting a coup against Mao. So goes the official story. Such a tale can 

hardly be taken seriously; it is on a level with the "pumpkin papers" of Whitaker 

Chambers.[return to text] 
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24. The story is told in detail in SHANGHAI JOURNAL by Neale Hunter, an Australian fluent 

in Chinese, who lived and taught in Shanghai from 1965 to 1967, and who is generally 

sympathetic to China and the Cultural Revolution. There is evidence that similar organizations 

arose elsewhere in China during the turbulent days of the Cultural Revolution and met a similar 

fate. See Appendix.[return to text] 

25. It is instructive to note the contrast between the manner in which the rightists, represented by 

Liu, Teng and others, were defeated, after thorough public discussion and repudiation of their 

ideas, and the way the so-called "ultra-leftists," from Lin Piao to Chiang Ching, were labeled 

"plotters" and ousted. It appears that the Chinese leadership is not willing to permit open 

discussion of the ideas raised by groupings to the left of what is deemed acceptable.[return to 

text] 

26. Moorish soldiers formed part of Franco's "Blue Division" that fought together with Hitler on 

the eastern front. Three years earlier, the Spanish Republic, in which the CP was a coalition 

partner, had refused to declare Moroccan independence, out of a wish to avoid offending France, 

with which the Soviet Union had a treaty of "mutual aid."[return to text] 

27. C. L. R. James, THE BLACK JACOBINS, p. 392 (Vintage edition). For a more extensive 

(and hostile) treatment of the revolutionary government from much the same historical view as 

James, see the articles by Carlos Moore published in SOULBOOK in (I think) 1973.[return to 

text] 

28. Ibid., p. 411. My own view of West Indian history derives not from James but from a 

different source: my association with the Provisional Organizing Committee to Reconstitute a 

Marxist-Leninist Communist Party in the United States (POC), whose high proportion of Third 

World members led it on occasion to attain original and useful insights into certain 

questions.[return to text] 

29. United Nations, FAO, "Monthly Bulletin of Agricultural Economics and Statistics," July-

August, 1970, pp. 14-17. This citation and those in the remainder of this section are taken from 

an article by Maxine and Nelson Valdes entitled "Cuban Workers and the Revolution," published 

in NEW POLITICS, Vol. VIII, No. 4.[return to text] 

30. November 4, 1969, speech. "Ediciones COR" (Havana), No. 16, 1969. One wonders which 

Cubans the Prime Minister is talking about.[return to text] 

31. "0bra Revolucionaria" (Havana), No. 5, 1963.[return to text] 

32. "Hoy" (Havana), October 18, 1964.[return to text] 

33. "Granma" (Havana), October 30, 1969, admitted that since 1961 one could earn sufficient 

money to buy rationed goods by working only fifteen or twenty days per month.[return to text] 

34."Granma" (Havana), November 16, 1969.[return to text] 
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35. Radio Habana Cuba, September 23, 1969.[return to text] 

36. "Granma" (Havana), October 17, 1969.[return to text] 

37. According to the Minister of Labor, the preamble to the law against absenteeism and 

"loafers" was written in 1968, but was not decreed then because certain prerequisites had to be 

fulfilled in order for it to be effective. The prerequisites were: total eradication of the private 

sector, except small farms, making it impossible for anyone to hide whether he worked or not; 

the compiling of personal records on every worker; the completion of a census to provide exact 

information on labor power by regions, zones and streets. "Granma" (Havana), September 20, 

1970.[return to text] 

38. Radio Rebelde (Havana), September 10, 1970.[return to text] 

39. See the STO pamphlet, "Towards A Revolutionary Party."[return to text] 

40. Stucklohn, Rotbuch Verlag, Berlin, 1975[return to text] 

41. The line is from Attila Joszef 's poem Consciousness.[return to text] 

42. Survey of China Mainland Press, Hong Kong, 4136[return to text] 

43. May 7, 1967, Directive of Mao Tse-tung, called for self-rectification campaign in the 

Army.[return to text] 

44. January 1968 mass workers' upheavals — strikes, violent demonstrations, etc. — the first 

time the industrial working class entered the arena of struggle in China since the 1925-7 

Revolution. It started in Shanghai and spread to many other cities. It frightened Mao and his 

entourage, and led to a counter-movement against 'anarchism', and 'spontaneity' in 

February.[return to text] 

45. To counter the demand for a Chinese 'Commune' raised in the January 1958 days, Mao 

himself called for the formation of a 'one-in-three alliance': that of the Army, the Party cadres 

and the 'revolutionary rebels' with the Army holding the dominant role.[return to text] 

46. Kung-chien-fa.[return to text] 
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RAPE, RACISM, AND THE WHITE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT: 

AN ANSWER TO SUSAN BROWNMILLER 
by Alison Edwards 

1976 

from the 1979 Reprint 

Every little girl is taught to refuse candy from strangers. By the time she reaches her teens she 

speeds up when a strange man walks behind her on the street. No girl reaches womanhood 

without an entrenched fear of rape. 

In the last few years the women's movement has been channeling those fears into action, making 

women and men recognize rape as a political crime against women, a crime that is often ignored 

in this country. 

Capitalizing on all these fears and on the current anti-rape movement, Simon & Schuster 

published Susan Brownmiller's book, AGAINST OUR WILL: MEN, WOMEN, AND RAPE, in 

time for Christmas, 1975. The book, modestly described as a "classic" by its author, has been 

almost universally acclaimed by the press: frontpage review in the NEW YORK TIMES book 

review section, a selection of most major book clubs, serialized in four major periodicals, and the 

subject of countless promotional forums for the author. 

Never before has the media been so friendly to radical feminism. But then again, never before 

has radical feminism been so eager to place itself at the forefront of the "fight against crime," 

wholeheartedly supporting the basic premises and institutions of our society that underlie all 

oppression, including that of women. 

AGAINST OUR WILL, behind its strident feminist rhetoric, and precisely because of it, is a 

dangerous book. It is a law-and-order book that is picking up liberal support because in the case 

of rape, the victims of crime are members of an oppressed group. Like all cries for law and order 

these days, it is a book with strong racist overtones. It is a book which, unless repudiated, will 

serve to fan the fires of racism. 

Susan Brownmiller would, of course, disagree. In her defense, she would point to her dazzling 

denunciation of Fogel and Engerman's outrageous book, TIME ON THE CROSS. (That book 

states, among other things, that Black women weren't all that exploited by slavery, which wasn't 

really that bad.) And she would point to her own analysis of slavery, where she describes how 

"black women's sexual integrity was deliberately crushed in order that slavery might profitably 

endure." Her portrayal of racism in the special case where Black women are the direct victims is 

admirable. 

This understanding, however, is negated by her steadfast refusal to recognize that Black women 

in U.S. society have at least as much in common with Black men as with white women, and that 

in some respects, notably relating to the legal system, racism has been considerably more 

oppressive to Black men than to Black women. 
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IDEAS NOT UNIQUE TO BROWNMILLER 

Unfortunately, the ideas advanced in AGAINST OUR WILL are not unique to Brownmiller. She 

is representative of a majority tendency in the white women's movement, a narrow view of 

women's consciousness which prevents the movement from developing programs making 

possible alliances with other oppressed groups. Any movement for women's liberation which 

limits itself to issues affecting only women shuts itself off from dealing with all other forms of 

oppression and thereby rules out alliances with some of the strongest women throughout the 

world, on issues of the most decisive importance. 

This pamphlet is divided into two parts. The first part is a critique of AGAINST OUR WILL and 

the tendency it represents. The second part calls for a new form of women's movement with a 

program and theory that will enable women to build a base powerful enough to begin to change 

society in such a way as will some day end the oppression of women, including the crime of 

rape. 

PART I 

According to Susan Brownmiller, rape is the source of women's oppression. To put it another 

way, the ability to rape is the source of man's domination of woman: to overcome oppression 

women must first divest men of the power to rape. 

. . . we cannot work around the fact that in terms of human anatomy 

the possibility of forcible intercourse incontrovertibly exists. This single 

factor may have been sufficient to have caused the creation of the male 

ideology of rape. When men discovered they could rape, they proceeded 

to do it. (p. 14) 

From this hypothesis, Brownmiller draws her theory of civilization. 

. . . one of the earliest forms of male bonding must have been the gang 

rape of one woman by a band of marauding men. (p. 14) 

Man's discovery that his genitalia could serve as a weapon to generate fear must rank as 

one of the most important discoveries of prehistoric times, along with the use of fire and 

the first crude stone axe. (p. 14) 

After a thunderbolt of recognition that this particular incarnation of hairy two-legged 

hominid was not the Homo Sapiens with whom she would like freely to join parts, it 

might have been she, and not some man, who picked up the first stone and hurled it. (p. 

14) 

Female fear of an open season of rape . . . was probably the most important key to her 

historic dependence, her domestication by protective mating, (p. 16) 
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From prehistoric times to the present, I believe rape has played a critical function. It is 

nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which ALL MEN keep 

ALL WOMEN in a state of fear. (p. 15) 

Susan Brownmiller shares with other feminists the view that men as a group are the primary 

enemy of women as a group. Most feminists have concluded that women's oppression goes back 

to the overthrow of matriarchal society. Brownmiller goes back even further to the self-

consciousness of the first male "hairy hominid." What these views have in common is a strategy 

for women's liberation isolated from the fight against all other forms of oppression. 

This analysis overlooks the connection between the social condition of women and their role in 

the process of production. The basic division in this society is between one class that owns and 

controls the means of production and another which does the actual work. Ruling class power 

rests on the competition among the workers. This competition is maintained by various kinds of 

inequalities imposed by the ruling class on different sectors of the population, or adapted by it 

from earlier social systems to serve current needs. Such is the case with the oppression of 

women. 

Non-white people and women are kept in a state of inferiority vis a vis white people and men. 

When hard times come along, non-white people and women are the hardest hit: cutbacks in jobs, 

in services, etc. As times get better, everyone's position tends to improve. But whites and men 

make gains from where they already are, namely, better off than non-whites and women. 

Women's oppression takes various forms. It is directly economic. Women get less pay than men 

for the same work. They are channelled away from the more financially (and intellectually) 

rewarding jobs. Because the better-paying industrial jobs are also the important ones to the 

functioning of the economy, women are thereby excluded from key areas of production. When 

jobs are scarce, like now, they get laid off before men. When needed by the ruling class, as in 

wartime, women are trotted out to fill jobs temporarily vacant. Being economically dependent on 

men, women are the stable element in the family — the unseen worker, without whose 

maintenance and upkeep many men could not work the long hours required of them by their 

employers. Many wives are the unpaid employees of their husband's boss. The drudgery of 

housewifery in turn molds the social oppression of women — the dependent sex, the soft sex, the 

stupid, uninteresting sex, and the readily available sex. It is these factors that have shaped the 

politics of rape. 

SOCIAL RELATIONS, NOT BIOLOGY 

By viewing their status as a product of social relations rather than biology, women can devise a 

strategy for liberation based on alliances with other groups fighting oppression. From Susan 

Brownmiller's analysis, that women's shared oppression by men outweighs all potential for 

alliances along other lines, the decisive alliance is among women. In this framework, Happy 

Rockefeller has more in common with a Black woman in an auto plant than has a male Black 

autoworker. 
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The hostility with which the white women's movement has frequently viewed movements which it 

fears might intrude on such an alliance is shared by Susan Brownmiller. Throughout her book 

she tries to divide society into the male oppressors and the female oppressed, with astonishing 

disregard for the shared oppression of Black and third world men and women. A revealing 

example of this viewpoint is her discussion of the campaign of terror waged by the Ku Klux Klan 

during the Reconstruction period. 

Gerda Lerner . . . in her documentary history, BLACK WOMEN IN WHITE AMERICA, makes 

the point that 'there are no records of rape and violation of white women whose 

husbands or male relatives were associated with the Republican cause. Such practices 

were confined to black women.' Since she calls attention to an omission for the purpose 

of making a case for the SPECIAL political abuse of black women . . . I feel I must try to 

set the record straight, (p. 131) 

Brownmiller fails to come up with any examples of rape of white women by the Klan during 

Reconstruction. Instead she cites one case in 1925 where the Grand Dragon of the Klan was 

actually arrested, tried and convicted of the rape and murder of E. white woman. She also 

reports that, "Klansmen often whipped white women they accused of adultery." From this paltry 

evidence, seemingly in opposition to Gerda Lerner's point of view that Southern Black women 

were special victims of Klan terror, Brownmiller draws the following conclusion: 

No one would want to deny that blacks were the special target of the Klan, and that 

black women suffered special abuse because they were women, but rather than try to 

separate out white women and claim they got off scot-free, a higher political 

understanding is gained by recognizing that sexual intimidation knows no racial 

distinctions, and that sexual oppression of white women and black women is commonly 

shared, (p. 131) 

The function of the Ku Klux Klan was to terrorize the freed slaves who were the main force in the 

revolutionary Reconstruction governments. The Klan, therefore, directed its attack at Black 

political candidates, and Black and white people connected with the Freedmen's Bureau and 

freedmen's schools. The point is that the Klan, like any army, acted in a systematic manner with 

specific goals in mind. Rape of Black women, if not a calculated part of its plan of action, was at 

least a useful byproduct. Rape of white women would have undermined its efforts. 

In other words, sexual intimidation certainly did know racial distinctions. It was precisely these 

distinctions that were used by the Klan and others to smash Reconstruction. All but a handful of 

progressive whites (both men and women) eventually succumbed to the pressure and lined up 

with the reactionaries against the Blacks. As Gerda Lerner writes: 

. . . the Southern black community was, in fact, reduced to subsistence at the lowest 

economic level in a system of social oppression based on white racism. (BLACK WOMEN 

IN WHITE AMERICA, p. 181) 
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White women were not blameworthy for not being raped, nor did they do any raping themselves. 

By silent acquiescence, however, and by eventually lining up on the wrong side, they were a part 

of the force that pushed down the Southern Black community. 

It is this kind of defensiveness on behalf of white women, seen over and over in her book, that 

blinds Brownmiller to political reality and leads her not to a "higher political understanding," as 

she claims, but to a position of isolation, and appalling racism and anti-communism. The most 

blatant examples of these tendencies are in the chapter devoted to . . . "A Question of Race." 

A QUESTION OF RACISM 

There is a serious error in isolating rape statistics from the rising rate of crime in general. All 

crime is on the increase in the United States. Unemployment is the highest in thirty years. What 

is more important, the unemployment rate for non-whites is double that for whites, and the rate 

for non-white youth is six times that of the most favored group, white males over twenty. Public 

housing funds have been cut, medical care has deteriorated. There is an increase in the police 

and prison repression of third world communities. The U.S. economic system, itself built on 

world-wide violence, is in crisis. As people sit home, frustrated, unable to find work, often 

without the most elementary necessities, they lash out at each other. And there are plenty of 

violent models to choose from: movies, television, police shootings, and the activities of the 

government itself. 

In times like these, with the ruling class trying to shift the burden of the crisis onto the backs of 

the Black and other third world people, white supremacy becomes even more lethal than usual. 

Today, one out of every ten Black youths will die a violent death before age thirty. To focus on 

the increase in rape, particularly Black on white rape, in isolation from the entire pattern and its 

causes, can only contribute to the repression and terror against Black people. It is in this context 

that racism, including the racist use of the rape charge, must be examined. 

An entire chapter in AGAINST OUR WILL deals with . . . "a question of race." Here 

Brownmiller maintains, among other things, that the left, by its strenuous efforts over the years 

on behalf of Black men falsely accused of raping white women, has actually undermined the fight 

against rape. With sanctimonious fervor usually displayed by reformed alcoholics, she devotes 

several pages to baring her leftist path. Rhetorically setting forth how she enrolled in a course 

taught by Communist historian Herbert Aptheker during the 1950's — "when most people could 

not say the word 'Communist' without trembling" — she bolsters her anti-left arguments with the 

personal touch and authority of one who has been there and who "knows." One can appreciate 

the temptation to do this, but the fact remains that it is a cheap trick and not an argument. A 

serious reader will not be fooled by it. 

In this chapter and elsewhere, Brownmiller lambastes the left, specifically the Communist Party, 

for buttressing male supremacy and for opportunism in its defense work on such cases as 

Scottsboro and Willie McGee. She dilutes her comments with a few drops of liberalism to make 

the whole thing seem "objective," but her point is clear: where rape is the issue, the fight against 

racism has been a fight against women. 
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The left fought hard for its symbols of racial injustice, making bewildered heroes out of a 

handful of pathetic, semi-literate fellows caught in the jaws of Southern jurisprudence 

who only wanted to beat the rap. . . . (p. 237) 

For its part, the left, in its increasing paranoia (during the McCarthy period) and raging 

impotence, vilified and excoriated the hapless white woman whose original charge had 

wreaked such total destruction upon the hapless black. The standard defense strategy 

for puncturing holes in a rape case was (and is) an attempt to destroy the credibility of 

the complaining witness by smearing her as mentally unbalanced, or as sexually 

frustrated, or as an oversexed, promiscuous whore. In its mass protest campaigns to 

save the lives of convicted black rapists, the left employed all these tactics, and more, 

against white women with a virulence that bordered on hate. (p. 232-8) 

Interracial rape remains a huge political embarassment to liberals. (p. 254) 

Brownmiller points to the statistical rise in interracial (Black on white) rape and in part blames 

the "radicals" and the "white intellectual establishment" for making "heroes" of the convicted 

rapists. In an attempt to prove her thesis, Brownmiller deals in detail with three cases of 

Southern jurisprudence. 

SCOTTSBORO 

. . . Scottsboro remains an ugly blot on American history and Southern jurisprudence, and 

damning proof to liberals everywhere that Eve Incarnate and the concept of Original Sin 

was a no-good promiscuous woman who rode a freight train through Alabama, (p. 230) 

Briefly, "Scottsboro" is the tale of nine Black youths and a handful of whites, all male, who 

hopped a freight from Chattanooga into Alabama in the Depression year of 1931. During the 

ride, the whites tried to mess with the Blacks and a fight broke out. The whites, after losing, 

complained to a depot man at one of the stops. When he came on to investigate, he rounded up 

the youths, Black and white, along with two white women in overalls riding the rails. By the time 

they all got to Scottsboro, the nearest town, a raging mob had gathered, and the nine Blacks 

were accused of raping the two white women. 

The Scottsboro case went through the courts for seventeen years. Haywood Patterson, who 

escaped from jail in 1948 after he had been tried and convicted four times, wrote a book about 

his ordeal, SCOTTSBORO BOY. It should be required reading for everyone who has read 

AGAINST OUR WILL. 

Susan Brownmiller's analysis of the Scottsboro case is so outrageous it shocks the conscience. It 

is utterly and irredeemably obscene. She agrees that the nine youths were innocent. Nonetheless, 

in her efforts to portray the "rape victims," Victoria Price and Ruby Bates, as equally oppressed 

and innocent, she goes to extravagant lengths. 

First, she states without documentation that they tried to "duck away and vanish" in the 

confusion "when the black,and white youths were taken off the train." Perhaps this is true. She 
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also says that the women were merely trying to "save their own skins" from vagrancy charges. 

This, for sure, is true. Again in their defense, she claims that "the singular opportunity afforded 

Price and Bates should be appreciated by every woman." 

Right-thinking women might agree. Price and Bates had an opportunity to answer a question, 

"no," and save nine innocent men from seventeen years in prison. But that's not the opportunity 

Brownmiller is talking about. 

From languishing in jail cells as the lowest of the low, vagrant women who stole rides on 

freight cars, it was a short step to the witness stand where dignity of a sort could be 

reclaimed by charging that they had been pathetic, innocent victims of rape. (p. 231) 

This opportunity, wholly understandable to Brownmiller, she claims is nothing more than the 

motive from which some of the Scottsboro boys themselves were working. 

Operating from precisely the same motivation — to save their own skins — some of the 

black defendants tried to exculpate themselves in court by swearing they had seen 

others do the raping, (p. 231-2) 

This is a remarkable comparison. The Scottsboro boys were literally fighting for their own skins 

— and their necks: death by mob lynching or judicial lynching. The two young women were not 

fighting at all. The courtroom, while predominantly male (a fact dwelt upon by Brownmiller), 

was exclusively white. Here is how Haywood Patterson described the reading of the guilty 

verdicts: 

The people in the court cheered and clapped after the judge gave out with the date of 

the execution. I didn't like it, people feeling good because I was going to die. 

(SCOTTSBORO BOY, p. 24) 

I looked around. That courtroom was one big smiling white face. (p. 25) 

The women, personally benefiting from the privilege of being white in Southern society, had 

seized upon an opportunity to be courtroom pets at the expense of nine lives. For them, the 

courtroom was anything but a hostile place. While they were poor and they were women, in that 

particular courtroom setting they were lionized. True, they were tragic women, but the 

comparison of them with their victims is disgusting. 

Brownmiller draws comfort from the fact that the all-white jury that convicted the nine youths 

was all-male. 

. . . no one, no political grouping, no appellate lawyer, no Scottsboro pamphlet ever 

raised the question of the exclusion of women from the jury rolls of Alabama, although 

many a pamphlet charged that Victoria Price was a prostitute, (p. 232) 

Women on juries is certainly an important demand. Twenty-five years later people in large 

numbers were talking about demands like that, to a considerable extent impelled by the example 
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set by Blacks. But raising this to explain why nine Black youths were convicted based on false 

accusations of two white women misses the entire point of Scottsboro and similar cases. The 

Scottsboro boys didn't need a jury to convict them. They were convicted by white opinion before 

they got to court. And they were convicted of being Black in a society based on white supremacy. 

Haywood Patterson describes the mob that gathered outside the Scottsboro jail the first evening 

after they were arrested: 

Round about dusk hundreds of people gathered about the jailhouse. . . . We heard them 

yelling like crazy about how they were coming in after us and what ought to be done 

with MS. ... (SCOTTSBORO BOY, p. 17) 

As evening came on the crowd got to be about five hundred, most of them with guns. 

Mothers had kids in their arms. Autos, bicycles, and wagons were parked around the 

place. People in and about them. (SCOTTSBORO BOY, p. 18) 

A lynching was a carnival. Women were as much a part of the public opinion bent on protecting 

their Southern womanhood as men were. It would not have done the Scottsboro boys any good to 

have been officially convicted by twelve women. Only a wholly Black jury — men or women — 

could have fairly judged the Scottsboro Boys. 

The essence of Brownmiller's outrage at the left seems to be that Victoria Price was portrayed in 

their defense campaigns as what Brownmiller calls "a woman of murky virtue." When a woman 

has, in fact, been raped, and she is accused of asking for it by virtue of her reputation, this 

indeed is inexcusable. This has been the pattern when Black women are rape victims, and such 

character assassination certainly has been used to discredit the testimony of white rape victims 

as well. In this area, the women's movement has made commendable advances in several states, 

reforming evidence codes to make a woman's past sexual history irrelevant. The Scottsboro case, 

however, is an entirely different matter. Victoria Price had not been raped at all. (Her 

companion, Ruby Bates, in 1933 repudiated her testimony and admitted there had been no rape.) 

The fact remains that the Scottsboro Boys were convicted four times on Victoria Price's perjured 

testimony — testimony that was corroborated by semen found in her vagina. The fact also 

remains that she had had intercourse in a Chattanooga hobo jungle the night before, and in 

Huntsville, Alabama, the night before that. These facts were not gratuitous slander, but a crucial 

part of the evidence that the semen was not put there by an accused Black rapist, let alone by 

nine of them. These facts, of course, Victoria Price elected to lie about and send nine men to 

death sentences, to "save her skin from a vagrancy charge." 

To prove the righteousness of her outrage at the treatment given the complaining witness, 

Brownmiller quotes from the judicial opinion which overturned Patterson's second conviction. 

Judge Horton had ruled in a long, painstaking opinion that the jury's guilty verdict was contrary 

to the weight of the evidence. 

'History, sacred and profane', he wrote, 'and the common experience of mankind teaches 

that women of the character shown in this case are prone for selfish reasons to make 

false accusations both of rape and of insult upon the slightest provocation, or even 
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without provocation for ulterior purposes. . . . The tendency on the part of the women 

shows they are predisposed to make false accusations upon any occasion whereby their 

selfish ends may be gained.' (p. 234) 

Susan Brownmiller spent four years meticulously researching this book. How odd that she 

should overlook the judge's middle sentence (. . .), which reads as follows: 

These women are shown, by the great weight of the evidence, on this very day before 

leaving Chattanooga, to have falsely accused two negroes of insulting them, and of 

almost precipitating a fight between one of the white boys they were in company with 

and these two negroes. (SCOTTSBORO BOY, p. 294) 

Why does Brownmiller work herself up into such a frenzy to protect this woman's reputation? 

ANTI-COMMUNISM 

According to Brownmiller, the left took on defense of Black men framed on rape charges with 

selfish opportunism. The men, after all, were only "pathetic, semi-literate fellows" and were 

therefore sitting ducks for exploitation by an American Communist movement that needed a 

rallying point to bring it out of the death throes of McCarthyism. 

In 1951 the last Scottsboro 'Boy', then a man of thirty-eight had finally won his freedom, 

his name superseded in the pantheon of obscure Southern black men suddenly elevated 

to the position of international martyr by a succession of new cases. ... (p. 235) 

The early fifties were a bad time for the American left. ... To Communists and those 

within their orbit who believed in the political strategy of mass action built around an 

emotional symbol, the Southern interracial rape case came to epitomize everything that 

was rotten or unjust about the American way of life. (p. 235) 

As a natural outgrowth of its politik, the Communist Party deliberately 

propagandized a series of interracial rape cases as symbolic of the 

perfidy of the American system, (p. 235) 

Going still further, Brownmiller states, again with little documentation, that not only white 

women, but also those Black men aided by the left in the 1950's were actually hurt by those 

efforts. 

. . . because of the national hysteria of the McCarthyite years, any case 

the Communists took on and publicized became for all practical 

purposes a Communist cause from which others ran as if from the 

plague. . . . Many a case was decided in the timid court of public opinion 

on the basis of whether or not a modest compromise — a commutation 
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of the death sentence — would give aid and succor to the Communist 

cause, (p. 237) 

This is the old outside agitator theory. "If only the reformers would shut up and go home, we 

could get on with the business of reform." Here, however, the accusations are more serious. 

Although the South was lynching Blacks long before the Communist Party of the United States 

came to their defense, Brownmiller is actually accusing the commies of sending Black men to 

the death chair by their interference in Southern affairs. 

Her prime example of Communist opportunism and symbolic work derived from a position of 

"impotence" and "paranoia" is the defense campaign on behalf of Willie McGee. McGee, a 

Black man, was sentenced to die for rape of a white woman in Laurel, Mississippi. His accuser 

was a woman whom people in Laurel, Black and white, all knew had been having an affair with 

McGee for a long time. The woman, Wilametta Hawkins, claimed she was raped by a Black man 

she could not identify. Whether she was actually raped by someone other than McGee, and 

McGee was merely arrested as a likely victim, or whether she was not raped at all, but blew the 

whistle when she figured out the whole town was talking, it was obvious to the people of Laurel 

that Willie McGee was innocent. Brownmiller herself, after casting doubt on McGee's innocence 

for several pages, grudgingly acknowledges his innocence, based on the account by Carl Rowan. 

Rowan, at the time a northern news reporter, having interviewed many Laurel townsfolk who 

knew about the affair between McGee and Hawkins, chose not to come forward with the 

information, for fear of playing ball with the commies. Later, after McGee had been executed, 

Rowan apparently got his courage back. He then wrote his story, with what Brownmiller calls 

"great sensitivity to its lasting ambiguities." 

Brownmiller sees the McGee case as another example of vilification of a white woman and an 

isolated gasp of the Communist Party for recognition at her expense. The truth is something 

different and something everyone should know. For all the dismal errors the Communist Party of 

the United States has made, in its defense of Black men framed on rape charges, it has had a 

distinguished career. 

Laurel, Mississippi, was a one-industry town dominated by the Masonite Corporation. Masonite 

employees had been organized into a militant CIO union, where Black and white workers had the 

makings of a unified workforce. During the middle 1940's, the CIO was engaged in an 

organizing drive through the South. McGee was arrested November 3, 1945, during the wave of 

strikes that swept the country after World War II. His frame-up was instrumental in disrupting 

the growing unity between white and Black workers. This case was not an isolated incident. At 

the same time, in the same county, there was a celebrated "miscegenation" trial. 

It was a losing battle for McGee. The governor of Mississippi publicly declared that if the State 

did not kill McGee, he'd do it himself. A coalition of women from all over the country was put in 

jail "in protective custody" when they went to appeal to the governor shortly before McGee's 

execution. 

In this context, the leftist explanation of the rape charge as one method by which the state assists 

private enterprise for power and profit is not the ferocious, ridiculous rhetoric Brownmiller 
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claims. It is an accurate description of a mechanism used, with others, to further divide an 

already divided working class — a useful tool to pit white against Black workers to prevent 

successful strikes and moves for higher wages and better working conditions. In Laurel the ploy 

succeeded. Fifteen hundred whites on the courthouse lawn cheered McGee's execution the night 

he was finally electrocuted. There were women in that crowd. 

Brownmiller ignorantly counterposes what she calls the "authentic, black-originated southern 

civil rights movement" of the 1960's with the situation in Laurel in 1945. 

. . . the new movement started not with symbolic cases, but with 

pragmatic efforts at lunch counter desegregation and voter registration, 

(p. 235) 

She apparently knows as little about the rape charge and the civil rights movement of the 1960's 

as she knows about the rape charge of 1945. In 1961, at the height of the "authentic" lunch 

counter sitin movement, Thomas Wansley, age sixteen, was arrested in Lynchburg, Virginia, and 

convicted of rape. The hysteria that pervaded the community not only convicted Wansley, it 

crippled the civil rights movement. A protest movement got his death sentence reversed and 

reduced to life, but in 1976 he is still in prison. A white man found guilty of raping an eleven-

year-old girl in Lynchburg at that time got five years. In late 1959, during the "authentic" voter 

registration drive, Mack Charles Parker, charged with rape, was turned over to a Mississippi mob 

by jail guards and lynched by seven men. The list goes on and on. 

"WOLF WHISTLE" 

It is her account of the 1955 murder of Emmett Till, however, that reveals the extravagant 

lengths to which Brownmiller's onesidedness leads her. She is aghast that Till, age fourteen, was 

tortured, mutilated, shot with a .45 and dumped in the Tallahatchie River. "Nothing in recent 

times can match it for sheer outrageousness, for indefensible overkill with community support." 

Even with all her disclaimers, the use of the term "overkill" to describe the lynching of a child is 

a shock. What could this boy's crime possibly have been — a crime so dreadful that lynching is 

merely an overreaction to it? One figures this kid must have raped and tortured a whole nursery 

school full of little girls. 

He didn't. Fourteen-year-old Chicagoan Emmett Till was vacationing in Mississippi for the 

summer with his uncle. Egged on by a few buddies, he whistled at a white, married woman 

named Carolyn Bryant. Wearing what must be the largest pair of horse-blinders anyone has ever 

seen, Brownmiller goes on to analyze the shared guilt of the killers (the woman's husband and 

his half-brother) and Till. 

Rarely has one single case exposed so clearly as Till's the underlying 

group-male antagonisms over access to women; for what began in 

Bryant's store [where Till whistled] should not be misconstrued as an 

innocent flirtation. … Emmett Till was going to show his black buddies 



 242 

that he, and by inference, they, could get a white woman. ...The 

accessibility of all white women was on review, (p. 247) 

We are rightly aghast that a whistle could be cause for murder, but we 

must also accept that Emmett Till and J. W. Milam shared something in 

common. They both understood that the whistle was no small tweet. . . 

it was a deliberate insult, just short of physical assault, a last reminder 

to Carolyn Bryant that this black boy, Till, had in mind to possess her. (p. 

247) 

This remarkable analysis unbelievably puts Till and his murderers in one class — oppressor — 

and Mrs. Bryant (who had chased Till with a gun for his melodious violation of her womanhood) 

in another — oppressed. Brownmiller entirely misses the point that Mr. and Mrs. Bryant, though 

not equals by any means, share a position in this society wholly separate and unequal from 

Emmett Till. Black people, including Black men, did not contribute to Carolyn Bryant's 

oppression. She, on the other hand, not only chased Till with a pistol, she sat in the courtroom as 

a reminder to the jury of their duty to protect white womanhood, and stood approvingly by her 

husband's side as he admitted the murder and bragged of the motive. They did their duty and 

acquitted the killers. 

Perhaps Brownmiller's analysis of the Till murder would not have been so outrageous had it not 

been for the intervention of a curious figure. In the aftermath of the Till holocaust, Eldridge 

Cleaver became a rapist. He analyzes this conscious decision in Soul on Ice — how he had a 

minor breakdown, when, upon seeing a picture of Carolyn Bryant, he got turned on. His next 

step was to learn how to defile white man's property. After practicing on Black women, he 

learned the trade and reached journeyman's status: a certified rapist of white women. 

The point is not to defend Eldridge Cleaver. For all his selfanalysis and introspection, he still 

finds it more comfortable to manufacture exhibitionistic men's trousers called, of course, 

"Cleavers," than to maintain the fight against racism or sexism. But Cleaver did have some 

useful insights into rape that went beyond his individual psyche: victims of white supremacy are 

apt to vent their anger on women, who symbolize white man's property. In other words, white 

supremacy is a contributing cause of male supremacy, at least insofar as it affects relations 

between Black men and white women. An interesting analysis could be made along these lines. 

At the very least, Cleaver and others shocked the nation into looking at racism more seriously, by 

connecting it to what is nearest and dearest to white men: their female property. Brownmiller, 

however, misses all this. To her, Cleaver is nothing but a rape peddler. 

The spectacle of white radicals and intellectuals falling all over each 

other in their rush to accept the Cleaver rationale for rape was a sorry 

sight . . . when the Neanderthal slogan 'All black prisoners are political 

prisoners' was a rallying cry of the New Left. (p. 252) 
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By equating Cleaver's thoughts about himself and his criminal past with the Black movement's 

understanding of white supremacy as the institution that fills up the jails with Black people, 

Brown-miller is able to draw her racist, reactionary, and terribly dangerous conclusion about the 

oppression of women. 

History is never behind us, and we must not forget how the white man 

has used the rape of 'his' women as an excuse to act against black men. 

But today the incidence of actual rape combined with the looming 

spectre of the rapist in the mind's eye, and in particular the mythified 

spectre of the black man as rapist to which the black man in the name 

of his manhood now contributes, must be understood as a control 

mechanism against the freedom, mobility, and aspirations of all women, 

white and black. The crossroads of racism and sexism had to be a violent 

meeting place. There is no use pretending it doesn't exist, (p. 255) 

Now her position is unmistakable. It is rape and the threat of rape, by Black men in particular, 

which is responsible for the subjugation of women. And she has the nerve to accuse the left of 

driving a "wedge between two movements for human rights." 

Yes, the "crossroads of racism and sexism had to be a violent meeting place. There is no use 

pretending it doesn't exist." But others might see that crossroads not as Brownmiller does, in rape 

of white women by Black men, but in the fact that Black women have four times as high a 

likelihood as white women of dying in childbirth, or that thirty-three percent of Puerto Rican 

women of child-bearing age have been sterilized. This absolute blindness to that relationship and 

the failure to grasp what the real source of women's oppression is, leads Brownmiller to her 

inevitable law-and-order conclusions on how to stop rape. 

LAW AND ORDER 

Before examining Brownmiller's law-and-order solutions, the historic record of United States 

rape laws should be examined. Death was first made a penalty for the crime of rape as part of the 

Southern slave codes before the Civil War. The Mississippi slave code had a mandatory death 

penalty for a slave found guilty of raping a white woman. Rape of a slave woman by a slave 

carried no penalty. And rape of a slave woman by a white man was his property right. 

After the overthrow of Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws were passed, prohibiting Black and white 

associations of any kind. (Virginia's miscegenation laws, giving a bounty to anyone who reported 

a Blackwhite marriage, were not repealed until 1968.) Slave codes were reenacted as civil codes, 

making rape punishable by death. Also during this time, thousands of Blacks, mostly men, were 

lynched, often under the pretext of avenging rape or protecting women from rape. The Socialist 

Women's Caucus of Louisville summed it up like this: 
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The most effective tool for this division was the cry of rape. An 

atmosphere was created in which every Black man was pictured to the 

white community — poor and rich — as a savage potential rapist, who 

must be kept under control. Rich men raised the cry —and poor white 

men echoed it, obsessed with the idea that they must protect their 

women, their property from savage beasts. Rich white women were put 

on pedestals and treated as dolls. Poor white women lived in poverty 

and drudgery — in return for the 'privilege' of being the symbol of pure 

white womanhood, the precious piece of property, 'protected' by white 

men. (RAPE AND THE RACIST USE OF THE RAPE CHARGE) 

In this context, although the rape laws did not specify "for Blacks only," that is what they meant. 

Out of 455 executions for rape in the last forty years, 405 have been of Black men. And there 

have been countless prosecutions of Black men for "insulting glances" at white women or such 

crimes as "assault with intent to ravish." No white man has ever been executed for raping a Black 

woman. 

With this kind of history, the use to which rape laws have been put is clear. These laws do not 

protect women. Nor were they intended to. When a woman successfully defends herself against 

rape, the law calls her a murderer. It took a national effort of women and Black people to free 

JoAnne Little. In the 1940's it took a ten-year national effort to free Rosa Lee Ingram and her 

two sons, who shot a white man who had attacked her. 

Rape, like other crime, is on the increase. Obviously, the criminal laws do not stop crime. And 

the rape laws are still being used to keep Black people in a state of oppression. Random 

prosecutions of Black men for raping white women, and false accusations still happen. 

1. In Tarboro, North Carolina, a white woman hitchhiker flagged down a car with three Black 

men. They let her out in a public area where some curious white folks were watching. Several 

days later she claimed they had raped her. A protest movement overturned their convictions and 

death sentences. 

2. In Louisville, Kentucky, a white woman said she was raped in a laundromat and described her 

attacker. The police picked up a man who did not match the description and witnesses say he was 

not the man they saw leaving the laundromat. Willie Burnett was convicted anyway and 

sentenced to life. 

3. Also in Louisville, Kentucky, a fifteen-year-old girl said she was raped by a Black man and 

gave a description. The police started their hunt for the criminal, but the girl came clean: she had 

had intercourse with a friend and was afraid she might be pregnant. 

4. In Florida, Delbert Tibbs, a Black poet and theologian from Chicago, was convicted of raping 

a white woman and murdering her male companion. The woman originally described her 
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assailant as a very dark-skinned Black man with a pock-marked face. She also said he had 

"wooly hair like they all have," and that he drove a green truck. No truck was ever found, and 

Tibbs has light skin arid a clear complexion. At trial, faced with the discrepancy, the woman said 

he must have changed color. It had been suggested that the woman's former boyfriend might 

have committed the crime. The police did not even investigate that possibility. (RAPE AND 

THE RACIST USE OF THE RAPE CHARGE.) 

It is in this light that the law-and-order solutions of the sort posed by Brownmiller must be 

viewed. 

Brownmiller, first of all, does not examine the general increase in crime. Nor does she care what 

causes crime: rape or otherwise. Finally, she is not in the least concerned with the functioning of 

the legal system or with whether prison actually does anything to stop crime. 

Whether or not a term in jail is truly 'rehabilitative' matters less . . . than 

whether or not a guilty offender is given the penalty his crime deserves. 

It is important to be concerned with the treatment offenders receive in 

prison, but a greater priority ... is to ensure offenders actually go to 

prison, (p. 379) 

Given the realities of prison, and its utter failure as a deterrent as well as a rehabilitative 

measure, one can ask whether Brownmiller is really interested in ending rape. It is obvious that 

she is interested in selling books. Her approach ignores the reality of U.S. prisons, which are 

breeding grounds for crime, particularly for rape, as homosexual rape seems to be universal in 

men's prisons. A prisoner who comes out of jail is angrier, more economically deprived, and less 

able to deal with the world than when he went in. Her approach also fails to deal with the 

realities of the criminal justice system. The legal system in this country is an automatic railroad 

for Black defendants. A solution to rape that calls for more prosecution is a solution that is 

designed to put more Black men in jail, whether or not they have committed any crimes. 

Brownmiller's solutions are consistent with this approach: fifty percent women on the police 

forces, vigorous prosecutions, reduce the penalty for rape so juries won't be so reluctant to 

convict, outlaw pornography and clean up prostitution, and karate lessons for women. 

I am convinced that the battle to achieve parity with men in the critical 

area of law enforcement will be the ultimate testing ground on which 

full equality for women will be won or lost. (p. 388) 

A fine solution. Brownmiller calls it a "revolutionary goal of utmost importance to women's 

rights." It is The Fifty Percent Solution. Brownmiller suggests an equal demand in the army and 

national guard, state troopers, sheriffs, and among the ranks of prosecuting attorneys. Why stop 

there? How about a movement for women's revolutionary right to drop 50% of U.S.-made 

napalm from 50% of all U.S. b6mbers, or to spy on 50% of citizens the president characterizes as 

his enemies (women might be especially good spying on other women), or maybe to plot 50% of 
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the assassinations of leaders of third world countries engaged in struggles for national liberation? 

Susan Brownmiller probably just didn't think of those ideas. 

BACK TO REALITY 

A just society would not have prostitution and would not have pornography. There is no question 

that pornography is group libel of women. Brownmiller is correct to compare it to the ridicule of 

Frito Bandido or Little Black Sambo in its maintenance of the ideology of oppression. However, 

a reform movement of the type she proposes would not stop pornography. If successful, it would 

merely give pornography a protective tariff, making it more expensive to run porno houses 

underground and to pay off the cops (men and women) not to prosecute and the judges not to 

convict. Furthermore, it would give extra money to those hustlers enterprising enough to run the 

risks. In other words, it would be very much like dope peddling — and prostitution. 

Prostitution is already illegal. Yet it flourishes. Prostitution is a profitable enterprise, built on the 

decadence of a society that sees access to women's bodies as a man's financial right. China and 

other socialist countries have drastically reduced the incidence of both prostitution and rape, but 

capitalist countries everywhere seem unable to cope with the problem. In the United States, the 

fact that prostitution is a crime is irrelevant. It is enforced only insofar as the prostitutes or their 

pimps fail to pay off the cops, in dollars or in services, so the cops will look the other way. 

There is no evidence that female police will be less corrupt than males. The entire law 

enforcement systems at least of large cities are based on corruption. The F.B.I, spreads deathly 

rumors about one group of Black youths to another, to prevent unity among Black people and 

keep them at each other's throats. The city police bring heroin into Black and Latin communities 

for the same reason, giving one faction the exclusive franchise to deal. A good lawyer is one who 

knows who to pay off and how much: witnesses, police, prosecutors, courtroom personnel, 

judges — all the positions Brownmiller wants to fill up with women. Women certainly have the 

right to 50% of capitalism's graft. But that is not a revolutionary demand. 

A genuine movement against pornography would rely on mass action, not legalistic maneuvers. 

It would mobilize large numbers of women to stop, by direct action, the printing, showing, 

shipping, and circulation of books, films, and other items which contribute to the degradation 

and subjugation of women. (One example has recently been reported from Britain, where in one 

town, the opponents of a dirty movie house greet its patrons with cries of "shame," snap their 

pictures, and publicize them. Reports are that business has fallen off considerably.) 

Brownmiller's solutions are the only ones a narrow feminist can propose. They pose absolutely 

no challenge to the structure of our society. In fact, they bolster its framework: make more laws, 

put more criminals (Black people) in jail, beef up police forces and make them half women, give 

guns to women to shoot men, make our streets safe for women, and build more jails, even if they 

don't do a thing to stop crime. This is why the press loves Susan Brownmiller's book. And this is 

why any liberation movement, including the movement for women's liberation, should hate it. 

Lawand- order solutions won't liberate women. Law-and-order solutions will just create a police 

state in which nobody will be free. 
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PART II 

Most white women who join the women's movement start with at least some of the premises set 

forth by Susan Brownmiller. While they may not go so far as to call rape the origin of women's 

oppression, they consider male domination to be the perpetuating force of women's inequality. 

From here, the white women's movement concludes that all women share a common oppression 

which forms a tie that binds women more powerfully than any other. 

By deliberately picking programs designed (at least theoretically) to draw in women of all races 

and classes, the movement seeks to unite women based upon this shared oppression. Thus, 

women's centers all over the country have consciousness-raising sessions and legal clinics that 

concentrate on divorce. They have rape crisis centers, pregnancy testing services, abortion 

referral services, and legalistically oriented employment discrimination task forces that 

inevitably get bogged down in a few cases as they crawl upward through the courts for years. 

Every one of these problems does, in fact, exist for all women. But the programs built around 

them fail to draw in large numbers of women from any group except the white middle class. 

Other women may revolve through the organizations for services or check out the groups for a 

time, but they do not join the movement. 

Many committed members of the women's movement, as well as many of its sympathetic critics, 

have long voiced concern that, "Women's Liberation is all white." These are women who do not 

want the women's movement to retain its narrow focus and constituency, yet the trend of 

bourgeois whiteness continues. Why is this happening? 

One answer to this question is that the problems most immediate to non-white women are not 

those that have been taken up by the women's movement. While some women from all races and 

classes get raped, need divorces, or do the same job as some man for less money, these are not 

the salient problems for Black and third world women. Let us take an example of a married, 

pregnant, Black woman who already has two sons and two daughters. 

(A) She has a four times greater chance of dying in childbirth than a pregnant white woman 

(before World War II she had only a two times greater chance, and in 1949 a three times greater 

chance); 

(B) The chance that her baby will die at birth is twice that of a white woman's baby; 

(C) Each of her sons has a 10% chance of dying a violent death before he is thirty years old. If 

the baby she is carrying turns out to be a boy, there is a 33 1/3 % chance that one of her sons will 

die this way before age thirty; 

(D) She is more likely than a white woman to come out of the hospital having been sterilized; 

(E) Her nine-year-old daughter has been suspended from a 98% Black public school for kicking 

a teacher who was pulling her hair; 
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(F) The economic crisis has resulted in her husband losing the job he had held for eight years. 

Although the layoffs at his company have left an all-white workforce, the union says they can't 

do anything for him. Under the union seniority agreement, the last person hired is the first person 

fired, and before the 1964 Civil Rights Act there were no Black people hired; 

(G) Her chances of getting a job are slim. Black women now have the highest unemployment 

rate in the U.S., above Black men, whose unemployment rate is far above white women. (White 

men over age twenty are the most favored group.) 

What does the women's movement have to offer this woman? 

Historically, the most menial, unskilled, lowest-paying jobs in this society have been reserved for 

Black women. For this reason, they have often been able to find jobs when Black men could not 

(a trend that now seems to be changing, perhaps as domestic and unskilled production work has 

been further automated). Thus, Black women have always accepted the need to work to survive?. 

More fortunate Black women whose families could come up with a little money tended to 

become teachers and nurses. Because of the lack of comparable jobs for Black men, families 

would often send their daughters rather than their sons to school. This is not to suggest that there 

are not many Black men with steady jobs. Nor is it to suggest that Black women have any power 

in the United States — any more than Black men. But as between Black men and women, as a 

group, there is a greater sense of equality and a greater sense of independence on the part of 

Black women than there is in the relationships between white men and women. 

For these reasons, getting out of the kitchen and into a job is not a liberating goal for Black 

women as a group. Nor is there much to relate to in the various concepts of women's 

consciousness raised by the women's liberation movement: rape as the source of women's 

oppression, "femininity" as a control mechanism to keep women weak and in constant 

competition with each other, sexist jokes as a mechanism to keep women down by humiliation 

and ridicule, sexual equality, shared housework, etc. To Black women over the years, the fight 

has been for survival of their families and survival of Black people generally. And Black women 

have almost unanimously agreed that their liberation as women depends on improvement of life 

in their communities and cannot be won apart from the liberation of Black men. A movement 

that does not take this into account will not win Black women. And a women's movement 

without Black women will not free itself of bourgeois domination and become a revolutionary 

movement. In fact, a white women's movement that does not align itself with Black women's 

struggle for liberation cannot be considered a women's movement at all. 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE WOMEN'S LIBERATION MOVEMENT? 

It is time for white women to develop an alternative strategy to the white Women's Liberation 

Movement. It is time to pose programs that will build a mighty, unified movement — a force that 

can deal a decisive blow to the network of capitalism, racism and sexism that devours women. 

Such a movement must take up as its own and as its priority the fight against white supremacy. 

It is important to be clear what this means to women. It does not mean that Black people as a 

group are more oppressed than women. There is no "oppressometer" by which one group's 
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oppression can be measured against another's. In fact, if such a gadget existed, it would probably 

register oppression of the elderly highest, followed by children. Who is more oppressed is at best 

a moral question and has little strategic significance to a movement for proletarian liberation. 

Similarly, directing the main blow against white supremacy does not mean that white supremacy 

is a more important force dividing the working class than male supremacy. An argument can be 

made, in fact, that it is male supremacy that has been a greater prop to capitalism. After all, it is 

the family structure that provides a husband who labors for an employer, and a wife, 

economically dependent on her husband, who also works (free) for his employer by providing 

for and maintaining the man and all the future little workers. Finally, the struggle against male 

supremacy is not less revolutionary than the struggle against white supremacy. 

The importance of taking up the fight against white supremacy is this: OF ALL STRUGGLES 

IN WHICH A POPULAR VICTORY WOULD FATALLY WEAKEN CAPITALISM, IT IS 

THE ONE WHICH HAS THE GREATEST CHANCES OF SUCCESS. U.S. capitalism is more 

vulnerable to attack in the area of white supremacy than of male supremacy for three reasons: 

(A) Black women and men in this country are geographically and socially segregated in ways 

that facilitate development of forms of organization and culture that lead to a strong movement 

against their oppression. The Southern "Black belt" and key Northern cities like Detroit and Gary 

are such Black enclaves. (Eighty-one percent of the U.S. Black population lives in urban areas, 

fifty-eight of those in the inner city. By contrast, only thirty percent of the white population lives 

in the inner city.) This pattern has had military significance in the form of slave uprisings and 

will again have decisive importance as Black people are able to take and run strategic areas as 

their own. Women, on the other hand, live in such a way that they are hardly ever apart from 

members of the oppressor group, men, who generally partake of the most intimate relations of 

trust. 

(B) Black people as a group are more highly proletarianized than women as a group. This means 

that they are concentrated socially in the most crucial areas of bourgeois production, areas from 

which women are to a considerable extent excluded: mining, steel, transportation, power, etc. 

(C) The fight against white supremacy in the United States is directly linked to the world-wide 

struggles for national liberation, which are at present dealing the sharpest blows at the capitalist 

system: China, Cuba, Angola, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, etc. 

The white women's movement has from time to time rallied around isolated struggles of Black 

women. This work is important and has been commendable. The nationwide women's campaign 

to free JoAnne Little is an example of the unity which can be built among women if the cause is 

right. To successfully build a multinational mass organization of women, however, the women's 

movement cannot limit itself purely to issues of women's consciousness. It must fight for all 

issues of concern to women, including areas where the fight itself is on behalf of men. This is 

precisely what the white women's movement has refused to do. 

In 1975 several strongly feminist groups that had fought hard to free JoAnne Little backed off 

when the time came to fight for Delbert Tibbs. They felt as women they could not support a man 
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accused of rape. This is indicative of the parochial view of liberation which has kept the 

Women's Liberation Movement from building a mass base. 

A movement to defend a Black man unjustly accused of raping a white woman is not a 

movement that justifies or condones rape. It is a movement that fights injustice at precisely that 

strategic point designed to deal the most decisive blow to the U.S. ruling class: white supremacy. 

And it is a struggle in which white women have a particularly significant contribution: the role of 

refusing to sit quietly while a man is picked at random and accused of a crime because he is 

Black, and the rape victim is white, so some Black flesh must be sacrificed. A women's 

movement that will not take up such a fight because "women's issues come first" has lost sight of 

the fact that Black women are part of the women's movement. Our movement must take up the 

struggles of all issues which affect women, whether or not they affect only women: education, 

health care, repression, etc. And each of these issues should be viewed creatively, analyzing both 

how each affects women, and how each can best be utilized to direct an attack against white 

supremacy. 

During the height of the anti-busing movement in Boston, Dr. Kenneth Edelin, a Black 

physician, was convicted of manslaughter for performing an abortion on a Black woman at 

Boston City Hospital. Dr. Edelin's indictment was the first major attack on women's right to 

abortion since the favorable 1973 Supreme Court decision. The location and timing of this "test 

case" was no coincidence, a fact which the anti-busing leaders knew. These facts are 

impressively analyzed in a pamphlet called IT'S NOT THE BUS, published by the Proletarian 

Unity League of Boston. 

The anti-busing movement supported the indictment of Dr. Edelin and exploited the trial for 

"right to life" publicity among their white constituency in Boston. Thus, while the anti-busing 

movement was attacking the rights of Blacks to equality in education by stoning buses filled with 

Black children, its leaders were at the same time attacking the rights of women by "protecting" 

unborn "children." The attack on women, not surprisingly, came in the form of an attack on a 

Black doctor who had performed an abortion on a Black woman. 

As part of their "right to life" campaign in the white communities, leaders of the anti-busing 

movement attacked Dr. Edelin with grizzly stories about experimentation on fetuses. The pattern 

is not a new one. The connection between the anti-busing movement and the Edelin trial reminds 

us of the connection between the CIO organizing drive in Laurel, Mississippi, and the rape 

frame-up of Willie McGee. It reminds us of the connection between the sit-in movement in 

Lynchburg, Virginia, and the rape frameup of Thomas Wansley. The setting is different, but the 

theme is the same: a Black struggle against white supremacy that is picking up some white 

support, interrupted by a lurid trial of a Black man, all in the name of protection of women and 

children — and now of unborn fetuses. 

The anti-busing movement justified their stand on busing in the name of quality education. They 

did not want funds diverted from education to busing. Their stand on abortion they justified in 

the name of quality health care. But of course they did not oppose the already-huge budget cuts 

from Black Boston City Hospital. This unusually clear connection between white and male 

supremacy was not exposed or exploited by the women's movement in Boston. That racist 
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attacks by the right were a central focus of both situations is a fact that should have been 

recognized by the women's movement, and perhaps it would have been recognized had the 

movement already had the kind of programs that could have drawn in Black women in numbers. 

A word should be said about community groups, which invariably are made up mainly of 

women. ROAR and other racist groups in Boston and elsewhere are no different. The reactionary 

leaders in the U.S. know what the decisive issues are and enlist willing women as their troops. 

The forces of liberation must do the same. In such struggles, progressive white women 

absolutely must be in there, with Black women and men, joining their fight for equality. What is 

more, as part of the struggle, white women have a special responsibility to try to win over white 

women on the other side. This is hard, but it is not impossible. The right-to-life marches drew 

only small numbers of women in Boston, in spite of leadership from the respected leaders of the 

anti-busing movement. This is an important fact and a possible key to the vulnerability of the 

reactionary movement. In this struggle, for example, the women's movement should have tried to 

win white women to the following positions: 

(A) The attack on Dr. Edelin was an attack on all women; 

(B) Dr. Edelin was singled out, of all the doctors performing abortions, because he was Black; 

(C) The anti-busing movement's leaders who oppose busing don't give a damn about the rights of 

women. In fact, they are solidly against them; 

(D) Just as the racists are opposing women's rights under the cover of quality health care and 

"protection," they are opposing Black children's rights under the cover of quality education and 

"community protection." 

By recognizing these connections and others, and by a lot of hard work, at least some white 

women can be won away from their acquiescence in, and even their active support for white 

supremacy. 

The women's movement has a strong history of this sort in the struggles of Black people, 

following their leadership in the abolition movement and in the movement against lynching. It is 

these programs that today's movement for women's liberation should emulate. 

PROGRAMS 

A proletarian revolution is an absolute necessity for the liberation of women. Conversely, an 

autonomous women's movement is an absolute necessity as part of a strategy for proletarian 

revolution. Without an independent women's movement, there is no guarantee that the male 

supremacy now rampant in bourgeois society or, for that matter, within the proletarian 

movement or in any party, will be challenged. Thus, without a women's movement there is no 

assurance that even under socialism the ideological superstructure of male dominance and male 

superiority will be undercut. Furthermore, without a revolutionary struggle against male 

supremacy, the fight against capitalist domination will not succeed. 
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The task of the women's movement is to win liberation for women by aligning itself with the 

proletariat. Tactically, this means developing programs which focus on issues of special concern 

to women and which are, at the same time, able to mobilize women for mass action. Within this 

category of programs, those of special concern to non-white women must be taken up as a 

priority, and those which in any way undermine the fight for equality by nonwhite people must 

be rejected, whether or not they have organizing potential for women. Projects which involve 

working alliances with the police and prosecutors almost invariably fall into the latter category. 

The second part of a successful women's movement must be to educate those women active in its 

mass programs about the nature of imperialism and capitalism, and their direct link to oppression 

of nonwhite people and women in the United States and elsewhere. This task is particularly 

significant in areas where support groups exist for various movements for national liberation in 

third world countries. 

A wide range of programmatic possibilities exists within this framework. Some concern purely 

"women's issues," but many do not. Health care, jobs, and children's education are areas of 

immediate concern to women. Within each of these areas, there are issues which mainly affect 

third world women; white women can begin to be drawn to these issues. Occasionally, the issues 

are what have traditionally been considered "women's issues" as well. 

HEALTH CARE 

Involuntary sterilization of women is a "women's issue" in its purest sense. It also is a crucial 

issue in the struggle for national liberation of Puerto Rican people, and it is becoming an 

increasingly serious issue for Black women in the United States. As was pointed out earlier, a 

mind-boggling 33% of all women of childbearing age in the U.S. colony of Puerto Rico have 

been sterilized. Black women, with some frequency, have for one reason or another come 6ut of 

city maternity hospitals unable to have any more children. And it is common knowledge that 

unnecessary hysterectomies have long been performed on women of all races and classes. Every 

thinking person in the U.S. understands the dangers of this government deciding who has the 

right to have children and who doesn't. The concept of a master race was purportedly repudiated 

by this country and others in response to Hitler and his army of Aryans in the 1940's. 

The issue of sterilization is one issue where the relationship between white supremacy and 

oppression of women needs no explanation. A mass movement of women is needed to demand 

information on how many caesarean deliveries, hysterectomies, tubal ligations, and other related 

operations are performed on various groups of women all over the country. There should be 

groups of women in the obstetrical section of every city hospital acting as patient advocates, so 

that every woman who signs a consent form for sterilization has had ample time to make a 

reasoned decision, and so that no consent is obtained by duress or by promises of financial 

rewards. Radical associations of nurses, aides and midwives should be organized to monitor the 

hospitals and doctors. Hospitals guilty of these practices should be shut down by masses of angry 

women and struck by hospital personnel. In individual cases, where the damage has already been 

done, there should be lawsuits against the hospital, publicizing the abuses of women by 

sterilization. Legislation should be scrutinized for any suggestion that rights of women (like 

public aid) should be tied to consent to sterilization. 
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While local work is going on opposing involuntary sterilization, women must at the same time be 

exposing the violence against the women of Puerto Rico. The practice of mass sterilization 

should be attacked as dramatically as was the napalming of Vietnamese villages. The role of 

imperialism is inextricably linked to this issue as it affects third world women. Using 

sterilization as a starting point for education on the nature of U.S. capitalism and imperialism 

should «be a way to reach women who might otherwise think the broader issues were too remote 

to merit attention. Other programs certainly could be suggested. 

Birth control is an area very much like sterilization in its oppression of women, particularly non-

white women. Hundreds of thousands of women in the U.S. have been fitted with the U.S.- 

manufactured "Dalkon Shield"; this is an intrauterine device which was inadequately tested, 

promoted by inaccurate advertising of its safety and effectiveness for women, and sold to women 

without a word of warning by physicians and clinics who accepted the sales pitches of the 

manufacturers without one iota of independent knowledge. 

The Dalkon Shield has received considerable publicity recently, as hundreds of women in the 

U.S. have filed lawsuits against the manufacturer, A. H. Robins Co. The device has caused 

infection, septic miscarriages, uterine abscesses, perforations, sterility and even death in large 

numbers of women. 

Of course, nobody knows how many women in third world countries have suffered from these 

injuries, nor is it likely the manufacturer is liable for them, since the devices were sold directly 

by the manufacturer to the United States, which in turn distributed them through the Agency for 

International Development. Largely through the efforts of the Rockefeller-funded World 

Population Council, lUD's have been sold throughout the third world. Twelve million women 

have them embedded in their bodies; only three million of these women are in the United States. 

And nobody knows how or why the device works. 

Beyond birth control is the issue of birth. Since 1955, the maternal death rate among Black 

mothers has been four times that of white mothers. In North Carolina, a state with a large 

percentage of Black population, there are seven times as many Black maternal deaths. Many 

Black babies are born to malnourished mothers who have had inadequate pre-natal care. The 

children themselves then grow up poor and malnourished, and consequently suffer from school 

failure, social deprivation, and early death. Malnutrition among pregnant women contributes to 

mental retardation, as does lead poisoning, still a form of violence against Black and poor white 

and third world children. The list goes on into adulthood. Hypertension kills fifteen times as 

many Black men as white men between the ages of fifteen and forty. Hypertension kills seven 

times as many Black women as white women of any age group. All these statistics are analyzed 

in the May, 1974 issue of BLACK SCHOLAR in an article by J. N. Gayles, Jr. called "Health 

Brutality and the Black Life Cycle." The conclusion is clearly that Black people are brutalized by 

the U.S. health system, and Black women are particularly abused. 

A similar analysis and set of suggestions could be made in the area of education or jobs or police 

repression. TWENTY-FIVE THOUSAND Chicago school children were summarily suspended 

last year. A large proportion of them were Black. Inequality in education between whites and 

non-whites is obvious in many ways: cutbacks in bilingual education programs, poorer facilities 
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in Black neighborhoods, resistance to busing to achieve better education for Black children — 

when Black children have been being bused past white schools to achieve segregation for a long 

time, and plenty of white kids are bused to parochial school without an outcry. Girls and boys are 

both affected, but the issue is of most concern to mothers. 

Seventy percent of all killings by police in Chicago, the killer-cop capital of the U.S., are of 

Black people, with an unknown number of the remaining thirty percent being of other non-

whites. Although most of the immediate victims are not women, every male fatality is a woman's 

husband, or brother, or son, or friend. Police repression is an issue of concern to women. As the 

seniority system in the economic system is laying off women and non-white people who were 

last hired, gains made in the 1960's are being stolen away. A movement to set aside the seniority 

system where it interferes with the employment rights of non-white people and women should be 

taken up. Women should be demanding daycare from industry and from their cities, rather than 

taking the tempting but less militant route of setting up small, cooperative daycare arrangements 

among their friends. 

Movements around these issues and others must be slowly and painstakingly built. Sometimes 

issues arise that can and should be seized upon as immediately important for organizing women. 

Defense of Jo Anne Little is an example. These must be picked up and developed. But just as 

frequently, the crisis situation is one where women will be likely to line up on the side of 

reaction: women-led racist walkouts in schools and jobs are such examples. It is imperative that a 

progressive women's movement exist, independent of these crises, which will be organized, 

educated to the importance of proletarian unity, and able to act when such events occur. For this, 

we need a new form of women's movement. 

This pamphlet was originally printed in January, 1976. Since then a lot has happened. Congress 

has all but eliminated Medicare money for abortions, making safe, legal abortions for poor 

(disproportionately Black and Third World) women, very hard to obtain. At the same time, the 

government now pays for 90 percent of Medicaid sterilization procedures. The proportion of 

sterilized Puerto Rican women of child-bearing age over age 20 has increased to 37 percent. The 

ruling class spent five million dollars for an ERA organizing conference and the government 

extended the ERA ratification deadline, but the amendment asserting women's equality under the 

law still has not, passed. Cutbacks in tax/spending have fallen heavily on health services: 

venereal disease is again on the rise, after a 15.2 percent decrease in syphilis last year and a 1.1 

percent decline in gonorrhea. Reproductive hazards at the workplace and elsewhere have just 

begun to be exposed: birth defects (and worse) from lead compounds, uranium, and 

photocopying machines, to name just a few. 

The death penalty is back, in grizzly horror. Though a disproportionate number of those on death 

row are Black men, those coming up first for execution are not at all coincidentally white, so as 

to undercut any constitutional arguments for unequal treatment under the law. Media impact of 

the Spenkelink execution, the first in more than 15 years of a person who did not want to die, 

was obscured by the fact that a McDonnell-Douglas airplane fell apart on take-off the same day, 

killing 275 people, a figure unprecedented in U.S. aviation history. It will therefore be left to 

another execution to determine whether the mass catharsis surrounding such an event will take a 

predominantly law and order form or its opposite. 
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There are victories and concessions as well. Congress passed legislation making disability 

benefits for pregnant women mandatory to the extent that an employer pays any disability 

benefits to workers. While affirmative action in education was dealt a harsh blow by Bakke, the 

more important issue of affirmative action in jobs can claim victory in Weber. 

Away from the sheltered halls of government, there is more visible unrest and organized protest 

than at any time since the late 1960's. The accident at the Three Mile Island nuclear reactor and 

the coldly calculated risks taken by Edison and the government have awakened even white 

people to the fact that their lives are nothing more than dollars in the eyes of their rulers. 

Interminable gas lines have already led to riots, and summer is just beginning. Rosalyn Carter is 

stumping the country begging for "confidence in Jimmy," but she's not likely to have much 

success. Evening news reports now tell of industrial accidents and workers' actions as much as of 

crime and police action. Neighbors taking up a collection to pay for some sick kid's doctor bills 

are sought after by every major network, just so the news won't be all bad. 

Organized protest takes contradictory forms: the Ku Klux Klan is gaining strength, but Anita 

Bryant, once standard-bearer of the right, was rendered irrelevant by mass mobilizations of 

protesting gay people. Black united front organizations are gaining strength and publicity. The 

anti-nuclear movement appears to be the largest mass movement in the U.S. since the 1960's. It 

seems that cynicism, still rampant among the people, is being supplemented and at least 

potentially replaced by productive rage. 

The women's movement is not isolated from the broader political climate of the country (and 

world). A combination of increased militancy generally and organized attack from the right-wing 

Right- To-Lifers has given new vigor to the movement. A mass movement of angry women is 

once again a possibility. If we are to learn from our mistakes of the 1960's, we must now figure 

out how the movement for women's equality, a movement which opposes all forms of male 

supremacy, can rekindle women's imaginations, encourage militant action by women, and at the 

same time link up with other struggles, particularly those of other oppressed groups. All these 

factors are necessary to build a movement likely to deal a decisive blow to male supremacy. In 

this context it is worthwhile looking at Susan Brownmiller's influence since publication of 

Against Our Will and seeing where her theory of women's oppression has led those sectors of the 

women's movement that agree with her. 

Following publication of Against Our Will, Brownmiller became a movement celebrity. 

Legislative committees called her as an expert witness on rape. Talk shows paired her with 

Eldridge Cleaver as a media gimmick (though seldom with representatives of opposing positions 

from the women's movement). University women's programs paid her several thousand dollars a 

shot to speak on their campuses. And women in droves turned out to hear her talk about rape. I 

attended several of these speeches. The address was always the same: the same summary of her 

book, with one exception. If she expected organized opposition (which she claims happened only 

twice — once in Kansas City and once at Northwestern University in Chicago), she omitted the 

section about race. 

Unopposed, Brownmiller is a witty, engaging speaker. A listener who had read her book would 

have been bored by the presentation — even the jokes were the same. For the uninitiated, 
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however, the speech was lively and entertaining. Young college women in the audience were 

heard to remark more than once that she was a "great role model" for women. When questioned 

about racism as regards rape, however, even in a polite, serious, intelligent manner, 

Brownmiller's demeanor changed dramatically. She launched into ferocious, increasingly shrill 

attacks on (1) the woman asking the question, (2) the "left," which she lumps into one large, 

womanhating garbage heap, and (3) Black rapists in the abstract. I am told she once asked a 

critical news reporter if she were Alison Edwards, and I was present when she stated in public 

the fiction that the only two women reviewers who didn't like her book were Angela Davis and 

me. This kind of defensive-ness makes serious dialogue and clarification of differences difficult. 

It is compelling testimony to the depth of her personal rage that she responded as starkly as she 

did to challengers. It was at Northwestern University, one of the most expensive colleges in the 

country, where she was prepared in advance for organized confrontation, that her remarks were 

the most startling, even to those of us who had read and criticized her book. 

Brownmiller was confronted during the question-and-answer period by a Black antagonist who 

spoke of the racist use of the rape charge. After some shouting back and forth about whether "old 

leftists" are "all the same," Brownmiller shifted gears. She indicated she understood why a Black 

person might be emotional and overly sensitive, but that the woman just misunderstood the 

issues. The challenger angrily retorted that Blacks who disagree with whites have always been 

accused of being physically and mentally defective: not hearing right, not seeing issues correctly, 

and being too emotional or overly sensitive. Brownmiller interrupted her to call for another 

question, but by then another disrupter was on her feet. This one was white. Brownmiller seemed 

stunned. She expressed amazement that anyone white could have such views, while she 

reiterated her "understanding" that a Black person might react emotionally, given the racism that 

"used to be a problem" in the United States. The white woman shot back, "Can't white people be 

against racism?" Brownmiller evaded the question. "You can't intimidate me with charges of 

racism. I was right there in the civil rights movement in the 1960's. . . ." The disrupters escalated 

their attack. A couple more stood up. Brownmiller, hands on her hips, strutted toward the front of 

the stage. The white antagonist began moving down the aisle toward her. It looked like the sides 

were squaring off, and I was feeling pretty nervous about the whole business. We were 

outnumbered by about 100 to 1, and the audience was none too friendly toward our point of 

view. "We came to hear Susan, not you." "Go back where you came from." The podium 

committee, all women, were anxious and upset. They were young, ingenuous, and clearly 

unfamiliar with the tactics of the '60's. They pleaded for peace. We took advantage of the easy 

out and sat down, but Brownmiller had to have the last word. "I hope you don't get it on the way 

home." 

Two other remarks by Brownmiller at Northwestern University were revealing. When asked (in a 

hostile manner) what she intended to do to support Delbert Tibbs, picked at random in a Florida 

town and charged with rape of a white woman and her white male companion miles away, 

Brownmiller shot back with an answer worthy of Perry Mason: 

"Who did that rape?" 

"Who did that murder?" 
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"If you're so concerned about Delbert Tibbs, why don't you go find the rapist and murderer!" 

Finally, when a Black woman in the audience made a passing but clearly critical reference to the 

"white women's movement," Brownmiller interrupted her angrily. "I resent that characterization 

of the women's movement as white. The women's movement is made up of all races and classes." 

The audience applauded. 

Several points are clear here. First, though Susan Brownmiller produced only one treatise on rape 

and was not part of any specific anti-rape program, she spoke for large numbers of white women. 

Her audiences loved her: the stronger and more militant her defense of her position on rape and 

racism, the louder the applause. Those women in the audience sympathetic to the challengers 

tended to be (1) Black, (2) press reporters, and (3) members of organized left groups already 

predisposed to dislike her — not for what she said about women or about race, but for her 

anticommunism. In Kansas City some independent white women approached us afterwards 

(none did at Northwestern), but not many. 

Perhaps there were large numbers of white women in the antirape movement who opposed 

Brownmiller's analysis of race and rejected her law-and-order solutions. Several critics 

sympathetic to the thrust of this pamphlet have suggested this, and a few have published 

impressive anti-racist propaganda as well. If true to any significant extent, however, neither these 

women nor their criticisms were visible at her speeches. Their absence cannot be excused with 

arguments about process and tactics, or by fears of alienating otherwise reachable women if there 

were confrontations. Absence of visible opposition to Brownmiller spoke extremely poorly for 

the organized women's movement. When a white star like Brownmiller is given such wide media 

coverage and opportunities to reach hundreds of thousands of women, in large part because of 

her feminist attack on crime, particularly and explicitly Black crime, it is imperative that 

opposing voices from the women's movement be seen and heard. And they must be seen and 

heard as widely and loudly as is (was) Brownmiller's. Unless the women's movement is willing 

to take a strong, vocal, and highly visible stand against racism, particularly racism within its 

ranks, it will never bridge the gap between itself and autonomous Black and Third World 

movements. 

Trying to organize vocal opposition to Brownmiller was both instructive and disheartening. 

Many women who should have known better refused to leaflet or protest. Some were just 

opportunists from the organized left, afraid of offending potential recruits (or so they thought) 

from the organized women's movement. Others waffled on the issues. 

"What about when a Black man really does rape a white woman?" 

"Rape is a serious problem. I'm not going to attack anyone who is trying to deal with the 

problem." 

"Susan Brownmiller is a sister, even if she is a little off the mark on some points." 

"She's not the enemy. Why should we confront her speech by leafletting and protesting?" 
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Some of these remarks were made by women who were among those doing dedicated organizing 

against U.S. racist imperialism in South Africa and Puerto Rico. Sadly, their feminism blinded 

them to racism in their own back yard. Others were veterans of the women's 

movement. Their feminism stifled their politics by having them subordinate the substance of 

their ideas on racism to the form of their ideas of "sisterhood" and ''good process." None would 

have remotely considered calling Anita Bryant a sister. When feminism is abstracted and 

distorted to obscure otherwise obvious instances of racism, it becomes a serious obstacle to any 

revolutionary movement, including one for women's emancipation. Brownmiller's obsession with 

woman as victim, a one-sided, passive, non-revolutionary conception of woman's role in history, 

has distorted militant feminism precisely that way. Women should not have let racist, 

reactionary, ultimately antiwoman ideas pass for feminism. It is time to bury the myth that 

movement sisterhood precludes confrontation of women by women, and that disagreements 

among women in the movement must be transcended by consensus rather than fought out 

openly. It is this insidious, stultifying conception of the women's movement that has allowed 

demagogic arguments about "getting it on the way home" to pass for politics. 

Though Brownmiller herself has pretty much faded away into private life (she resurfaced with 

Kate Millett and Gloria Steinem for a time to attack the Khomeini government for trampling on 

women's rights achieved under the overthrown Shah of Iran), she has left a powerful legacy in 

the women's movement. A large sector of the movement has made its priority fighting violent 

acts by men against women: rape, street crime, and domestic violence. The theory that gives rise 

to this strategy for women's emancipation is that the principal source of women's oppression is 

men, and the principal reason for male supremacy is man's combination of big muscles and a 

penis. By confronting and halting this physical domination, women build a movement to halt 

male supremacy. In addition, a few Black women have taken up the view put forth by 

Brownmiller that this form of feminism transcends racial, if not class, lines. Black Macho and 

the Myth of the Superwoman by Michele Wallace is the most explicit and most widely publicized 

statement of this position. It merits careful attention. 

FEMINISM AND THE BLACK MOVEMENT 

Michele Wallace, a well-educated, successful, and highly articulate Black woman, has put forth 

the position that the Black movement of the 1960's failed because its leaders were "macho men." 

Urging Black women never to forget "how the black man has let us down," she sums up the 

1960's as follows: 

Come 1966, the black man had two pressing tasks before him: a white 

woman in every bed and a black woman under every heel. Out of his 

sense of urgency came a struggle called the Black Movement, which 

was nothing more nor less than the black man's struggle to attain his 

presumably lost "manhood." 

The theme of manhood as the engine driving the movement appears and reappears throughout 

the book: 
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It was not equality that was primarily being pursued but a kind of 

superiority — black manhood, black macho — which would combine the 

ghetto cunning, cool, and un restrained sexuality of black survival with 

the unchecked authority, control, and wealth of white power. 

Although Wallace quotes Stokely Carmichael as saying Black Power meant both Black majority 

control and minority representation, she has a more elemental view of the popular meaning of 

Black Power — the meaning she says she herself understood: 

Here was a black man with an erect phallus, and he was pushing it up in 

America's face. 

. . . white men were perversely obsessed with the black man's genitals 

but the obsession turned out to be a communicable disease, and in the 

sixties black men came down with high fevers. 

On the one level, the emotional, hysterical level and the level on which 

most powerless white men react, white man feared the black man's 

sexual dexterity, the black man's sexual appeal, and the black man's 

attraction for the white woman. But on another level, on the level at 

which actual power changes hands, white men feared the black man's 

penis as the starting point of black families, of the strength of numbers, 

of the perpetuation of the race, and the resourcefulness gained from 

centuries of oppression. 

Wallace's interest in what she sees as sexual causality in Black American history is its effect on 

contemporary Black women. According to her analysis, white racism and sexual stereotypes 

shaped the Black movement in such a way as to glorify Black men and to deny Black women 

anything but a servile, subordinate role in the movement. 

Could you imagine Che Guevara with breasts? Mao with a vagina . . . ? . 

. . Womanhood was not essential to the revolution. Or so everyone 

thought by the end of the 1960's. 

Wallace rejects the popular, bourgeois image of Black woman as matriarch and the movement 

image of her as a pillar of strength in the Black community (i.e., the "superwoman"). Like 

Brown-miller, her perspective of history sees women principally as victims. She describes the 

Black woman as the most "lamentable," "vulnerable" figure in American history, viewing the 

Black woman's role in the movement as follows: 
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She stopped straightening her hair. She stopped using lightener and 

brighteners. She forced herself to be submissive and passive. She 

preached to her children about the glories of the Black man. 

As an antidote to such degradation, Black Macho argues for a Black feminist movement along 

the lines of the currently organized (white) women's movement but uniquely sensitive to the 

conditions and needs of Black women. She defines these conditions and needs indirectly, but she 

seems to be arguing for women to organize principally, if not exclusively, against their personal 

oppression by Black men. She criticizes middle-class Black women for their "mindless rejection 

of feminism" and for having babies outside of marriage as a "means of self-affirmation" in the 

absence of a women's consciousness and ideology with which to identify. Angela Davis she 

laments as "a brilliant, middle-class woman with a European education, a PhD in philosophy, 

and a university appointment . . . willing to die for a poor, uneducated black male inmate," and 

cites her favorable image in the movement as acceptable for a woman because she "... did it for 

her man ... a woman in a woman's place." She decries Black movement women "having babies 

for the revolution." These points, plus Wallace's painfully personal reflections, indicate 

fundamental agreement with the kind of feminism put forth by Brownmiller, from whom she 

quotes at length and with approval. 

Wallace's theory of sexual causality is vulnerable to attack on a variety of grounds: logical and 

historical, Marxist and feminist. She lacks the complexity of the Freudians, who see historical 

events as motivated by many intertwined factors played out within the individual and collective 

subconscious, genital sex being one of those factors but by no means decisive among them. Even 

contemporary feminists sympathetic to Freud (and few are) try to reconcile Freud's notion of the 

subconscious with an analysis of those less vague aspects of women's oppression, such as 

isolation in the home and super-exploitation in the labor force. It is hard to take seriously a 

treatise on Black history which reduces 400 years of slavery and oppression, on the one hand, 

and survival, resistance and revolution, on the other, to the individual male's pursuit of individual 

male power to be attained by virtue of a (supposedly) superior individual male sexual organ. It is, 

in fact, capitulation to the worst aspect of both white supremacist and male chauvinist sexual 

stereotypes. This capitulation is not rendered less damaging given her criticisms of Black 

leadership for defining itself in sexual rather than political and economic terms. 

In spite of its theoretical weakness, however, Black Macho has a side to it which has to be taken 

seriously. Wallace is Black, female, capable, and angry. The issue she raises — relations 

between Black women and Black men, both individually and collectively as part of a movement 

— is a critical one which will have to be fought out within the Black community and in the 

Black movement. Whether the specific area of concern is rape in the Black community, the 

wisdom and feasibility of having healthy babies outside of marriage, the role of Black women in 

the movement, or the condition of the Black family, the experience of Black people — men and 

women — has been so acutely and forcibly shaped by white racism and theories of white 

supremacy in this country that only the Black community, on its own terms and in its own way, 

can deal adequately with conscious resistance and change. Some of us may disagree factually 

with Wallace's claim that the Black movement of the 1960's failed principally because ". . . black 

men did not realize they could not wage struggle without the full involvement of women," noting 

instead the conscious, calculated, and admitted program of the U.S. government 
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(COINTELPRO) to destroy the movement by any means, up to and including burglary, arson, 

and assassination. Some of us may disagree that the movement, in its totality, was a failure at all. 

Nonetheless, if substantial numbers of Black women agree even in part with Wallace, the issue is 

on the agenda. At the very least, the system of male supremacy and its symptoms in the form of 

male chauvinism have likely not escaped either Black men raised in this country or the Black 

movement — a fact Black movement women have struggled with for years. 

What is disturbing about Black Macho is not so much its analysis of male supremacy in the 

Black movement, but the use to which portions of the white feminist movement will (and have) 

put such an analysis. It is one thing to speak of unity in the women's movement and toward that 

end to emphasize solidarity with Black women. It is quite another for whites, even if asked, to 

join a Black woman in an all-out attack on Black men, on the Black movement, and on Black 

women who have rejected the Women's Movement. The task of white revolutionaries, whether 

they are in the feminist movement or in other sections of the movement, must be to support 

Black liberation, not to look for ways in which Black women can be split off from Black men in 

order to swell the ranks of the women's movement. The latter is the job of the K.K.K. — or the 

U.S. government. 

If one recognizes the right-wing potential of dividing the Black movement, particularly at a time 

when it is just beginning to recover ground lost by the savage repression of the '60's, one will not 

look with favor upon white feminists jumping on the Black Macho bandwagon and using it to 

build up the women's movement. Three of four promotional statements on Black Macho's dust 

jacket, however, not surprisingly including one by Susan Brownmiller, do just that: 

What Sexual Politics was to the seventies, Michele Wallace's book could 

be to the eighties. She crosses the sex/race barrier to make every reader 

understand the political and intimate truths of growing up black and 

female in America. 

— Gloria Steinem 

Something wonderful has happened. A fresh, clear voice has been added 

to the existential dialogue between black and white, woman and man. 

This is the most original discussion I've read in years. Sing in praise of 

Michele Wallace, for she may save us all. 

— Susan Brownmiller 

Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman is a brilliant new work 

of extraordinary importance to all feminists, black and white — indeed 

to all people. Michele Wallace dares to think and say and write what 

has not been hazarded before, ever. Not aloud. This book will change 

the women's movement — and it could change history. 
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— Robin Morgan 

In spite of Robin Morgan's extravagant praise, this book is not likely to change the women's 

movement. It does nothing to challenge any of the assumptions or practices of the movement that 

so far have made it less than attractive to most Black and Third World women. Rather, its 

challenge is to Black men and to Black women for rejecting it. It is an embarrassment that the 

illusions of a prominent white feminist that Black women will read this book and recognize their 

errors appears on the back cover. At most, Black Macho will make the same movement, with the 

same limited orientation toward fighting male supremacy, somewhat more multi-racial. And it 

probably won't do that. 

THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT AGAINST CRIME 

A central orientation of much of the women's movement has recently been fighting crime in 

those cases where women are its victims. The anti-rape movement, proliferation of shelters for 

battered women, and mass women's mobilizations to "take back the night" have drawn numerous 

feminists to their ranks. Broadly defined, this movement attacks "violence against women." By 

orienting toward the crudest and most salient aspect of male supremacy, the "anti-violence 

against women" movement seeks to challenge sexism at its most explicit and vulnerable point: 

exploitation and degradation of sexuality. 

The anti-violence movement has had substantial impact on people's consciousness about the 

nature of crime against women. It has made it general knowledge that rape is not a crime of 

passion, but a crime of power; that domestic violence is not a private matter of female neurosis, 

but a widespread social problem based on malesupremacist reaction to alienation; that 

pornography is not a matter of individual taste but group libel of women. At the same time, 

however, the principal thrust of this movement (though not the exclusive emphasis) has been on 

developing alternative services for women. There are problems inherent in building any 

movement through service, as any youth organizer who tried to "serve the people" in the 1960's 

knows. People overwhelmingly come for the free or almost-free service (whether legal 

assistance, medical care, breakfast, or shelter), not for politics. Add to this limitation the racist 

pitfalls of fighting "crime," whether at home or in the street, plus the fact that men's violent 

crime against women, like women's violent crime against children, is an individual manifestation 

of extreme frustration and alienation at the same time it is a crime of power and dominance, and 

you have a movement that is (a) not likely to do much to stop male supremacist violence, and (b) 

likely to add weight and legitimacy to racist, law-and-order demands to stop crime. Although it 

goes against one's instinct to criticize a movement which unrelentingly fights abuse of women, 

the violence issue, however popular at the moment, is not one which should be taken up as an 

organizing point by white revolutionaries or radicals — feminist, Marxist, or both. This next 

section examines why. 

STOPPING VIOLENCE 

"Violence against women" refers both to specific acts of physical abuse and domination (such as 

rape and battering) and to male supremacist attitudes that degrade women's sexuality (such as 

sexual harrassment or pornography). The former aspect of violence, probably because of its 
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compelling immediacy, is the one which has drawn the largest numbers of women into 

organizing against it. Some anti-rape groups and women's shelters shun traditional channels for 

dealing with crimes against women — the police, the prosecutors, and the courts. Most don't. 

Since prosecution is sometimes what the individual victim wants, many programs follow her 

wishes regardless of their own political preference. Revenge certainly is a legitimate want after 

an attack, particularly after a rape, and for this reason many programs make it a point of principle 

to assist the woman in any action she wishes to take. 

Programs which work with the criminal justice system need little analysis beyond what has been 

said in the previous article in this pamphlet. Although it may be understandable and quite 

legitimate for an individual victim to seek such assistance (especially in cities that have monetary 

assistance to victims of crime), to build a movement around this kind of revenge is another 

matter entirely. Santa Cruz Women Against Rape, a socialist-feminist organization which 

boycotts those services, says it this way: 

It is crucial that anti-rape groups fight the racist myths, stereotypes, and 

institutions that are associated with rape. The first step in this process is 

to stop supporting the criminal justice system, because no matter what 

our intentions are, the system is racist through and through. Prisons are 

used to keep all Third World people down. We cannot turn our backs to 

the racism of the system when a Black man is being prosecuted, and 

expect that same racism not to be used against Joan Little, Yvonne 

Wanrow, Inez Garcia, etc. As we've said before, we must not support a 

racist process for any end. We must fight racism and sexism together. 

("Dealing With Rape," a letter to Through the Looking Glass: a Women's 

and Children's Prison Newsletter, April 1979, page 7.) 

Groups like Santa Cruz Women Against Rape are complex. They make good statements about 

racism in their publications. They reject prison as a solution to fighting violence against women. 

They recognize that rape will end only ". . . with the development of a new system that provides 

a context for . . . changes in people's lives." One wonders, then, how and why they are fighting 

rape. 

Santa Cruz WAR seeks community-based alternatives for dealing with the problem of rape, 

tentatively offering some suggestions: 

1. We encourage people to get together to discuss ways to watch out 

for each other. This includes block watching to make neighborhoods 

safe, organizing at work places to get support to deal with hassles from 

bosses and fellow workers, and organizing at schools to get self-defense 

classes, etc. 
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2. We try to create the consciousness in people that they should respond to a scream or 

a call for help, and that they should go to a woman's aid if it looks like she's being 

hassled. 

3. We print the descriptions of men who rape, hassle, and assault women so that rape 

will become a public issue, so that these men will lose their anonymity, and so women 

can be warned of some particular men. 

4. Confrontations of rapists, etc. by women (or women and men). The 

message we want to present to men is that we know who they are and 

what they did, that they are responsible for their actions, and that they 

have the responsibility to change. We try to offer follow up re-education 

by anti-sexist men. Although we think that each individual confrontation 

is important, we hope that each one will have the more widespread 

effect of encouraging people to force men to stop violent and sexist 

behavior. This means that people have to deal with the men close to 

them — their family, friends, etc., as well as with strangers who hassle 

women. 

There is a superficial appeal to anti-violence programs which emphasize community action. 

Ultimately, it is the sense of belonging to a community (in more than the "neighborhood" sense), 

with its requisite solidarity, responsibility, and pride, that will both make people want to live 

with dignity and a respect for the collectivity and force those who err to conform to a minimum 

level of community standards. Development of this sense of community in terms of eventual 

solidarity of the working class internationally is what the movement is all about. 

Unfortunately, there is very little evidence that, at least among white people, this kind of 

communal responsibility can to any significant degree be attained in one community (i.e., 

geographical area) in the absence of massive social change generally. On the contrary, where 

white people have developed community solidarity in those areas where Black and Third World 

people live anywhere near the whites (like in the same city), this solidarity has overwhelmingly 

meant exclusion of Black and Third World people and defense of what privileges and benefits 

the whites have from being white. Community Control as a slogan for white people has the effect 

(sometimes conscious, sometimes not) of perpetuating racial divisions in society. 

This society has evolved into one manifest by alienation at the increasingly large and impersonal 

workplace and isolation in the increasingly small and excrutiatingly personal home. It is hard to 

fight effectively on a small scale. In fact, it is impossible. And it will take major upheaval to 

fight it on a mass scale. A real sense of community, even in a narrow sense, requires substantial 

control over one's environment: labor oriented toward the welfare of the community, intersection 

of living and working in one area, continuity of people's lives, ability to make the welfare of 

children a community responsibility, and a resulting sense of belonging that makes the individual 

want to subordinate private gain to collective good. 
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The trend today is away from collective control and individual responsibility. Anonymity and 

acquiescense to factors beyond one's immediate physical control are the general rule. Certainly 

this trend can change. In periods of revolutionary upsurge, solidarity with the aims of the 

movement brings out the best, most militant, and most generous side of people. Revolutionaries 

of all stripes frame their estimates of massive social change on the projection that under the right 

circumstances people will change (though they differ dramatically on what constitutes those 

circumstances). The questions for those who organize to fight violence against women are (1) 

whether the sense of community required to stop rape, or even to halt its dramatic increase, can 

be demonstrated on a small scale in one place, in the absence of more fundamental change, and 

(2) if in rare cases it can, whether building a movement directly attacking this specific kind of 

abuse is the most effective way to stop abuse of women generally. 

The history of racism in this country has seen to it that Black and Third World people by and 

large live in segregated neighborhoods. There, the fight against crime, including the fight against 

abuse of women, is a fight for community solidarity. Similarly, the fight against abuse of women 

taken up by the Black movement is a fight to strengthen the movement. Calls for increased city 

services in oppressed neighborhoods, such as demands for Black cops, are attempts to deal with 

problems on a community basis. Third World police are demanded in the often-futile hope that 

their street knowledge in general and their specific familiarity with people in the neighborhood 

can cool out situations where white cops would just bust in and shoot. In this context, programs 

emphasizing block watching, publicity about accused rapists, and confrontations have some 

legitimacy. The solidarity made possible by necessity, while generally absent, under proper 

circumstances can give to people in the community the moral authority productively to confront 

men who abuse women. 

Although the women's movement speaks of a "women’s community," this term has meaning in 

spirit only. Solidarity among women has been a decisive component of the movement, and in 

that sense these may indeed be a "community" in the hearts and minds of its members. There is 

no such community, however, in the sense of a territory to build and defend. However hard 

women have tried — and the lesbian movement has come closer to making the term 

"community" have concrete meaning than other sectors — men are everywhere. And if men are 

everywhere, so is male supremacy. In this context, alternative services calling for "community 

responsibility" toward women are not likely to succeed. Women at this point have neither the 

moral authority, on the one hand, nor the physical power, on the other, to stop men from abusing 

women. Unless one believes that men in this society can currently be talked out of male 

supremacy (and if they can, why haven't they?), one cannot reasonably expect well-meaning 

pressure to halt abuse of women. The confrontation tactic, with its poignant corollary of 

"reeducation by anti-sexist men," may work in the isolated case where a man hits a woman and is 

overcome by remorse immediately afterward, but in the more common event of male 

supremacist abuse triggered by alcohol or drugs or job pressure or no-job pressure or screaming 

kids, it is hard to imagine that intervention by an "antisexist man" would be very helpful. (This is 

particularly true since anti-sexist men are barely anti-sexist at all but exhibit instead a more 

highly refined form of arrogance and male chauvinism, allowing them to think they are better not 

just than women — who seek them out with great expectations — but than other men as well. 

This is a new form of competition among a certain class of men where the self-proclaimed anti-

sexists define themselves as having already won.) 
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Abuse of women tends to occur in private places. Rape rarely happens in front of witnesses. 

Wife-beating generally occurs in the home. (Its dramatic increase over the last couple of 

generations may be the result of the increasingly private nuclear family, where intervening adults 

are rarely present.) Women's block patrols may be a militant statement of women's intention, but 

the patrols are simply not likely to be effective. At best, the violent man will find another more 

private place to vent his frustration and display his power. Finally, vigilantism is fraught with 

what should be obvious dangers. The Kitty Genovese Women's Project in Texas, a state with a 

long history of racist lynchings, distributes names and pictures of accused sex offenders. Local 

sheriffs used to do precisely that, very subtly inviting interested citizens to spontaneous 

lynchings. The fact that the court has replaced the rope and a women s movement has replaced 

the sheriff does not change things sufficiently to justify this kind of activity. The project was 

heralded as ground-breaking by many feminists. 

A concrete example of the racist pitfalls of fighting crime in a racist society are two well-

publicized attacks on sexist judges for dealing too leniently with convicted rapists. One atrocity 

several years ago in Wisconsin involved a judge's scurrilous remarks about how today's women 

invite sexual aggression by their lewd manner of dress. In the case before him the woman, a high 

school student, was reported as having been wearing pants and a turtle-neck shirt. The judge then 

gave the convicted rapist probation, saying, in effect, his conduct was improper but really no big 

thing. A campaign to recall the judge was successful and a feminist was elected to fill the 

vacancy. It was only by accident that some of us found out the offender was Black, the victim 

white. 

A second, more recent case involves a Utah judge who reversed a jury verdict of rape, stating 

that it would be a "miscarriage of justice to sentence a man to prison for an invited rape." There, 

the victim and offender had been drinking together at a local bar, left the bar, and drove together 

to a site where he raped her. The judge, reviewing the evidence, made a statement about the 

woman wearing a "flimsy dress" and "sitting in a bar with a Black man, . . . taking his affection, 

eating his food, drinking his drinks . . . there is a whole lot to be said here about mutual consent." 

Women's groups attacking the Utah judge call his decision and his remarks both racist and sexist, 

for presuming a white woman who drinks in a bar with a Black man consents thereby to sexual 

intercourse. If the judge is white (which he seems to be, given attacks on him for racism), they 

are probably correct. Assuming the judge correctly stated the facts, the woman involved still 

should have the right to change her mind after getting into the car. Viewed from the perspective 

of the Black community, however, this must be a case of a Black man entrapped by a white 

woman and tried and convicted for being Black. White men almost never get brought to trial in 

situations like this and even less frequently get convicted. Even if it is true that it is male 

supremacy rather than the fight against racism which led these judges to deal leniently with 

Black defendants before them (a safe bet with white judges), their actions in these cases had the 

effect of equalizing an unequal, racist judicial system for two Black men. The issue is difficult, 

but what to do (and not to do) is not. Attacking a judge for such an action is inexcusable when 

pursued by white people, even women. 
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SHELTERING AND MALE SUPREMACY 

Battered women's programs pose similar problems to those presented by the anti-rape movement. 

A high proportion are funded by government agencies and those closely related to the 

government, particularly the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), whose 

purpose it is to develop bigger, better, and more technologically efficient methods to detect and 

stop crime. As part of its crime prevention program, LEAA gives money to a variety of so-called 

"social programs," among them, numerous shelters for abused women and children. 

Feminists working in shelters who apply for LEAA and other governmental assistance argue that 

they are merely using LEAA, which has to fund a limited number of socially useful projects to 

maintain an image of impartiality and independence from the state. "Why shouldn't we use their 

money to do what we want to do with it?" A more appropriate question is who is doing the using 

and who is being used? 

The notion that it is legitimate for radicals and revolutionaries to take blood money from an 

outfit like LEAA and do with it what they want is itself rather dubious. LEAA provides 

resources both to state and federal law enforcement efforts and concentrates substantial efforts 

on "national security." Since "national security" within the boundaries of the U.S. means nothing 

less than protection from subversion by movements seeking fundamentally to change the system, 

an organization that pours money into national security is keeping the state safe from the 

movement. Furthermore, COINTELPRO and other post-Watergate revelations have made it clear 

that regardless of the strength or weakness of any particular movement, it has been the Black 

movement, generally under the guise of national security, which has received the greatest 

attention and the most savage repression by law enforcement agencies. What does it mean, then, 

for feminist groups to help legitimize LEAA, whose function it is to contain and, if necessary, to 

smash social movements? One thing it means is that the groups taking the money are assisting in 

their own containment and control. Worse still, it means that they are legitimizing an operation 

which assists principally in smashing Black and Third World movements. 

There is an additional and more subtle reason, however, why taking money from LEAA is 

selling the movement's autonomy and militancy for a puny grant. Projects funded by LEAA are 

projects designed to direct revolutionary energy to passive, reformist (at best) projects. Next to 

the women's movement, the best example of this misdirection of movement energy through 

tempting grants has been the prison reform movement. After a run of prison rebellions exposed 

the brutality and inhumanity of U.S. prisons, prison reform became a hot item. Government 

money began appearing for prison projects, usually legal projects. Idealistic movement people 

with bar cards could get jobs making $15,000 a year (low by lawyers' standards, but a fortune by 

movement standards) to assist prisoners with legal problems. Prison law libraries sprouted up all 

over. Prisoners were given time to study law surrounding their cases, and prison law blossomed 

as an area of legal study inside and outside the institution. The fact that prisoners still rebel is 

eloquent testimony that in the twentieth century, the U.S. working class cannot be pacified so 

easily. But some of the best revolutionary brains inside the prisons are stifled by obsessive legal 

study, concentrating, naturally enough, on their own cases. Few win. Fewer still can use their 

fragmentary legal skills upon leaving the institution. While prison legal programs are progressive 

in the limited sense that good services should be available to prisoners, containment and 
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misdirection of militancy are more salient than anything progressive about these programs. For 

anyone naive enough to think that this sounds like a lot of far left paranoia, one of the explicit 

goals of COINTELPRO was misdirection of militant energy. 

Governmental assistance to the women's movement is analogous to the situation described 

above. If women are going to join the movement anyway, it is preferable from the point of view 

of the state to direct their energies away from potentially revolutionary programs (such as the 

campaigns against sterilization abuse, which attack population control of the Third World 

through abuse of Third World women, and which have assisted the American Indian Movement 

in exposing genocidal use of sterilization procedures on the reservations) toward programs 

dealing with crime control. 

Money for social workers, whether professionally trained or community educated, housing 

relocation, and salaries for lawyers connected with abused women's legal needs are important 

services for individual women, just as food distribution is an important service for poor or infirm 

people. There is nothing heinous about movement women taking paid jobs in such services. 

What is wrong is their making that work their movement activity and thinking they are doing 

revolutionary or feminist work through these jobs. At best, they are using their jobs as a political 

platform to try to reach women using the services — a dubious use of a captive audience and one 

not likely to work often, since people experiencing a crisis tend overwhelmingly to be inner-

directed and anxious primarily to emerge from the crisis intact. Issues like racism (for white 

women), heterosexism, and alternative life styles, while in the last analysis relevant particularly 

for abused women, at the moment of crisis are just too much to cope with. 

GRASS ROOTS SHELTERS 

What about those few projects which are not locked in by government money? These retain 

confidentiality of women using the service and have some measure of autonomy. They are 

therefore less suspect than those fed by LEAA. Users are less likely to be pressured to seek 

solutions like criminal prosecution and less likely to be recruited as informants by local police 

agencies. The shelter is less likely to be scrutinized by covert but nonetheless watchful state eyes 

for bigger and better mechanisms by which militant, angry women can be pacified (whether by 

writing grant proposals or by "helping" women needing therapy). In spite of being somewhat less 

encumbered by Big Brother (seen now as Big Sister — progress of sorts), however, many 

independent shelters suffer from many of the same problems as those funded by the state. The 

political gap between "staff" and "clients" is still there, even if those words aren't used. The 

orientation is still individual and still principally passive. Often a cultural gap is there as well: 

differences in diet, child-raising, and handling the woman's drunk and irate husband when he 

comes around. What is more, without ample funding women work at starvation wages — or 

none — making continued dedication dependent on sainthood, on extreme social-worker 

mentality, or on misplaced political convictions that they can, through kindness, hard work, and a 

good line, recruit women using the service to the women's movement. 

For user and worker alike, the sheltering movement, while providing a useful service, channels 

energies not merely away from militancy and revolutionary action, but even away from programs 
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like media campaigns and workplace anti-harassment organizing that can have a mass impact on 

male-supremacist ideology. 

TAKING BACK THE NIGHT 

In the home, in the street 

Women getting raped, Women 

getting beat! 

Something should be said about mass mobilizations of women against street violence. 

A lot of women are drawn to the anti-violence movement through actions to "take back the 

night." Though the night, like everything else, has never belonged to women, mobilizations to 

reclaim it pick "unsafe neighborhoods," march through in numbers (flanked by police escorts), 

and rally for demands to make life safer for women "and all people." Tangible demands tend 

toward money for shelters and rape crisis centers, free medical care for victims of sexual attack, 

better laws on rape and self-defense, and increased police protection for women. Propaganda 

includes attacks on sexually exploitative media advertising and discussion of harassment at the 

workplace. Although those who attend frequently report feelings of solidarity, exuberance, and 

collective strength (they'd never walk there alone), these good feelings must be weighed 

critically against what campaigns like this are likely to achieve. These marches, regardless of 

their composition and regardless of their militant feminist or even anti-racist rhetoric, are nothing 

more than campaigns for safe streets. 

Like sheltering and rape crisis intervention, these marches challenge not violent action itself, 

which is not at present susceptible to successful challenge, but methods of diverting, detecting, 

and punishing violence. Like all campaigns to stop crime, the movement is absolutely unable to 

deal with its causes. As a substitute, it is forced to rely principally on coercion, which women are 

not in a position to achieve on their own in a male-supremacist society. The result is the 

movement to "Take Back the Night": an appeal for more repressive services and ultimately a 

strengthened view of woman as victim requiring such protection. The movement is quite safe for 

the state and for men as well. No wonder politicians are eager to speak at such gatherings (and in 

some cities have actually been invited). No wonder the movement is now receiving 

unprecedented cooperation from the state. 

EFFECTIVE ORGANIZING AGAINST VIOLENCE 

Women's campaigns against media exploitation and sexual harassment at the workplace are in a 

wholly separate category from those that challenge individual acts of violence (i.e., crime). 

Public abuse can be challenged publicly. Abusive entertainment can be shut down by 

women sitting on the stage or blocking the entrance. "Adult" (infantile, male-supremacist) 

bookstores have glass windows that can be smashed and inventory that can be destroyed. Though 

women cannot stop harassment on the job, collective action can make sexual come-ons from 

men a humiliating event for the man, rather than for the woman. The exhilaration and solidarity 

derived from this kind of action have their roots in power: women collectively taking control of 
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an aspect of their lives. Marching to protest "crime" or individually seeking assistance after 

humiliating instances of abuse are not productive self-activity of women (except in the rare case 

of women who voluntarily become enmeshed in abusive relationships and need individual 

therapy to determine why). They are a substitute for it. The unfortunate fact is that there simply 

are no reformist answers to violence in this society, whether its victims are women or men. In 

China, the one country which seems to have had some measure of success in eradicating rape 

and eroding domestic violence as well, the revolutionary process which for a time changed the 

class forces of society affected all aspects of people's lives. In those revolutionary situations, 

being part of a revolutionary process brings out the very best in people and makes possible a 

successful campaign against all forms of male supremacy, including male-supremacist violence. 

In the absence of such an upsurge, the best women can do to protect themselves is to be careful 

and to participate in building a movement likely to create the conditions of upsurge where male 

supremacy can decisively be defeated. 
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WHITE SUPREMACY AND 

THE 

AFRO-AMERICAN 

NATIONAL QUESTION 
by Don Hamerquist 

1976 

PREFACE TO THE 1978 REPRINT 

Two years ago Don Hamerquist wrote this pamphlet as a discussion paper. As such, it was 

intended to open a discussion, not to close it, and from the standpoint of Sojourner Truth 

Organization it served this purpose well. Ten months after this pamphlet first appeared, STO 

adopted its Theses on White Supremacy and the National Question, formally taking a position 

based on the outcome of that discussion. (See issue two of Urgent Tasks, October 1977.) 

Because Hamerquist's paper was the first public document in which STO explicitly argued that 

the Black struggle in the U.S. is a fight for national liberation, some critics have presumed that 

this was therefore the first time that STO's argument was based on this understanding. That 

simply isn't so. There always were members who held that position; indeed, Noel Ignatin's White 

Blindspot (March 1967), the earliest public presentation of our line, was informed by that 
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conviction. It is true, however, that White Supremacy and the National Question was the first 

time that the majority of STO was prepared to carry its full argument forward in the left as a 

whole. 

On the other hand, we do not make the pretence of monolithic unity that some Marxist-Leninists 

do. Not everyone in STO agrees with every aspect of the analysis. For example, Noel Ignatin 

disagrees with the formulation that Black people constitute a nation everywhere in the U.S., and 

that the concept of national minority has lost its usefulness when discussing the Black and Puerto 

Rican nations. I personally reject Hamerquist's statement (earlier argued in Alison Edwards' 

pamphlet, Rape, Racism, and the White Women's Movement) that oppression cannot be 

measured. 

But we agree on the essential point that there is no direct correspondence between degree of 

oppression and revolutionary potential. What unites all of us is the strategic implication of our 

line. This is the ground on which we dare our critics to meet our arguments. The theoretical 

debate is, in the final analysis, a debate over program as well. For this reason we often seem 

ungracious to those who share a great deal of terminological agreement with us but who arrive at 

political conclusions we consider unwarranted. As one example, we challenge those who base 

their strategy on a supposed special revolutionary potential of white working class women to 

justify their line in theoretical debate. So far they have refused to do this. 

Nonetheless our internal debate has brought us to new levels of understanding in a process which 

is ongoing. Two years after Don Hamerquist wrote his discussion paper, we are far better 

equipped to appreciate its shortcomings. Overall it has stood up well to the test of the past two 

years - except for dozens of typographical errors (which are retained here in full). 

Much of our argument was fleshed out in my article "Who's Being Dogmatic?" (Urgent 

Tasks number two, October 1977) and need not be repeated here. A great deal of historical 

research has been done since Hamerquist wrote, and much of its implications will be debated in 

future issues of Urgent Tasks. To the best of my knowledge only one aspect will bear heavily on 

Hamerquist's argument: the question of land. 

Hamerquist never fully confronted the fact that a national liberation struggle is necessarily a 

struggle for control of a specific territory, and the success of that struggle is measured by its 

ability to win political sovereignty over that territory. Recent work by historians reveals the 

extent to which the Black liberation struggle has been a struggle for land and independence since 

very early times. 

Hamerquist neglected to mention one of the leading left critics of STO's line - Staughton Lynd. 

This was an error, not so much because Lynd's position is a serious threat to ours as the fact that 

so many people think it is. When Lynd's argument first appeared, the editors of Liberation (July 

1969) called it "one of the most thoughtful contributions to the ongoing debate." In "Radicals and 

White Racism," Lynd argued that Noel Ignatin's article "Learn the Lessons of U.S. History" (The 

Movement, February 1968) "provided a rationale for the guilt feelings of white middle-class 

students." 
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Though Staughton Lynd has faded in popularity, his argument has persisted as the most stubborn 

obstacle to ours. True, the people who perpetuate it style themselves Marxist-Leninists, and 

repudiate Lynd's liberal/ pacifist/Utopian leanings, but they all accept his assumptions: people 

must be organized politically primarily around issues concerning their immediate self-interest. 

Indeed, it is fashionable among Marxists to use the term moral as an epithet; Marxists are 

supposed to be hard-nosed, cold-blooded political realists, wasting no time debating what is right 

or wrong in a moral sense. 

Just where this notion arose is a mystery, but Don Hamerquist yielded too much ground to it 

in White Supremacy and the National Question. His defensiveness seems to grant some validity 

to these critics as though revolutionary tradition were on their side. It isn't. Marx wrote that "the 

proletariat, which will not allow itself to be treated as rabble, regards its courage, self-

confidence, independence, and sense of personal dignity as more necessary than its daily bread." 

Some will argue that this quote from 1847 reflects a youthful humanism which Marx later 

outgrew. That isn't true either. 

Here is how Marx ended his Inaugural Address launching the First International in 1864: 

If the emancipation of the working classes requires their fraternal 

concurrence, how are they to fulfil that great mission with a foreign 

policy in pursuit of criminal designs, playing upon national prejudices, 

and squandering in piratical wars the people's blood and treasure? It 

was not the wisdom of the ruling classes, but the heroic resistance to 

their criminal folly by the working classes of England that saved the 

West of Europe from plunging headlong into an infamous crusade for 

the perpetuation and propagation of slavery on the other side of the 

Atlantic. The shameless approval, mock sympathy, or idiotic 

indifference, with which the upper classes of Europe have witnessed 

the mountain fortress of the Caucasus falling a prey to, and heroic 

Poland being assassinated by, Russia; the immense and unresisted 

encroachments of that barbarous power, whose head is at St. 

Petersburg, and whose hands are in every Cabinet of Europe, have 

taught the working classes the duty to master themselves the mysteries 

of international politics; to watch the diplomatic acts of their respective 

Governments; to counteract them, if necessary, by all means in their 

power; when unable to prevent, to combine in simultaneous 

denunciations, and to vindicate the simple laws of morals and justice, 

which ought to govern the relations of private individuals, as the rules 

paramount of the intercourse of nations. 
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The fight for such a foreign policy forms part of the general struggle for 

the emancipation of the working classes. 

Proletarians of all countries, Unite! [My emphasis] 

Marx felt so strongly about this that he quoted the lines about proletarian morality in the opening 

lines of the 1871 pamphlet, The Civil War in France, his stirring defense of the Paris Commune. 

In September 1865 the International unanimously adopted a resolution addressed "To the People 

of the United States of America": 

Since we have had the honour of expressing sympathy with your 

sufferings, a word of encouragement for your efforts, and of 

congratulation for the results, permit us to add a word of counsel for 

the future. 

As injustice to a section of your people has produced such direful results, 

let that cease. Let your citizens of to-day be declared free and equal, 

without reserve. 

If you fail to give them citizens' rights, while you demand citizens' 

duties, there will yet remain a struggle for the future which may again 

stain your country with your people's blood. 

The eyes of Europe and of the world are fixed upon your efforts at re-

construction, arid enemies are ever ready to sound the knell of the 

downfall of republican institutions when the slightest chance is given. 

We warn you then, as brothers in the common cause, to remove every 

shackle from freedom's limb, and your victory will be complete. 

Finally, in May 1869, Marx wrote the "Address to the National Labour Union of the United 

States." In it the International urged the NLU to oppose vigorously moves by the U.S. 

government toward war with England, just as the English workers had prevented the European 

powers from going to war for slavery in the U.S. The victorious war against slavery "opened a 

new epoch in the annals of the working class." A war would crush this movement. What follows 

next is the most explicit statement of our argument to be found in Marx: 

The next palpable effect of the civil war was, of course, to deteriorate the position of the 

American workman. In the United States, as in Europe, the monster incubus of a 

national debt was shifted from hand to hand, to settle down on the shoulders of the 

working class. The prices of necessaries, says one of your statesmen, have since 1860 

risen 78 per cent, while the wages of unskilled labour rose 50 per cent, those of skilled 
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labour 60 per cent only. "Pauperism," he complains, "grows now in America faster than 

population." Moreover, the sufferings of the working classes set off as a foil the new-

fangled luxury of financial aristocrats, shoddy aristocrats, and similar vermin bred by 

wars. Yet for all this the civil war did compensate by freeing the slave and the 

consequent moral impetus it gave to your own class movement. [My emphasis] 

In defending the simple laws of morals and justice today, Sojourner Truth Organization proudly 

stands in the tradition of revolutionary Marxism. 

Jasper Collins 

June 6, 1978 

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the 

bourgeois class, is the formation and augmentation of capital; the 

condition for capital is wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on 

competition between the labourers. The advance of industry, whose 

involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the 

labourers, due to competition, by their revolutionary combination, due 

to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts 

from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie 

produces and appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, 

produces, above all, are its own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of 

the proletariat are equally inevitable. - Karl Marx, Manifesto of the 

Communist Party. 

Here was a first halting note. Negroes were welcomed to the labor 

movement, not because they were laborers but because they might be 

competitors in the market, and the logical conclusion was either to 

organize them or guard against their acutal competition by other 

methods. It was to this latter alternative that white American labor 

almost unanimously turned. - W.E.B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction in 

America-1860-1880. (Meridian Books, 1968) pp 354-55. 

I INTRODUCTION 

The period of world history which began with the First World War and the October Revolution, 

and which continues to the present, has been dominated by political features which demand a 

serious examination of basic Marxist assumptions. Outstanding among these features has been 

nationalism. Nationalism, of course, has two opposed sides. On the one hand, anti-imperialist 

nationalism is the main unifying force of the world movement for national liberation from 

imperialism. This movement has been, and continues to be, the main focus of the world 

revolutionary process. On the other hand, there is reactionary nationalism - great nation 
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chauvinism, nationally specific forms of white racial supremacy, and all fascist movements. 

Reactionary nationalism has demonstrated a dismaying capacity to deflect the working people in 

imperialist states from revolutionary internationalist working class politics. 

In no way can the importance of nationalism be passed off as a temporary thing. On the contrary, 

its role has been so central for such an extended period of time that the basic Marxist premise 

that the history of society is the history of class struggle is called into question (as the notion of 

class struggle is generally understood). In fact, we will argue in this paper that it is incorrect to 

separate the class struggle and anti-imperialist nationalism into two distinct entities with the 

latter being subordinate to the former. Further, the underlying doctrine of such a perspective - the 

conception of the subordination of the national question to the interests of the proletariat - must 

also be subjected to critical scrutiny. 

We do not normally approach such issues in terms of debating the correct interpretation of Marx 

or Lenin. However, such a debate will be important in this paper because we think that mistaken 

interpretations of various positions of Lenin have become significant political realities in this 

country - realities which obstruct the development of revolutionary politics. We will be referring 

to the debate over how to interpret Lenin throughout the paper. However, we would like to 

sketch the main lines of our position at the beginning. 

Following the elaboration of the theory of imperialism, Lenin devoted most of his energy to 

drawing out the political consequences of this theory. On some questions his efforts had an 

important impact on world history. For example, the conception of the possibility of a socialist 

revolution at world capitalism's "weakest link" led directly to the October Revolution. However, 

on other and equally important questions, Lenin's initial work was obscured in the struggle to 

defend and consolidate the Soviet revolution. This was the fate of his changed conception of 

nationalism and the national-colonial question. 

We expect argument on this point. It will undoubtedly be noted that contemporary Marxist-

Leninist orthodoxy does refer to the “second period of the national question”, as an outgrowth of 

the transformation of competitive capitalism into imperialism. However. such formulations only 

maintain the structural shell of Lenin's insights. The strategic essense and most of the political 

utility is lost in a horrible jumble of these changed positions along with Lenin's and Stalin's 

earlier arguments about the national question as well as the positions of Luxembourg, Baur, and 

the Bund. 

Central to Lenin's conception of imperialism was the dialectic between oppressed and oppressing 

nations, its consequences for the development of anti-imperialist movements, and its impact on 

different class forces in the imperialist countries. From 1916 until his death, he constantly 

emphasized the importance of the "division of the world into oppressor and oppressed nations". 

This dialectic replaces the earlier Marxist formulations (including those of Lenin) where nations 

and nationalism were placed as a feature of developing capitalism, a feature which was distinctly 

subordinate to the class struggle. In this earlier conception, capitalist development itself would 

erode the importance of nations, both through the logic of economic development and more 

importantly, through the development of the proletariat, which was inherently an internationalist 
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class. In this rather naive linear conception, nationalism plays a progressive role, but only in a 

limited context and for a limited period of time. It is superceded by internationalism. 

The situation is quite different in the framework of imperialism. The nationalism of oppressed 

peoples merits the conclusion of Engels about Irish and Polish nationalism in 1882. "They are 

most internationalistic when they are genuinely nationalistic." (Engels to Kautsky). At the same 

time, nationalist movements and ideologies within the working class of oppressor nations 

become major elements preventing the development of revolutionary working class 

internationalism. 

Lenin drew practical implications for this analysis. It was certainly far more than a public 

relations gesture for the Third International to change the general slogan of the world 

revolutionary movement from "workers of the world unite" to "workers and oppressed 

peoples of the world unite". This change reflected the understanding that in the epoch of 

imperialism there are two co-equal, though distinct, elements of the revolutionary process, as 

opposed to one revolutionary force with various wavering and temporary allies. Secondly, Lenin 

made it clear that the issue of the right of oppressed people to selfdetermination had attained 

even greater importance with the development of imperialism (see debate with Kievsky), not less 

importance as a number of contemporary revolutionaries maintained. He extended the principle 

of struggle for the right to self determination to the demand on the workers of oppressor nations 

to extend concrete support to actual self-determining movements against "their" imperialism. 

It is certainly evident that this framework has particular relevance for an interpretation of some 

of the outstanding political features of this country. We will use it to deal with two questions. 

First, what is the nature and the potential of the Black national question in the U.S.? Second, 

what are the roots of the relative backwardness in political consciousness and organization of the 

multi-national U.S. working class? 

This paper makes three main points. It argues that the institution of white supremacy has played 

a central role in U.S. history, specifically in the formation of the U.S. working class. On the one 

hand, white supremacy has been the main obstacle to working class solidarity, while on the other 

hand, it has contributed to the emergence of an oppressed Black nation whose struggles for 

equality and national liberation are the major challenge to the power of U.S. capitalism. 

Secondly, the paper characterizes Black people as a nation, based on the national-colonial theory 

of Lenin. Here we specifically reject the applicability of the earlier theory commonly identified 

with Stalin and some earlier works of Lenin which list necessary characteristics of nationhood. 

Finally, the paper draws some implications for the strategic role and for the structure of 

communist organizations from the history of the institution of white supremacy and of the Black 

struggle against oppression. 

(The necessity to deal with a broad range of topics in a relatively few pages requires some 

sacrifices in depth of argument and in the use of substantiating material. To the extent possible, 

more detailed material on major points will be cited.) 

The focus of this paper is on the relationships between Black people and white people – on the 

black national question. However, we recognize the independent significance and the 



 278 

distinctiveness of the Puerto Rican, Mexican and Native American struggles, and the issues and 

relationships in which these peoples figure. While some elements of our argument have fairly 

direct implications for these other political questions, we want to avoid any impression that we 

believe that they can somehow be subsumed under the Black national question. 

II HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

THE ORIGINS OF WHITE SUPREMACY 

U.S. slavery was not a pre-capitalist social form that constituted a general obstacle to the 

development of capitalism. To the contrary, the estimated annual expenditure on slave labor of 

$15 to $19 per annum, per capita was a substantial source of surplus capital. Even more 

importantly, Black slavery served a capitalist political function as the basic mechanism of the 

institution of white supremacy, through which political control was maintained over both Black 

AND white labor. Certainly the recognition of the essentially capitalist nature of the U.S. slave 

system doesn't eliminate the necessity for a concrete understanding of the distinctive features of 

that social structure and of the economic and political contradictions which motivated it. As 

Marx pointed out, slavery in the U.S. existed within capitalism and as a part of capitalism, but. as 

an "anomoulous" part of it. 

However, slavery is then possible there only because it does not exist at other points; 

and appears as an anomaly opposite the bourgeois system itself. (Marx, Grundrisse, p. 

464. Cited in Ken Lawrence, Marx On American Slavery. STO, 1976. Marx's argument on 

this point is developed in Lawrence's pamphlet.) 

Too few contemporary radicals properly appreciate the significance of the fact that U.S. slavery 

was Black slavery. Though Black slaves were brought to America by the Spanish shortly after 

Columbus' landings, slavery did not have a clear racial basis in the English speaking colonies 

until much later. In these colonies, the slave labor system at first was not clearly defined. It 

overlapped with the indenture system which affected white labor as well as Black. The process 

which occured was one of diluting and finally ending the indenture system for white labor, while 

extending Black servitude into permanent and hereditary slavery. 

This process resulted from the economic and political circumstances facing capitalism in the 

colonies. The obvious feature of these circumstances was the chronic shortage of labor. But this, 

in itself, is insufficient to explain why slavery was a Black phenomenon. Most such explanations 

explicitly or implicitly, impute to Black people, a propensity to being enslaved as the operative 

factor. In fact, the resistance of Black people to the indenture system was at least as strong as that 

of white people, and the class struggle waged by Black labor against its enslavement far 

overmatches any struggle of white labor against capital during the same period. 

So why Black slavery? It would not have been an inherently greater police problem to enslave 

whites rather than Blacks. But the issue for colonial capitalists was who would make reliable 

police. The evidence indicates that near the end of the 17th century there was a remarkably 

conscious ruling class decision to respond to the developing class struggle by appealing to white 

racial solidarity. The dictates of white racial solidarity, plus the general labor shortage, entailed 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/marxslavery.html
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the move to a strictly racial system of slavery. Any other option would have gravely restricted 

the supply of wage labor from Europe and (or) provided an additional impetus towards labor 

solidarity at a point when it was becoming more and more of a problem. 

The unique feature of white labor was not that it resisted enslavement more effectively than 

Black labor. It was that white labor was more susceptible to the ideological domination of the 

white capitalist class, a domination effectuated through the medium of white racial solidarity 

which is nothing but a different type of slavery. This point deserves stress. The development of 

racial slavery was one side of a two-sided process. The other side was the development of the 

practice and the ideology of white supremacy. The primary function of this second side of the 

process was then, as it still is today, to control white labor. ( See Ted Allen, "'They Would Have 

Destroyed Me...': Slavery and the Origins of Racism" in, Understanding and Fighting White 

Supremacy: A Collection, STO, 1976.) 

In this fashion the institution of white supremacy emerged from the requirements of the 

maintenance of capitalist political power. Until the civil war the main "white" privilege was 

freedom from chattel slavery. Some contemporary labor spokesmen made much of the fact that 

this was only an exchange of one form of slavery for another - wage slavery. Usually this 

constituted an argument against placing a priority on the fight against slavery, because "we are 

all enslaved." It was a clear parallel to contemporary leftists who proclaim that all workers are 

exploited as an argument against placing a priority on the fight for equality within the working 

class. 

In pre-Civil War U.S. this notion involved a particularly gross evasion of reality. Given the 

shortage of labor, and the availability of virtually unlimited free land, the privilege of not being 

subject to chattel slavery was transformed into a real opportunity to rise out of the ranks of the 

working class. During this period, a wave of white immigration would spend one generation as 

workers, but the second generation could rise into the ranks of the petty bourgeois and small 

farmers. Their places in the working class were then taken by the next wave of immigration. 

WHITE SUPREMACY: AN INITIAL DEFINITION 

Since we have argued that the institution of white supremacy came out of the needs of capitalist 

political maintenance in the pre-civil war period, we digress at this point to provide an initial 

definition of white supremacy. The concept of white supremacy plays a central role in our entire 

perspective. Throughout the paper there will be further elaborations of the concept, and in one of 

the concluding sections, we will review and respond to the most frequent and substantial of the 

criticisms of it. 

One main aspect of white supremacy is cultural genocide directed against Black people. From 

the earliest colonial times to the present, every effort is made to eradicate by force when 

necessary, all features of the African cultural heritage and of the culture of resistance which 

developed in response to oppression in this country. This extends to the deliberate denial of the 

tools necessary for cultural development, particularly educational facilities controlled by Black 

people. There is little practical distinction, for example, between the prohibition of Black 

education during slavery, and the current combination of shameful miseducation in ghetto 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/destroyedme.html
http://www.sojournertruth.net/destroyedme.html
http://www.sojournertruth.net/uafws.html
http://www.sojournertruth.net/uafws.html
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schools for the masses of Black children with white-determined integrated education for a few. 

Nor is there a great difference between the deliberate destruction of the Black family unit during 

slavery, and the intended impact of the welfare system and the massive introduction of drugs into 

Black communities. 

These capitalist policies have not prevented Black people from gaining an understanding of their 

African heritage and from developing the elements nf a Black culture, but they have definitely 

slowed and, in many cases, distorted the process. However, a more relevant concern for us has 

been the manner in which this cultural genocide has fit into mass notions of white supremacy, 

preventing the development of white working class culture. The deliberate ignorance of African 

history and social structure supports white prejudice about the "savage" "primitive" antecedants 

of Black people. The normal working of capitalist ghettoization policy supports the white myths 

of the "lazy" and "criminal" inclinations of Black people. 

The other major aspect of white supremacy is the systematic denial of economic, political and 

social equality for Black people. This denial of equality is also an element of capitalist policy 

though for obvious political reasons its sources and motivations within the ruling class are 

masked to the greatest extent possible by the workings of the trade union and the parliamentary-

electoral institutions. The denial of equality to people of color is equivalent to the establishment 

of a system of relative advantages for white people. All white people, specifically white working 

people, participate in this system of privileges, though clearly all do not participate in an equal 

manner. These relative advantages, despite their wide variations, provide all white people with a 

material base for white supremacist practice and outlook, which, in turn, becomes the means 

through which the relative advantages are rationalized. 

The specific shape and content of white privileges are determined through class struggle. The 

ruling class attempts to shape both reform concessions and the direction of repression in ways 

which maximize the strategic divisions within the working class. Thus while white supremacy 

does not eliminate the class struggle, it limits, confines, and channels it into forms that make a 

conception of group interest based on skin color appear to over-ride class interest for the masses 

of people. 

Since the strategic function of white supremacy is to maintain capitalist hegemony among white 

workers by obstructing the tendency towards working class solidarity, it is essential that white 

workers see Black people as a real threat - as actual competition. This entails periodic 

concessions to Black people, usually concessions of a symbolic character, but sometimes ones 

which are more substantial. No master plan is required for this process. A judicious response to 

the struggle of Black people against their oppression dictates some concessions by the ruling 

class. For our purposes, however, the important point to remember is that these concessions do 

not, and will not of themselves, alter the qualitative fact of white supremacy. This is 

demonstrated by the entirety of U.S. history, and by a realistic assessment of the nature and 

source of U.S. capitalist power. 

White supremacy, then, provides the nationally specific elements of bourgeois consciousness in 

the U.S. working class. In addition, it provides a major context for other aspects of bourgeois 

world view: individualism, male supremacy, pragmatism. For example, a major aspect of 
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pragmatism like "getting ahead", means in a context of white supremacy, staying ahead of Black 

people. The narrow conception of class struggle as being confined to trade unions, is often 

motivated by the fact that many unions will maintain the differentials between white and Black 

workers. Male supremacy is linked to white supremacy through attitudes about rape. 

Individualistic decisions about one's life like moving to the suburbs are often motivated by the 

idea of moving away from Black people. On the other hand, opposition to white supremacy and 

struggle against it, is a major and essential element in the development of working class 

consciousness. 

Of course we don't argue that white supremacy and the opposition to it is the only determinant of 

working class behavior. Specifically, we do not maintain that it always is the main determinant 

of white working class attitudes and actions. On the contrary, our entire strategic approach rests 

on the premise that white workers can and will (and have in the past though not often) reject the 

relative advantages based on skin color in favor of class solidarity and joint struggle against a 

common enemy. 

At the heart of the sway of white supremacy over white workers is the view that Black workers 

are essentially competitors. This attitude is a continuing theme in U.S. working class history. The 

significance of this point must be grasped. In the citation from the Manifesto at the beginning of 

this paper, Marx argues that..."the sway of the bourgeois class . . .rests exclusively on 

competition between the laborers." Marx forecast that the "advance of industry... (would replace) 

isolation of laborers due to competition...(by their) revolutionary combination due to 

association." The process, however, is clearly neither simple nor automatic. It depends on the 

articulation of a working class consciousness which links the class' potential to its actual 

conditions and illuminates the path for moving from one to the other. In the U.S., white 

supremacy is central to the complex of factors which have inhibited the articulation of such a 

genuine working class consciousness. White supremacy represents the development of a 

bourgeois alternative - white worker's consciousness. Although such consciousness opposes 

many features of capitalist rule and supports a number of improvements in living and working 

conditions, it is premised on the denial of equality to workers of color, and thus on the 

continuation of "competition" among labor. The competition, to be sure, is not atomistic 

individual competition, but a more invidious and persistent competition between a privileged and 

an oppressed racial bloc. 

We will go into the strategic implications of our conception of the centrality of white supremacy 

in a separate section of the paper. At this point we would like to resume our general sketch of the 

historical development of Black oppression and white supremacy. 

BLACK AND WHITE LABOR BEFORE THE CIVIL WAR 

As we have argued, before the Civil War the main feature of white supremacy was the 

exemption of white people from chattel slavery and the resultant substantial upward class 

mobility which they enjoyed. However not all Black people were slaves, and not all slaves were 

plantation workers. White supremacy, even at this early point in its history, manifested many of 

its current features in the relative status of white labor and free Black labor, and of white labor 

and skilled slave artisans. 
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Black workers in the North were excluded from the initial attempts at labor organizing. They 

were denied equal access to social services, housing etc., and generally had a more restrictive 

franchise than whites. Then there were major struggles, often involving armed force between 

Black people and whites who were animated by a general anti-Black (usually pro-slavery) 

sentiment. Typical examples of such conflicts resulted in the emigration of the bulk of the Black 

citizens of Cincinnati to Canada, and in driving the skilled Black workers in Philadelphia out of 

their trades. In the early 19th century a substantial percentage of the working class in such 

"Northern" cities as Baltimore and Philadelphia were Black workers. 

The conflict between Black and white labor, both in the South and in the North, was based on the 

use of white racial solidarity to limit competition. The desire to restrict competition did not 

necessarily mean that white workers were always pro-slavery. It worked in different ways. Many 

White workers in the South and in the Border States objected to having to compete with Black 

slave labor. Others, however, particularly in the North, objected to abolition out of the fear that 

an influx of free Black workers would depress wages and conditions of white workers. 

During this period, some elements of a Marxist socialist movement began to develop in the U.S. 

But it had internal contradictions on the issue of race. Dubois quotes individuals affiliated with 

the First International arguing in favor of slavery for the reasons mentioned above. On the other 

hand, socialists like J. Wedemeyer were active abolitionists. Marx and Engels, themselves 

argued that the abolition of slavery was the central working class objective in the U.S. on which 

all other advances (for example, the eight hour day) depended. 

In the period prior to the Civil War, the major working class issue in the U.S. was the abolition 

of slavery. This is true for the general reason expressed by Marx that "labor in the white skin 

cannot be free, while in the Black it is branded." It is true more concretely in that the strength of 

U.S. capitalism rested in large part on the racial divisions among working people, and the 

movement to overthrow slavery had the potential to drastically disrupt the social structure while 

unleashing forces which would undermine the basis of the racial divisions of the working class. 

Of course, achieving any major advance was conditional in Dubois' words, on the ability of the 

"abolition democracy" to win the support of the "labor democracy". But this never came about. 

To the contrary, the prevailing attitude of white workers that Black people were competitors 

resulted in the separation of the abolitionist and labor movements and even in hostility between 

them. Thus a clear working class perspective was denied to the abolitionist movement at a time 

when the struggle over slavery was shaking the U.S. to its foundations. 

The point is not to make a negative moral judgment on the white working class movement of 

over 100 years ago. The causes of its limitations and for it developing in the way that it did are 

apparent. Given the absence of an organized and coherent revolutionary center, the outcome was 

inevitable. And even if such a center had existed, it is not certain that it could have prevailed. 

Nevertheless, it is wrong to look at the period in a completely deterministic way. The English 

working class, including even overtly reformist sectors, for all its weaknesses on the Irish 

question, stoutly and even heroically supported the cause of abolition of Negro slavery. And the 

immediate material interest of the English workers in slavery was equal to, if not greater than, 
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any material interest that Northern white workers had in the maintenance of slavery. English 

workers depended on the cotton imported from the South. Thus it is important to see how the 

structural weakness in the development of the U.S. labor and socialist movement - its 

underestimation of the Black struggle, of the national question, of the importance of the struggle 

for full equality - had its roots in the period of the anti-slavery struggle, but was hot somehow 

pre-ordained. 

CIVIL WAR AND RECONSTRUCTION 

The Civil War was part of an inevitable conflict in which the rising industrial capitalists 

necessarily were going to challenge the political-military dominance of the plantation capitalists. 

While this struggle necessitated a realignment of forces within the ruling class to bring the 

political situation into closer correspondence with economic reality, it did not entail the ending 

of slavery. Only Southern propaganda aimed at maintaining support of Southern poor whites 

ever argued that the purpose of the war was the ending of slavery. The North indicated often that 

it did not intend to eliminate slavery, and frequently helped to prevent slaves from leaving their 

plantations or improving their conditions in the territory which they occupied in the course of the 

war. 

The ending of slavery in the course of the Civil War was the fruit of the slave's struggle for 

freedom, a struggle which received the aid and sympathy of almost all free Black people and a 

small minority of white people. White workers did play an indirect role in the ending of slavery, 

in spite of themselves. Their massive unwillingness to submit to the class-biased military draft to 

fight for the "union" made the emancipation and arming of the slaves a military and political 

necessity. Obviously, this kind of "support" for emancipation did not signify a great potential for 

a more active class unity growing out of the end of chattel slavery. If there were any doubts that 

such was the case, they would have been dispelled by such developments as the New York draft 

riots which quickly assumed a pro-slavery and anti-Black character and resulted in the death of 

hundreds of Black people at the hands of white mobs. 

In our view the period bounded by the ending of the Civil War and the reactionary violence 

around the 1876 Compromise, is pivotal in the history of the U.S. During this period, the validity 

of the traditional Marxist position - that everything which centralizes capital is progressive - 

ended. At the same time this period begins the era of U.S. imperialism, where all movements and 

struggles which undermine the centralized power of metropolitan monopoly capital are in the 

interests of the working class. (This turning point, not the more common one of the 1898 

Spanish-American War is noted by Lenin. See, "Statistics and Sociology", Collected Works, Vol. 

23.) 

More specifically, in this span of a little more than a decade, Black people developed from an 

oppressed color caste into an oppressed people - a nation. But the period was also one in which 

white supremacy solidified its hold on the white working class in its modern forms. This period 

deserves the most intense and detailed study as it contains key lessons for the U.S. revolution. In 

this paper we will only outline our position. (For a more detailed framework of analysis, see 

Noel Ignatin, "Two Views of Reconstruction," Political Discussion Bulletin, Number 1, Drawer 

D, Tougaloo Mississippi.) 
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Reconstruction was the attempt of Black people to win equality within a capitalist framework, 

but it was more than that. Reconstruction was smashed because Northern capital was unwilling 

to extend the bourgeois democracy, on which it has based its own development, to Black people; 

but the forces aligned against it were broader than that. If we were to take these two propositions 

minus the two qualifying phrases, we would have the essence of the orthodox (Communist Party, 

J. Allen) interpretation of Reconstruction. Reconstruction was the popular attempt, according to 

this view, to "complete the bourgeois democratic revolution." And it was an attempt that was 

sabotaged by big Northern capital. This interpretation is either adopted openly or implied by 

most U.S. left positions of the "Negro Question". We have a different interpretation which will 

be spelled out in the next paragraphs. Our position is based on W.E.B. Dubois and more modern 

Black historians like Lerone Bennett. 

It is certainly paradoxical that the U.S. left is able to find revolutionary lessons and features in 

foreign experience (the French Revolutions, the Taiping Rebellion) and in aspects of our own 

history which are much less explosive (the 1776 Revolution and the Thirties) but is so blind to 

the implications of Reconstruction. 

The reconstruction governments were not securely within the framework of the capitalism of the 

time. The common charge of its critics that Reconstruction was tending towards "anarchy and 

communism", whatever its "scientific" truth, is closer to the essence of the phenomenon. In our 

opinion, the avowedly pro-capitalist stance of most Black Reconstruction leaders is not the main 

factor to be considered in assessing the period. 

In Black Reconstruction, Dubois remarks that he had intended to title his chapter on the 

Reconstruction government in South Carolina, "The Dictatorship of the Black Proletariat in 

South Carolina". More orthodox Marxists objected to such a title for the predictable reasons and 

Dubois selected a more restrained version. Nonetheless, in our opinion, Dubois saw the historical 

significance of his subject, while his doctrinally correct advisors and critics did not. 

(We might note that one white supremacist view of the Reconstruction Government in South 

Carolina, that of Robert Somers in 1870, stated: it was ... "a Proletariat Parliament, the like of 

which could not be produced under the widest franchise in any part of the world save in some of 

these Southern cities." Somers might well have excluded Paris of 1871 from his observation, but 

clearly his position supports Dubois' interpretation. One would think that such a point would 

draw left historians like flies. And, of course, we would expect even more interest in the "Pure 

Radical" section of the Louisiana Republican Party which asserted that... "Our basis of labor 

must now be put on a democratic footing. There is no more room, in the organization of our 

society for an oligarchy of slaveholders, or property holders.") 

Reconstruction heralded the anti-imperialist national liberation fronts of this century. This was 

apparent in the demand for land reform and land redistribution. It was apparent in the 

overwhelming organized campaigns for public schools and mass literacy. It was evident in the 

advance social legislation and in the active role played by women. It was evident in the 

combination of economic and political concerns in the working of the National Labor Union 

(Colored). These features determined the tremendous potential of the period. 
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However, this can only be said in retrospect. At the time, the historical actors saw another factor 

as the issue, and, this too, is important. Reconstruction marked a sustained attempt to govern a 

section of the U.S. without recourse to the mechanism of white supremacy. The threat to general 

capitalist control that this experiment posed is the central reason why Reconstruction was 

smashed. Reconstruction society stood as an example to white workers throughout the country of 

the benefits of a struggle for equality and class solidarity, and it was a matter of desparate 

importance to the ruling class that white workers not grasp this example. 

What was the response of the white labor movement to the social ferment and political 

experimentation of the Reconstruction period? The National Labor Union, led by William Sylvis, 

was formed immediately after the Civil War. Though the NLU was prodded by the First 

International through Marx to appreciate that the ending of slavery marked the "new era of the 

emancipation of labor", and to take advantage of the impulse which it thereby gave your own 

class movement", the NLU balked. It took a fence-straddling position on the main issues for a 

while, but quickly tipped over on the wrong side. 

In the first place, on the burning issue immediately after the end of the Civil War, the right of 

Black people to vote, the NLU deliberately took no stand. Nor did it reach agreement on whether 

Black workers should be allowed into the all-white unions. It tolerated for years the Printers 

Union's refusal to admit Frederick Douglas' son. When the NLU did recognize the merits of 

Black unionization (into separate organizations, of course), it was not in the interests of class 

solidarity, but as a protection against "Black scabs". This marked the beginning a of 50-year 

period in which, with the exception of the Knights of Labour and the IWW, the labor movement, 

overwhelmingly consciously all white, argued the question of organizing Black workers between 

two racist poles - the pole of total exclusion, and the pole of subordinate organizational status to 

prevent "scabbing". Obviously, neither alternative bode well for the development of class 

solidarity. 

The political attitude of the NLU towards Reconstruction was dominated by its alignment with 

the Democratic Party. In short, it was hostile. In fact, we know of no white labor radical who 

took part in the major struggles and movements of the post-Civil War South other than Albert 

Parsons, the Haymarket martyr. Doubtless there were others - but not many of them. Even the 

First International ignored the vast potential of the Reconstruction South. When it began some 

independent labor organizing, the work was concentrated in New York City. 

It is not widely understood that the ending of Reconstruction in the South was something close to 

a series of fascist coups, marked by violent and bloody mass confrontations in addition to the 

night-riding of the Klu Klux Klan and the White Leagues. White reaction operated under the 

slogan of an Alabama publicist. "We must render this either a white man's government or 

convert the land into a Negro man's cemetery." 

The immediate object of white reaction was to drive a wedge in the Reconstruction coalition 

between the poor southern whites who had been involved because of their generally progressive 

character, and the Black people. This involved the usual range of racist propaganda, economic 

come-ons, and coercion. The fact that the white labor movement, itself, took a racist stance, and 
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ignored the political consequences of the defeat of Reconstruction, deprived the progressive 

forces in the South of any substantial base of support in the rest of the country. 

The consequence of this for the labor movement was aptly pointed out by Dubois. Labor entered 

the last quarter of the 19th century, a period of sharp class struggle, in a position of structural 

weakness - unable and unwilling to speak and fight for all of the working masses. 

Beyond the labor movement, populism was another major mass movement in the late 19th 

century. The radical heart of populism was in the South because, here, for a time, the movement 

was willing to challenge white supremacy. When Southern populism was organized around 

Black-white solidarity, the movement had a real mass anti-monopoly constituency. When it 

succumbed to white supremacy, it was quickly absorbed within the Democratic Party. The whole 

process is symbolized in the tragic metamorphosis of Tom Watson into a virulent racist, (see C. 

Van Woodward's biography). 

As we come into the 20th century, it is important to focus on the attitudes and perspectives 

toward Black people held by the various sectors of the white socialist left. Though no present 

groupings - at least no substantial ones - hold any of these positions in their original form, the 

assumptions that motivated them are still factors. In addition, the prevalent understanding of left 

and working class history, fails to appreciate the centrality of the issue of equality and 

consequently presents a Utopian picture of these groupings. Thus a review of these positions is 

of more than historical interest. 

The overwhelmingly white socialist movement, the S.P., S.L.P., IWW, had three discernable 

tendencies on the Black question. A large section of overt racists favored deportation, exclusions 

from unions, etc. and actively worked toward these ends. Such "socialists" argued that the only 

hope for socialism in the U.S. was a "white man's system." (V. Berger). The S.P. seldom even 

discussed the issues of racism and equality in terms of Black people. But it is easy to see the line 

up from the major debates which did take place on the issue of the exclusion of so-called "coolie 

labor". Marx's call for the "workers of the world" to unite was ridiculed at Socialist Party 

conventions by prominent members who favored the elimination of Asian immigration. 

There were some indications of a parallel official attitude toward Black people. In 1904, 

the Socialist Party executive sent the following response to the Second International 

Executive which had inquired about the issue of Ku Klux Klan lynching: The Socialist 

Party points out the fact that nothing less than the abolition of the capitalist system and 

the substitution of the Socialist system can provide conditions under which the hunger 

maniacs, kleptomaniacs, sexual maniacs and all other offensive and now lynchable 

human degenerates will cease to be begotten or produced. (Cited in, Ira Kipnis, The 

American Socialist Movement: 1897-1912, Monthly Review Press, 1952, page 132.) 

It is also significant that socialist organization in the South was formally segregated - where it 

was not all white. 

The second tendency within the socialist movement paralleled a position in the labor movement 

mentioned earlier. That is, attempts were made to organize Black workers into unions in order to 
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protect white unionists from Black "scabs". W.Z. Foster of the Syndicalist league of North 

America and later, of course, of the CPUSA, was in this camp. That is made clear in the 

approach he advocated to the major union organizing campaigns he led in the Chicago 

packinghouse and the steel industry. (See Noel Ignatin, "A Golden Bridge: A New Look at 

William Z. Foster, The Great Steel Strike and the "Boring From Within" Controversy," in 

STO, Workplace Papers, 1975.) 

The third position was that of "color blindness". The IWW was the best example of this position 

and, at points, its position officially was even better than this alternative would entail. The IWW 

organized all workers; Blacks, Asians, Mexicans, and Indians, as well as whites, without 

discrimination. The IWW publicly ridiculed the forces in the S.P. and in the AFL that opposed 

Asian immigration. A major IWW stronghold was the integrated, but Black-led Philadelphia 

Longshore Local, which was one of the most radical, and most durable sections of the union. 

In the South, the IWW-related Timber Workers Union actively organized Black workers, set up 

integrated locals, and held integrated mass meetings. This, as can be seen from Bill Haywood's 

Autobiography, was a deliberate policy of the union. In this situation, the IWW carried on the 

tradition of the Southern Knights of Labor, and specifically of the United Mine Workers of 

Alabama (not affiliated with the UMW) strike of 1894. It flew directly in the face of the AFL 

national and regional policy. (Which says something, we would think, about the "boring from 

within" debate between the IWW and some other socialists.) 

Today all of these positions would be regarded as wrong, (though, of course, not equally wrong,) 

and all but the third would be regarded as racist. Even those socialists who were willing to treat 

Black workers as equals seldom acknowledged any special significance either to the Black 

struggle for equality, or to the struggle against white racism. Furthermore, the cross-class 

character of Black oppression and the consequent potential (and legitimacy) of their struggles as 

a people was not understood. Though General Sherman had used the term, self determination, in 

the Civil War, and various Black leaders had raised it as a slogan, that concept was not in the 

vocabulary of the white socialist left of the period. 

The period we are considering, the decades before the formation of the CPUSA, were 

characterized by lynch terror in the South, by cycles of sharp, often violent, labor struggles and 

towards the end of the period, by large-scale Black emigration from the South to the Northern 

industrial centers. This is the context of an issue that was significant for the socialists of that time 

though it is virtually unthinkable today. The issue was the one of so-called "Black scabs".(It 

would not be right to continue this section without noting that this issue is placed in a false 

context by the racial bias of white labor historians and their histories which do not consider any 

of the examples of white workers scabbing on Black strikers. We are not convinced that the 

evidence would show that Black workers were any more likely to be strike breakers than whites 

despite the far greater justification for such a position which Black workers had. Furthermore, in 

the larger sense, the sense in which Lenin called Zinoviev and Kamenev "strike breakers" when 

they spilled the plans for the October Revolution in an opposition newspaper in 1917, white 

workers and the labor movement scabbed in the grossest way on Black people.) 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/goldenbridge.html
http://www.sojournertruth.net/goldenbridge.html
http://www.sojournertruth.net/workplacepapers.html
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In the first place, the propensity for Blacks to engage in strike breaking depended on the union. 

Unions that were anti-Black were recognized for what they were and received the appropriate 

treatment. Remember, that with the only major and lasting exception being IWW, the unions of 

the time excluded or discriminated against Blacks as a matter of conscious and deliberate policy. 

Since most unions were limited to workers in the "so-called" skilled trades, and since most Black 

workers had little opportunity to achieve that exalted status (they did better in the South, though 

that is little known) the policy seldom had to be applied. 

Black people developed some unions of their own, but these were never given a fully equal 

status in white union federations and councils. In addition, again with the exception of the IWW 

and the Knights of Labor, unions had either ignored or supported the disenfranchisement of 

Blacks in the South, had played no role in mobilizing opposition to lynch terror, and in some 

cases played a complicitory role in fomenting the race riots in Northern cities - most notably in 

East St. Louis in 1917. To this should be added such unpalatable union practices as offering dead 

or alive rewards for Black scabs in railroading (which was unionized on a lily-white basis), and 

hiring of the KKK in 1914 to drive out Black railroad workers in Mississippi. 

This provided the context in which Black strike breakers were used in numbers of strikes, 

particularly in Northern cities. Many of these strikes led to violence between white strikers and 

Black strike breakers and in the process, a pseudo-radical basis developed for white workers' 

hostility towards Black workers. 

It was with good reason that Black workers were either hostile or indifferent to the AFL and the 

Railroad Brotherhoods. These organizations excluded them, were hostile to their interests, and, 

to the degree possible, prevented them from earning a decent livelihood. A specific grievance 

was a transparent ruse developed by the AFL. Black workers who formed unions, but who were 

excluded by racial restrictions from the International with jurisdiction, were chartered directly by 

the AFL as so-called Federal Locals. These all Black Federal Locals were without money, staff, 

or negotiating authority. Whenever they ran into a problem, the AFL would refer them to the 

same all-white locals or internationals which had refused to admit them to membership. Such 

Federal Locals were to be utilized in the much heralded Chicago Federation of Labor campaigns 

in meatpacking and steel. The skepticism which these campaigns evoked from Black workers 

had a good deal to do with their warranted suspicion of the Federal Local set up. (An interesting 

Black view on this question is in William Tuttle's recent book of the Chicago race riot of 1919). 

There is no plausible reason why Black workers should have generally identified their interests 

with support for white unions, not even if they realized the importance of labor solidarity. In the 

situation of the period, it is not clear that Black workers who took the opportunity of strikes by 

white workers to break into jobs from which they were excluded with the complicity of those 

white workers, were "scabs" at all. Thus it is a real commentary on the racism of the white left of 

the time that leading figures such as W.Z. Foster, could have warned Black people against 

becoming a "race of strike breakers", and cautioned them not to play the role of the "U.S. 

Cossacks". 

Significantly, the IWW, which took a much different approach to Black workers, had little 

trouble with either Black or Asian strike breakers. Attempts were made repeatedly to break the 
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Southern Timber Workers Union with Black strike breakers. But Black workers dramatically 

refused to participate as soon as they were informed of the issues. Similarly, employer threats to 

break the IWW's Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee with Black workers never 

materialized after the IWW announced that it would welcome 30,000 Black workers to its ranks 

with relish. 

THE CPUSA AND THE "BLACK QUESTION" 

With the formation of the CPUSA, a new element was introduced into left and socialist attitudes 

towards the "Black Question". This new element was the theoretical and practical influence and 

prestige of the Soviet Bolshevik Party. It is hardly possible to overemphasize how different this 

position was from the home-grown spontaneist white radical approaches. The Bolsheviks 

demanded solidarity between oppressed peoples and the working class of oppressor nations and 

resolute opposition to all national chauvinism and national privileges. The Bolshevik appeal to 

oppressed peoples of the East, and the party's staunch opposition to racialism stood in sharp 

contrast with Euro-American socialist and working class traditions. These had always been 

infected with the peculiar notion that their own imperialisms played a progressive "civilizing" 

role and were a step forward for colonial people. 

There could be absolutely no doubt that the Bolsheviks, and specifically, Lenin, viewed Black 

people in the U.S. as an oppressed nation, whose struggles and aspirations as a people were 

bound to require the absolute support of all genuine working class revolutionaries. The main 

components of the newly formed CPUSA were not the most receptive ground for such a 

radically changed position. The Language Groups, the breakaway sections of the SP, Foster's 

SNLA group did not have good records on these issues. So although John Reed argued strongly 

for solidarity with, and support to, the struggles of the Black people in the U.S. South at the First 

Comintern Congress, it was a period of some years (until 1928) before the full force of the 

Bolshevik policy on the national colonial question was focused on the situation of Black people 

in the United States. 

However, at the urging of the Comintern and the Red Federation of Trade Unions, (which 

proposed a focus on organizing among the "politically and economically disenfranchized Negro 

people") the CPUSA did begin to give serious attention to organizing Black people. It formed 

one organization, the American Negro Labor Congress, totally devoted to organizing Black 

workers; and another, the International Labor Defense, which devoted a growing amount of 

attention to political and legal defense of Black people. 

Some of the leading Black Communists, particularly those who had come into the party from 

radical nationalist groupings like the African Blood Brotherhood, were anxious to apply the full 

Lenin-Stalin theory of the national question to Black people in the U.S. The overwhelmingly 

white U.S. party - particularly its leadership - were resistant. However, in 1928, at the 6th 

Comintern Congress, the international movement decided that this was the proper perspective, 

and the U.S. party accepted the decision, as well as the famous thesis that the Negro people 

constituted a nation in the Black Belt with the right of self-determination. 
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The main documents of this period have been used in a number of left debates in recent years. 

We will assume that most readers will be familiar with their general content or will be easily able 

to check them out, so no inclusive summary will be made here. It is important, however, to stress 

the tremendous advance that this position signified for the white U.S. left. Three points merit 

special note. This was the first clear acknowledgement of the potential revolutionary significance 

of the Black national struggle. The most advanced positions in the white left had previously only 

gone as far as to recognize the potential anti-capitalist force of Black labor. Secondly, it was the 

first categorical statement that revolutionaries must aim to win the white working class to 

solidarity with Black demands and struggles for equality. Thirdly, it was the first time that a 

(predominantly) white organization committed itself to the position that white supremacist 

attitudes and behavior were incompatible with organizational membership. These important 

positive features must not be lost either through differences with the main Black Belt nation 

thesis, or through criticisms of the way the policy was put into practice. 

After this policy was adopted, the CPUSA assumed an even clearer contrast with U.S. left 

tradition. We think of the demand for integrated union meetings during the Gastonia, North 

Carolina textile strike of the Trade Union Unity League and of the international campaign 

against lynching, focusing around the Scottsboro Boys defense. The stress on the Black question 

affected the internal life of the party. The outstanding example is the Yokinen trial. At a public 

trial in Harlem, the party suspended a Finnish worker who had committed a relatively minor act 

of white chauvinism. (A symbolic gesture, perhaps, but Black people had seen little of such 

symbolism from the white left.) 

We don't want to romanticize the CPUSA during this period, but it is necessary to counter the 

prevalant picture of this period, and specifically of this policy, as an absurd, sectarian, foreign-

imposed ultra-leftism. In fact, Soviet influence on the CPUSA has not been so beneficial since. It 

contributed to taking the wire down in Gastonia which separated Black workers from white. 

Self-determination for the Black Belt, and a priority on the struggle for full equality did not stay 

in the forefront of the CPUSA's work for long. By the mid-thirties, both points had been 

subordinated to new strategic priorities - the development of an antifascist popular front, and 

mobilization to support the defense of the Soviet Union. We do not subscribe to the often heard 

moralistic plaints that the CPUSA "sold out" to the Roosevelt New Deal etc. etc. - particularly 

when the criticisms come from the same mouths that argue for strategically identical popular 

front politics. We believe that the popular front was a mistaken strategy, then, and more clearly, 

now, and that the estimates made of the way to defend the Soviet Union were wrong. But these 

are judgments made far after the fact, that would have been much more difficult at the time. 

Given that policy and the imperatives of applying it in the existing political situation, there is no 

mystery why the Black Question lost but to the movement to organize the basic industries into 

the CIO, and the attempt to force the U.S. government into an anti-fascist posture. The "center-

left" alliance which was (probably correctly) considered vital to the development of the CIO, 

would not have survived a clear split with the Democratic Party, and such a split would have 

been provoked without doubt by revolutionary nationalist organizing drives among Black people 

in the South. It is only logical to fault the CPUSA for following the dictates of a central line, if 

that line is believed to be mistaken. This logic is not followed by most of the current Marxist-

Leninist groups who advocate one or another variant of popular fronts, and yet glibly attack the 
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CPUSA for being guilty of reformism and revisionism at a point in history when such a front 

was no idle dream. 

While it is true that the CP lost its strategic emphasis on the Black question, it did not simply 

revert back to earlier left approaches. In general, the Party continued to wage a principled 

struggle for equality in the mass movements until the beginning of the war. But the struggle was 

not given the priority which it warranted and the priority is the essence of the issue. 

The war period pushed the CPUS A's anti-fascist united front, defense of the Soviet Union 

position, to its extreme limits, and the difficulties with the position in terms of the approach to 

Black people became obvious. To cite the best known examples, the CPUSA opposed the March 

On Washington which was demanding a Fair Employment Practices Commission and they 

opposed the March On Washington Movement which grew out of the march itself. The party, as 

it admitted later, opposed pressing the struggle against racial discrimination in the armed forces. 

The party characterized the heroic Puerto Rican Nationalist Party of Albizu Campos as "fascist", 

because it refused to serve in the U.S. military, the same armed forces which were persistently 

shooting down Puerto Rican insurgents. The expulsion of Japanese members was a specifically 

racist response to the new party priorities. 

These major changes in the CPUS A's actual policy occurred without a clear criticism of its 

formal political position - the 1928-1930 Comintern position. The recognition in formal terms of 

the actual change occurred in two series of debates, the first following World War II and the 

second during the liquidationist period of the middle fifties. Understandably, the theoretical 

position was changed. Essentially the argument was sociological and demographic. Population 

movements from the South to the North were substantially diluting the contiguous area of Black 

Majority. This was a long-term process, not a cyclical one. At the same time, the thrust of Black 

people's struggles was toward integration, not toward the development of a national identity. 

Thus the essential policy features for the party were to "complete the bourgeois democratic 

revolution" by gaining full democratic rights for Black people, and to conduct an educational 

effort against the ideology of white supremacy in the context of unified "Black and white unite 

and fight" struggles for reform objectives. 

To put the argument most starkly: Black people had been following the "classical" path toward 

nationhood, but the general development of U.S. capitalism aborted this. Thus Black people had 

exercised the right of self-determination (in actual fact, if not in a conscious political way) by 

moving North and West to the industrial centers and attempting to integrate themselves into the 

genial population. Having thus exercised their right of self determination, it was no longer their 

right, and the Black question was only one among a number of questions of political and 

economic reform. 

Hamstrung by the reformist and assimilationist implications of this position, the CPUSA 

eliminated itself from a major role in Black upsurge of the sixties. The silly identification of the 

movements for equality with movements for assimilation; the systematic downgrading of the 

patently revolutionary aspects of the Black movement of this period, the Party's tendency to 

defend the indefensible racist official labor structures, and its sectarian opposition to the 

development of Black nationalism, all contributed to this isolation. 
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Recently, the CPUSA has recovered somewhat, modifying its position again in response to the 

tremendous development of Black Nationalism. The change is mainly of cosmetic significance. 

Although there is a reaffirmation of the importance of self-determination, there is a deliberate 

agnosticism on the presence or absence of a national character to the struggle which would lend 

real content to the concept of self-determination. 

We have spent this much time on the CPUSA to give current issues and debates a better context. 

In the remaining sections of this paper we will add to what we have said earlier about the nature 

and significance of the institution of white supremacy, with a position on the Black National 

Question, a treatment of some relevant questions of strategy and perspective, and finally, a 

response to some of the more common and more substantial criticisms of our positions. In short, 

we will lay out our own position which has only been implied in most of the issues we have 

discussed up to now. 

III THE BLACK NATIONAL QUESTION 

But before this generation has passed away, there will be a grand 

change. This colored people is going to be a people. Do you think God 

has had them robbed and scourged all the days of their life for nothing? 

(Sojourner Truth - Cited in Jacqueline Bernard, Journey Toward 

Freedom: The Story of Sojourner Truth, Dell Paperback, 1969, p 254.) 

In the United States, the Negroes (and also the Mulattos and Indians) 

account for only 11.1 percent. They should be classed as an oppressed 

nation, for the equality won in the Civil War of 1861-65 and guaranteed 

by the Constitution of the republic was in many respects increasingly 

curtailed in the chief Negro area (the South) in connection with the 

transition from the progressive, pre-monopoly capitalism of 1860-70 to 

the reactionary, monopoly capitalism (imperialism) of the new era, 

which in America was especially sharply etched out by the Spanish-

American imperialist war of 1898 (i.e., a war between two robbers over 

the division of the booty). (V.I. Lenin, "Statistics and Sociology," 

in Collected Works,Volume 23, pp. 275-76.) 

We are rising 

We are rising 

We are rising 

as a people 

(a song sung by Black school children in Mississippi in 1874. Cited in 

Lerone Bennett Jr. Black Power U.S.A., Pelican Books, 1969, p. 258. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For a number of years, STO has argued that white revolutionaries in the U.S. should devote their 

attention to the fight against white supremacy as a basis for building a principled unity between 

white workers and Black people. The question of whether or not Black people constituted a 

nation was, we argued, essentially an issue which the Black movement would resolve in the 

course of struggle. We took this position in reaction against the spectacle of small groupings of 

overwhelmingly white radicals magnanimously bestowing or denying nationhood to Black 

people, without showing the slightest evidence of any actual concern for the attempts of Black 

people to determine the shape and content of their own struggle. 

However, supporters and critics alike, have pointed out to us that our position clearly implies a 

definite stand on the national question. Our conception of white supremacy and the way to 

struggle against it rests on an understanding of the Black movement as having an intrinsically 

revolutionary character. Such a character could only follow from that movement being 

essentially a movement for national liberation, and consequently, from Black people constituting 

a nation. 

While we have never disagreed with this observation, we also have never spelled out in detail a 

theoretical basis for agreeing with it. This is a necessary task, because, though we regard Black 

people as an oppressed nation, we do not accept the same theoretical framework for this position 

that other groups do. 

Our position takes Lenin and the Third International literally. The proper strategic approach to 

world revolution is not simply "workers of the world unite", but "workers and oppressed peoples 

of the world unite". The international working class and the oppressed peoples are two co-equal 

components of the struggle against capitalism. While they are inter-related in a thousand ways, 

they each have distinctive contributions to the revolutionary process. But one is not to be 

subordinated to the other – particularly not the one which for decades has been the center of the 

struggle against the power of capital. 

Furthermore our position is that Black people are a people - a nation - everywhere in the United 

States, not just in the Black Belt South. However, they are a nation which does not meet the 

famous Stalin elements of nationhood - common territory, common economic life, etc. - as these 

elements should properly be interpreted. A careful examination of current reality points to the 

national character of Black people. When we consider the distinctive and stable Black 

community, assess the nature of Black oppression, and consider the direction of the Black 

struggle, we conclude that obviously Black people are a nation. 

THE THEORY OF THE BLACK NATIONAL QUESTION 

Most of the current Marxist-Leninist left would regard our position as a heresy. The dominant 

view is that the Stalin "elements" are the only scientific basis for determining whether or not a 

given social group is a nation. The only relevant concerns to them are how or whether, this 

definition of nationhood applies to Black people. On these points, of course, the left contains 

dramatic differences. Nevertheless, it is a bit peculiar that even commentators who obviously 
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would consider themselves hostile to Stalinist theory generally, such as Harry Chang, take 

Stalin's 1912 position on the definition of nationality as a given, (see Harry Chang, Critique of 

the Black Nation Thesis.) Our position is not a scandalous break with Leninism. Indeed, as we 

will demonstrate, it is no break at all. 

The 1912-1914 Lenin-Stalin theory of the national question was developed in a distinct political 

and theoretical context. Its major conclusions, the demarcation between nations and national 

minorities, and the subordination of the national question to the interests of the proletariat are 

fully relevant only within that context. Thus it becomes extremely important to understand the 

context, and to determine whether it is still operative. 

(We have drawn a number of elements of the following argument from published and 

unpublished material available on the Puerto Rican National Question. Specifically James Blaut, 

"Are Puerto Ricans A National Minority?" This article was devoted to the question of the status 

of Puerto Ricans living in the U.S. The conclusions we draw about its applicability to the Black 

National Question are our responsibility.) 

The context of Stalin's criteria for nationhood was established in the first place by the 

multinational structures of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires, and by the political 

debate within the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party. This debate had two focal points; the 

demand of the Jewish Bund for full autonomy, and the tendency of the Polish Social Democrats 

to liquidate the Polish national question. Most importantly, the entire debate occurred before 

Lenin had developed the implications of his analysis of the imperialist stage of capitalist 

development - implications which drastically changed the theoretical context of the national 

question itself. The early national question position was basically a pre-imperialist phenomenon. 

However helpful it might have been for the clarification of Bolshevik policies in the situations at 

which it was directed, it does not constitute a general basis for national-colonial theory. 

The elaboration of Lenin's conception of imperialism, and specifically of the imperialist 

oppression of colonial peoples, supercedes and over-rides the earlier theory of the national 

question. This was clearly seen by both Lenin and, somewhat surprisingly (since his own unique 

theoretical contribution was at stake) by Stalin. (See, Joseph Stalin, Marxism and the National 

Colonial Question, p 331) There is a striking change in the conception of nationalism between 

the earlier documents of Lenin and those after 1916. Consider the quote (well known because of 

its inclusion in Stalin's ubiquitous Foundations) from an early work: 

Developing capitalism knows two historical tendencies in the national 

question. The first is the awakening of national life and national 

movements, the struggle against all national oppression, and the 

creation of national states. The second is the development and growing 

frequency of international intercourse in every form, the breakdown of 

national barriers, the creation of the international unity of capital, of 

economic life in general, of politics, science, etc. 
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Both tendencies are a universal law of capitalism. The former 

predominates in the beginning of its development, the latter characterises 

a mature capitalism that is moving towards its transformation into 

socialist society. (Lenin, "Critical Remarks on the National 

Question," Collected Works, Volume 20, p. 27.) 

In later works, Statistics and Sociology, (Collected Works, Volume 23) and the draft theses for 

the Second Comintern Congress (Collected Works, Volume 31), there is no such reference to two 

historical tendencies in the national question. The second tendency, characteristic of "mature 

capitalism" towards the "breakdown of national barriers, the creation of the international unity of 

capital", is noticeable by its absence. Instead, we find references such as the following: 

First, what is the cardinal idea underlying our theses? It is the 

distinction between oppressed and oppressor nations. Unlike the 

Second International and bourgeois democracy, we emphasise this 

distinction. In this age of imperialism, it is particularly important for the 

proletariat and the Communist International to establish the concrete 

economic facts and to proceed from concrete realities, not from 

abstract postulates, in all colonial and national problems. 

The characteristic feature of imperialism consists in the whole world, as 

we now see, being divided into a large number of oppressed nations and 

an insignificant number of oppressor nations, the latter possessing 

colossal wealth and powerful armed forces. The vast majority of the 

world's population, over a thousand million, perhaps even 1,250 million 

people, if we take the total population of the world as 1,750 million, in 

other words, about 70 per cent of the world's population, belong to the 

oppressed nations, which are either in a state of direct colonial 

dependence or are semi-colonies, as, for example, Persia, Turkey and 

China, or else conquered by some big imperialist power, have become 

greatly dependent on that power by virtue of peace treaties. This idea of 

distinction, of dividing the nations into oppressor and oppressed, runs 

through the theses, not only the first theses published earlier over my 

signature, but also those submitted by Comrade Roy. (Lenin, "Report of 

the Commission on the National and the Colonial Questions, July 

26," Collected Works, Volume 31, pp. 240-241.) 

When Lenin stopped talking about "mature" capitalism and began talking about "moribund" 

capitalism, he also realized the historically limited relevance of his earlier conception of the 

second historical tendency of the national question. Rather than a breakdown of national barriers 

and nationalism, imperialism gave these additional political significance. 
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That is why the focal point in the Social-Democratic programme must be that division of 

nations into oppressor and oppressed which forms the essence of imperialism. . . 

(emphasis in original, Lenin, "The Revolutionary Proletariat and the Right of Nations to 

Self-Determination," Collected Works, Volume 21, p. 409.) 

National divisions of a permanent and antagonistic character were the "characteristic feature of 

imperialism". Only a revolutionary anti-imperialist movement could achieve genuine 

internationalism, and the essence of anti-imperialism is the national struggles of oppressed 

peoples. 

Clearly, this change is why Lenin and Stalin refer constantly to a "second period" of the national 

question. On this specific point, Stalin flays the Yugoslavian communist, Semich, for relying on 

Stalin's own pamphlet. 

Semich quotes outside of space and time, without reference to the living historical 

situation, and thereby violates the most elementary requirements of dialectics, and 

ignores the fact that what is right forMarxism and the National Colonial Question, 

Proletarian Publishers, p. 331.) 

Despite such clear warnings that the historical context is of supreme importance in determining 

the relevance of these particular theoretical points and lines of policy, modern U.S. Leninists 

jump back and forth citing randomly from documents written in both periods. To read their 

material, one would think that the change in world context which Lenin and Stalin thought was 

of tremendous importance, was of no significance at all. The October League's current position 

on the Black National Question (Class Struggle No. 1) commits this error. A little investigation 

would almost certainly find a number of additional felons. Of course, the PWOC-Guardian 

position (Black people are not a nation and self determination is not a "scientific" slogan for the 

Black movement) is even less ac curate. Its entire theoretical argument is based on Lenin's 

description of the national question under "mature" capitalism, which he completely abandoned. 

The PWOC com bines this ahistorical use of Lenin with a running lecture to its political 

opponents to use a concrete historical analysis. 

What exactly were the implications of this transformation of the national question into a 

national-colonial question? In his constant references after 1915 to the imperialist dichotomy of 

oppressed and oppressor nations, and the related phenomena of revolutionary and reactionary 

nationalism, Lenin never makes use of the concept of "essential elements" of nationhood. 

Consider for example, the 1917 reference to Black people in the U.S. cited at the beginning of 

this section. It is the "curtailment of the equality won in the Civil War in connection with the 

transition to imperialism" that Lenin argues merits their consideration as an oppressed nation. 

There is no mention of any of the elements of the "only scientific definition of a nation". To put 

it simply, Lenin recognized that the impact of imperialism on oppressed peoples was such that it 

would be a purely academic exercise to use such categories as a basis for determining anything at 

all. Instead, imperialist oppression and a "national liberation movement" against it was the 

determinant of nationhood. 
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Prior to the outbreak of World War I, the national question was not seen as having world historic 

significance since it was assumed that the development of capitalist productive forces, and 

specifically the proletariat, would inexorably erode the basis of nations and nationalism. World 

War I showed how weak that assumption was. The bulk of the working class followed Second 

International leadership into overt social chauvinism. This cast a different light on the issue of 

the relationship of the national question to the class question. Previously it had been universally 

assumed that the former was always subordinate to the latter. Now it was becoming clear that 

this position could actually lead to the subordination of the revolution to the social chauvinist 

tendencies of the working class in the imperialist countries. The proletariat was in danger, not of 

losing its revolutionary goals in uncritical support of democratic nationalist movements, but of 

allying itself with the reactionary nationalism of the various imperialist states. 

On the other hand, the revolutionary potential of the anti-imperialist movements, in the Far and 

Near East, and in Ireland were becoming more evident. Even those movements which had only 

negligible proletarian participation were being forced by the dialectic of imperialist oppression to 

strike blows at monopoly capital or to lose their ability to mobilize the working masses of their 

peoples. 

Thus the special meaning of the assertion that the national colonial question is of world historic 

significance is that it no longer can be regarded as one among a number of questions of 

democratic reform - a reform which perhaps requires revolutionary methods but a reform 

nonetheless. Instead, it has become an integral part of the process of the proletarian revolution. In 

this context, talk about subordinating the national struggle to the class struggle makes little sense. 

At most it can only mean the obvious. The national liberation movements, just as the class 

struggle, are subject to misleadership, which must be corrected in terms of the real interests of 

the world revolution. It cannot mean that the interests of the proletariat are ever in conflict with 

the development of national liberation movements of oppressed peoples, or with the defeat of 

nationalism within the working class of oppressor nations. 

The distinction between nation and national minority which looms so large in current debates on 

the various national questions in the U.S. had almost no importance to Lenin which is exactly the 

status it should have for us. In the current period, this distinction has only one function. It is a 

mechanism to determine "scientifically" which peoples may "legitimately" struggle for self 

determination, and which must confine themselves to the struggle for equality. To Lenin, it 

would have been ludicrous to suggest that some oppressed peoples had no right to self 

determination. Within the limitations imposed by their power, or lack of it, only the struggle of 

the oppressed peoples against their oppression, and not any general criteria, would determine 

whether or not a specific oppressed group was a nation. 

In fact, nations have been born in the struggle against imperialism. During the struggle against 

Portuguese imperialism, the people of Mozambique, in the striking words of Samora Machel, 

had to . . . "die as tribes in order to emerge as a nation". The same process occured in the 

Algerian struggle against French imperialism. Only a hopeless dogmatist would dare suggest that 

the struggle for national independence of the people of Mozambique, or of Algeria, was not 

legitimate because neither satisfied the elements of nationhood before embarking on the struggle. 
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Beyond this, in Lenin's eyes, the workers of oppressor nations and, a fortiori, the communists of 

those nations, had to support the struggle of oppressed peoples without respect to any a priori 

criteria of nationhood. He would have regarded as anathema any hint that communists of the 

oppressor nation could set the terms and limits for the struggles of the peoples oppressed by 

"their" ruling class. 

Given this discussion, it should be clear why we do not regard the 1928 Black Belt Nation thesis 

as an adequate basis for a strategically sound position at the present time. The thesis actually 

makes a point of denying the parallels between the oppressed Black Nation and colonial 

oppression. But as we have shown, the colonial question under imperialism is always a 

revolutionary question, always a part of the international struggle against the power of capital. 

Yet according to current M-L orthodoxy, (which is based on the 1928 thesis) the national 

question and national movements may have either a predominantly proletarian or a 

predominantly bourgeois character. This distinction permits a backing away from the right of self 

determination to be justified with the population of a contradiction with the over-riding 

requirements of the class struggle. Stalin was a master of this technique: 

It should be borne in mind that in addition to the right of nations to self determination, 

there is also the right of the working class to consolidate its power, and the right of self 

determination is subordinate to this latter right. (Stalin, Marxism and the National 

Colonial Question, p. 246.) 

The 1928 Comintern position, and certainly its contemporary advocates even more so, are 

mistaken in drawing a sharp distinction between Black people living in the Black Belt area of the 

South, and those living elsewhere in the country. While there are clear differences between the 

Black Belt and the large urban ghettos - notably in the forms of struggle which are appropriate 

and have the greatest military-political potential - the essential national character of the struggle 

is the same. 

The distinction between nation and national minority which is at issue here is even more tenuous 

when it is applied to the Puerto Rican national question. Regarding Puerto Ricans living in this 

country as a national minority ignores both the actual impact of imperialist oppression and the 

historical evidence as to the most effective way to organize against it. 

Furthermore, the Comintern position does not sufficiently stress the active and participating role 

which masses of Black people and their organizations will play in the struggle for self 

determination, in the development of a mass culture of resistance to oppression foreshadowing 

the ending of oppression. As is true of many post-Lenin communist positions, the emphasis lies 

far too heavily, not on these points, but on the leading role of the party. Of course, most U.S. 

leftists are refering to a multinational Leninist party. 

One final point about the 1928 Black Belt Nation Thesis is that its application today entails a 

contorted approach to population statistics and sociological trends, not to mention poor basic 

logic. These bode poorly for the "concrete analysis of concrete conditions" which is the essence 

of communist strategic thinking. 
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CONCLUSION 

Black people in this country are a nation; parallel to heavily oppressed colonial nations. The 

Black struggle is essentially the first stages of a revolutionary struggle for national liberation. 

The main issue for white communists is how do we support this movement, how can working 

class solidarity with this national liberation struggle be developed. Without the orientation of 

providing concrete assistance for this anti-imperialist struggle, any talk about support for the 

right of self determination is, as Lenin said, "a meaningless signpost". 

Before ending this section we would like to clarify two points. First, we have some sympathy 

with certain of the motivations behind the separation of Black people into a nation in the South 

and a national minority elsewhere. Specifically this applies to the arguments advanced by Harry 

Haywood and Ted Allen. Second, we do not mean to imply through the rejection of the Stalin 

definition of a nation that some of the elements of that definition do not have political 

importance. 

There are left groups, the CPUSA is one, which advance an extremely vague notion of self 

determination. Notably absent from such conceptions are two elements, the idea of national 

independence, of territorial separation, and of the use of revolutionary methods to gain self 

determination. It all is reduced to certain types of reforms with "participation". It is widely 

realized that such advocacy of self determination robs the position of all real meaning. Since this 

position in the case of both the CPUSA and the Revolutionary Communist Party is combined 

with a "dispersed nation" theory of the Black National Question, some critics conclude that only 

when the Southern Black Homeland is accepted can self determination have its essential Leninist 

character - the right to set up an independent state. Of course, the usual corollary of the Southern 

Black Homeland, is Black national minority status elsewhere in the country. We do not believe, 

however, that there is any contradiction between recognizing that Black people are part of one 

oppressed nation wherever they live, and making true self determination on a definite territory a 

reality. This is a contradiction only for those afflicted by a partial and doctrinaire understanding 

of the theory of the national question. Significantly, few revolutionary Black nationalist groups 

have trouble with this point. They realize that only when national minorities can be assimilated 

into another nation, can such a sharp demarcation be made between nation and national minority. 

None of what we have said should be interpreted as a downgrading of the importance of common 

territory to the Black movement. All we have done is question the theoretical significance of 

common territory as the basis for determining the character of the Black liberation struggle. 

Black people have a common territory in every major urban center, but these territories are 

isolated from each other, are directly dependent on the encircling metropolitan area 

economically, and suffer various political and military weaknesses. On the other hand there are 

substantial areas of Black majority in parts of the South, and current migration patterns could 

easily expand these areas. These areas are much closer to being potentially self sufficient 

economically and defensible militarily. This section of the South offers definite opportunities to 

the nation-building aspects of the Black liberation movement, opportunities of which that 

movement is quite well aware. 
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IV IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGY AND REVOLUTIONARY ORGANIZATION 

STO has written a number of articles and pamphlets on various aspects of revolutionary strategy. 

These cover the nature and role of the revolutionary party, the relationship between the woman 

question and the national question, the united front and the path to working class unity as well as 

other subjects. These all refer at many points to the implications for revolutionary strategy which 

flow from our estimate of the centrality of white supremacy and of the struggle for Black 

Liberation. Rather than go into detail on these points in this article, we will mention some 

conclusions and direct the reader to other material for more extensive argumentation. What we 

will concentrate on are the strategic implications of the extensions and clarifications of our 

position which have been presented in this paper, particularly the view of the Black National 

Question and its relationship to the international struggle against imperialism. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGY 

One element of our position has been made clear in the course of this paper. A central feature of 

strategy must be the winning of a substantial section of white workers to solidarity with the 

struggles of oppressed peoples, specifically with the oppressed Black, Puerto Rican, Mexican, 

and Native American peoples living and working within the current territorial boundaries of the 

U.S. This entails a frontal attack on the institution of white supremacy. White supremacy is a 

major element of capitalist hegemony in this country. Its function is the development of white 

racial solidarity as a bulwark against and diversion from multi-national working class unity and 

working class/oppressed peoples solidarity. Thus it is pre-eminently a "class issue". 

Although white supremacy is not in the class interests of white workers - either in the short or 

long run - it is based upon a system of relative advantages which are shared, though unequally, 

by all white people. The significance of these privileges is that they provide the material basis for 

a perceived racial group interest. 

In this country, socialist revolution will not be possible without the development of revolutionary 

socialist consciousness on a mass scale. As opposed to revolutionary movements earlier in 

history and elsewhere in the world, we will not be able to seize state power and then use this 

point of strength to facilitate the development of a socialist working class. Marx's statement that 

the "emancipation of the working class (and the entire people) must be the work of the working 

class itself" is literally true in the U.S. The U.S. working class with all its limitations and 

prejudices must, and will make its own revolution. The working class revolutionary movement 

will not be a statistical cross-section of the national composition of the class. Workers from the 

oppressed groups will provide decisive leadership and greater proportional participation. 

However, given the realities of population in this country, at least a healthy minority of white 

workers must be involved if it is to have any hope of ultimate success. Clearly this means that 

until decisive sections of white workers reject the system of white skin privileges, the multi-

national working class will not be a revolutionary force. The continued sway of white supremacy 

will make all major revolutionary advances very difficult to achieve and to maintain. 

Overcoming oppressor nation practice and mentality among white workers sets two tasks for 

revolutionaries and revolutionary organizations. First, they must constantly expose the capitalist 
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essence of racism and white supremacy, criticizing, within the limits of good tactical sense, all 

movements and struggles which avoid these over-riding class issues. The communist's goal is to 

sharpen the contradiction between class interest and white group interest in a mass way in order 

to clarify the practical implications of these two opposed outlooks and find the approaches to 

struggle within which white workers can opt for consistent class struggle. 

Communists have the responsibility to criticize bourgeois ideology and culture as it influences 

workers and to confront class collaboration of all sorts with class struggle. In our view, the task 

outlined above is nothing more than the specific form which this communist responsibility must 

take in the U.S. This can only be done by programmatically confronting the issue of white 

privilege. As we have said, the denial of equality to oppressed peoples is a two sided 

phenomenon. The other side is the establishment of relative advantages - privileges - for the 

population of the oppressor nation. Each denial of equality to Black people has its corresponding 

privilege for white people. (We would hope that at this point in our argument, no one will take 

this presentation of an undeniable set of facts as a negative moral judgment on white workers.) 

The class struggle in this country typically takes the form of unstable multinational unity within 

the framework of the tacit acceptance of racial and national differentials. All left positions which 

stress "Black and white unity to fight the common enemy" and "something for everyone 

demands" fit, despite the purest of motives, into this pattern. Thus we argue that communists 

must resolutely and categorically fight against privileges and must be able to recognize them for 

what they are wherever they exist. This position is hardly original or surprising in the 

international Communist movement. It is exactly what Lenin laid out as the responsibility of the 

proletariat (and specifically communists). The only real questions concern how, and how not, to 

carry out this task. 

The second task for communists is to identify the elements in mass struggles which foreshadow 

the potential of genuine class unity, and to bring these elements to the front of the struggle. This 

must be done so that the significance of the elements is not overshadowed by the reform aspects 

which usually dominate mass struggles under current conditions. This is particularly vital for the 

educational process among white workers. To the extent possible, the Black movement, and 

struggles of oppressed people throughout the world, should be posed as an alternative way to 

live, as a pole of struggle opposed to the class accommodation which characterizes the lives of 

most white working people. We raise this second task to make it crystal clear that we believe that 

only in the context of struggle will the mass rejection of privileges be possible. Of course, we 

want it equally clear that there is absolutely no basis to believe that this rejection will be 

spontaneous or automatic. On the contrary, it is dependent on the active educative role of 

conscious communists. 

We are sometimes accused of setting up strategic tasks that are only relevant for white 

communists. That is a foolish accusation. We believe that the body of this paper quite adequately 

implies the distinctive role which we see for revolutionaries among the oppressed peoples. If it 

has not done this, we will spell it out here. 

Our strategic emphasis on white supremacy is not determined solely by the centrality of its role 

in U.S. capitalist society. White supremacy/Black oppression is not only an important weapon in 
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the arsenal of capitalism, it is a weapon that is extremely dangerous for those who wield it. Its 

political utility depends on the national oppression of a people whose labor is vital to the 

functioning of the metropolitan economy. This is not the case with most colonized peoples and it 

is a tremendous source of potential power for the revolutionary movement in the U.S. Thus 

Black oppression is not only the main tool of U.S. capitalist political dominance, it also marks 

the outstanding weak spot of the capitalist economic structure. 

It is important to understand this point in terms of the central strategic role we assign to the 

struggle against white supremacy relative to other forms of oppression - i.e. women's oppression. 

We are not arguing that Black people are more oppressed than women (how can one measure 

such a thing). What we are arguing is that of all the struggles in which a popular victory would 

fatally weaken U.S. capitalism, the fight against white supremacy is the one with the greatest 

chance of success. 

This vulnerability of U.S. capitalism to the struggle against white supremacy is not just a 

theoretical and potential one. The distinctiveness of this particular weakness is provided by the 

strong, clear, and increasingly conscious ties of Black people to the entire anti-imperialist 

revolutionary movement, a movement which has dramatically changed the map of the world in 

the past decades and, in the process, has demonstrated the limits of the political-military power 

of U.S. capital. 

U.S. revolutionaries, and particularly white communists, must understand that the national 

liberation-anti-colonialist struggles that are occurring within the (current) territorial boundaries 

of this country do not only play an important role in the development of a general class 

polarization. Their revolutionary significance lies not just in their potential to detonate the 

general class struggle - to be the little wheel which starts the big wheel moving — but in their 

intrinsic anti-imperialist character. It is not only on a global scale that the revolutionary 

movement is composed of two elements -workers and oppressed peoples - it is true specifically 

and concretely within the U.S. And within this country, any revolutionary who is unable to see 

which component is the leading one is extremely out of touch. 

Clearly, then, in addition to all of the general revolutionary tasks, we would argue that the central 

responsibility of Black revolutionaries is the leadership of the struggle for Black liberation. In 

exercising such leadership, they are, in fact, providing the decisive vanguard element for the 

entire struggle against U.S. capital. The recurring theme in largely white ML groups is that Black 

revolutionaries should fight for "working class leadership" of the national liberation struggle. 

This is gratuitous advice on two counts. First, the overwhelmingly working class composition of 

the Black people means that any genuine mass movement will have a working class content and 

leadership. Second, the Black national liberation struggle is actually, not just potentially, a 

struggle in the interests of the entire U.S. working class. Thus all that remains of what presents 

itself as a very weighty ML proposition, is the suggestion that the Black movement should be 

well organized and have good leadership. We are sure the Black movement will be most grateful 

for such a suggestion! 

In fact, however, this demand from largely white communists for "working class" leadership of 

the Black movement is actually an attempt to smuggle in through the back door the notion of the 
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subordination of the national movement to what they perceive as interests of the class struggle. 

So long as remnants of this pre-imperialist notion retain influence, we will have oppressor nation 

left organizations which do not accept their responsibility to defend and assist the development 

of the mass self-determining character of the struggles of oppressed peoples in the U.S. The 

implication of this is the subordination of the most advanced component of the anti-capitalist 

struggle to the least advanced components - to the detriment of both. This will be the case 

whether its strategic form is a mechanical projection of a leading role for a "multi-national" 

communist party, or the demand for working class leadership of the national struggle with forces 

outside of that struggle determining what is, and what is not, such leadership. In the U.S. 

particularly, the responsibility of oppressor nation communists is to make very sure that they 

meet Lenin's injunction, not just to advocate the right to self determination, but to give concrete 

support to the actual movements for self-determination. 

SOME STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS FOR REVOLUTIONARY ORGANIZATION 

On the other hand, the socialists of the oppressed nations must, in 

particular, defend and implement the full and unconditional unity, 

including organisational unity, of workers of the oppressed nation and 

those of the oppressor nation. Without this it is impossible to defend 

the independent policy of the proletariat and their class solidarity with 

the proletariat of other countries in face of all manner of intrigues, 

treachery and trickery on the part of the bourgeoisie. (Lenin, "The 

Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations To Self 

Determination," Collected Works, Volume 22, p. 148.) 

In a case like that of the Irish, true Internationalism must necessarily be 

based upon a distinct national organisation, and they were under the 

necessity to state in the preamble to their rules that their first and most 

pressing duty as Irishmen was to establish their own national 

independence. (Engels, Ireland and the Irish Question, New World 

Paperback, 1972, p. 411) 

We begin this section, the source of the hottest current debates in the U.S. left, with two 

apparently contradictory citations from Lenin and from Engels. For reasons which we will clarify 

in the course of this section, we believe that in our particular circumstances, Engels' citation 

should guide our approach. This does not mean that we reject the operative element of the 

citation from Lenin - the necessity of defending the "independent policy of the proletariat". On 

the contrary, this over-riding consideration leads us to an emphasis on what Engels calls 

"national organization" for revolutionaries. 

Engels wrote when the revolutionary credentials of the English working class were distinctly 

suspect. Lenin wrote under conditions where it was beyond question that the leading force for 

anti-capitalist revolution were sections of the Euro-American working class. We are living in a 
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period when it is equally beyond question that the most active revolutionary forces are the 

working masses of the oppressed peoples of the world. The crucial issue is the terms of unity 

between workers of the oppressor and the oppressed nations. On this issue we are confident that 

Lenin would agree that there should be no organizational unity which is not based on 

unconditional opposition to national oppression, or which, at least the forces within the 

oppressed nations view as a contribution to the development of such unified opposition. We are 

equally confident that revolutionaries among the oppressed peoples in this country at this time 

would also favor moves toward organizational unity under such conditions. But in fact, these 

conditions do not exist on any meaningful basis. 

Throughout this paper there have been references to the implications of our position for the role 

of the party. However, not only the role of the party, but also its structure and the path towards 

building it are involved. There are two historic precedents for the issue. One, well-known but 

commonly misused, is the relationship of the Jewish Bund to the RSDLP; the other is the attitude 

of Engels and Marx to the Irish living in England who were part of the First International. 

At the famous Second Congress of the RSDLP, the demand of the Bund that they be an 

autonomous section of the RSDLP and that all Jews recruited into the party be automatically 

assigned to a Bund organization, was rejected and the Bund left the Congress. (This, by the way, 

allowed the Bolsheviks to be the "majority" in the Bolshevik/Menshevik split over elections to 

the Iskra editorial board which emerged later in the Congress.) It is important to look at this 

question more deeply, than the usual conclusion that Lenin rejected separate party organization 

for national minorities. First, politically, the leadership of the Bund were right Mensheviks. This 

would weigh against any agreement to give the Bund special jurisdiction over all Jewish social 

democrats. Second, and far more important, Lenin was not nearly so intransigent about the 

Bund's demands as is commonly supposed. In fact it was the Mensheviks who opposed the Bund 

most vigorously. At the 1906 Unity Congress, Lenin advocated readmitting the Bund and within 

the framework of the general RSDLP program, giving the Bund autonomy on all questions 

concerning the Jewish people. The Mensheviks opposed this position, although they were much 

closer to the Bund on general political questions. 

Thus, if anything, the unique features of the Bund would have dictated against concessions in the 

direction of autonomy for it within the RSDLP, but the Bolshevik position was for substantial 

autonomy. Isn't it obvious, then, that in situations where the national character of a people is 

much more evident than with Russian Jews, (i.e. North American Black people or Puerto Ricans 

living in the U.S.) and where the level of consciousness and organization among the working 

class in these national groups is well advanced over that of white working people, precedent of 

the Bolshevik attitude towards the Bund would certainly entail a large degree of autonomy and 

rights to separate organization within the party? 

The above discussion suggests the very minimal level of autonomy for Black and other Third 

World peoples living in the U.S. even if one's vantage point is the Bolshevik national question 

theory prior to World War I. But we have argued that even this theory is not the appropriate basis 

for making judgments about revolutionary organization and strategy in the U.S. Rather, it is the 

national-colonial theory, part of the Leninist concept of imperialism, that we should look to for 

guidelines on relations between communists of oppressed and oppressor nations. 
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We can begin with Engels position on Irish workers living in England in the 1870's - a much 

closer parallel, than Jews in Russia in the 1900's (Thus the quote from Engels at the beginning of 

this section). In Lenin's writings on the national question (see Collected Works Volumes 36, 44, 

45.) there are clear implications for the right of organizational autonomy of oppressed people 

which are implicit criticisms of Stalin's (and the Bolshevik Party's) approach. This difference 

was highlighted in Lenin's well known "last struggle" (see Collected Works, Volume 36), which 

partly involved differences with Stalin and Ordjonikidze over autonomy of the Georgian CP. 

Applying Lenin's changing conception of the anti-imperialist national struggle, we can arrive at 

some general conclusions relative to party organization. Where the nationalist movement is 

basically a bourgeois democratic movement (a rare exception at present) autonomous party 

organization among national minorities should be limited, at least to the extent proposed by the 

Bolsheviks for the Bund. Where the nationalist movement is part of a revolutionary democratic 

(anti-imperialist)- struggle, that is an equal partner in the struggle for socialist revolution - 

(remember "workers and oppressed peoples of the world unite") - separate party organization for 

oppressed peoples living within the territory of the oppressor nation is both theoretically 

defensible and frequently practically desirable. Specifically, class conscious socialist Puerto 

Ricans living in this country are not in conflict with Leninism, but in accord with it when they 

organize separately or as a branch of an organization centered on the island. We would extend 

the same argument to Black revolutionaries outside of the South. Such conclusions follow from 

the rejection of the nation/national minority dichotomy for peoples subjected to imperialist 

oppression. 

This is putting the issue too generally in terms of how a party should be structured. Our problem 

is how to develop a party or parties. What does this entail for our approach to organization 

among oppressed peoples? 

STO is a mainly white communist group which has had and will continue to have Black, Puerto 

Rican, Mexican and Native American members. However, we do not see the growth of groups 

such as ours as the essential feature of the process of party building. To the contrary, 

revolutionary groups from among the oppressed peoples will be the leading components in the 

formation of a genuinely revolutionary party. We expect that the dominant form of the party 

building process will be development of principled relations between Third World and mainly 

white groupings, characterized - on the part of white groups - by a willingness to recognize the 

leading role of Third World forces in the revolutionary process and to place a priority on the 

struggle to win white workers to a class stand. 

It seems to us that a realistic assessment of class forces leads necessarily to these conclusions. 

There is an immense difference between the U.S. and Russia in this regard. The Great Russian 

working class was far advanced over the working class of the other nations within the Czarist 

Empire (possibly excepting the Lettish working class). The Great Russian working class 

provided inspiration and support for the national struggles within the Czarist Empire with their 

principled advocacy of the right of peoples to self determination, including secession. 

In the U.S., on the other hand, it is the working class within the oppressed nations which is far in 

advance of the white workers in class consciousness and organization. Their struggle for equality 
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and national liberation provides the central element attracting the working class as a whole to a 

revolutionary stand. 

In our view, this reality has clear implications for the position of those Third World communists 

who choose to function in largely white communist groups. We assume the implications for 

autonomy are obvious, but the issue should not be seen as what can be tolerated, but rather as 

what should be encouraged. Since the growth of Black, Puerto Rican, Mexican and Native 

American revolutionary organizations is likely to have a greater and more positive impact on the 

class and national struggle than the growth of integrated groupings, such integrated groupings 

must always be exploring the possibility of assisting the development of the Third World 

organizations. Thus Third World cadre must be encouraged to participate in such formations and 

consequently to accept them as their primary political reference. The worst course possible is to 

develop barriers between Third World groups and Third World cadre in multi-national groups. 

This is difficult. It creates many real problems, and runs counter to a normal concern for 

organizational viability. However, we feel, that it is in the best interests of the class struggle. 

We assume that it is obvious that we disagree with the "multi-national party now" position - 

particularly in the form advanced by the PWOC: 

Bundist conceptions of nationally exclusive "communist" organizations have no place in 

our movement and it is a sign of the growth of our movement that no Marxist Leninists 

today hold any brief for such notions. (Philadelphia Workers' Organizing 

Committee, Black Liberation Today: Against Dogmatism on the National Question, p. 

55.) 

We will shortly write a detailed critique of this position and its Kautskian roots. 

V A RESPONSE TO CRITICISMS 

Perhaps it will help clarify and provide a workable context for our strategic position, if we spend 

the rest of the paper responding to the most common and most substantial criticisms of it. Of 

course, these criticisms generally attack our position on white supremacy, since, as we have said, 

though our conception of the Black National Question may have been suspected, it has not 

previously been circulated publicly. On the other hand, our position on the nature and centrality 

of white supremacy, often characterized in publications like the Guardian as the "discredited 

theory of white privileges", has received more than its share of criticism. 

At the risk of causing some confusion, we will use the following procedure. The section will 

begin with quotations from a number of criticisms of our position from widely varying 

(politically) sources. It will be apparent that there is a good deal of overlap in these criticisms, 

and that several common themes are present. We will organize our response around these 

common themes, and in the process will introduce some additional criticisms which are slightly 

different from those cited. 
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SOME CITATIONS OF COMMON CRITICISMS 

. . . it is not any particular "deal" that is the main reason why whites 

(and Blacks and other Third World people) help the bourgeoisie enslave 

the non-white majority of the earth's laboring forces, but it is the 

coercive force of state power that forces the whites and Blacks and 

Third World people to do this, against their wills. 

. . . White racist ideology reacts back on the material production 

relations in many ways. One way is for the bourgeoisie to extend 

privileges (petty privileges of favoritism such as overtime, good jobs 

etc.) to some white workers. (However, this is not always the case. 

Sometimes some Black workers are extended privileges (though far less 

often) with the same result — racial antagonism. Sometimes, though not 

often, there is a semblance of fairness in the extension of favors.) 

Another way is for white workers in an advantageous position to 

jealously guard this position against Black workers. Then there are some 

white workers who hold virtually the same position as Black workers but 

are nevertheless racist in many of their ways of thinking. This is a result 

of the general racist ideology that is part of the peculiar American scene. 

Of course there is the racism of the state officials, tied to the bourgeoisie, 

that results in ghettoes, etc. either as a plan consciously understood, or as 

an attitude, not consciously understood but resulting in the same thing. 

These are only a few examples. 

(The above citations are from Alan Sawyer, "A Critique of 'White Blindspot': A Contribution to 

the Struggle Against a Petty-Bourgeois Line on the Question of Working Class Unity.") 

We must also be clear that our struggle in the U.S. is not one against 

"white skin privilege", a position that had much support during the 

1960's and appears to be gaining support again today. Our struggle is 

not against the "privileges" of white people not to be shot down by 

police as readily as we are, or to have an education that is relatively 

better than the education Black people receive. Nor is it a struggle to 

make whites want to guiltily move into the health-hazards, 

euphemistically called the Black Community or lose their jobs in 

preference to Black people who are traditionally "last hired, first fired". 

OUR STRUGGLE IS ABOUT TAKING THE POWER over our lives 

away from those 'who would force us to exist as we do. Our struggle is 
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for the political power to rectify the problems we have and protect us 

from the enemies who would give us more. This must be made perfectly 

clear. We cannot march against a "Backward Idea" nor make war on 

"white skin privilege" without marching and warring against the entire 

U.S. white population. But we can march against colonialism and we can 

make war for political independence, and if our struggle is designed to 

end colonialism as opposed to a metaphysical concept called "racism", 

we will be joined by many who will begin to understand as we already 

do, that our struggle is aimed at the imperialist enemy of all the peoples 

of the world. 

(The above citation is from Joseph Waller, "Colonialism: The Major Problem Confronting 

Africans in the U.S." Printed by the Education Committee of the African Peoples Socialist 

Party.) 

. . . The inexorable logic of this is best expressed by the Sojourner Truth 

Organization which describes these "white skin privileges" as "the main 

pillar of capitalist rule in the U.S. As such," it goes on, "it dooms every 

struggle of the working class to be split by white people's narrow group 

interest. Small victories are in jeopardy, ultimate victory impossible." 

But communists take a different view of their class. They do not idealize 

the backwardness of the workers, especially the white workers. Nor do 

they echo the line of the bosses that the white workers indeed do have a 

stake in the system of white supremacy. 

(The above citation is from Irwin Silber, "Fan The Flames," The Guardian, 6/30/76.) 

The biggest theoretical problem with the white skin privilege approach, however, is its 

treatment of those relative advantages as "privileges" in the first place. The theory 

suggests that these advantages are permanent features of the capitalist division of 

labor, that they are "natural" under capitalism. But this is only part of the truth. They 

were not handed to white workers on a silver platter by clever capitalists who schemed 

to divide whites from non-whites. Many were won through long and bitter struggle 

against a vindictive capitalist class: the right to unionize, job security (seniority), decent 

wages, political enfranchisement and so forth. For any socialist to suggest that these are 

anything other than fundamental workers' rights is foolish. (As is any attempt to divide 

those advantages that are "natural to the capitalist division of labor from those that had 

to be won. This because that division of labor is not "natural", but the product of 

centuries of class struggle.) 

(The above citation is from Nick Rabkin, "Racism, The National Question and White Skin 

Privilege" New American Movement Discussion Bulletin, No. 11, pp. 57-58) 
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The second is that the revolution is seen in two stages. First you unify 

the working class by smashing white supremacy, then you fight the 

bourgeoisie...First, revolutionaries get white workers to repudiate white 

skin privilege, then unify the working class, then fight the bourgeoisie. 

It focuses its attack on a symptom - white workers' racism • rather than 

on the disease of capitalism itself. It calls on revolutionaries to give more 

priority to the struggle against the "privileges" of white workers than to 

the struggle against the bourgeoisie. Thus it places the contradiction of 

race (or to be more exact, an aspect of the contradiction of race which is 

internal to the working class), above the contradiction of class. This is 

standing Marxism on its head. Marxism is based on the recognition that 

the fundamental contradiction in the epoch of capitalism is the 

contradiction between the socialized process of production and the 

private mode of appropriation, and this contradiction manifests itself in 

the struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. This 

contradiction must be resolved through class struggle leading to socialist 

revolution before other contradictions (such as race or sex) can be fully 

resolved. 

The WSP position is not effective in practice because it looks at all 

problems in society through the prism of white supremacy rather than a 

class analysis. White workers are not seen primarily as workers 

exploited by capitalism, but as racists. In practice the WSP strategy guilt 

trips white workers about their "privileges" rather than urging them to 

struggle with workers of all nationalities against the class enemy towards 

the ultimate working class rule of society. Rather than furthering the 

class struggle, the result of the WSP strategy is to fail in the struggle 

against white chauvinism, encouraging narrow Black nationalism, and 

thereby further divide and weaken the class. 

The White Skin Privilege position reflects a petty-bourgeois class 

outlook. It sees personal transformation, in the form of the "repudiation 

of white skin privilege", as the key strategy. While repudiation of 

privileges is an important process for petty bourgeois revolutionaries in 

proletarianizing themselves, it makes no sense to demand that a white 

male textile worker with brown lung "repudiate his white skin 

privileges". The WSP reflects bourgeois ideology in that it focuses the 

struggle against racism on the "ignorant rednecks" rather than on the 

bourgeoisie. It relies on an "education" of workers about their racism 

which typifies the relationship of the petty bourgeoisie to workers. 
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(These selections are cited from The Durham Organizing Collective, "Notes on NAM and Race, 

Sex and Class," NAM Discussion Bulletin, No. 12, December 1975. 

TERMINOLOGY 

There is a lot of objection to our terminology. There are critics who object to reference to 

"privileges"- for white workers, to our assertions that white workers "enjoy" these privileges, to 

our claims that white workers "participate in" or "acquiesce in" national oppression. Most of 

these critics are particularly outraged at our position that white workers must be organized on the 

basis of "repudiation of privileges". Such critics fall into two camps. One group says they 

disagree with the substance of our position, but they focus their attack on the terminology, 

asserting that it provides clear evidence of the essentially petty bourgeois character of our 

political position. Our advice to such critics is to center their criticism on matters of substance. 

We are not married to our language. 

There are people, however, who maintain that our position is essentially correct, but that our 

terminology "turns off" potential supporters. In such cases we are fully prepared to accept any 

alternative formulations which will better convey our meaning. We admit that the language 

which we have drawn from Dubois and Lenin does tend to impart a moralizing air and may 

prevent our position from being understood, or contribute to it being misunderstood. But, to be 

frank, we usually find that substantive differences lurk behind the complaints about language 

from our 'friends'. For example, we have made few converts by substituting "relative advantages" 

and "material differentials" as more neutral synonyms for privileges. And, when we have 

accepted the criticism that our position should be formally integrated into the overall conceptual 

framework of Lenin's theory of imperialism, an integration which this paper has attempted, we 

find such critics anxious to define a white North American oppressor nation which is uniquely 

absent a working class. 

MORALISM 

A common criticism that is related to the issue of terminology is that our approach is 

moralistic/that it emphasizes the repudiation of privileges by individual white workers in a 

process akin to the emergence of "born-again" Christians. We admit that initial formulations of 

our position were susceptible to this interpretation, and this is the way that they were interpreted 

in the student movement of the late sixties. That was a problem, of course, but it was a problem 

that fades into insignificance in comparison with its opposite. The historical tendency of the 

white left to capitulate to white racism and national chauvinism. U.S. history has hardly been 

oversupplied with John Browns, but it has had more than enough leftists who approached the 

race question from the stance of what would sell best to the white worker. 

Neither is our approach uniquely susceptible to moralism in its approach to fighting racism. For 

example, consider the imperatives which Irwin Silber of the Guardian, no advocate of the white 

skin privilege line, lays on communists: 

The communists - the white communists in particular - must be prepared to tell the white 

workers that they are a pack of fools for swallowing the racist garbage that only benefits 
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monopoly capital that in jeopardizing class unity they are their own worst enemy and that only 

unity between Black and white based on unequivocal support for the democratic rights and 

special demands of the Black workers can forge the kind of unity which the working class as a 

whole requires in its struggle with capital. (Guardian, June 6, 1976.) 

Revolutionaries must see that a large part of the work of revolution consists in the promotion of a 

cultural revolution within the working class. Many leftists are so taken with the obvious truth 

that this work can only be successfully concluded after the seizure of state power (see DOC 

cites), that they neglect the more relevant truth that it must be well begun as a condition for the 

seizure of power. While it is certainly absurd to view this work in the framework of individual 

conversions, rather than as an aspect of mass struggle, the cultural revolution - the sloughing off 

of capitalist attitudes, ideas, and patterns of behavior, and the development of a full proletarian 

world view, is nothing other that the transformation of the operative values of the working class. 

As such, it has a definite, necessary, and quite legitimate, moral tone. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRIVILEGES 

It is apparent from the critical citations that much of the attack on our position centers on the 

concept of privilege. We will respond to a number of aspects of this attack by answering the 

following questions: do we exaggerate the material significance of these privileges; do we 

confuse privileges with the legitimate gains of militant class struggles; does the concept of white 

privileges contradict the Leninist notion of the aristocracy of labor; is our conception of a 

priority on the struggle against privileges a viable approach to struggle? 

The citations from Sawyer (and DOC) - e.g. "petty privileges of favoritism" - reflect a common 

criticism that we exaggerate the material significance of white privileges. We think that such a 

criticism is ridiculous. Any statistical index of living conditions; real income, unemployment, 

prison population percentage, educational level, welfare percentages infant mortality, drug 

addiction percentage, will disclose a substantial, and a stable, differential between Black people 

and white people. Any knowledge of relative working, living, and schooling conditions of Black 

and white people demonstrates this differential. Those who think that it is materially insignificant 

should come up with some evidence. For our part, we continue to believe that it is one of the 

outstanding features of North American life. Of course, we are not confusing the political 

consequences of this differential, which are open to legitimate disagreement, with the economic 

and sociological facts of its existence and magnitude. 

FRUITS OF STRUGGLE? 

A common mode of argument is to combine the assertion that white skin privileges are not really 

significant with the assertion that what we term 'privileges' are actually the fruits of working 

class struggle. In short, they don't mean so much, and even if they do, the white workers have 

'earned' them. The Rabkin selections take the second half of this position, arguing that these 

relative advantages are not privileges but "fundamental workers rights" which should be 

extended to all workers, not taken away from white workers. 
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This argument contains a tiny element of validity mixed up with some very basic confusions and 

errors. First, the valid: only very foolish people would expect much success in organizing white 

workers purely on the basis of convincing them to give up benefits. Since our position does not 

automatically repel foolish people, to some extent we might deserve such a criticism. However, 

our actual approach to organizing white workers to which we have referred earlier bares little 

resemblance to this caricature. 

But let us look more closely at the argument typified by the Rabkin selections. It admits of no 

possible interpretation other than that white workers are relatively better off in this country 

because they have struggled more persistently and courageously. A more insidiously racist and 

patently untrue notion would be difficult to devise. It implies that Black people, themselves, are 

responsible for their unequal position because they haven't fought sufficiently hard. In its bald 

form this position could only be maintained by an overt racist. In its more subtle manifestations, 

it is important stock in trade of the white North American left. When we stand the struggles 

which have been waged by various sections of the people against the manner in which 

improvements in working and living conditions have been distributed, it is apparent that a 

consistent element of capitalist policy has been to make differential concessions to white people - 

white working people included. 

On the other hand, this position also slanders white workers. We can be quite categorical in 

saying that the racist exclusion of Black workers from the AFL and the Railroad Brotherhoods, 

won no victories for any sector of the working class. The major concessions won from the ruling 

class - the franchise, the shorter working day, the right to organize unions and strike - were not 

seen as white prerogatives by those who fought for them. For example, the struggle for 

unionization of basic industry was undoubtedly a major militant class confrontation, and it is 

beyond question that the demand for seniority protection played a major role in this struggle. The 

principle of seniority rights was fought for by Black workers as well as white workers. No 

significant number of the participants in this struggle thought that they were fighting for the 

principle that Black workers would be the last hired and the first fired. Many of them thought 

they were fighting for the opposite. 

As we have pointed out earlier, the actual process which takes place is that working class 

victories are interpreted and modified over time into new obstacles to working class advance - in 

the cases which concern us in this paper, into racial privileges. Nevertheless, the seniority system 

has become an important mechanism of discrimination, insuring that only the sons, nephews, and 

male neighbors of those who struggled for the demand and were "fortunate" in their skin color, 

enjoy its benefits. This is not an obscure process for Marxists. It affects all struggles for 

bourgeois democracy. It is paradoxical that competent Marxists become so unable to 

comprehend this process when it impinges on the issues of racial and national oppression. Our 

name, thanks to W.E. B. Dubois, for this paradox is "white blindspot". Of course, the proper 

response to the deformation of reform victories is not to demand a return to the status quo ante. It 

is to struggle for the extension of gain in order that it does not constitute an obstacle to what 

Marx called the "ever growing union of the working class". Any "reform" which institutionalizes 

class disunity can never be accepted by a revolutionary communist. 
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WHITE SUPREMACY AND THE LABOR ARISTOCRACY 

Many critics, including the October League and Sawyer argue that we completely muddle the 

classical Leninist conception of the labor aristocracy with our position on white supremacy. The 

heart of this criticism is that Lenin argued that the labor aristocracy was a relatively small 

minority, while we maintain that all white people have privileges. We could avoid the thrust of 

this criticism by pointing out that Lenin undoubtedly thought that all Russians were privileged 

relative to the oppressed nations in the Czarist empire, and that he constantly called for the 

absolute opposition to any national privileges whatsoever. (Actually, he did not quite do this. In 

his very last letters and memos he argued that it was proper to accord formerly oppressed peoples 

concessions which went beyond equality. See Collected Works, Volume 36.) However, since, in 

fact, we do not regard the role of the labor aristocracy as particularly significant in this country - 

particularly when compared with the role of the institution of white supremacy - we will respond 

to the substance of the criticism. 

There would be general agreement that the U.S. has enjoyed a substantial period in which it was 

pre-eminent among imperialisms, and when, in addition to its oppression of foreign peoples, it 

gained immense additional profit from internal national oppression. There is no doubt, then, that 

the U.S. ruling class has had some extra profits with which to "bribe" a section of the working 

class and the trade union officialdom. Nor is there any significant disagreement over whether it 

has been successful in this venture. However, while we think that the aristocracy of labor which 

has been created through this process has some significance, (for example, in determining 

political concentration decisions in production and attitudes towards trade unionism) we do not 

assign it a central strategic role. 

The labor aristocracy, those workers enjoying a relative monopoly position with respect to their 

jobs, played a definite political role in Lenin's time. This was the social base for the national 

chauvinism of the Second International with all of its related features of reformism and 

revisionism. Lenin clearly thought that the corruption of the Second International was only a 

temporary deflection of the development of the working class towards revolutionary 

internationalism. This same view was also reflected in his frequent reference to the minority 

character and temporary duration of the labor aristocracy. 

However, the closest the working class in Europe and North America have ever come to 

internationalism occurred in the years immediately following the October Revolution with the 

.passive resistance to the capitalist attempt to crush Soviet power. Since then, not only the 

Second International parties, but also the communist parties of Europe and North America have 

amply demonstrated that there is no inherent and over-riding tendency towards proletarian 

internationalism. In addition, the mass reactionary nationalism (oppressor nation nationalism) 

which Lenin might have believed was temporary when it was first manifested in its modern form 

during the First World War, has become distressingly permanent. Consider the phenomenon of 

fascism in this regard. No, we must look beyond the question of the labor aristocracy to explain 

these political realities. 

In the U.S., the working class has not, as a mass, advanced to the point of classical social 

democratic opportunism. Not that that means there is no opportunism. On the contrary, there is a 
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surplus of it, and, in both form and content, it is decisively white supremacist. While there is an 

inter-relationship between imperialist oppression in general, and the oppression of peoples within 

the (current) borders of the U.S., the relationships and contradictions which arise from the 

second area have a much more direct and significant impact on the behavior of the U.S. working 

class. Thus while we do not deny the existence of a classical labor aristocracy in this country, we 

do not think that its political significance approaches that of the national divisions within the 

working class, and we do not regard any attempt to further delineate which sectors of the 

working class constitute the labor aristocracy as having great importance. In short, we do not 

deny the notion of the labor aristocracy, but are concerned with a different set of conditions and 

forces, ones which were only beginning to be apparent in Lenin's lifetime. 

POLITICAL WORKABILITY 

The final aspect of our response to criticisms focused on the concept of white skin privilege 

concerns the charge that such an approach, whatever its objective truth, is not politically 

workable - that white workers can never be organized through such a direct confrontation with 

their currently-perceived interests. We must distinguish, of course, between two variants of this 

criticism, that offered by Black revolutionaries, and that which comes from predominantly white 

sections of the movement 

The motives behind such Black criticism as that cited from Joseph Waller of the Afrikan People's 

Socialist Party is the need for meaningful white working class participation in the struggle 

against U.S. imperialism. Such participation, of course, is the most significant way that the 

oppressor nation working class can provide "concrete and effective support" to movements for 

national liberation directed against "its" imperialist ruling class. On the other hand, when the 

same criticism is raised in the white movement, the motivation is almost always rooted in a 

desire to avoid dealing with essential features of bourgeois consciousness among white workers. 

It is seldom a question of a better approach to developing class unity, but a resurrection of some 

variant of the tired old parallel struggles scheme which is as far removed from class unity as 

Kool Aid is from ambrosia. The initial impulse for these parallel struggles is defined as the 

perceived interest of both Black and white workers. What happens when these interests are in 

conflict with each other? The response is to avoid those areas and issues where interests conflict. 

In other words, the response is to avoid a forthright demand and struggle for equality. This 

position has had its chance in this country. 

While appreciating the concerns which motivate the criticisms offered by the Afrikan People's 

Socialist Party, we do not agree with the criticisms or the alternative strategic approach which 

they imply. No viable revolutionary strategy in the U.S. can avoid dealing with the essential 

fabric of class collaboration which, in our view, is provided by the institution of white 

supremacy. Equality and the right to self determination are very tangible things to those who are 

denied them. They cannot be fought for just as general slogans, instead they entail specific 

demands and tactics and a priority on these. 

Equality will not benefit every worker equally. If Black workers are not automatically the last 

hired and first fired, other workers will fill this unenviable role. Revolutionaries may console 

themselves with the knowledge that the entire class and thus, ultimately all workers, benefit from 
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the fight for equality, but this fact is far from self evident to white workers. Of course, if we had 

complete control over the terrain of struggle, we would find a variety of ways to shape the 

struggle for equality in order to maximize the immediate benefits which would ensue from it for 

all workers. In fact, in most cases, we have very little control, and thus must deal with situations 

when the best alternatives are Utopian dreams. For example, in a layoff situation where the issue 

is between strict use of seniority and special consideration for Black and women workers, it is 

seldom the case that a campaign against layoffs in general has any potential. The same is true 

with most other notions of "making the ruling class pay". To the degree it can be done, it should 

be done, but such a slogan will never allow us to slip out from under the necessity of choosing 

between equality and some other considerations. 

Thus there are really only two possible approaches. Our position, which is, to repeat, that 

equality must be fought for as an over-riding priority, and the general alternative of posing a 

struggle against a "common enemy", or for a set of demands which would benefit everyone 

without affecting the specific inequities already in existence. This latter approach to the struggle 

for equality has characterized the white U.S. left throughout its history - or at least the better 

periods of this history - and has amply demonstrated its fallacies. Fundamentally it rests on a 

simple reductionism entirely contrary to Leninist politics - that important political and 

ideological structures will be dissolved through the working out of the economic struggle. In 

short, our position is that mistakes are inevitable when revolutionaries raise the question, how 

can white workers be organized, without having a clear understanding of how white 

workers must be organized. 

This does not mean that there is no significance to the question of how to best win white workers 

to the struggle for equality. There is no question at all but that it is far preferable to approach 

equality through a "leveling up" rather than a "leveling down" process. There is also no question 

but that a context of joint or common struggle against the actual class enemy is extremely 

important. This follows from our understanding that the political basis for winning white workers 

is found in both their short and long term class interests, while the obstacle to winning them lies 

in the fact that this class interest is not clearly articulated and conscious. The process of 

elaborating the class consciousness of white workers and making it their operative basis for 

interpretation and action can only take place in any kind of mass way in the context of struggle 

against the ruling class. Our point is not that this is not a necessary concern of revolutionaries — 

it is; but that, in and of itself, is not a sufficient concern. 

Given this background, it is possible to see that most criticisms of our position which center on 

the charge that "white workers can never be won with such a line", are actually saying something 

a little different. They are saying that white workers cannot develop revolutionary class 

consciousness until after the revolution. Solidarity with oppressed peoples and a clear stand 

against privileges and for equality are essential features of revolutionary class consciousness. In 

our view consolidation of such a position among at least a substantial minority of white workers 

is a condition for revolution in this country We do maintain, as the October League notes in 

some horror (Class Struggle No. 1), that workers cannot be revolutionary and racist at the same 

time - not in this country. Of course, we do not mean by this that all racist attitudes and ideas will 

be eradicated, even among a minority of the white workers, before the revolution. We mean that 

the political-ideological structure of white supremacy must be decisively defeated, and class 
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interest must predominate over white racial solidarity as the determinate of the behavior of a 

significant section of white working people. Those who believe that this is a Utopian 

requirement must re-examine their agreement with fundamental Marxist premises. Those who 

believe, after all of our arguments in this paper and elsewhere, that it is an arbitrary requirement, 

we pledge to bother no further. 

STAGE THEORY? 

There is another feature to these criticisms which should be cleared up. This is the notion that we 

propose a two stage theory of struggle, first defeat white supremacy, then attack capitalism. We 

have said it earlier in the paper, but let us repeat it again. The attack on white supremacy is not a 

distinct stage of struggle. Perhaps that conclusion might have been drawn by people predisposed 

to it from arbitrary fragments of the very first statements of our position written almost ten years 

ago. However, in many different articles and pamphlets we have explicitly argued a different 

position. We argue that white supremacy is an essential feature of capitalist rule and that the 

process of organizing the working class into a revolutionary force involves an attack on this 

feature of capitalist rule. 

The real difference is not over whether the fight against white supremacy is a separate state of 

struggle, it concerns the content of the fight. Most critics imply what Sawyer explicitly states: 

"the main reason why whites...help the bourgeoisie enslave the non-white majority of the earth's 

laboring forces...is the coercive force of state power." (We butchered the Sawyer citation a bit 

here, but we are confident that he would accept it as reflecting his views.) 

If Sawyer is correct, the focus of the fight against white supremacy should be against the 

capitalist ruling class. However, he is wrong. The essential root source of white supremacy 

among white workers is not capitalist police power, but capitalist ideological and cultural 

hegemony, supported in the last analysis by police power. The police power comes in as the 

primary method of controlling Black resistance. Since white supremacy isn't forced on white 

workers by the military power of the state except in the rarest of cases, our strategy is aimed 

primarily against the ideology of capitalism, not as it is manifested within the ruling class, a 

matter of only derivative concern, but as it is manifested, developed, and supported within the 

working class. In short, the fight against white supremacy involves a struggle and polarization 

within the working class, specifically among white workers. 

This struggle within the class is what our critics oppose, at times through the device of accusing 

us of a two-stage strategy, and at times openly. Of course, the struggle against bourgeois 

consciousness, against opportunism, is a basic feature of the working class revolutionary process 

in every stage and phase. The only possible difference is whether or not white supremacy is an 

essential element of working class false consciousness in the U.S. If it is, it must be fought 

concretely, not indirectly through some sort of struggle against the racism of the capitalists. We 

might remember that it was not the social chauvinism of the imperialists which distressed Lenin. 
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A SPONTANEIST APPROACH? 

At one point Sawyer charges us with rejecting "the leading role of the party in uniting the 

proletariat". This is a common form of another criticism of our position. That is, our emphasis on 

the leading role, the attracting and mobilizing function of the national liberation struggle in the 

general struggle against capital, is essentially reliance on spontaneity and a denial of the role of 

conscious revolutionaries. (The other side of the criticism, of course, is that we exaggerate and 

idealize Third World revolutionary movements. This is a point of fact which we deny 

categorically.) 

Every political approach must take into account political conditions and processes which are 

beyond its power to decisively determine. It will take more than the most dedicated work by 

revolutionaries to arrive at a situation where, in Lenin's phrase, "the masses of people are 

unwilling to be ruled in the old way". It requires a favorable conjuncture of objective and quasi-

objective conditions. In this framework, the existence and development of the national liberation 

struggle inside the current borders of the U.S. is hardly an unreasonable or arbitrary assumption. 

This aspect of revolutionary struggle has assumed world historic significance since the Bolshevik 

Revolution. It is ridiculous to suppose it is a passing phase which can not be counted upon for a 

revolutionary perspective for this country. 

Finally, and most responsive to the thrust of the criticism, the reliance on spontaneity in Lenin's 

sense, is not just the over-estimation of the spontaneous side of the struggle, it is the 

abandonment by revolutionaries of their responsibility to "clearly understand and fulfill the 

tasks" which the mass movement sets before them. We have spent the bulk of this paper detailing 

how we see the "tasks" of revolutionaries in the U.S. While we most certainly rely on the 

existence of the national liberation struggle for assistance in fulfilling these tasks, we realize that 

they will not be fulfilled without a conscious and organized intervention by revolutionaries. If 

that is not one concrete lesson of the history of the class struggle in the U.S., we are very 

mistaken about this history. 

RACE: A "SECONDARY" CONTRADICTION? 

We conclude this section, and the paper as a whole, with the treatment of one final criticism. 

Though we have touched on this point a number of times during the paper, it is proper that a 

response to it be the final section of our argument, because it is the central theoretical 

misconception on which all other criticisms, in the final analysis rest. The Durham Organizing 

Collective paper makes the point most directly: "Thus it (our position) places the contradiction of 

race . . . above the contradiction of class." One way or another almost every criticism of our 

position accuses us of subordinating the main contradiction (class) to a secondary contradiction 

(race or nation). 

We have already indicated part of our answer to this position in our treatment of the national 

question, and specifically, of the import of Lenin's observation that the essence of imperialism is 

national oppression. Here we are concerned with the theoretical and methodological errors in this 

criticism. What we have is a mechanistic distortion of the Marxist conception of capitalist 
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society. Though we certainly don't regard Althusser with the awe of some radicals, his 

description of the "main contradiction" is useful. 

. . . the Capital-Labour contradiction is never simple, but always 

specified by the historically concrete forms and circumstances in which it 

is exercised. It is specified by the forms of the superstructure (the State, 

the dominant ideology, religion, politically organized movements and so 

on); specified by the internal and external historical situation which 

determines it on the one hand as a function of the national 

past (completed or 'relapsed' bourgeois revolution, feudal exploitation 

eliminated wholly, partially or not at all, local 'customs' specific 

national traditions, even the 'etiquette' of political struggles and 

behaviour, etc.), and on the other as functions of the existing world 

context (what dominates it - competition of capitalist nations or 

'imperialist internationalism', or competition within imperialism, etc.), 

many of these phenomena deriving from the 'law of uneven 

development' in the Leninist sense. 

In short, the idea of a 'pure and simple' non-overdetermined 

contradiction is, as Engels said of the economist turn of phrase 

'meaningless, abstract, senseless'. That it can serve as a pedagogical 

model, or rather that it did serve as a polemical and pedagogical 

instrument at a certain point in history does not fix its destiny for all 

time. (Louis Althusser, For Marx, Vintage Books, 1970, pp. 106, 113.) 

Capitalism is a complex of contradictions, one of which defines the nature of the society. 

However, it is not possible to understand a particular capitalist society, and, certainly, to develop 

a revolutionary plan to transform it, without grasping the "historically concrete forms and 

circumstances in which it is excercised". That is what we attempt to do, in a most nreliminary 

and tentative way, with our elaboration of the institution of white supremacy as a form and 

circumstance of U.S. capitalist rule and the internal movements for equality and national 

liberation as specific historical circumstances of struggle against that rule. 

It is elementary Marxism that the class struggle is the basic historical dynamic. The class 

struggle is not launched by this or that revolutionary group, it is the fabric of the capitalist social 

process. The task for revolutionaries is to make this struggle a conscious one with the goal of the 

overthrow of capital and the establishment of a proletarian dictatorship. In this context, the 

struggle against white supremacy for working class unity and solidarity with oppressed peoples 

is not something waged independently of the class struggle, it is a strategic approach to 

revolutionary intervention in that struggle. Those who claim it is elevating a secondary 

contradiction over the main contradiction, actually oppose it as a specific approach to 

intervention in the class struggle, whether they realize it or not. 
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ONE FINAL WORD 

This is a working paper, a basis for discussion. We offer it in the hopes of contributing to the 

process of debate and clarification of differences which is indispensable to the development of 

the revolutionary movement in this country. 

7/25/76 
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SINCE WHEN HAS 

WORKING BEEN A 

CRIME? 

the deportation of Mexicans without papers 

by Sojourner Truth Organization 

1977 

NEWS FROM THE PLANT 

When Frank Stewart came to work early Tuesday morning, he punched in and went up to the 

locker room to change clothes. 

"Where were you yesterday?" asked Joe Williams, who changed at the next locker. "Don’t you 

know we work on Mondays around here?" 

"I had to go to court to fight a speeding ticket. First they kept me waiting half a day. Then 1 had 

to look at this stupid movie about how to drive." 

"You missed some real excitement around here," said Joe. "The government pulled a raid." 

"What do you mean, a raid?" 



 321 

"Just what I said," Joe answered. "A raid. Around four guys in suits came in and started asking 

questions. 'Where were you born? Where are your papers?' Questions like that. As soon as some 

of the people in packing saw what was happening, they took off. Man, you never saw anyone 

disappear so fast." 

"No kidding? Where did they go?" 

"I don't know. Out the door. Behind the boxes in 114. In the can. Maria told me one lady in her 

department hid out in the garbage pail." 

Frank was starting to get the picture. 

"Who were these guys?" 

"Bill, the union steward said they were agents from the INS - Immigration and Naturalization 

Service. They were looking for people in this country without papers." 

Frank was disappointed he'd missed the excitement. 

"Wouldn't you know I'd pick that day to be off. How come I always miss all the fun?" 

Joe looked serious. 

"It wasn't much fun. I saw them hassling Julio -the Puerto Rican over in assembly. They were 

really giving him a hard time - making him show his papers. And he's a citizen, so he hasn't got 

papers. They were calling him a liar. Pushing him around. They wouldn't believe he was Puerto 

Rican. They kept asking him if he got here by bus." 

Joe clearly didn't think much of the way the agents acted. 

"They were pulling every person who looked like they were Mexican off their lines and hassling 

them. They even stopped Steve, and he's Japanese. This one agent kept talking to him in Spanish. 

The place was crazy - people running all over; lines backing up; everyone getting all shook up. 

The only departments that weren't touched were the ones where almost everyone's white." 

"Did they catch anyone?" Frank asked. 

"When I saw them leaving they had Juan Lopez and Eliseo that works in packing. And they had 

one of the Spanish women from assembly. I think her name is Mercedes. The foreman said they 

were here without papers. I guess they'll all be put on a bus back to Mexico." 

"Why some of those people have been here for years. Two of Juan's kids were born here. And 

just last week he was telling me about the plans for his son's christening." 

"Maybe so," said Joe, "but the christening will have to take place in Mexico, because he's gone 

from here." 
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Frank finished changing his clothes. He didn't say much for the rest of the day, but he listened to 

other people talking. Some of the conversation was about the raid of the day before. People 

wondered if there were others without papers in the plant besides the three they caught. 

That night, after Frank and his wife, Joyce, had put the children to sleep, they sat around talking. 

He told her about the raid. 

"It doesn't seem right," she said. "Those people have been in the plant working like everyone 

else. Juan's wife just had a baby. How will they live with three kids and him losing his job? And 

both of them being sent back?" 

"I don't know. Some of the guys were saying it was a good thing that they got the three of them, 

because it will mean more jobs for Americans. That makes sense. It's hard enough to get a job 

now." 

"Isn't Juan the one you used to trade food with?" Joyce continued. 

"That's right. He'd give me tacos from home sometimes, and I'd give him some of my lunch. He 

really likes your meat loaf." 

Frank thought for a minute. 

"The other thing some of the guys were saying is that the Mexicans who are here illegally don't 

pay taxes and are a drain on the economy. I read something about that in the "Tribune" last 

week." 

"How could Juan not pay taxes?" Joyce asked, frowning. "That's ridiculous. The company 

deducts taxes from his check the same as they do from yours - before you even see the money." 

They both sat quietly for a minute, before Joyce continued. 

"You'd think that a rich country like this wouldn't have to turn away anyone looking for honest 

work. After all, there are plenty of things that need doing." 

WORKERS WITHOUT PAPERS 

The incident at the plant that Frank and Joyce Stewart talked about was only one of many such 

incidents all over the country. It is estimated that there are from six to twelve million people 

living in the U.S. without what the government calls "proper papers". They come from all over - 

from Canada, from Hong Kong, India and Greece, from Jamaica and Haiti - but the largest 

number come from Mexico. 

Why do they come? The answer, in most cases, is simple: a chance to work. And work they do, 

in agriculture, food processing and serving, clothing manufacture, transportation — wherever 

productive labor is carried on. 
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The argument is often made that the undocumented workers don't pay taxes. Exactly the opposite 

is true. Joyce Stewart was right when she pointed that out to Frank. Juan Lopez' employer 

withheld federal and state taxes from his paychecks. When Juan was returned to Mexico he was 

unable to recover the excess in income tax he paid during the course of the year. And taxes aren't 

the only losses suffered by people forced by the U.S. Government to leave. There is the money 

the employer takes out for social security. If people are forced to leave they lose it all. Even if 

they stay, they can't collect social security for the time they were here without papers. People 

also lose bank accounts, furniture, and other household goods and personal belongings — 

everything that can't be packed up and put on a bus with them. 

There are other losses as well. Greedy lawyers charge all kinds of money to "defend" victims of 

immigration arrests. In the end, the people have to leave anyway, and they leave a lot poorer than 

before the lawyer took their money. Similarly there is the problem of notaries. In Mexico, a 

notary is almost like a lawyer: someone people go to for certain legal services that do not require 

actually going to court. In the U.S., anyone with $15. can be a notary. But since the Spanish 

word is similar — notaria — and since unscrupulous notaries with neon signs outside their 

neighborhood offices are able to attract people with immigration problems, many notaries do a 

large illegal business. They steal money from people and give back false promises or simple 

services that are available at low cost, if the people only know where to look for them. 

People without proper papers suffer other financial losses as well. There is the money that some 

pay to contractors for jobs and false papers. Not everyone does this, since not everyone has the 

money or the connections. But there are many contractors or middlemen who fix workers up 

with papers and jobs, in return for big sums of money. If these workers get caught by the 

immigration agents, they lose the money they put up for the jobs and papers, as well as 

everything else. 

There are personal losses. Families are broken up by the immigration laws. The U.S. 

Constitution says that any person born here is a citizen. This means that many undocumented 

workers have children who are citizens. If children are old enough to stay and work, they may 

choose to stay and support the family when it is sent back. Or the child may go back with the 

family and then return when it is old enough to work. Also, it is very common for sisters and 

brothers to be separated by the immigration laws. 

DISCRIMINATION IN THE U.S. 

So why, with all these problems and risks, do people come? As we said before, the 

answer is simple: a chance to work. Because he didn't have papers, Juan Lopez was 

forced to take a low paying job with little union protection. Some are more fortunate 

and manage to get jobs in high paying industries like auto and steel. Most, however, 

have to settle for the $2.50/ hour jobs: in unorganized factories, in service stations, 

in restaurants. And the lowest paying jobs in this country are usually the hardest, the 

hottest, and the dirtiest. In addition to the problems resulting from lack of official 

documents, Juan, like other workers of color, was a victim of the system of U.S. 
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white supremacy: discrimination based on skin color. Furthermore, he had to survive 

the discrimination against him because his first language was Spanish. Not many 

employers will hire people who don't speak English — even when the job has 

nothing to do with speaking English, or any language for that matter. And in many 

jobs, if there are white people willing to do the work, other workers don't get hired. 

So Juan and his family faced double discrimination: color and language. 

Besides discrimination at work, people like Juan live in constant fear and uncertainty. They 

know that if the immigration officials catch up with them, what little amount of financial security 

they've found will be taken away. Anything can lead to being caught: a raid, a fight with a 

neighbor, sending a child to school, a speeding ticket or just walking down the street and being 

Mexican. Raids and other forms of harassment are still common despite the government's claim 

that they are no longer doing this. In and near the community of South Chicago, there have been 

recent raids on local restaurants and numerous work places such as Republic Steel, Jay's Potato 

Chips, Solo Cup and two local hospitals. In the case of the hospitals, supervisors called an 

"employees meeting" and once the workers were assembled, the doors of the meeting room were 

closed and the immigration officials were brought in. Even workers with proper papers are 

hassled as the government is liable to stop any Mexican or person of color, trying to find 

"illegals." Being caught means jail, until the victim can put up $500 to $1500 in bond, or until 

that person is on the bus to Mexico. 

WHAT ABOUT MEXICO? 

Can't they find work in their own country? Often the answer is no, and one of the 

reasons for that is U.S. business. The border between Mexico and the U.S which is 

closed up tight to Mexican workers who want to come north, is wide open to U.S. 

corporations running away to Mexico. Large corporations like to boast how their 

investments help underdeveloped countries grow in industrial strength. The truth is 

a lot different. When U.S. corporations enter a country like Mexico, they provide jobs 

for just a handful of people — at the cost of distorting and retarding economic 

growth of the country as a whole. Thus, Mexico has been unable to develop many of 

the basic industries vital to any independent country because the new business 

enterprises are crushed by giant U.S. agricultural, auto, pharmaceutical and other 

monopolies. When U.S. corporations invest money, large profits are sent back to the 

U.S., to the banks and shareholders of the corporation. Thus, money is drained out of 

Mexico and many other countries of Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and South America, 

enriching the wealthiest segments of U.S. society. When the Lopez family came north 

looking for work, they were simply trying to follow the money that the Yankee 

exploiters have taken from their country. 



 325 

Another problem that these U.S. corporations in Mexico create for workers is the language 

problem. The companies often want their employees, especially those in office jobs, to speak 

English. And because these companies want English speaking workers, Mexican schools want 

English speaking teachers. Since the arrival of U.S. business interests in Mexico, speaking 

Spanish is not good enough for many jobs. So people come here to learn English while they 

work, in hopes of some day landing a better job back home. It is doubly aggravating to Mexican 

workers here to have to put up with the argument "If they live here they should 

speak our language", when even in their own country, its getting to be important to 

speak our language. 

COMPETING FOR JOBS 

Many workers just stay a few years in this country, before returning home. Others, like Juan, 

settle here and raise families. Do they compete with "American" Workers for jobs? Of course 

they do. Under the present system, all workers compete for jobs. But we think there is something 

wrong with the idea that competition of workers is more important than their contribution. 

Workers without papers, like immigrant workers generally — be they from Africa, Europe, 

South America or the East — have built the railroads, dredged the canals and dug the mines that 

have given this country the mightiest industrial base on earth. With so many more tasks waiting 

to be performed, the country cannot afford to turn away those who come from other lands 

looking for work. The contribution that the immigrant workers, including those without official 

papers, have made in the U.S. is enormous: a lot greater than the contribution made by those who 

are seeking to deport them. 

THE TRUTH ABOUT IMMIGRATION LAWS 

Whenever we have high unemployment, those representing the interests of big business attempt 

to cover up their own responsibility for this situation by blaming working people. As the U.S. 

unemployment rate rose in the last five years, new laws were introduced to the Congress which 

were designed to blame Mexican workers for the U.S. economic troubles. One of these laws, the 

Rodino Bill, was defeated due to the united opposition of many people who understood its 

unjust-ness and the dirty trick behind it. However, a number of states have enacted similar 

legislation and others are attempting to do so. Furthermore another bill, called the Eilberg Law, 

was sneaked through the U.S. Congress to replace the Rodino Bill. Among other things, the 

Eilberg Law reduces the annual quota of Mexicans legally entering the U.S. from 43,000 to 

20,000. It also changes the status of parents with children born in the U.S. by making them wait 

until the child is 21 before they can get the papers which would make them legal residents. This 

provision makes many more people liable for deportation and divides families. Such laws must 

be resisted and stopped. But it is even more important to resist all efforts to deport working 

people who are simply trying to work for the money that is being drained out of their country by 

U.S. corporations. 

 

 

 



 326 

A PAGE FROM HISTORY 

Frank and Joyce Stewart didn't know it, and neither do most people, but there is a precedent in 

history for the kinds of reactionary deportation laws that are being enacted against workers 

without papers now. 

In 1850, when slavery still existed throughout the U.S. South, Congress passed the Fugitive 

Slave Law. This incredible law was designed to stop the steady stream of slaves escaping to the 

North. It provided for fines and prison terms for anyone sheltering refugees from slavery. 

Suspected runaway slaves could be arrested on request, or on sight, without a warrant and turned 

over to a claimant, on nothing more than the claimant's word that he was the owner. It was all 

perfectly "legal" — just like the deportation hearings are today. A person would be arrested and 

brought before a judge. In about one minute, the person would be charged, the owner would 

testify the victim was "his" slave, and the so-called trial would be over. 

The appeal the slave holders made to enlist northern support for the Fugitive Slave Law was in 

many ways like the argument put forward today by the U.S. Government for deporting 

undocumented workers. The slaveholders — the biggest and cruelest exploiters of labor of their 

time — painted themselves as heroes and champions of white labor. They boasted that they were 

protecting white people from competition for jobs by black laborers. "After all," they argued, "as 

long as black folks are working without wages on the plantations, they can't take away white 

people's jobs." 

These arguments were exactly backwards. They were answered very well by Frederick Douglass, 

a brilliant man and a former slave himself. He showed that it was slavery, not black people, that 

degraded free labor. As long as black people were forced to work without wages on the 

plantations, nobody's wages — black or white — could rise very high. Unfortunately, few from 

the ranks of white laboring people heeded Douglas's wise words. Just like today, most white 

workers attached way too much importance to the benefits they received for being white. Then, 

they focused on the benefits of being free: as bad as things were for them, at least they weren't 

slaves. Today they focus on their relatively better jobs and housing; on their nicer neighborhoods 

and better schools. What they ignored was — and still is — the most important thing of all. As 

long as the corporations and the government can keep white people happy and quiet with their 

little privileges, they can keep the whole working class under their heel. 

RESISTANCE GROWS 

At the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, fear and dread spread through the black population of 

the North, where it was estimated that more than 50,000 fugitives had taken refuge from slavery. 

Would they be caught? Would they be found, even after years of freedom? Would Congress 

come up with new laws making northern blacks slaves, as well. Some fled to Canada. 

At the same time, resistance developed. Lots of it. Opponents of slavery condemned the law, 

declaring that the slaveholders were attempting to turn citizens of the republic into slave 

catchers. They held public assemblies to marshal opposition. They formed anti-slavery societies 

and circulated petitions. And they made bold, heroic efforts to rescue fugitives, in open defiance 
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of the law. Armed clashes broke out between the slave catchers and defenders — black and 

white — of fugitive slaves. 

An outstanding example of direct resistance to the Fugitive Slave Law was the case of Anthony 

Burns. 

$40,000 FOR A SLAVE 

On May 24, 1854, Anthony Burns, who had learned to read and write in slavery, was arrested in 

Boston as a fugitive slave, put in irons, and placed under guard in the federal courthouse. The 

guard was a posse of special police, one-third of whom were known thugs with prison records. 

News of the arrest spread fast. The next day, three lawyers came to court to defend him: Charles 

M. Ellis, a member of the Boston Vigilance Committee, which was organized to protect the 

rights of black people; Richard Henry Dana Jr., author of Two Years Before the Mast; and 

Robert Morris, the city's most respected black attorney. 

The next night, during a gathering nearby of citizens to protest Burns' arrest, a man cried out 

"WHEN WE GO FROM THIS CRADLE OF LIBERTY, LET US GO TO THE TOMB OF 

LIBERTY — THE COURTHOUSE!" And go they did. The crowd stormed the courthouse and 

battered down the door, attempting to rescue Burns. The attack was repulsed by armed 

constables and deputies, but one deputy was killed in the process. 

Black people gathered around the courthouse and stood vigil around the clock. Knowing it was 

impossible to win Burns' freedom in court, abolitionists and black people raised $1,200, his 

"price" and tried to buy his freedom. The U.S. Attorney, however, refused to allow this 

transaction, arguing that the Fugitive Slave Law required Burns' to be returned to his owner in 

Virginia. 

Of course, Burns did lose the legal battle. When he was to sail to Virginia a few days later, 22 

military units were called up to make sure he didn't escape. A cannon was mounted in front of 

the courthouse. 50,000 shouted "SHAME" as they watched the Boston police and the U.S. Army 

march Burns to the docks. The town was draped in black. At one point, the crowd tried to break 

through a police cordon to rescue Burns, but they were forced back. 

Although Anthony Burns' market value was $1200, it had cost the government more than 

$40,000 to return him to his owner. Back in Virginia, the Richmond "Enquirer" printed an 

account: "We rejoice, but a few more such victories and the South is undone." 

There were other slave rescue attempts, and some were successful. On February 15, 1851, waiter 

Fred Wilkins, or Shadrach, as he was known, was seized from his job and rushed to the Boston 

courthouse. While Shadrach was still in court, a group of 50 black people from the neighborhood 

pushed into the courtroom, lifted him in the air, and spirited him to a carriage. Shadrach and his 

rescuers moved away "like a black squall." The rescue was so fast, nobody even pursued 

Shadrach. His rescuers were all eventually found not guilty by a sympathetic jury. 
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From the beginning, black people made up the main force in the resistance to slavery. They 

operated on the universally recognized principle that people fighting for their freedom must 

themselves strike the first blow. The Civil War began with both sides fighting for slavery — the 

South to take it out of the Union, the North to keep it in. It was the noble efforts of the black 

people, free and slave, and the efforts of their white supporters, that brought about the greatest 

achievement of the war — the ending of the evil system of human slavery. 

IT IS TIME TO RESIST EVIL 

If Frank and Joyce Stewart had known the history of this country — not just the part about 

George Washington and Abraham Lincoln they teach in school — they would have been able to 

answer the question a lot of people ask about deportations. What can you do? 

As was described in the previous section, at the time of the Fugitive Slave Law, the widest, 

boldest resistance came from the direct victims of the law: slaves and free black women and 

men. Just as then, widest resistance now will come from Mexican residents of the U.S., who bear 

the heaviest burden. Already, they are beginning to show the way. In Los Angeles last year, 

workers who are here with legal papers refused to show them to the immigration agents, 

jamming the prisons and courts with their resistance to an unjust, unfair, racist law. Also in Los 

Angeles, thousands of Mexican people without papers marched in defiance of the law to the 

Immigration Department offices. In such large numbers, and with the support of so many people, 

nobody was arrested. 

There are many more actions that people can take to defend workers without papers. We can 

refuse all cooperation with the immigration agents. We can refuse to answer any questions, 

including where we were born. We can turn around and ask them where they were born. Or tell 

them to show us their papers, if we are stopped. All this is completely legal. And if a lot of us 

who are citizens or permanent residents refuse to cooperate, it will make it very difficult for the 

immigration police to do their dirty work. 

Beyond that, we can go even further. We can begin to show our strength by acting together 

where we work. Workers in large plants and mills can prevent the immigration police from freely 

circulating around and snatching people out. There is no way that raids can be carried out at large 

mills like Republic Steel, the scene of a recent raid, if the people who work there decide to stop 

them. Furthermore, workers can respond with strike action against the deportation program. 

They can strike if the front office lets the immigration police in the door. 

Like the slave rescues described earlier, these actions could put a fast stop to the ugly harassment 

and deportations of Mexican people in the U.S. There is no doubt that the American working 

class, veteran of the eight hour day movement, practitioner of the sit-down strike and the roving 

picket line, instigator of the flying wedge and the strike-on-the-job, can bring these evil 

deportations to a screeching halt — once they make up their minds to do it. 
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IN PARTIAL PAYMENT 

Class Struggle, Sexuality and the Gay Movement 
by A. Rausch 

Urgent Tasks No. 7 

Winter 1980 

from the 1981 reprint 

AUTHOR'S PREFACE, 1981 

This is the first printing of “In Partial Payment” in the pamphlet form for which it 

was originally written. More than three years have passed since it was written in 1978 

and two since it was published in the Winter 1979-80 issue of Urgent Tasks. 

Often writers are allowed to make revisions or additions before a new edition is published. Even 

if there were an opportunity to do so here, and there is not, this article would not be changed 

(except to straighten my lay-out). It had a specific purpose at the time it was written. It is to be 

hoped that it fulfilled that purpose, and while much remains to be written on the subject it will 

have to be in the form of different articles and books for these much different times. When it was 

first written there had been no Lesbian and Gay March on Washington, no Lavender Left 

Network or Dykes Against Racism Everywhere. Nor were there assembled neutron bombs. 

The original purpose seemed simple. A friend extracted a promise from me almost a decade ago 

not to join any Marxist organization which did not have a reasonable position on lesbian and gay 

liberation. Of course that was not the sole criteria, but it proved a useful one. If there was any 

value to this thing called Marxism then it should have some usefulness in explaining the 

phenomenon of sexuality and gay liberation. 

The article resulted when it became clear that few organizations had done more than put their 

previously existing prejudices on paper. Some individuals had done prodigious work but, 

perhaps because it was outside of an organizational framework, they lacked a developed strategic 

perspective. Without that, gay liberation and gay rights just become items to be tacked onto the 

list of ‘other’ struggles. And ones which are readily dropped when prospects become riper 

elsewhere. 

There have been a number of criticisms directed at the article. Many focus on the “disrespect” 

shown for other Marxist groupings. There is a hillbilly saying that in order to educate a mule one 

must first get its attention. The best way to do this is with a 2 by 4. There is also a saying of 

Lenin’s that it is impossible to discredit Marxists so long as they do not discredit themselves. I 

hope the point is clear. 

Others have remarked that sections are sketchy or obscure. This is unfortunately true. In addition 

to my own occasionally dense style there is a sprinkling of Marxist jargon such as “great nation 

chauvinism,” rather than the needed explanations of such terms. Where there are a few 
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paragraphs rather than a few chapters, as with the history of sexuality, the brevity came from a 

desire to make the article accessible and thereby useful. 

All the cutting left more room for the discussion of alliances, a topic which is even more 

germane at a time when the Klan is organizing openly for a war. Gay men and lesbians will 

presumably be included with Blacks, Jews and communists as the initial targets. It is hoped that 

anyone reading that section will realize that the struggles against lesbian and gay oppression 

inevitably take place on a terrain determined by the general level of struggles of national 

liberation and working class forces. 

Finally, many people contributed to this work other than those listed in the footnotes. I hope they 

accept this as a partial payment of my debt to them. 

A. Rausch 9/7/81 

IN PARTIAL PAYMENT: CLASS STRUGGLE, SEXUALITY, AND GAY LIBERATION 

  

As in every other sphere of American society when sex is made the issue, it is in order to evade the fact 

that the foundation has been developed for total relations between one man and another, and between 

man and woman, of which sex is only a part. 

  

—  C. L. R. James, Negroes and American Democracy 

  

In June of 1969 a routine police raid in a popular bar in New York City met an 

unexpected response. The police had cleared the bar with shoves and expletives. 

Rather than dispersing, the crowd, which included a number of Puerto Ricans and 

women, locked the police inside the bar and set it on fire. [1 ] When the police broke 

out of the building, they were hailed with bottles and coins. Several were also 

physically attacked by members of the crowd, which had now grown to a considerable 

size, swelled by members of the surrounding community. 

  

Four nights of sporadic street fighting ensued. 

  

Two months later a march was called to protest the continued police harassment of the 

community. As the march wound from Times Square to the West Village, it halted in 

front of the Women’s House of Detention to shout slogans of solidarity to the women 

inside. As the crowd grew to 3,000, the women prisoners began tossing burning 

newspapers out of their windows. Another battle with the police began, two police 

cars were overturned, seven officers were injured, and eighteen arrests were made. 

  

Two years after the rebellions in Detroit and Newark and hundreds of inner-city riots, 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F1
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one year after the Tet offensive in Vietnam, the nation-wide riots following Martin 

Luther King’s assassination, the Columbia student strike and French general strike, 

the Chicago Democratic Party convention demonstrations, and the resistance to the in-

vasion of Czechoslovakia, amid the height of the anti-war movement and the 

beginnings of the women’s movement, the gay liberation movement began with the 

first public, militant and mass resistance by gay people to their oppression. 

  

Within a year after the first Stonewall Riots, militant gay organizations had been 

created in dozens of cities and universities across the U.S. Many took the name Gay 

Liberation Front in a conscious homage to the National Liberation Front of South 

Vietnam. The diversity of the groups’ structures and political stances - embracing 

aspects of Maoism, feminism, anarchism, New Left politics, and positions more 

compatible with the Democratic Party - was that of a mass movement existing in a mi-

lieu of social change and confrontation on many fronts. 

  

The apparent suddenness of the gay movement’s appearance on the world’s view 

belies the actual centuries of individual resistance and years of concerted efforts to re-

form social attitudes through legislation and education. While during the 1960s a few 

dozen members of homophile groups yearly picketed Independence Hall in 

Philadelphia on the 4th of July to protest the treatment of homosexuals, in 1978 

almost 400,000 in the U.S. marched in support of gay rights during the ninth 

commemoration of the Stonewall Riots. Thousands also rallied in Canada, France, 

Spain, Japan, West Germany, and England, even while clandestine celebrations 

occurred in Greece, Brazil and, in all likelihood, every metropolitan nation. [2 ] 

  

Stonewall marked a change. No longer could the existence of gay people and the 

questions raised by their existence be relegated to obscure and obscurantist medical 

journals. Capitalist science, law, and religion were challenged on every assumption 

about homosexuality. And in the challenge, the failure of the North American Left to 

do more than accept bourgeois thought was exposed. 

  

This paper is intended as a discussion of some of the questions raised by the gay 

movement and the failure of the Left to address them. Some limitations and defini-

tions should be noted first: 

  

For the most part the discussion is limited to a consideration of North America and 

Europe. This is necessary given the lack of available information, but it is a definite 

limitation. 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F2
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Throughout, the words “gay” or “homosexual” are used. This includes both lesbians 

and gay men except when they are referred to as distinct groupings. The common-

place phrase “gay people” is also used, but should not be assumed to be linked with 

the notion that either gay men or lesbians are a people, as used in Leninist termi-

nology as a synonym for nation. Nowhere can evidence be shown of a struggle by 

either lesbians or gay men for the control of a territory sufficient to construct a nation, 

even if some other aspects of “nationhood” might superficially appear from time to 

time. 

  

Finally, this paper is intended as a beginning discussion of some questions. As such, 

while it must be a critique of the prevalent Left and socialist views of the gay move-

ment, it is not intended as a guide or critique of the movement. Gay Marxists have 

created and will create the theory and strategy that their movement requires. 

II 

Working-class consciousness cannot be genuinely political consciousness unless the workers are 

trained to respond to all cases, without exception, of tyranny, oppression, violence, and abuse, 

no matter what class is affected. Moreover, to respond from a Social-Democratic [Marxist – ar] 

point of view and no other. The consciousness of the masses of the workers cannot be genuine 

class consciousness, unless the workers learn to observe from concrete, and above all from 

topical (current), political facts and events, every other social class and all the manifestations of 

the intellectual, ethical and political life of these classes; unless they learn to apply in practice 

the materialist analysis and the materialist estimate of all aspects of the life and activity 

of all classes, strata and groups of the population. 

  

—  Lenin, What Is To Be Done?[ 3 ] 

  

What Is To Be Done? is studied and cited so often that one would expect major portions of 

it to be memorized by most of the North American Left. Yet the unequivocal words 

cited above have been ignored. The gay movement was granted a grudging nod of 

recognition from most Left groups when it emerged, except by those who greeted it 

with open hostility. Since then most socialist and revolutionary organizations have 

been forced to respond to it, if not theoretically then at least organizationally. 

  

The ten years since Stonewall have been long enough for some to make complete 

fools of themselves on this issue. The Revolutionary Communist Party calls for 

“abolishment” of homosexuality in its Draft Programme. “(P)rostitutes, drug addicts, 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F3
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homosexuals and others… will be re-educated to become productive members of so-

ciety with working-class consciousness.”[ 4 ] One wonders whether the RCP will use 

anectine, lobotomies or electro-shock therapy as the means of instruction. It is, of 

course, the “re-educators’ who must be educated.[ a ] 

  

The RCP only appears to be the worst offender because it parades its ignorance in 

public. The Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist) [formerly October League] has 

chosen not to print an opinion on the subject - perhaps while waiting for a definitive 

statement from the Beijing Review. The Communist Party USA does not print opinions 

or articles on the gay movement, except for subdued comments about issues that “hold 

great potential for divisiveness and destabilization. ” [b ] 

  

Only among those segments of the North American Left that have been substantially 

affected by the women’s movement has there been any sustained effort to grapple 

with the theoretical and political problems posed by the gay movement. Various 

Trotskyist groupings, those organizations and publications described as “socialist-

feminist,” some of the forces identifying themselves as “anti-revisionist, anti-

dogmatist” and those that fit (uneasily) within the “anti-imperialist tendency,” have 

taken positions. The best of these bear examination, but first it is worthwhile to look 

at what existed in Marxist thinking before Stonewall. 

  

If a search is made through the writings of Marx, Engels, and Lenin (and Trotsky, 

Stalin, and Mao), there are perhaps two paragraphs that can be said to apply 

specifically to homosexuality. Both occur in Engels’ Origins of the Family, Private Property 

and the State [ c ]: 

  
 

this degradation of the women was avenged on the men and degraded them also till they 

fell Into the abominable practice of sodomy and degraded alike their gods and themselves 

with the myth of Ganymede. [6 ] 

  

to the classical love poet of antiquity, old Anacreon, sexual love in our sense mattered so 

little that it did not even matter to him which sex his beloved was.[ 7 ] 

  

Leaving aside the second quote, which can hardly be seen as a thorough commentary 

on the subject, we have, from among the hundreds of thousands of sentences written 

by the major critics of their epoch, one which deals with the subject in passing. This is 

sparse pickings for quotation-mongers and dogmatists - though, to be sure, the sen-

tence has been invoked. And just as surely, sentences can be found in the same work 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F4
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which stand against such interpretations, as with: 

  

When these people [under socialism - ar] are in the world, they will care precious little 

what anybody today thinks they ought to do; they will make their own practice and 

their corresponding public opinion about the practice of each individual - and that will 

be the end of it.[ 8 ] 

  

This absence of any body of “classical” writings on the subject has had a dual effect. 

On the one hand, the vacuum has kept the dogmatists at bay, since to write anything 

longer than a page would require some original analysis on their part. On the other 

hand, it has probably helped call forth a number of analyses by gay Marxists and neo-

Marxists since there are no tomes to weigh heavily on their heads and hands. The 

onlyregret that should be registered is that no current analysis, Marxist or otherwise, is 

forced to confront an example of previously existing Marxist thought on the 

matter. [d ] 

  

Forrtunately, the sum total of Marxist thought is not contained in the writings of Marx 

and Engels. The stronghold of the world workers’ movement until the October 

Revolution was in Germany. It was there, coincident with and following the greatest 

growth of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD), the trade union movement and 

women’s rights organizations that the first gay liberation organization was formed in 

1897. [10 ] During the period from 1895 till the early 1930’s, the SPD and its Third 

International successor, the German Communist Party (KPD), maintained a consistent 

position of support for homosexual rights. While the activity of the German socialists 

and communists cannot be brandished as a model for us - they had only an embryonic 

gay movement and the predominant view, even among homosexuals, was that gay 

people were a “third sex” - it is still instructive for us in terms of what was done given 

these limitations. 

  

Two examples should illustrate their stance. In April and May of 1895, Eduard 

Bernstein defended Oscar Wilde in the pages of Die Neue Zeit, the leading journal of the 

Second International. Wilde, who had just been arrested in England for “gross 

indecencies,” was being virulently attacked by the English press. Bernstein’s articles, 

in sharp contrast, called for a scientific perspective on the “subject of sex life” and 

proceeded to attempt a historical overview of sexuality, stressing that “moral attitudes 

are historical phenomena” and that nothing humans did was “natural,” but rather a 

reflection of the development of society at that point. 

  

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F8
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Bernstein also argued that since the SPD was strong enough to “exert an influence on 

the character of statutory law” it had a responsibility to attempt the overturning of the 

anti-gay sections of the German penal code. In fact, this is what happened. August 

Bebel, leader of the SPD, spoke in the Reichstag in January of 1898 urging its 

members to sign a petition begun by the German gay rights group, the Scientific 

Humanitarian Committee. Bebel was the first major German political figure to sign 

the petition, which called for repeal of Paragraph 175 of the German penal code, 

which outlawed homosexual acts between males. (In a gesture of equality it was later 

extended to women.) 

  

The SPD Reichstag representatives continued to support the campaign during 

parliamentary debate. Bebel also continued to speak for it and the SPD’s 

newspaper, Vorwants, carried articles about the campaign. A degree of the appreciation 

seen for these actions is apparent in the ad in German papers before the 1912 

elections: 

  
 

REICHSTAG ELECTION! 3rd sex! Consider this!! In the Reichstag on May 31, 1905 

members of the Center, the Conservatives, and the Economic Alliance spoke against you; 

but for you, the orators of the Left! Agitate and vote accordingly! 

  

Until the forced demise of the Scientific Humanitarian Committee and its 

international counterpart, the World League for Sexual Reform, in 1935, individual 

leaders of both groups maintained an allegiance to the workers’ movement. In 

announcing the disbanding of the WLSR, one of its presidents cited differences with 

those who did not realize that “it is impossible to reach the goals of the WLSR 

without at the same time fighting for a socialist revolution.” By this time, however, 

the gay movement and the German Communist Party had parted paths.[ 11 ] 

  

The KPD’s change from being the staunchest supporter of gay rights to queer-baiting 

the leadership of the Nazi S.A., as they eventually did, can only be understood in 

relation to the changes within the Bolshevik Party and the USSR during the same 

period.[ e ] 

  

A few strokes of the pen had eliminated all laws against homosexual acts in the 

USSR. The October Revolution made possible this and all the other new laws in re-

gard to sexual relationships in the new state. The Bolshevik approach to this was set 

forth in a 1923 pamphlet by Dr. Grigorii Bakkis, the director of the Moscow Institute 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F11
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of Social Hygiene. He wrote: 

  
 

The relationship of Soviet law to the sexual sphere is based on the principle that the 

demands of the vast majority of the people correspond to and are in harmony with the 

findings of contemporary science… [Soviet legislation] declares the absolute non-

interference of the state and society into sexual matters so long as nobody is injured and 

no one’s interests are encroached upon. 

  

This legislation was recognized internationally by homosexual rights advocates as the 

most advanced of its kind. 

  

Yet only ten years after the revolution, Soviet representatives were referring to 

homosexuality as a “social peril” and in 1934 new legislation was signed by Kalinin, 

the President of the USSR, making homosexual acts between males punishable by 

from 3-8 years in jail. Such laws are still in force, especially against dissidents. S. 

Paradzhanov, a film director, was sentenced to 5 years in a labor camp in 1974 for 

such “offenses.” [13 ] 

  

The reversal of the progress that had been made during the revolutionary era demands 

as much explanation as the initial achievement, if not more, but some conclusions can 

be made for our purposes: while the spirit of Marxism existed in Germany, given life 

by a rising workers’ movement and women’s movement, the SPD and its Communist 

descendant, the KPD, represented the firmest allies of gay rights in Germany. While a 

workers’ state existed in the USSR, there was more guaranteed freedom for lesbians 

and gay men than has been known before or since. 

  

These must be seen as starting points for any current Marxist stance.[ f] 

III 

There is a direct lineage from the German homosexual rights movement - which can be held 

responsible for the attention given the question by the SPD and the Bolsheviks - to the U.S. gay 

movement. That lineage began when Henry Gerber, a U.S. citizen, was stationed in the Army of 

Occupation in Germany from 1920 to 1923. There he learned of the German homosexual rights 

movement. 

  

Upon his return to the States, Gerber began organizing the first homosexual rights organization 

in the U.S., the Society for Human Rights. Much as Marxists have time and again attempted to 

mechanically transpose the structure and politics of successful revolutions to the conditions of 

the U.S., Gerber moved to charter the Society in Illinois as a legal, public organization. This step, 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F13
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taken in 1924, after the Palmer Raids, massive deportations of radical “aliens,” and a series of 

setbacks to the class struggle after 1919, can only be described as misguided. When one of the 

officers of the Society was arrested because of complaints from his wife, an inquisition began. 

The officers of the Society were arrested on trumped-up charges, its records confiscated without 

warrant, and all involved lost their jobs in the process. 

  

Despite this, Gerber continued his efforts. In 1934 he wrote in a literary magazine: 

  

Capitalism, loyally supported by the churches, has established a Public Policy that the 

Sacred Institution of Monogamy must be enforced… Monogamy is the ideal of this state 

and all deviations from this ideal are strictly suppressed, including free love in all its 

forms, birth control and homosexuality. In Russia, where the government is no longer 

capitalistic and is not bound to religious sex superstitions, sex is free. 

  

Ironically, the very year that Gerber wrote was the year of the repeal of the laws 

passed after the October Revolution.[ 14 ]Mass arrests of gays had begun in January of 

1934.[ 15 ] 

  

The originator of the Mattachine Society, the first “successful” gay organization in the 

U.S., had as his first lover a person who had been in contact with the Chicago-based 

Society for Human Rights. Though Henry Hay says he was only influenced 

“indirectly” by that knowledge of the previous attempt, it is obvious that the idea of an 

organization for gays was planted, even if only by way of negative example. 

  

The first step that Hay took when he decided in 1951 that he had to begin organizing 

gay people was to recommend to the Communist Party USA that he be expelled after 

eighteen years as a member. Rather than do that in light of his years of service and 

work as a teacher at the California Labor School, they released him as “a security risk 

but a life-long friend of the people.” 

  

The original founders of the Mattachine Society were all either former CPUSA 

members or fellow travellers. [g ] As a result of their perspective as both gays and 

Leftists, the original intent of the group was to develop a historical understanding of 

homosexuality and to organize as a group demanding equality. Hay and his comrades 

took the first public action in a petition-gathering effort against the Korean War at a 

gay beach in Los Angeles; some of the contacts they gained in this way were later 

organized into their first study and discussion groups. The first months of patient work 

produced hundreds of members. 
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Because of the post-war anti-communist and anti-gay atmosphere, Mattachine’s 

founders chose to organize in a classical tiered fashion, with secrecy maintained 

internal to each tier. The success of this approach turned into its opposite. A political 

columnist in California warned his readers that an organization of homosexuals was 

growing and could become a place where “communists and other agitators” could 

foment dissent. The exposure in the press and the threat of a Congressional 

investigation which might reveal the leadership tier’s previous Party ties brought a 

decision to respond to a growing demand among the membership for a convention - 

and election of the leadership of the Mattachine Society. 

  

At the convention it became clear that the majority of the members were committed to 

the idea that “all we want to do is have a little law changed, and otherwise we’re 

exactly the same as everybody else, except in bed.” Faced with this coup, and mindful 

that the Congressional investigation might destroy the organization, Hay and his co-

organizers left the leadership. The idea that “we’re the same, except in bed” was to 

characterize the Mattachine Society’s outlook until Stonewall. 

  

The fate of the Mattachine founders after their defeat will sound familiar to those who 

have seen movements fail. Alcoholism, suicide and cynicism were the lot of most. 

Henry Hay continues, and continues to urge on the struggle for an autonomous 

militant gay movement. 

  

The failure was not that of Mattachine’s founders alone, however. Hay’s action in 

forming the group and simultaneously leaving the CPUSA was based on the knowl-

edge that “the left was the first potential grouping to deny social potential to the 

Minority by going on public record with the opinion that the perverts (note the term) 

were socially degenerate and to be avoided as one avoids the scum of the earth.” To 

have expected help from that quarter would have been self-deception at best.[ 16 ] 

  

It is here we can draw the first line of demarcation for the North American Left, 

between those who feel that gays are “the scum of the earth” and thus, while perhaps 

not candidates for immediate extermination, are nonetheless not deserving of the 

protection of bourgeois legality, and those who feel the struggle for democratic rights 

for gays demands the support of revolutionaries with the same considerations given to 

all democratic rights struggles. [h ] 

  

The second stance holds sway among the North American Left at the moment, but it is 

necessary to finish with those who cannot understand such ideas and the necessity for 
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communists to work in the gay movement. 

  

If it is accepted that gay people are oppressed - and there are some who argue 

otherwise, just as there are “Marxists” who argue that Marx had no dialectical method 

- then there are only two arguments against the principle of supporting gay rights. The 

first is that gays are the product of hormonal imbalances (or genetic mistakes, in their 

blunter terminology) and are thus more a concern for the geneticist and 

endocrinologist than a problem for social activists to address. Aside from its 

ignorance of every major survey of the sexual behavior of humans, this argument has 

a basis in bourgeois science, so it will be answered in a separate section. It should be 

noted that those who cite it are allying themselves unwittingly with the most 

backward, racist, and usually dishonest elements of the scientific community. 

  

The second argument is more pernicious. It holds that while gays are the victims of 

oppression under capitalism, they are also products of bourgeois decadence and thus 

homosexuality will disappear under socialism (or communism, depending on who is 

arguing). The proponents of this schema thereby feel relieved of the necessity of 

supporting democratic rights for gay people. 

  

If this “reasoning” were strictly followed then such people would also argue that there 

is no necessity of struggling against national oppression, since nations will disappear 

under socialism. Or, better yet, there is no obligation to struggle against workers’ 

exploitation and oppression since the working class was created during capitalism and 

will disappear under communism! [i ] 

  

Since those who argue such notions usually claim to be “Leninists” it might be useful 

to cite some of Lenin’s practice. He, as is well known, not only disavowed religion 

personally, but also actively supported the propagation of atheism among the Soviet 

peoples after the revolution. Nonetheless he supported the democratic rights of the 

Russian religious sects. At the second Congress of the RSDLP, one year after the 

writing of What Is To BeDone? Lenin moved this resolution: 

  
 

Bearing in mind that in many of its aspects the [religious - ar] sectarian movement in 

Russia represents one of the democratic trends in Russia, the second Congress calls the 

attention of all party members to the necessity of working among members of the sects so 

as to bring them under Social Democratic influence.[ 17 ] 
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To achieve this, cadre from the RSDLP were assigned and a journal aimed exclusively 

at the religious sects was started. This paradoxical behavior will of course puzzle 

latter-day “Leninists,” much as do Lenin’s arguments for the right of self-

determination as the only way of achieving the eventual abolition of national borders 

and differences. 

  

This division will continue to exist in the North American Left. Those who cannot see 

that support for the democratic rights of gay people is the starting point of any 

analysis - though not the determinant of strategic or tactical priorities - will continue 

to remain behind. 

  

The positions which begin with the assumption that there must be support for full 

democratic rights are varied, but they can be categorized roughly as follows: 

  
 

1.   The gay rights movement must be supported the same as any struggle for democratic 

rights. At this point in time it is a mass movement and therefore an opportune place for 

socialists and communists to be, both in attempting to raise the issue among the working 

class and also to draw gay people into the general class struggle. 

  

2.   The gay rights movement and gay liberation movement are not only part of a mass 

movement for democratic rights but are also a challenge to male supremacy, particularly 

from the lesbian movement. As ally to or part of the women’s movement, which is “the 

strongest progressive force” in the U.S. today, they play a strategically important role in 

the socialist movement.[ 18 ] 

  

3.   “Historically, leading sectors of the lesbian and gay movements have acted as a 

strong anti-imperiaist force… Only [support by the white Left for lesbian and gay 

movements] can really push forward an anti-imperialist movement within the white 

working class.”[ 19 ] 

  

4.   Gay liberation is by nature revolutionary. The division into sexual and sex roles was 

the precursor and basis for later hierarchical divisions such as those of race and class. The 

smashing of homosexism and sexism would both initiate and require the overturning of 

the economic and political system. 

  

As will be shown, none of these positions is altogether without merit, but neither is 

any of them useful for an approach to revolution in the U.S. or elsewhere. 

  

The last of the positions. “Gay liberation is by nature revolutionary,” is not held by 
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any serious Left grouping, but it can be said to inform or underlie many analyses. For 

this reason it deserves examination. In the absence of a critical Marxism and in 

reaction to the prevalent vulgar and economist Marxism, a new creation arose during 

the late 1950s and early 1960s - though its roots lie far further back in history. The 

“most oppressed” (the “wretched of the earth”) were to be viewed as the most 

revolutionary. Whether this substitution was sophisticated, as with Marcuse and 

Fanon, or primitive, as it was generally interpreted, it implicitly and explicitly shaped 

strategies which championed various oppressed groupings as the vanguard. Which 

grouping was accorded this honor usually depended on which was most in motion at 

the time - youth, students, women, lumpen or gays. 

  

As a reaction to economistic Marxism such a negation was inevitable, but the specific 

situation of gays shows how useless such analyses are for the purpose of revolutionary 

strategy. The oppression of social groupings can be measured in such things as 

suicide, alcoholism, infant mortality and drug addiction rates which can be expressed 

statistically. However, this method is useless to determine the “degree” of oppression 

of gays simply because it could be done only in respect to those who are out of the 

closet, while those who are not openly gay or who do not even admit their 

homosexuality to themselves would be hidden from any survey. This is also a form of 

oppression; indeed, it is the oppression that all gay people face in this society. So any 

survey is skewed in much the same way that unemployment surveys are skewed, since 

they do not take into account those who have given up looking for work. 

  

The oppression of gays thus becomes a matter of psychological rather than social 

investigation - and useless for any mapping of a course of action. 

  

The mainstay of the last tenet, “gay liberation is inherently revolutionary,” is then not 

its insistence on gays as most oppressed - a purely subjective argument - but rather its 

view that the divisions of sex roles and sexuality are the underpinnings of and weakest 

links in capitalist society. In this respect the last position is linked with the second and 

third in their respective views of the struggle against sex roles (the women’s 

movement, feminism) being either the current main component of the “struggle for 

socialism” in the U.S. or the touchstone of the anti-imperialist struggle in the U.S. 

  

Both positions have been answered at length, the second by Beth Henson in her 

article, “Socialist Feminism and Socialist Revolution,” and the third by Carole Travis 

in “White Women and Revolutionary Strategy .”[20 ] Their arguments will not be 

repeated here. 
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Other points should be raised regarding both arguments, however. Nowhere is it ever 

pointed out by those who claim the leading role for women - or gays - exactly how 

women as women or gay people as gays have the potential for not only dismantling and 

destroying the existing social relations but also creating the new society that must 

follow. A profound confusion reigns whenever class analysis is shelved altogether. 

  

Further, though it is undeniably correct that the oppression of women pre-dates 

capitalism as does the suppression of homosexual behavior, this factor - length of 

oppression - has no bearing on the question of “revolutionary potential.” The 

oppression of Black people as Blacks has existed in the U.S. only since the mid-1600s, 

yet who would argue that their relatively “short-lived” struggle for equality and land 

has changed the shape of world history less than that of gay people? We will return to 

this point. 

  

There is a further basic error in all the arguments which cite the gay movement as a 

leading force in the current political arena and then proceed to point to it as a model 

for social change. The gay movement is not in any sense monolithic or unitary, not 

merely in its political goals and methods but also in its class and national composition. 

Those who attempt to promote uncritically the gay movement as a lodestone for social 

change should look to San Francisco, the second largest, if not largest gay ghetto. In 

the gay community there, a generally more politically progressive atmosphere exists, 

but not one strikingly different from the surrounding Bay Area communities. 

Organizers for the coalition against the Briggs Amendment stated that the gay 

community is “traditionally apolitical” but that this changed in the battle against 

Briggs.[ 21 ] Yet the existing class and national differences remain. The formation of 

such groupings as the Third World Gay Caucus, Gay Latino Alliance, Black Gay 

Caucus and Gay American Indians leads to the conclusion that “shared oppression” on 

one level does not lead to any automatic overcoming of oppressiveness on other 

levels. It is precisely because of the racism of other gays - no more or no less than the 

society surrounding them - that groupings have formed based on resistance to national 

oppression.[ 22 ] [ j ] 

  

There is a more fundamental division within the gay movement that is rarely 

examined by those who wish to see it as a leading force. There is no single movement 

of gay males and lesbians. At best there is a coalition of these two forces, and 

sometimes even that is non-existent. 
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This division cannot be overlooked or said to be the result of media sexism, police 

agents, or society-at-large (a tautological argument in every case). The more astute 

observers and participants of the gay movement have recently pointed out what has 

been true from the start: lesbians and gay males have existed generally in separate 

organizations since before Stonewall. [ 24 ] This is not so much a matter of a 

conscious political disagreement on tactics or strategy, as would lead to several 

different mixed organizations, as it is rooted in more fundamental differences. 

  

These differences are of such magnitude as to suggest there are two distinct but 

interconnected movements, one of lesbian women and one of gay men. They stem 

partially from the presence within the lesbian movement of three different groupings: 

those women who realized that they were lesbians and came out before the onset of 

the women’s movement; those who came out directly as a result of the women’s 

movement and the gay liberation movement (i.e., by virtue of the support from those, 

it was possible to be open about a sexuality that was already known to the individual, 

though consciously hidden); and those women whose political ideology led them 

to define themselves as lesbians. These latter two groupings, by far the largest part of 

the active lesbian organizations, are not distinct altogether. The recognition of the 

distinction existed in the discussion that occurred in lesbian papers over 

“realesbian/politicalesbian, old gay/new gay” and the debate that arose over lesbian 

separatism as an approach to end male supremacy. No such debates occurred in any gay 

male papers, nor was there the phenomenon of masses of males becoming gay as a 

part of the struggle against male supremacy. 

  

The different concerns of lesbians and gay males is also reflected in their sharply 

contrasting lifestyles. A significant percentage of gay males can count hundreds of 

sexual partners during their lives, while most lesbians number less than ten (which is 

not significantly different from heterosexual women). [25 ] 

  

There is a reason for this also. Assata Shakur, writing from prison, said: 

  
 

Most of the women at Riker’s Island have no idea what feminism is, let alone lesbianism. 

Feminism, the women’s movement and the gay liberation movement are worlds away 

from the women at Riker’s… 

  

Here the word lesbian seldom, if ever is mentioned. Most, if not all, of the homosexual 

relationships here involve role playing. The majority of the relationships are either 

asexual or semi-sexual. The absence of sexual consummation is only partially explained 
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by prison prohibition against any kind of sexual behavior. Basically the women are not 

looking for sex. They are looking for love, for concern and companionship. For relief 

from the overwhelming sense of isolation and solitude that pervades each of us.[ 26 ] 

  

Thus, though there are mainly gay male organizations committed to feminist 

perspectives (The Body Politic, for example) and organizations of lesbians who see their 

main struggle as against heterosexual oppressiveness, in the main there are two 

relatively distinct groupings which intersect at some crucial points. When the demand 

to end police entrapment is juxtaposed with the struggle for the rights of gay parents 

to child custody, the distinction is most obvious. One affects gay males almost 

exclusively; the other is a threat to lesbian mothers and to any single woman parent. 

The demands of the lesbian movement have been consistent with those of single 

women - whether they are celibate, lesbian, or heterosexual. They are those who, in 

Carol Hanisch’s words, “(do) not have or acknowledge a personal and legal 

master.”[ 27 ] These demands are without a doubt attacks on the institutions of male 

supremacy. The same cannot be said for the movement, goals and organizations of 

gay males at every point. [ k] 

IV 

Herr Proudhon does not know that all history is but the continuous transformation of human 

nature. 

  

—  Marx, The German Ideology 

  

Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat eaten with a knife and fork is a different 

hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with the aid of hand, nail and tooth. 

  

—  Marx, Grundrisse 

  

…considering the physiology of sexual response and the mammalian backgrounds of human behavior it is 

not so difficult to explain why a human being does a particular thing sexually. It is more difficult to ex-

plain why each and every individual is not involved in every type of sexual activity. 

  

—  Kinsey, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female 

  

One of the most persistent objections to the gay movement has been that it has 

brought sexuality, that which is seen as a private matter, into the public realm. This 
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assertion, whether it drops from the lips of Ann Landers, otherwise “supportive” 

liberals, or even “radical” groups, is spurious at best, sanctimonious elsetimes. [29 ] 

  

What was and is commonplace between individuals of the opposite sex is met with 

fines or fisticuffs when individuals of the same sex do it. The simple act of holding 

hands turns no heads when a woman and a man do it in the U.S. Two women may 

pass unnoticed. Two men walking down a public street (outside a gay ghetto) holding 

hands are inviting not merely disapproval but physical attack.[ l ] 

  

The strength of the gay movement after Stonewall exists because of its break in the 

accumulated reluctance of gays to make that aspect of their lives an issue for public 

debate. However, credit should go where it is due. Long before the gay movement’s 

recent resurrection, feminists and female Marxists were pointing out that the public 

display of affection and familial togetherness usually hid a private enslavement. 

Since, as Samir Amin has pointed out, the prevalence of pornography has succeeded 

in turning the orgasm into a commodity, one function of the public display of 

sexuality - whether gay or straight - is to obscure enslavement whose roots lie 

elsewhere.[ 30 ] [ m ] 

  

This dominant trend, which can only rightfully be called decadence, is an inevitable 

outcome of the struggles of women and gays, despite their struggling being directed 

explicitly against this - inevitable, since the dues collected for allowing public assertion 

of sexuality by an individual is the degradation of the individual into merely her or his 

sexuality. One of the byproducts of the gay movement, for example, has been the 

phenomenon of men as well as women becoming the objects of the sexual slurs, in-

nuendoes, jokes and harassment from other men that are an increasing mainstay of 

U.S. workers’ conversation during lulls in the class struggle. 

  

The changes that have accompanied the movements of women and gays have called 

into question what are among the most commonly held understandings of human 

nature - those of sexuality and sex roles. The early activists of the gay liberation 

movement attacked psychiatry on its most fortified ground when they responded to 

psychiatrists’ traditional question, “What causes homosexuality?” with another 

question: “What causes heterosexuality?” 

  

Both questions are necessary. If there is to be an assessment of the struggle against 

gay oppression then it is necessary to do what Marxists have usually avoided, that is, 

say a few things about sexuality. This is not to imply that this has not been done, only 
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that it has been avoided. 

  

Lenin’s admonitions to Clara Zetkin about those who seek to “justify one’s own 

abnormal or excessive sex life… and to plead for tolerance towards oneself” have 

surely been used to stifle some thought and research.[ 31 ] The tangential paths of 

Wilhelm Reich and Alexandra Kollontai may have given cause for hesitancy in 

others. 

  

Or it may stem from a belief that such matters should not be looked at too closely for 

fear that reason and science will drive out passion. Or that the historicizing (for that is 

what it is) of sexuality will only lead to moral relativism and depravity. 

  

The hesitancy may even have come from elsewhere, since even an otherwise 

perceptive writer, Charnie Guettel, says, “(A) more developed Marxist psychology is 

needed to analyze sexuality (and) socialization… but this will require scientific and 

medical advances of a kind not yet available.”[ 32 ] 

  

None of these reasons are valid. 

  

Lenin’s criticisms of the women of the KPD were made to Zetkin because they were 

not dealing with “questions of sex and marriage… from the standpoint of mature, vital 

historical materialism,” and “(b)ecause sex and marriage problems are not treated 

as only part of the main social problem.” [emphasis added] For Lenin in 1920, when he 

saw both the potentiality and necessity of revolution in Western Europe, “all thoughts 

of Communist women, of working women, should be centered on the proletarian 

revolution… For the German proletariat, the problem of the Soviets, of the Versailles 

Treaty and its impact on the lives of women… and many other things remain the order 

of the day.”[ 33 ] While he can be faulted for mis-estimating the potential for a 

successful revolution, it is clear that his single-mindedness stemmed from a strategic, 

not moral, outlook. 

  

Kollontai and Reich’s later deviations, while worthy of study, are no more off-course 

than those of, say, Lunacharsky or Koestler. They cannot be credited solely to their 

interest in and writings on sexuality nor separated from the degeneration in the 

Bolshevik and German parties at the time. 

  

Those who worry about the loss of passion that might result from closer investigation 

would do well to avoid the study of nutrition, biochemistry, physiology and anatomy 
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lest they dull the taste of food and obstruct their digestion. And it is difficult to 

imagine how more skepticism and depravity than currently exist could be created; 

they are inherent in this epoch. 

  

Humanity poses only those questions which it is ready to answer. If the areas of 

sexuality and socialization are left untouched by Marxists then the entire field is left to 

the sociobiologists, whether they be Edward O. Wilson and his “selfish genes” or 

those feminists who hold the theory of “inherent male violence,” Freudians, 

Reichians, or the empiricists such as Masters and Johnson.[ 34 ] 

  

Furthermore, the understanding of the gay movement often hinges on this question of 

sexuality - correctly or incorrectly. Note the definitions from the following writers: 

  

Charlotte Bunch says, “(Lesbianism is) women’s ties to women; (heterosexuality is) 

women’s ties to men.” [35 ] 

  

According to Bob McCubbin, “(Homosexuality is) the sexual and/or amorous 

attraction of people of the same sex. It may or may not include overt sexual acts and 

the persons involved may or may not also be attracted to members of the opposite 

sex.”[ 36 ] 

  

Carl Wittman wrote, “Homosexuality is the capacity to love someone of the same 

sex. ”[37 ] 

  

The distance between these definitions and the assessments which would follow from 

each should be apparent. As has been noted, the first would subsume all the strengths 

of the women’s movement under the banner of lesbianism while simultaneously 

dismissing those “ties to men,” whether of economic necessity, as is the case for all 

women in the working class, or of political choice, as being “heterosexuality.” This 

explains everything and nothing. 

  

McCubbin’s definition, if we accept Kinsey’s statistics on homosexual behavior and 

fantasies, would include the majority of the U.S. population as being homosexual. 

  

Wittman’s usage takes the question beyond the boundaries of political phenomena 

altogether. It becomes an entirely subjective matter - “Do you love this person?” - 

with no means, or need, to draw any practical conclusions from the answer. 
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These quotations were not singled out to ridicule the authors, who have all made 

valuable observations elsewhere in their writing, but to show some of the representa-

tive confusion of terminology and understanding on the matter. They also should 

suffice to show the results of avoiding a separation of the political aspects and the 

psycho-social aspects of the question in order to study it. 

  

Frederick Engels wrote, “The producers relate their different kinds of labor to one 

another as general human labor by relating their products to one another 

as commodities - they cannot accomplish it without this mediation of things. The relation 

of persons thus appears as the relations of things.”[ 38 ] 

  

There are those who see just the “thing.” This perspective has taken many different 

forms. One continually recurring variety is that of biological determinism, where the 

growth of the disciplines of genetics, endocrinology, and the like has given new life to 

old dogma. There are those who seek like Diogenes for the specific gene pattern or the 

“inadequate” hormonal level that will “prove” to be the “cause” of homosexuality. 

That scientific workers have found no evidence - or at least nothing that repeats in a 

second experiment - leave them undaunted. Their search will continue, at least as long 

as it is funded .[n ] 

  

Only slightly removed from the biological determinists are their counterparts in 

psychiatry, whether Freudian, neo-Freudian, or neo-Reichian. [o ] Their Eurocentric, 

ahistorical outlook leads them to such confusion as is shown in the listing of dozens of 

“causes” of homosexuality given in Kinsey. The re-classification of homosexuality 

from a “mental disorder” to a “sexual-orientation disturbance” by the American 

Psychiatric Association came about only as a result of the continuing protests by 

militant gays, not any breakthroughs in the fields of medicine or science. Despite this 

reversal, as a result of their previous stance the popular presumption continues to be 

that homosexuality occurs as a result of “mistakes” made during the childhood and 

adolescent years. Even studies showing that lesbians and gay males who have 

accepted their sexuality are happier and betteradjusted than their heterosexual 

counterparts will not affect this “common sense” notion. [43 ] 

  

Those who derive their understanding of human sexuality (or human society) from its 

“naturalness” are also to be disillusioned. Gay activists in the early 1970’s cited the 

observations of Ford and Beach and Kinsey, who observed “homosexual behavior” in 

animals ranging from porcupines to elephants. But these comparisons and the 

analogies drawn from them can be said to lose much of their strength and validity 
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when the differences between humans and all other mammals, even primates, are 

examined.[ p ] 

  

Humans began their genetic divergence from other primates from two to ten million 

years ago. This means that 100,000 to 500,000 generations have existed in which 

“human” characteristics have been created. For example, there are no rutting cycles in 

humans. While there is a fifteen percent rise in conceptions during the springtime in 

England, Wales, and Bavaria, the opposite is true in the United States and New 

Zealand. In Puerto Rico the birth period pattern shifted from one similar to the Euro-

pean model to one similar to that of the U.S. in the twenty years following 1941. 

Imperialism, not “nature,” has become the determinant of when babies are born. [44 ] 

  

Another difference is that both females and males are capable of having orgasms. Of 

greater importance for understanding human sexuality as differentiated from that of 

other mammals is that in humans, sexual desire and functional ability are able to 

continue unimpaired after surgical castration of the ovaries or testes - if such 

castration occurs after puberty. In every lower mammalian species, the behavior that 

is classified as “sexual” ceases altogether after castration.[ 45 ] 

  

Thus we are faced with Kinsey’s question. 

  

Sexual reproduction of humans is inseparable from social production by humans. If 

there were no births, there would shortly be no social production; if there were no 

social production, there would even sooner be no births. Each stage of society, each 

mode of production, must then include the process of sexual reproduction. Yet each 

threatens the other; the relative over-production of children taxes the limits of social 

production as it exists now; the end-products of the current mode of production - war, 

famine, pandemic environmental pollution - threaten to end the process of sexual 

reproduction. 

  

Humans engage in a variety of sexual activity, much as humans eat a greatly varying 

diet. The tube-feeding of a comatose white North American male is both similar to 

and distinct from the boiled rice diet of an Indochinese peasant woman. Both spring 

from necessity, yet the means by which that necessity is met are vastly different. The 

paid sex of a gay male hustler is both similar to and distinct from the rhythmically 

regulated sex life of a religiously Catholic woman. This stems from the unity and dis-

tinctiveness of that which is necessary for procreation - ovulation, ejaculation and 

fertilization - and the physical manifestations that are identified with sexuality. This is 
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most clearly evident in women, where every ovulation is not accompanied by orgasm, 

nor every orgasm by ovulation (or fertilization). [ q ] 

  

In men the separation of the two processes is not immediately self-evident. This is of 

some importance, as it has been said that the scientific and technological advances of 

the last quarter-century have provided the basis for the separation of sexuality and 

procreation. [46 ] According to this notion, commonly available contraceptive 

measures such as the IUD, birth-control pills, diaphragms, and condoms provide a 

basis for separation and prevention, while artificial insemination provides a means for 

separation and conception. 

  

This explanation, which ignores the imperialistic use of contraceptive and procreative 

“advances” to control or destroy Third World peoples, also ignores how ideology 

functioned to obscure the already-existing distinctiveness of sexuality and 

procreation.[ 47 ] The knowledge of this existed before the birth of Christianity; only a 

determined class struggle and defeat concealed it from history, as will be seen. 

  

Meanwhile, as Marx remarked, history has progressed by its bad side.[ r ] One of the 

results of the imperialist war conducted against the Indochinese peoples by the United 

States was a much higher number and percentage of paraplegics and quadriplegics 

surviving - U.S. survivors, to be sure - what would have been certain death in all 

previous wars. The Veterans Administration hospitals were filled with these survivors, 

whose first desire was to resume a “normal life,” including, if possible, a life with a 

marriage and family. 

  

What was taught to these survivors, just as they were taught to discover if their 

extremities were being burned by the smell of charred flesh, was that they could enjoy 

a relatively normal life, even conceive children, but they would be unable to 

experience orgasm as the result of the severing of the necessary nervous connections. 

In other words they could have an erection - though not know it - and ejaculate - 

though not know it - since the nervous systems necessary for this are distinct from 

those that create the possibility and register the occurrence of an orgasm. The process 

of procreation could continue; their sexual experience was markedly different. As 

Masters and Johnson note, the ejaculation can be an act of pure reflex, much like a 

knee reacting to a hammer strike. As Kinsey notes at length, there is no longer any 

reason to equate ejaculation with orgasm.[ 50 ] 

  

It is on the basis of these observations and those following that these suppositions can 
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be made: human female and male sexuality originates from the basis of involuntary 

processes which insured procreation and thus survival of the species, but during the 

millions of years of human biological and social change - including class struggle - 

these processes became entirely learned behavior. Therefore the strength and direction 

of an individual human’s sexuality is acquired after birth. Thus heterosexuality in 

humans is not “natural.” Nor is homosexuality. Both these categories are the 

framework used to describe and control human sexual behavior at this point in history. 

[ s ] 

  

To prove these assertions by what would be considered scientific methods would 

require a series of experiments that would be considered unethical and repugnant even 

by those scientists who do not hesitate to test new surgical practices and medications 

on entire populations of Third World peoples. 

  

There is no need for such experiments. A vast amount of data and conclusions from 

disparate sources supports the assertions. 
 

  

I.   The few recorded and substantiated cases of feral children (“wolf children”) and 

children raised in isolation all presented some common characteristics. Two always noted 

upon discovery are initial muteness and difficulty in standing erect. But another dis-

tinguishing feature, one which could only become apparent with the onset of puberty, 

was recorded as the authors’ “surprise at their subjects’ apparent lack of interest in sex.” 

One of the more famous cases of childhood isolation, Kaspar Hauser, “grew to accept the 

idea of marriage and the presence in the house of a female companion, but he could 

conceive of such a person only as a housekeeper and the idea of love between man and 

woman never entered his head.”[ 51 ] 

  

In a more controlled setting, Harlow’s work with monkeys raised in isolation was 

intended to test hypotheses about mother-child relationships. When monkeys were 

separated from their mothers at birth and raised alone, with only mannequin mothers for 

feeding purposes, they developed into distinctly different, asocial, almost autistic 

creatures. One notable aspect of this was their inability to copulate. None of the 

surrogate-raised males or females was ever able to effect mating, even with experienced 

partners.[ 52 ] 

  

II.   The extensive cross-cultural research of Ford and Beach disassembled the most 

carefully constructed notions of homosexual behavior as being an aberration of either 

“primitive” societies, societies in decay, or “advanced” societies. In fact, such behavior 

occurs in every society, though with vastly varying frequency. [53 ] 

  

However, a more germane conclusion from their work is that with the progressive 

development of the relative size of the cerebral cortex (in humans to ninety percent of the 
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brain mass) and the lengthening of neoteny, the amount of specific physiological control 

(reflex or “instinctual”) over sexual behavior decreases while the influence of learned 

behavior increases. 

  

III.   The pioneering work of Kinsey and his associates, which has been recently 

extended by the publication of Homosexualities, led them to reject all other explanations 

of homosexual behavior thusly: 

  

There is no need of hypothesizing peculiar hormonal factors that make certain 

individuals especially liable to engage in homosexual activity, and we know of no data 

which prove the existence of such hormonal factors. There are no sufficient data to show 

that specific hereditary factors are involved. Theories of childhood attachments to one or 

the other parent, theories of fixation at some infantile level of sexual development, 

interpretations of homosexuality as neurotic or psychopathic behavior or moral 

degeneracy, and other philosophic interpretations are not supported by scientific 

research, and are contrary to the specific data on our series of female and male histories. 

The data indicate that the factors leading to homosexual behavior are (1) the basic 

physiological capacity of every mammal to respond to any sufficient stimulus; (2) the ac-

cident which leads an individual into his or her first sexual experience with a person of 

the same sex; (3) the conditioning effects of such an experience; and (4) the indirect but 

powerful conditioning which the opinions of other persons and the social codes may have 

on an individual’s decision to accept or reject this type of sexual contact. [ 54 ] 

  

IV.   The studies of the past twenty years by Stoller on transexuality, and Money, 

Ehrhardt, and the Hampsons on physical hermaphroditism and sex-reassigned individuals 

have led to a new examination of the question of how gender-role (self-identification as 

female or male) is acquired. The respective researchers draw varying conclusions, indeed 

opposing conclusions, but a great weight of the evidence supports thern position that 

gender-role, something even more basic than choice of sexual object, 

is entirely learned.[ 55 ] 

  

V.   Finally, the work of Masters and Johnson in treatment of sexual dysfunction is based 

on the premise that human sexuality is learned. While they explicitly reject the possibility 

of learning a different sexual orientation [t ] their method involves the re-training or 

education of individuals in a different conception of sexuality. No other course of 

treatment has approached the “success rate” for curing sexual “inadequacy” that they 

have achieved.[ u ] [ 56 ] 

  

How then does one explain the creation of gay and lesbian sexuality by a society that 

attempts to suppress by laws or violence the existence of such behavior? 

  

In the same manner that one explains the creation of the proletariat or revolutionary 

intelligentsia. The combining of labor by capitalists in order more efficiently to 

produce surplus capital also produces a collective force which may topple its creators. 

The maintenance and “improvement” of capital and capitalist social relationships 
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requires the existence of an advanced educational system; the attempt at 

understanding necessarily produces those who critique and then some who move to 

attack the system. 

  

The complete suppression of sexuality in society is an impossible proposition from a 

social standpoint; it would mean the extinction of the community or species. The 

creating and channeling of individual sexuality is then largely the function of the 

particular form of the family during each mode of production.[ v ] Thus a particular 

set of sexual relationships and conception of those would be prevalent during different 

modes of production, contingent on the class relations and level of class struggle. 

  

The development and substantiation of this proposition would require much effort, 

both in its application to pre-capitalist formations and capitalism. An outline of such 

would appear like this: 

  
 

Prior to the existence of a tribute-paying (Asiatic) mode of production, equality in 

sexuality prevailed, as did equality of women when relations with nature, not social re-

lations, predominated. The relics of such a conception survive only in Chinese literature 

(which is the oldest written historical record) as the “Tao of Communion.” A more 

mystified and debased form exists in India as Tantric art and ritual. Forced suppression of 

almost all the extant writings on the “Tao of Communion” occurred in China as the social 

position of women was devalued. This was almost completed with the destruction of 

much Chinese literature and culture during the Mongolian reign of eighty-eight years 

during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. [60 ] 

  

During the transition to private property ownership, the strict familial relationships 

necessary for inheritance of property became established. The ideological unification of 

sexuality and reproduction was necessitated and upheld in order to maintain those 

property relationships. 

  

In Europe this could be seen during the transition to feudalism when the Roman Catholic 

church moved to consolidate the ideology of Christianity by forcefully narrowing the 

range of socially permissible sexuality. Concurrent with the encirclement of common 

land and the political subjugation of the former free-living peoples was the outlawing - by 

penalty of death and confiscation of property - of the pagan religions and heretical cults 

and their practices of sexual expression, including homosexual behavior .[61 ] 

  

This transitional period with the increasing dominance of social and historically created 

elements undoubtedly saw the creation of the social category of “homosexual,” as distinct 

from what could be called homosexual behavior. The slang terms for exclusively 

homosexual behavior stem from this period.[ 62 ] As a political weapon, this categori-

zation was undoubtedly quite useful, since disproving the charge of indulging in 
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homosexual behavior would be as difficult as proving that one doesn’t practice 

witchcraft. 

  

The developing of capitalism and the struggles of women during the bourgeois 

revolutions laid the basis for furthering the status of women and, at least in Europe, 

removed legal restrictions against homosexuality with the Code Napoleon while 

continuing to reproduce the social categories of “heterosexual” and “homosexual.” The 

provincial attitudes and actions of rural areas and small towns forced a continual 

migration of gay people to more metropolitan areas; a ghettoization process has occurred 

there. The existence of a geographically distinct gay ghetto in almost every large city in 

the U.S. is the result of this, and a pre-condition for the existence of the mass gay 

movement. The prevalent forms and conceptions of sexuality existing in countries such 

as the U.S.S.R. and U.S. today can only be understood in relation to the prevailing mode 

of production and levels of class struggle. For example, it is not too difficult to imagine 

that in a country where the working class has been systematically suppressed for over 

fifty years and where computers, pre-adolescent scholastic and athletic tracking programs 

and lifetime sinecures are used to produce chess and sports champions, sexual encounters 

are likely to be remarkably akin to those in 1984. Every other area of life has been 

invaded by the state, why not this one? 

  

In the U.S. the study of sexuality as an independent discipline has taken a quantitative 

leap and qualitative turn in the period since World War II. The numbers of studies and 

literature on the subject have increased even as humans appear increasingly as numbers 

or numerical relations. The rampantly decadent sexual atmosphere, whether among 

heterosexuals or gays, which has come into existence in that time is evinced in the very 

words - or numbers - used to describe the relationships. The frustrations of a class which 

has suffered a series of non-decisive defeats since 1968 are being acted out in individual 

attempts at salvation, whether through praying, fucking, underwater Stylitism, drinking, 

or drugs. 

  

As Engels observed: 

  
 

It is a curious fact that with every great revolutionary movement the question of “free 

love” comes into the foreground. With one set of people as a revolutionary progress, as a 

shaking off of old traditional fetters, no longer necessary; with others as a welcome 

doctrine, comfortably covering all sorts of free and easy practices between man and 

woman.[ 63 ] 

  

This “curious fact” stems from the upsetting or calling into question of the political 

and economic relations between women and men during class struggle. In the last in-

stance of an (almost) great revolutionary movement, the relations between women and 

men, women and women, and men and men were all called into question. But the 
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ability of capital to revolutionize and reconsolidate itself has meant that those 

questions have only been partially answered - and cannot be outside of another 

revolutionary upsurge. 

  

Thus, the creation, direction, and restriction of individual sexuality has been one of 

the functions of the nuclear family. But as the family is “itself destroyed in theory and 

practice” (Marx’s original version in the Theses on Feuerbach), we must expect the 

patterns of formation of sexuality to change also.[ 64 ] What “human” sexuality will be 

cannot be known; we have yet to create it. That is not, by any distorted imagination, 

the primary task of either movements or individuals. It is not even possible, or only as 

possible as the realization of unalienated labor - in the event of revolutionary upsurge. 

Until then we shall have to be content with that which arises in the course of 

conscious anti-imperialist struggle. [w ] 

  

However, 

  
 

(I)t is also worth saying that the passage from necessity to freedom takes place through 

the society of men and not through nature (although it may have effects on our intuition 

of nature, on scientific opinions, etc.). One can go so far as to affirm that, whereas the 

entire system of philosophy of praxis [Marxism] may fall away in a unified world, many 

idealist conceptions, or at least certain aspects of them which are utopian during the reign 

of necessity, could become “truth” after the passage.[ 65 ] 

  

At that time, one’s sexuality, if the separation from other aspects of societal life still 

remains, will be as important as which end one uses to crack the shell of a soft-boiled 

egg. 

V 

History is filled with irony, perhaps more so recently than before. The CIA diligently studies 

Marxism, while trade-unionists just as doggedly learn mass media techniques. The New Right 

organizes women - against abortion, the ERA, and busing - while the Left applauds China’s 

entry into international politics - at the price of its internationalism. 

  

Perhaps the greatest irony is that it is the New Right which has consciously or unconsciously 

made the best use of Lenin’s conception of attacking at the weakest point. What appears to be 

the most vulnerable ideological point of the women’s movement is the issue of lesbianism; for 

progressive movements it seems to be the issue of homosexuality. The most vulnerable 

ideological point of the gay movement is the issue of the molesting of children by gays, especial-

ly male children by male adults. While there is no basis in fact for this, since well over ninety 
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percent of all rapes and seductions of children are of female children by adult (presumably 

heterosexual) males, it is precisely here that the most successful assaults against gay rights are 

being directed.[ 66 ] The campaign against the gay rights ordinance in Dade County was orga-

nized successfully around the slogan “Save Our Children”; Amendment number 6, the Briggs 

Amendment, in California was specifically directed against gay schoolteachers; the anti-gay 

campaigns in Boston and Toronto, both centers of the gay movement, were spearheaded by trials 

involving alleged gay child-rapists/murderers and alleged gay child procurers. Similar anti-gay 

campaigns under the guise of stopping the sexual exploitation of children are occurring in Great 

Britain and France. The trial of John Gacy in Chicago will doubtless be used for further 

outpourings of hypocritical anti-gay claptrap on this matter. 

  

While no revolutionary would condone the sexual abuse or exploitation of children - or adults - it 

should be obvious that this is not the motivation behind the attention given these cases and 

campaigns. The clamor raised by the media is not so much the defense of the rights of children 

or freedom from sexual abuse as it is the defense of the existing system. For example, when 

three-year-old Eric Christgen, the white son of a prominent St. Joseph, Missouri, businessman, 

was abducted, sexually assaulted, and murdered, the newspaper coverage of this event in Kansas 

City rated more line-space than the abduction, rape and murder of nine Kansas City Black 

women ranging in age from their teens to mid-forties. One need not discuss the issue of relative 

oppression; they are all dead. What should be obvious is that white supremacy, male supremacy, 

and class distinction dictated the “truth” that appeared in the media. 

  

John Gerassi in The Boys of Boise examined how a 1955 campaign in Boise, Idaho, against al-

leged seduction of teenage boys (many of whom were also eventually prosecuted and 

persecuted) by gay male adults was but a cover for the efforts of a group of Boise lawyers and 

businessmen to dethrone the reformist city administration and in the process purge one of the 

group’s own members who was gay. The purge attempt failed, but the essential aim of the group 

- to choose, control and win on issues that obscured the underlying political struggle in the town 

- remains the perspective of the New Right today.[ 67 ] 

  

Any successful response to the well-coordinated international attack against gays will in turn 

have an approach, one which would single out the points which must be defeated within a 

scientific/intellectual framework (such as the notion that homosexuality is a “sickness”), an 

estimate of which aspects of an issue must be stressed (as with the threat of firing to all teachers 

in California if the Briggs Amendment had passed), and decisions as to which organizations and 

sections of the population will be gained as allies. 

  

These are the elementary and necessary tasks of any reform movement. A traditional role for 

Marxists within such movements has been the first task, defeating bourgeois intellectuals and 

intellectual systems on their own terms and at their strongest points. Tne record of the North 

American Left in relation to the gay movement on this point has been so dismal that there should 

be little amazement that the Left has been castigated for making “no theoretical contributions to 

the (gay) movement,” but having entered in order to “fish for recruits.”[ x ] 

  

This characterization could easily fit any number of North American Left groupings. The pages 

of the Militant, for example, frequently contain righteous attacks on the Communist Party, USA, 
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for its opportunism on the question of gay rights. But nowhere is there a theoretical statement of 

the Socialist Workers Party reviewing its own past stance, documenting its current understanding 

of the gay movement’s significance, or any attempt to point out its limitations, other than 

standard advice by them not to rely on the Democratic Party. Little wonder that SWP cadre still 

seem uneasy when they meet the gay movement in the flesh.[ 70 ] 

  

The New American Movement, while continuing to rank support for gay rights as one of its 

national priorities, allows publication of such mass propaganda as “After Dade County: Turning 

Defeat into Victory.”[ 71 ] This pamphlet by Blazing Star NAM calls for “letters to your elected 

representatives,” boycotts and petition-signing - all indistinguishable from what any intelligent 

reformist gay organization would be doing. While such activities are the mainstay of reform 

struggles initially and the point from which revolutionaries may begin, they cannot end there. As 

Rosa Luxemburg said: 

  

(W)hoever opts for the path of legal reform, in place of and in contradiction to the 

conquest of political power, actually chooses not a calmer and slower road to 

the same aim but a different aim altogether.[ 72 ] 

  

As much in error is the pamphlet’s call for forming “coalitions with other groups - 

women’s, black, Latino, labor - to work together for everyone’s rights,” without 

presenting an outline of the principles on which such coalitions could form without 

being a mere potpourri of self-interest.[ 73 ] 

  

NAM may be “Marxist” and  “socialist-feminist” but its position and analysis - or lack 

of analysis - on the gay movement is not revolutionary. 

  

The rest of the North American Left has atoned for the consistent sins of the CPUSA 

in three ways: some have chosen withdrawal from reality, as with the various Maoist 

and Stalinist groups such as the Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist), the previously 

mentioned RCP, the Communist Labor Party, and all those who wish no blemish on 

their “scientific” notions of the world. Many, such as the Guardian and Philadelphia 

Workers Organizing Committee, run “supportive” articles or columns but shy away 

from further analysis. Others have chosen the path indicated earlier: placing the issue 

of gay rights “at the top of the agenda,” whether they see it as a revolutionary strug-

gle, a struggle against patriarchy, against the family, against sexism, against 

imperialism, or a struggle for democratic rights. 

  

The confusion about what category the gay movement belongs in will continue as 

long as the failure to separate the aspects of the movement persists. If, for example, 

Bay Area Gay Liberation leads a Coors boycott, that doesn’t make the gay movement 
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a workers’ movement. It does indicate a conscious attempt by a specific organization 

to link a national struggle (by Mexicanos/ Chicanos at Coors), a workers’ struggle 

(around the conditions of work there) and a democratic rights struggle (the invasion of 

workers’ rights in the morals questions in the Coors employee screening program) 

with the campaign against the use of Coors’ profits for financing of anti-gay efforts in 

the U.S. 

  

If the former Lavender and Red Union led a sector of the Los Angeles gay community 

towards Marxism (or away) that does not make the gay movement either Marxist or 

revolutionary. If individuals or gay organizations take an anti-imperialist or anti-white 

supremacist position, this doesn’t make “leading sectors of the lesbian and gay move-

ment… a strong, anti-imperialist force.” Such positions are conscious acts and 

demonstrate no objective necessity on the part of the gay movement to act in an anti-

imperialist or anti-white supremacist manner. 

  

To the extent that the gay male movement is anti-sexist, anti-patriarchal and anti-

family, it also is a conscious decision, not one dictated by the nature of the movement, 

as shown earlier. Indeed, for the categories of heterosexual and homosexual to 

disappear will require the withering away of the function of sex-role indoctrination 

within the family, but that struggle against the oppressive aspects of the family has 

always been led and will always arise from among women, who will undoubtedly 

accept principled allies from whatever quarter. 

  

Implicit in all the attempts to fit the gay movement into various “more revolutionary” 

categories is the assumption that calling it a democratic rights movement or a reform 

struggle is somehow a defamation, a downplaying of its importance from the 

viewpoint of Marxism. Nothing could be less true. No one knows what will spark the 

next outburst of the class struggle. The overthrow of the Haile Selassie government in 

Ethiopia (a movement forward, regardless of one’s assessment of the present regime) 

followed a traffic stoppage that occurred when a taxicab driver in Addis Ababa parked 

his cab in the middle of the main thoroughfare to protest high gas prices. Two days 

later 100,000 demonstrated and four days later the government fell. The 1905 Russian 

Revolution was begun in earnest when Father Gapon led a peaceful march of 200,000 

workers to the Winter Palace to petition the Tsar for such demands as freedom of 

assembly, freedom of speech and the press, and an eight-hour working day. The 

portrait of the Tsar and church icons that headed the march did not prevent the 

Cossacks from following orders and killing a thousand workers. The turning point in 

the Iranian revolution was the refusal of the Shah to heed the demands of democratic 
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rights and economic reforms by the Iranian oil workers, who also marched under 

portraits of the Shah until they were fired upon. 

  

Marxists support democratic rights struggles not as a matter of sentiment, moralistic 

well-meaning, or even the illusion that formal gaining of democratic rights is 

equivalent to a corresponding change in the working class’s consciousness. After all, 

Holland has had no laws prohibiting homosexual behavior for more than a cen-

tury .[74 ] Yet the oppression of gays and consciousness of the working class in regard 

to the oppression is not markedly different from that in the U.S. 

  

Support and active participation occur because democratic rights struggles have the 

potential for exposing the true basis of oppression - not that of laws, but that of 

property relations. Such struggles are not important in and of themselves, but for the 

potential they have in contributing to the possibility of and showing the necessity of 

revolutionary change. 

  

When such struggles attain a mass character, whether on their own or because of their 

initiation by revolutionaries, it is not a question for revolutionary organizations to 

vouchsafe abstract support but to intervene in such a way that they can aid the 

struggle materially, learn from the self-activity of the oppressed and critique the limita-

tions of the struggle. [y ] 

  

It is to the limitations of the gay movement that we must now turn, after explaining 

why such examination is necessary. 

  

The strategy of a revolutionary organization cannot be the same as that of a mass 

organization or movement. The revolutionary organization must “point out to the 

movement its ultimate aim and its political tasks,” at each stage. This means that 

strategy for the revolutionary group is a plan and direction for a given historical 

period, not a single electoral campaign or political issue. It involves an assessment of 

which among many issues will clarify the necessary choices that must be made and an 

estimate of which sections of the population will be decisive in a struggle for political 

power of the working class internationally. 

  

Thus the tasks of a revolutionary group and a reformist movement will sometimes 

seem at variance. Within the campaign against the Briggs Amendment, some differ-

ences can be noted. While those who intended to win the vote would have focused on 

the activities of the New Right and sought money and votes from the most likely 
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sources, the white left-liberal wing of the Democratic Party, those who viewed the 

campaign from a revolutionary perspective would have proceeded differently. Such a 

view would have focused on how the Right has grown and prospered only because of 

the deep divisions in the U.S. working class and sought to use the electoral campaign 

to work among those sectors of the population where unity can be created and where 

unity would be decisive in the seizing of political power by the class. The campaign 

would not be waged mainly for votes (as Engels said, “as if defeat were not often more 

honourable than victory”[ 77 ]), but to aid the coalescing of a social bloc with 

revolutionary culture and ideology while at the same time pointing out and defeating 

(or at least neutralizing) counter-revolutionary aspects of the class’s consciousness, of 

which anti-gay sentiment is one. The task of the revolutionary organization is then to 

convince this social bloc to aim its blows at the “most vulnerable point at which a 

decisive blow can be struck.”[ 78 ] The potential of any movement must be the role it 

can play in such an effort. 

  

The survival of capitalism depends on the creation of a surplus product and the control 

of the appropriation of that surplus product. This requires a population sufficient to 

produce (a working class) and to protect (a national working class), which explains the 

interest of the bourgeoisie in the declining birth rates in capitalist countries and the 

success of sterilization programs in Third World nations. If the open existence of gay 

rights presents no threat to either of these functions, then there will be no longer any 

necessity for state intervention as previously occurred to restrict and channelize 

sexuality. [z ] 

  

The process of withdrawal of legal restrictions on sexual behavior has occurred 

unevenly, to be sure, but can be seen to have accelerated in the post-World War II 

period in countries of Western Europe and the U.S. The unevenness of the process 

creates the terrain on which a mass movement for gay rights has developed and at the 

same time creates its foreclosure. That is, the passage of legislation, whether city by 

city, as is likely given the presence of visible gay populations only in large cities, or 

state by state, will then merely leave gays as another constituency or interest group to 

be organized into the liberal wing of the Democratic Party, which has much 

experience in such cooptation. This process is already well underway in San Francisco 

and New York City, even though revolutionary and Marxist elements in the gay 

movement oppose it by attempting to deepen and broaden their struggle. Their 

awareness is that this parliamentary approach will lead not to gay liberation but to 

freedom to be equally exploited. 
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The gay movement’s existence outside, for the most part, of struggles in the workplace 

and factory is another limitation that exists. If all gay people woke up lavender, as one 

long-time activist said, then the struggle would immediately change character. But as 

long as most gay people are passing, then the discrimination against them in hiring 

and other practices is on the basis of other factors and cannot be fought in a mass way, 

either by the gay movement alone or by seeking to enlist the rest of the working class 

behind the principle of “An injury to one is an injury to all.” Corporate use of lie-

detector tests and voice stress tests to enforce “employee morals” may force battles 

here, where the possibility of linking the struggles of gay workers to those of other 

workers would change the character of the movement from its present one. [aa ] 

  

These limitations, one can argue, exist in some form in every movement for social 

change. But, as was argued earlier, to ignore one’s own weak points and not to strike 

decisively at those of the enemy is to insure defeat. 

  

The question of striking decisively is always before us. The systematic oppression of 

gay people is due to the existence of capitalism and the reign of capitalist ideology 

among the masses of people. The ending of capitalism, or more correctly, the ending 

of this stage of capitalism, which is characterized by the division of the world into 

oppressor and oppressed nations, will only come about through the concentration of 

efforts at imperialism’s most vulnerable point. 

  

As has been developed elsewhere at greater length, Sojourner Truth Organization sees 

the movements for national liberation as being the motive force in the struggle against 

imperialism. For us as communists and revolutionaries in the main oppressor nation, 

this defines our task in the same way Lenin did: the winning of working class unity 

through solidarity with the struggles for self-determination and equality against U.S. 

imperialism. This then means that the struggle against white supremacy and solidarity 

with the national struggles of Black, Puerto Rican, Mexican and Native peoples is not 

just seen as a social movement co-equal with all others, but the test by which we 

measure all others, as it is the passage to proletarian dictatorship. 
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book. [return to text ] 

  

11.   Lauritsen and Thorstad, op. cit., page 45. [ return to text ] 

  

12.    Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich (New York: Avon Books, 1970), 

page 87; and William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third 

Reich (Greenwich: Fawcett Crest, 1960), page 312, passim. [ return to text ] 

  

13.   Lauritsen and Thorstad, op. cit., page 61ff.; Wilhelm Reich, The Sexual 
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Revolution (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1974), page 220; 

and The Body Politic, August 1978. [return to text ] 

  

14.   Jonathan Katz, Gay American History (New York: Avon Books, 1978). 

page 581ff. [ return to text ] 

  

15.    Reich, op. cit., page 219. [ return to text ] 

  

16.   Katz, op. cit., page 611ff.; and John D‘Emilio, “Dreams Deferred,” a 

three-part series in The Body Politic, November, December, February, 

1978-79. [return to text ] 

  

17.    Tony Cliff, Lenin, I (London: Pluto Press, 1975), page 83. [return to 

text ] 

  

18.    See the Introduction to Radical America, Fall-Winter 1977-78. [return to 

text ] 

  

19.    “The Meaning of Miami,” Breakthrough I, 3-4, October-December 

1977, page 23. [ return to text ] 

  

20.    Beth Henson, “Socialist Feminism and Revolution,” Urgent Tasks 3, 

Spring 1978; Carole Travis, “White Women and Revolutionary 

Strategy,” Urgent Tasks 2, October 1977. [ return to text ] 

  

21.    See Robert Schrun, “Gay-baiting in the Classroom,” New Times XI, 5, 

September 4, 1978, page 20ff. [return to text ] 

  

22.    Anita Cornwell, “From a Soul Sister’s Notebook,” The Ladder XVI, 9 

and 10, June/July 1972, page 43. Or see Katz, op. cit., page 501ff. or Juan 

Lombard, “Limits of the Promised Land: Gay Men in SF,” Common 

Sense, October 1977, page 13. [return to text ] 

  

23.    Liberated Guardian, “Huey: Support gays, women,” September 8, 

1970, page 15. [return to text ] 

  

24.    See John Kyper, “The Myth of the Common Denominator,” Gay 

Community News (Boston) V, 35, March 18, 1978. Or the interview with 

Phyllis Lyon in Arno Karlen, Sexuality and Homosexuality (New York: W. 
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W. Norton and Co., 1971), page 538. [return to text ] 

  

25.    Alan P. Bell and Martin S. Weinberg, Homosexualities (New York: 

Simon and Schuster, 1978), page 216. [return to text ] 

  

26.    Assata Shakur [s.n. Joanne Chesimardi, “Women in Prison: How 

We Arc,” Black Scholar, April 1978, page 11. [ return to text ] 

  

27.    Carol Hanisch, “Homosexuality: Toward A Radical Feminist 

Analysis,” Meeting Ground 4, March 1978 [P.O. Box 7, New Paltz, NY 

12561], page 9. [return to text ] 

  

28.    Brooke, “The Retreat to Cultural Feminism,” in Redstockings, 

ed., Feminist Revolution (New York: Random House, 1978), page 79. [ return 

to text ] 

  

29.    George F. Will, “How Far Out of the Closet?” Newsweek, May 30, 

1977, page 92. (Will speaks of the Dade County ordinance as “part of 

the moral disarmament of society.” The models on the cover 

of Newsweek are then part of our moral re-armament?); Our Families Are Up 

to Us (Detroit: Advocators, 1978), page 51. [ return to text ] 

  

30.    Samir Amin, “In Praise of Socialism,” Imperialism and Unequal Develop-

ment (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1977), page 80. [return to text ] 

  

31.    Clara Zetkin, “Lenin on the Woman Question,” in The Emancipation of 

Women (New York: International Publishers, 1975), page 101. Zetkin’s 

record of her reaction to Lenin’s comments have always seemed sus-

piciously self-serving, but Lenin’s statements correspond to his written 

documents. [ return to text ] 

  

32.    Charnie Guettel, Marxism and Feminism (Toronto: The Women’s Press, 

1974), page 62. [return to text ] 

  

33.    Zetkin, op. cit., page 103. [return to text ] 

  

34.    Laurel Holliday, The Violent Sex: Male Psychobiology and the Evolution of 

Consciousness (Guerneville, Cal.: Bluestockings, 1978), passim. This is just 
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the most ambitious attempt, by an editor of Amazon Quarterly, to prove that 

males are inherently violent. [return to text ] 

  

35.   Charlotte Bunch, “Not for Lesbians Gays Lezzies Queers Butches 

Toy-Butches DikeDykes Ho-Homosexuals Only” [sic], Quest II, 2, Fall 

1975, page 52. [return to text ] 

  

36.   Bob McCubbin, The Gay Question, A Marxist Appraisal (New York: World 

View Publishers, 1976), page iv. [return to text ] 

  

37.   Carl Wittman, “The Gay Manifesto,” in Karla Jay and Allen Young, 

eds., Out of the Closets (New York: Douglas, 1972), page 331. [ return to 

text ] 

  

38.    Frederick Engels, On Capital (New York: International Publishers, 

1974), page 53. [return to text ] 

  

39.    Franz J. Kallman, “Comparative Twin Study on the Genetic 

Aspects of Male Homosexuality,” The Journal of Nervous and Mental 

Disease CXV, 4, April 1952, page 283, passim. [return to text ] 

  

40.    Sigmund Freud, New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (New York: 

W. W. Norton and Co., 1965), page 175. [return to text ] 

  

41.    David Fernbach, “Toward a Marxist Theory of Gay 

Liberation,” Socialist Revolution 28, April-June 1976, pages 29-41. [return to 

text ] 

  

42.    See critique of Fernbach and his reply, both in Gay Left 6 and 7, Lon-

don, 1978. [return to text ] 

  

43.    Bell and Weinberg, op. cit., page 216. [return to text ] 

  

44.    Scientific American, March 1979, page 32. [return to text ] 

  

45.    Clellan Ford and Frank A. Beach, Patterns of Sexual Behavior (New 

York:       Ace Publishing Co., 1951), passim.  [ return to text ] 
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46.    Fernbach, op. cit., passim. [return to text ] 

  

47.    See Alison Edwards, Rape, Racism, and the White Women’s 

Movement (Chicago: Sojourner Truth Organization, second edition 1979). 

Linda Gordon, in Women’s Body, Women’s Right (New York: Penguin, 1978), 

traces how the struggle for dissemination of contraceptive information 

became a stronghold of eugenicist and racist forces. [return to text ] 

  

48.    Louis Althusser, For Marx (New York:   Pantheon Books, 1969), 

page 98. [return to text ] 

  

49.   Karl Marx and Fredelck Engels, Selected Works (Moscow: Progress Pub-

lishers), pages 313-317. [ return to tex t ] 

  

50.    Alfred C. Kinsey, Wardell B. Pomeroy, Clyde E. Martin, and Paul 

H. Gebhard, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (Philadelphia and London: 

W. B. Saunders Co., 1953), page 635. [return to text ] 

  

51.   Lucien Malson, Wolf Children and the Problem of Human Nature (New 

York: Monthly Review Press, 1972), passim. [return to text ] 

  

52.    Harry Harlow, “Sexual Behavior in the Rhesus Monkey,” in Frank 

A. Beach, Sex and Behavior (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1965). [return 

to text ] 

  

53.    Ford and Beach, op. cit., see chapter 5. [return to text ] 

  

54.    Kinsey, et al., op. cit., page 447. [return to text ] 

  

55.    See Robert J. Stoller, Sex and Gender (New York: Science House, 

1968); John Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt, Man and Woman and Boy and 

Girl (New York: Mentor Books, 1974), chapters 5 and 6; and John 

Hampson, “Determinants of Psychosexual Orientation,” in Beach , op. 

cit. [return to text ] 

  

56.    See William Masters and Virginia Johnson, Human Sexual 

Inadequacy (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1970). [ return to text ] 
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57.    William Masters and Virginia Johnson, Human Sexual Response (Bos-

ton: Little, Brown and Co., 1966), page 11. [return to text ] 

  

58.    Quoted in Georg Lukacs,History and Class Consciousness (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1972), page 100. [return to text ] 

  

59 .    Jolan Chang, The Tao of Love and Sex (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1977), 

page 20. [return to text ] 

  

60.    Ibid., page 71ff. [return to text ] 

  

61.    McCubbin, op. cit., pages 3 1-38. [return to text ] 

  

62.    Karlen, op. cit., chapter 5. [return to text ] 

  

63.    Frederick Engels, “The Book of Revelation,” quoted in Hal Draper, 

“Marx and Engels on Women’s Liberation,” International 

Socialism, July/August 1970. [return to text ] 

  

64.    Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” Marx-Engels Collected Works, 5 

(New York: International Publishers, 1976), page 4. [ return to text ] 

  

65.    Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: 

International Publishers, 1976), page 407. [return to text ] 

  

66.    Vincent DeFrancis, Protecting the Child Victim of Sex Crimes Committed by 

Adults (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), page 37ff. [ return to text ] 

  

67.    John Gerassi, The Boys of Boise (New York: Macmillan and Co., 

1966). [return to text ] 

  

68.    The sentence quoted is in Rebecca Dixon, “The Politics of 

Homophobia,” Harvest Quarterly 7, Fall 1977, page 24. The other article is 

“The Natural Origins of Homosexuality” by Sabre Pharo. [return to text ] 

  

69.    Gay Theory Work Group, Gay Oppression and Liberation (Philadelphia: 

Movement for a New Society, 1977), page 107. [return to text ] 
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70.    John F. Burnett, The Meaning of Gay Liberation (San Francisco: 716 A 

Clayton, 1978), page 25. [return to text ] 

  

71.    After Dade County: Turning Defeat Into Victory (Chicago: Blazing Star 

NAM, nd.), passim. [return to text ] 

  

72.    Paul Frolich, Rosa Luxcmburg (New York: Monthly Review Press. 

1972), page 52. [return to text ] 

  

73.    After Dade County. [return to text ] 

  

74.    Karlen, op. cit. page 608. [return to text ] 

  

75.    “The Meaning of Miami” passim. [return to text ] 

  

76.    Gramsci, op. cit., page 407. [return to text ] 

  

77.    Extract of Letter from Engek to Kautsky in On Colonies. Industrial 

Monopoly and Working Class Movement (Copenhagen Futura. 1972), page 55. 

[ return to text ] 

  

78.    Ted Allen, “The Most Vulnerable Point” (mimeo, 1972). [ return to 

text ] 

  

79.    Valerie Maxwell, “One Small Victory A Day,” Seven 

Days, September 8. 1978, page 26. [return to text ] 

 

 

  

a   One position paper of the RCP said that gays could be “anti-impe-

rialist (but) cannot be communists,” therefore they could not join the 

RCP. It is just as well; gay anti-imperialists would feel as out of place in 

the RCP for their anti-imperialism as for their gay-ness.[ 5 ] [return to text ] 

  

b   People’s World, June 18, 1977. Angela Davis came out publicly against 

the Briggs Amendment, along with Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, Jimmy 

Carter, and Jerry Brown. However, most Party leaders attempt to hide 

behind the claim that this “is a private matter.” “Private matters” that 

draw life sentences in the U.S. and five-year sentences in the USSR are 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#70
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#71
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#72
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#73
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#74
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#75
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#76
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#77
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#78
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#78
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#79
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#F5
http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html#a


 369 

not private enough. [return to text ] 

  

c   This is not a claim that all or any one of these authors have been 

searched. Indexes, and more importantly, the searches of those seeking 

to discredit or validate the gay movement and their assessments of it by 

quotations alone were relied upon. [return to text ] 

  

d   The stultification of Marxist thought on this subject cannot be sepa-

rated from the general paralysis in Marxist thought that existed until 

recently. For some discussion of this, see F. Claudin’s The Communist 

Movement or the introduction to S. Amin’s Unequal Development. 

  

But why didn’t Marx or Engels (or Lenin…) write about homosexuality 

at any length? The question is somewhat moot since there was no mass 

movement of gays in their lifetime. They did write about the struggle for 

sexual rights and about sexual liberation - especially in polemics against 

those who separated and elevated these above the class struggle. Not 

surprisingly, this arose in the U.S. section of the First International.[ 9 ] 

  

Those who merely criticize Engels’ conclusions, or attempt to make 

them synonymous with Marx’s or Marxism are ignoring what both 

considered essential to understanding and changing society. If, by use of 

their method, not their conclusions, we cannot understand and change 

society, the blame cannot be laid at their tombs, any more than they - or 

Jesus Christ - can be held responsible for the slaughter of young children 

in Jonestown. [return to text ] 

  

e   The Nazi attitude towards homosexuality is also worth examining. 

Hitler knew that Roehm and Heines, leaders of the S.A., the left wing of 

the Nazis, were homosexuals; that, in fact, a number of S.A. leaders 

were homosexual. Despite his professed moral outrage to Speer about 

finding “two naked boys” during the Blood Purge of the S.A., Hitler had 

for years defended this behavior inside the Nazis as long as the accused 

were “fanatical fighter(s) for the movement.” [12 ] The purge, or Night of 

the Long Knives, occurred only when Hitler was assured of enough 

political power to risk eliminating those who had helped raise him and 

the National Socialist Workers Party of Germany to their pinnacle. The 

male-supremacist ideology of the Nazis then took on its openly anti-gay 
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character, but before that time homosexual behavior had been 

tolerated inside the party. [return to text ] 

  

f    Two questions are expected here: why was there a reversal of 

positions by the communist parties in both Germany and the USSR? And 

this one - especially raised by those who are not Leninists - didn’t Lenin 

have a puritanical, reactionary, even hypocritical attitude on sexual 

matters, one that paved the way for the reversals? 

  

The first question, as will be illustrated in a later chapter, must be 

answered elsewhere, specifically in the debate on the development of 

capitalism in the USSR and the victory of imperialist economism in the 

Western workers’ movement. See Noel Ignatin’s No Condescending 

Saviors as a starting point. 

  

As for Lenin, a re-reading of his later conversation with Clara Zetkin is 

worthwhile, since this is usually cited as the source of the conclusion 

about Lenin’s “puritanism.” But it is difficult ta imagine that Lenin was 

unaware of the new laws regarding “sexual matters,” given his attention 

to every detail of the USSR’s creation. To attempt to attribute the re-

versal of these to his personality is as useful as linking U.S. foreign 

policy to the state of Jimmy Carter’s hemorrhoids. [return to text ] 

  

g   The gay members of the original group were male. No similar 

connection with overtly Leftist politics existed in the lesbian groups that 

formed a few years later. [return to text ] 

  

h   To argue that no members of the North American Left feel that gays 

are “the scum of the earth” is to ignore both the implications of the 

statements of the RCP and the existence of a significant sector of the 

working class which feels exactly that way. [return to text ] 

  

i   There is a third argument that has not been addressed. It is that 

fighting for a socialist revolution is the only task of Marxists. This is 

true, but it is also such a truism that the Progressive Labor Party, which 

thinks gay people are sick, and the Spartacist League, which doesn’t, can 

both hold it without any difficulty. [return to text ] 
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j   The question of the relation of Third World movements and 

communities to homosexuality and the gay movement must be 

considered outside the scope of this article. Some comments can be 

made. 

  

It is striking that most Third World gays in the U.S. identify themselves 

as members of their nation first, then as gays. The attitudes of their 

movements toward them has varied greatly from the emphatic support of 

Huey Newton in 1970 to purges in other groups.[ 23 ] Given the position 

of Third World gays it should be evident that they will be the initiators 

of the necessary debate among their peoples. However, patronizing 

statements such as one from the white gay male collective of the 

magazine RFD, lecturing Akwesasne Notes on the role of the berdaches in 

Native peoples’ culture, will not aid this process. White North 

Americans seeking to “get back to the land,” whether gay or straight, can 

only be viewed as small-scale imperialists by Native peoples struggling 

to get back their lands. 

  

As for Third World movements outside the current U.S. borders, 

including Third World governments, the criticisms of the practices of 

these, while empirically true [e.g., Cuba does persecute and prosecute its 

gay populace], are generally idealist. That is, they begin with the 

assumption that the countries criticized are “socialist” and therefore 

should not engage in such practices. The specific historical experience of 

the nations is rarely mentioned, e.g., Peking was a world center for the 

sale of young boys to pederasts until the revolution; the strength 

of machismo among Cuban males is still a factor in Cuban political life, 

and the lack of a gay movement in the pre-revolutionary period is rarely 

mentioned as a factor. 

  

If one is to mention and analyze the oppression of gays in Cuba or 

elsewhere, then one should also seek out the source of the oppression of 

women and workers there. The separation of the questions indicates a 

narrow focus; the raising of them by any other than those who have 

consistently supported national liberation struggles against U.S. 

imperialism is an act of great-nation chauvinism. [return to text ] 

  

k   It is undoubtedly true that there were males who came out as gay in 
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the course of their support for struggles against male supremacy, but no 

one can cite anything approaching a mass movement of males choosing 

to become gay in order not to oppress women. (Nor, as Carol Hanisch 

and some Redstockings suggest, was there a conscious choosing on the 

parts of masses of radical men to become gay in order to avoid 

struggling against male supremacy in their personal relationships. There 

are far too many easier routes of escape than that, fraught with all its 

attendant dangers.) 

  

As for lesbianism as a political strategy, this is adequately debated 

elsewhere, especially in Feminist Revolution.[ 28 ] For any revolutionary 

male to argue against women choosing women as sexual partners as well 

as companions and house-mates would be merely another example of 

male supremacist behavior. The confusion by males in this society of 

sexuality and violence or domination is one reason why women have 

chosen women. The prevalent presentation of women’s bodies as 

the only sexual objects is another reason why the ideological barrier 

against homosexuality is also weaker among women than men. [return to 

text ] 

  

l    It should be remarked that in different cultures, different epochs, such 

an activity would be viewed as an act of friendship, not a proclamation 

of one’s sexual preference. Such possibilities are not granted in a 

society, which, while no longer able to categorize all adults readily into 

“married” and “in-the-process-of-becoming-married,” still maintains the 

presumption that close female/male relationships outside those imposed 

by work are somehow sexual in nature. [return to text ] 

  

m   The current debate in the women’s movement on how to attack 

pornography (or whether to attack it) has so far focused on how it is used 

to degrade women, its enormous profitability, and the question of “free 

speech.” For Marxists, while those are aspects to be considered, the 

question must be how pornography degrades the class - not by “sapping 

its moral strength,” but how the fetishization of women’s body parts 

makes it difficult or impossible to view women as workers, 

revolutionaries, and all-sided humans. [ return to text ] 

  

n   The very resurrection in the early 1900’s of the science of genetics 
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after Mendel’s initial discovery in the 1860’s, and its subsequent fates in 

the USSR and the USA, show that ideology and the needs of capital, not 

any pure striving for knowledge, determine the direction of science. 

  

Some researchers for the “cause” of homosexuality seem to have 

adopted the methods pioneered by Sir Cyril Burt, a British psychologist 

known for his innovative work in the field of IQ studies. Sir Burt 

unhesitatingly invented research scores, research assistants, and entire 

research populations when need arose. These were used to substantiate his 

theory that the “lower” classes had lower IQ scores as a result of 

heredity, not environment. 

  

The major document in the so-called proof of the genetic origins of 

homosexuality, the Kallman twin studies, which found 86 percent 

concordance for exclusive homosexuality among monozygotic twins 

raised separately, bears a striking resemblance to Burt’s perfect Bell 

curves, among its other defects. Also to be noted are its opening 

paragraphs, where Kallman speaks of the “intrinsically maladjusted” 

nature of gay people. [39 ] 

  

Again, no study searching for hormonal differences between 

homosexuals and heterosexuals which has found any appreciable 

variance has been successfully repeated by other researchers. [return to 

text ] 

  

o   Freud’s views on human activity (and Reich’s, who differs here only 

in denying thanatos) are partially summarized in this sentence: “Primitive 

man [sic] thus made his work agreeable, so to speak, by treating it as the 

equivalent of and substitute for sexual activities.”[ 40 ] With no 

conception of the necessity of labor, its role in transforming humanity, 

and the possibility of unalienated labor as its own end, Freud could 

neither understand his own society or the past. Thus he ended 

with Civilization and its Discontents (and Reich with his counting of orgones). 

  

This should not detract from what can only be recognized as their 

genius, however one-sided. But Marxists who take up Freud’s 

categories, as does D. Fernbach in “Towards a Marxist Theory of Gay 

Liberation” (1973), have no such excuses. [41 ] As a sufficient critique of 
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that error already exists, it will not be repeated here[ 42 ] Beginning in 

Freudianism means one will always be “towards” a Marxist theory, 

never at home in it. [return to text ] 

  

p    The use of these studies and comparisons by gay activists was a 

calculated polemical risk, since one is then compelled to struggle within 

the same set of assumptions as Lorenz, Tingbergen, Tiger, Ardrey and 

Fox, all of whom see human self-awareness as an illusion or metaphor. 

  

Beach now is especially careful to attempt to distinguish between what is 

“human” and what is “natural,” explicitly disavowing the notion that 

instinct or imprinting occur in humans. [return to text ] 

  

q    The existence of distinct physical structures for each function has 

also been cited by some feminists as proof of women’s evolutionary 

superiority. Perhaps. [return to text ] 

  

r   Not, as should be evident, “the worse side for rulers,” as Aithusser ex-

plains it.[ 48 ] In Marx’s discussion of the conquest of India,[ 49 ] he 

makes it plain that “progress,” up until the end of the rule of necessity, 

will only occur at the expense and suffering of the world’s peoples. 

[return to text ] 

  

s   The above is difficult to accept. Yet when a baby is born we do not 

expect her to do more than suckle, so the process by which she gains the 

knowledge and ability to assemble, prepare and eat food must be a 

process of learning. Necessity exists, but this alone does not explain why 

humans do not continue to rip scavenged meat and foraged fruit with 

their teeth and hands. [ return to text ] 

  

t   This was written in April 1979. 

  

The release of the long-delayed work, Homosexuality in Perspective, makes 

clear that Masters and Johnson do not “explicitly reject the possibility of 

learning a different sexual orientation.” Much of the book is devoted to a 

discussion of how they attempt to enable gay people to function 

heterosexually. Though I have not yet read the book thoroughly, it seems 

they spend little time explaining how heterosexuals could function as 
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gays. 

  

There should be no doubt that this work will exert a tremendous 

influence on the popular understanding of sexuality and homosexuality. 

If only for that reason, Marxists must be aware of it. But the remedies 

suggested are equivalent to the use of Band-aids in a thermonuclear war. 

Worse yet, they wish to apply them to the eyes when the great, gaping 

wounds are in the hearts and minds of this society. 

  

The assault later in the month on the San Francisco City Hall by 5,000 

gay people and their supporters, following the judicial approval given to 

the murderer of gay city supervisor Harvey Milk, will be viewed by 

history as the most immediate and telling critique of Masters and John-

son.           - May 29, 1979 [return to text ] 

  

u   The landmark work of Masters and Johnson in the study of sexuality 

is roughly comparable to that of Taylor in productivity studies: if it could 

be quantified it was, if it could be filmed it was, if it could be somehow 

made more efficient it has been. From their work, despite the inevitable 

distortions by vulgarizers such as Dr. Reuben (Everything You Always Wanted 

to Know About Sex …; Any Woman Can) or Alex Comfort (The Joy of Sex) , we 

can obtain another viewpoint for an understanding of sexuality. Their 

work finished the job begun by Kinsey of making sexuality an acknowl-

edged area of study, thus ripping away the veils of ignorance and 

hypocrisy that permeated the scientific and medical fields. 

  

But Masters and Johnson are not by any means free of the ideological 

confines of science under capitalism. In their first book, Human Sexual 

Response, they approvingly quote that “the greatest single cause for 

family-unit destruction and divorce in this country is a fundamental 

sexual inadequacy within the marital unit.” This is but a short distance 

removed from Kant’s view of two centuries ago that marriage was “the 

union of two different people of different sexes with a view to the 

mutual possession of each other’s sexual attributes for the duration of 

their lives.”[ 58 ] 

  

In other words, the role of the therapy pioneered by Masters and 

Johnson, as with any therapy or activity that focuses solely or mainly on sexuality in 
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this society, is to reproduce in a slightly reformed manner existing social 

relations. 

  

It is also worth noting that the breakthroughs achieved by Masters and 

Johnson merely reintroduce after a hiatus of several hundred years a 

variant of what was called the “Tao of Love.” Indeed, the now 

commonly used approach to controlling premature ejaculation, 

promulgated by Masters and Johnson, is almost a complete copy of the 

technique used over two thousand years ago in China.[ 59 ] 

  

The preface of Human Sexual Inadequacy, written in 1970, contains the sen-

tence, “It is to be hoped that human sexual inadequacy, both the entity 

and this book, will be rendered obsolete in the next decade.” Like all 

scientists who dream that a new discovery or new invention will improve 

the human condition for the better, they must be disappointed. [ return to 

text ] 

  

v    Again, it must be stated that there is no sexual direction or “strength” 

at birth. It is learned much as one learns language, and is as easily 

eradicated as is one’s native tongue. To think that this is a deliberate 

process on the part of masses of families, rather than a hit and miss 

proposition, is a crude and cruel misunderstanding. [return to text ] 

  

w   Undoubtedly, examples of this are desired. Two glimpses come to 

mind. One, at an anti-war demonstration where the police had cleared 

the streets and beat anyone who ventured into them, two men clasped 

each other’s hands and walked forth into the street. The second is the 

scene in the movie 1900 between the pregnant communist teacher and the 

peasant Omo. [ return to text ] 

  

x   Some groups, to their credit, have attempted such analysis. The 

International Socialists issued a position paper in 1970 which called for 

support for the gay movement. Workers World Party also put forth a 

pamphlet on the question of the gay movement. Neither, however, gave 

any indication of what potential they saw the movement as having for 

the main questions facing the revolutionary struggles today. 

  

A number of other articles, pamphlets and organizational positions can 
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be lumped together in the category of subjective (wishful) thinking 

which, as Plekhanov said, is the characteristic of every reactionary 

period. 

  

Typical of this thinking are the two articles in Harvest Quarterly, Fall, 1977. 

Here such sentences occur as “Homosexuals are easy to hate because 

we’re hard to identify.” By such “reasoning” people of color would be 

“difficult to hate.”[ 68 ] 

  

The publicly circulated draft document of the Movement for a New 

Society likewise contains the advice to gay people to build workable 

alternatives to the present society, the example being “the kibbutzim in 

Israel, which have survived despite capitalist pressure because they have 

shown their viability as economic/political defense [sic!] 

institutions.”[ 69 ] 

  

The only viability the kibbutzim have is as tourist attractions for North 

American “radicals.” They survive on Palestinian land only by exploiting 

Palestinian labor. [return to text ] 

  

y    Such critiques should be of use, however. Prairie Fire Organizing 

Committee’s claim that there is a state-sponsored attack on gay people 

has no explanation for the continued victories - amid setbacks - for gay 

rights. [75 ] To name a few, recognition by the U.S. Supreme Court of the 

right of a gay student organization to exist on college campuses, refusal 

by the Florida Supreme Court to disbar a gay lawyer solely for being 

gay, passage of gay ordinances by over forty cities and municipalities. 

PFOC cites only those things which confirm their thesis, such as the U.S. 

Supreme Court decision allowing the Pennsylvania law which enforces 

sodomy penalties against gay people alone to stand. Their approach 

includes “the claim, presented as an essential postulate of historical 

materialism, that every fluctuation of politics and ideology can be 

presented and expounded as an immediate expression of the structure.” 

Gramsci aptly called this premise “primitive infantilism.” [76 ] [return to 

text ] 

  

z    When sexuality and concern with sexual liberation becomes an 

ideological substitute for national liberation, women’s liberation, gay 
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liberation, and the liberation of the working class, so much the better for 

the bourgeoisie. The Polish government with its state monopoly on 

alcohol is undoubtedly worried about the twenty percent alcoholism rate 

among Polish workers, but it will be infinitely more worried when that 

drops, since that will only be during a struggle against the Polish 

(and Russian) governments. Individual capitalists are undoubtedly aghast 

at the existence of pornography, but its prevalence in our society 

signifies to capitalists as a class that the working class is that much less 

concerned with the emancipation of itself. [return to text ] 

  

aa   This is not to say that the question of gay rights doesn’t arise in the 

workplace or factory. It does. In an election to oust the male supremacist 

union leadership at a factory that employs mostly women, the main tactic 

used against the militant woman running for president was to smear her 

for not concealing the fact of her lesbianism.[ 79 ] 

  

The intermingling of anti-gay sentiment with progressive elements of 

class consciousness is even more common. In a small Midwestern 

factory where organizing was occurring, an unmarried white male 

revolutionary was questioned by some Black activists as to how he 

intended to confront a racist white worker who was harassing all of 

them. “I want to see you deck the faggot,” one said. When the reply 

came that if the racist got hit it wouldn’t be for who he slept with but for 

his racism, there was some serious queer-baiting. Only support from 

some of the other Black workers and following through with the 

confrontation brought an end to it. Any male worker who doesn’t 

actively join in sexist jokes will be queer-baited at some point; any 

woman worker who confronts such jokes and harassment will be called a 

lesbian sooner or later. Though tactics in dealing with such situations 

can’t be made in advance, it is clear that not to deal with such questions 

is again bowing to opportunism. [return to text] 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE UNITED STATES 

An Autonomist Political History 
by Noel Ignatin 

1980 

from the 1992 reprint by Final Conflict Publishing 

PUBLISHER'S INTRODUCTION 

This history was initially produced in 1978 as part of a larger project aimed at the 

further development of an international, extra-parliamentary, revolutionary political 

tendency. Two national components of this movement, Sojourner Truth Organization 

in the U.S. and Revolutionary Struggle in Ireland, agreed to exchange delegations 

toward that end, and as part of this process each produced a political history of its 

country to be distributed on a national tour of the other, host country. This is the first 

U.S. publication of the manuscript, written by S.T.O. member Noel Ignatiev, taken to 

Ireland by the S.T.O. delegation. 

This exchange was part of a dialogue that begs for more. Many readers will find this 

statement's rendition of U.S. history of use in study and discussion groups, as an 

analysis that has more than withstood the test of time and is still to be grasped and 

appreciated by most of the left in this country. But its value can best be measured by 

the practical direction it provides on issues that continue to plague the world 

revolutionary movement. 

Few relationships are as intriguing and potentially instructive as that between U.S. 

politics and the Irish national liberation struggle. This is true both because the Irish 

have such strong ties to the Irish-immigrant population of the U.S. working class - and 

therefore to the U.S. working class as a whole - and because the Irish are European 

rebels against a bastion of white imperialism, Britain. More than a few U.S. radicals 

have sought to develop this convergence. One theory is that the Irish can provide a 

pole of anti-imperialist struggle among workers of European extraction in the U.S., 

and in doing so link together the U.S. workers' struggle with Irish nationalism and 

national liberation in general. The bridge between anti-imperialist struggle, especially 

by peoples of color, and white workers would thus be built upon the framework of the 

Irish independence movement. 

This line of thinking has failed in practice because of the overriding effect of white 

supremacism. The Irish immigrants, with few exceptions have chosen - despite their 

long and bitter struggle against the British - to identify themselves as white people. 

The turning point in this process was 1842, when the Liberator, Daniel O'Connell, 

issued an appeal to Irish-Americans to join in the anti-slavery movement. They 
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angrily rejected his appeal, saying that if forced to choose between love for Ireland 

and loyalty to the institutions of their new country, they would choose America, 

which in that context meant they chose to be white. 

Ignatiev's analysis, true to both S.T.O. and the international network it was part of, 

also emphasizes the independent and embryonically revolutionary character of mass 

working class Initiatives. as the strategic basis for the development of a revolutionary 

bloc of forces in developed capitalist areas, but not without reference to the issue of 

white supremacism. Given the obstacle of white consciousness and behavior, the 

creation of a general revolutionary stance on the part of workers of European descent 

depends fundamentally on their rejection of whiteness in the process of their struggle. 

In practice this means that any proletarian revolutionary project in the U.S. in 

particular must be simultaneously based on a mass challenge to capitalism and white 

supremacy. Absent a challenge to white supremacy, anti-capitalist initiatives will 

certainly lapse into partial white-oriented reforms, at best, and white populist or 

fascist movements, at worst. 

At the time of this publication, with the collapse of Stalinism throughout Europe 

already accomplished, the intrusion of Western capitalism into Eastern Europe 

suggests not just the imminent subjugation of millions of workers to Western-style 

class domination, but also the development of a vast transatlantic White Empire. The 

revolutionary possibilities of the world working class have surely increased with the 

collapse of Stalinism, but the potential is as forebodingly white supremacist as it is 

proletarian. In the end, our ability to understand, confront and overcome white 

supremacism within the working class movement will be of utmost importance. 

Toward that end, we present this booklet. 

Lowell May 

January, 1992 

PREFACE 

I wrote this piece in 1980 on the occasion of a visit to Ireland of delegates from the 

Sojourner Truth Organization sponsored by the Irish group, Revolutionary Struggle. It 

was intended to introduce STO to an Irish audience. Final Conflict Publishing, which 

is reprinting it, has been kind enough to invite me to write a new preface. 

The main correction I would make is in the treatment of "the national question." I 

conceded too much to those who held that the defining conflict of the epoch is 

between oppressing and oppressed nations. That view, drawn from some of Lenin's 

writings, had by 1980 come to prevail in STO. It cannot do justice to the complex and 

continuing process of recomposing race and class in the United States. Instead of 
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describing the U.S. as a "cauldron of national oppression," I would describe it as a 

place where the stratification of the proletariat takes the form of historically 

constructed "races." 

The section on the seventeenth century draws heavily on the work of Ted Allen. 

While I agree that the white race has functioned throughout American history as a 

social control formation, I now question whether its birth was as much a top-down 

process as the document suggests. 

In addition, there are a number of omissions due largely to my own ignorance: 

foremost among these are religion as a locus of the radical tradition, the class struggle 

in the 18th century, and the contribution of the native peoples to American life. 

I do not regard the above enumeration as exhaustive. 

Noel Ignatiev 

June 1991 

INTRODUCTION 

What would the United States be like without black people? The answer to this 

question can be found by considering a country like Canada, which resembles the U.S. 

in many ways - a vast area of great natural resources, sparsely settled by native 

peoples before European colonization. Canada differs from the U.S. in only one 

significant particular - it was never given over to African slavery, nor was it ever 

implicated in the slave trade. And this particular is at bottom responsible for the 

difference between one country which has dominated world politics throughout this 

entire century and today constitutes the biggest exploiter of peoples on a world scale, 

and another whose impact on world affairs has been far more limited. 

If, in the document that follows, we devote a great deal of attention to the history of 

the "race question" in the U.S., it is not because we are humanitarians but because we 

recognize it as the key to the history which has made us what we are today, and the 

key to any future transformation we hope to achieve. It is also because the matter is 

understood by few people, and not more widely in the U.S. than other places. 

Space limitations will prevent us from going into much detail on any subject; yet since 

the Civil War and Reconstruction constitute the pivot of U.S. history, we shall spend 

some time on it. 

The portion of the document setting forth the positions of our organization on current 

questions is necessarily truncated. We hope that our treatment of the history will 
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enable the reader to comprehend what we stand for and how, in general, we propose 

to proceed. 

We wish to express our gratitude to our comrades in Revolutionary Struggle who have 

given us this opportunity to communicate directly with their own constituency, on this 

occasion of our 1980 trip to Ireland. 

THE SHAPING OF AMERICA 

Contrary to general belief, the first African laborers to arrive in the English colonies 

did not come as slaves, and the first European laborers did not come as free men and 

women. The labor force in the 17th century was composed of indentured servants 

imported from both Africa and the British Isles. They were bonded for a specified 

period, usually seven years, after which they became legally free. 

The rulers of colonial Virginia were faced with two problems: in addition to the labor 

shortage, there was the question - who would police the laborers, who were not easily 

reconciled to conditions of servitude in a continent where land was available for the 

taking? 

The colonies were not rich enough to support a professional police force of sufficient 

size. It was essential that one part of the labor force be enlisted to police the other - 

while remaining laborers themselves. Could Africans fill that role? Such a solution 

would hardly encourage emigration from England, on which the colonies were still 

dependent. Therefore, the English would have to be won to perform that function. 

Such a role was by no means natural to them. English and African bonded laborers 

lived under much the same conditions of hardship, so severe that a large portion of 

them failed even to survive their period of indenture, and they reacted to their 

oppression as do laborers everywhere, by drawing closer together, intermarrying, 

plotting escape - and by revolt. 

The growing solidarity among the laborers broke out in several bloody revolts, which 

threatened the security of the government of the Virginia colony (which had two-

thirds of the total population of the English colonies as a whole). In a response which 

is remarkably well documented, the colonial rulers turned, around the middle of the 

17th century, to a policy of drawing a line between the English and African bond 

laborers. Certain privileges - the first being the exemption of female European bond 

laborers from field work - were conferred on the former, while special laws were 

passed to fix the status of the Africans: extending the term of servitude until it became 

permanent and then hereditary, imposing a pass system, denying them the right to 

carry arms, etc. 
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The process of encoding the new status took about a half-century, and marks the birth 

of the "white race" as a social category - the emergence of a class of laborers whose 

community of interests with their exploiters was legally and publicly affirmed, and 

who functioned to maintain social control over the entire labor force, themselves 

included. By 1705, the rulers of the Virginia colony felt sufficiently confident of the 

support of their European proletarians to specify that white bond laborers finishing 

their period of indenture be given a musket. What a change from barely a generation 

earlier, when rebel forces -European and African - besieged, captured and burned the 

colonial capitol of Jamestown and sent the governor fleeing across the Chesapeake 

Bay, the same bond laborers who, between the years 1663 and 1682 hatched no less 

than ten servile revolts and revolt plots! 

Left historians who are critical of the characterization of the U.S. as the "Land of 

Liberty" commonly assert that the much vaunted democracy depends on the denial of 

rights to the African, Native American and other people of color. This is a good 

example of the "appearance" being the reverse of the "essence" - the development of a 

system of racial slavery and national oppression depended on the extension of 

democratic rights to the "white" population as a whole. As early as the 18th century 

there had emerged the pattern which was to define the distinctive course of U.S. 

history: U.S. society is not merely bourgeois but bourgeois white supremacist; tilt 

U.S. working class movement has been, in the main, not merely opportunist but white 

racist opportunist; the main form of opportunism in the working class movement is 

not merely white racism - an idea - but the acquiescence of the white workers in the 

system of white skin privileges imposed by the bourgeoisie. 

The country never passed through a feudal stage of development. The American War 

for Independence, while it had progressive features, was not a war of a rising 

bourgeoisie against the forces of feudal absolutism, but instead a conflict between the 

merchant class of New England (allied with indebted southern planters) and the 

colonizing power over who would reap the vast profits of the slave trade; over which 

would be the third corner of the famous "triangle trade" described by slaves captured 

in Africa, rum and tobacco produced in the West Indies, and manufactured goods 

from either Liverpool of Massachusetts. 

The decades following the establishment of the American Republic saw the 

emergence of two systems of exploitation: direct slavery in the South, supporting the 

cultivation first of tobacco and later of cotton; and manufacture based on wage labor 

in New England and the Middle Atlantic states. The history of the U.S. for the half-

century preceding the Civil War is a history of the growing encroachment of the 

slaveowner's power on the federal government. The Seminole Wars, which were 

fought in Florida from 1819 to 1821 and which were efforts to recapture slaves who 

had escaped to join local Indian tribes; the Missouri Comprise of 1820, which 
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extended slavery to the western territories; the 1836 to 1848 wars to wrest from 

Mexico the vast area that today makes up the states of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 

California, Nevada and Colorado; the filibustering in Central America and the efforts 

to annex Cuba, the Kansas-Nebraska Bill of 1854 and the Dred Scott decision of 

1858, which between them struck down the last legal obstacle to the spread of slavery 

throughout the entire country; and the efforts to restore the slave trade which had been 

abolished in 1808 - these events testify to the increasing subservience of the national 

government to 30,000 slaveholding families. 

The slave system required for its survival continued expansion into new territory. 

Wage labor capitalism required the continued expansion of the internal market, which 

was impeded by slavery. The forces upholding wage capitalism organized themselves 

first into the Free Soil Party, then into the Republican Party, around a program of 

opposing the extension of slavery into new territories. When the Republican Party 

won the election with a bare plurality of votes among four major candidates, the 

impending conflict had become irrepressible. 

The Civil War began with both sides fighting for slavery - the South to take it out of 

the Union, the North to keep it in. The real aim of the South, however, was not to 

secede from the Union but, by secession and war, to reorganize it on a new basis, with 

the "peculiar institution," slavery, as the foundation of an empire stretching from the 

Great Lakes to Central America. 

The aims of the northern manufacturing bourgeoisie were modest: simply to restrict 

slavery to those areas where it already existed. As befitted this modest aim, President 

Lincoln at first pursued a cautious policy, going out of his way to assure the so-called 

border states (those states where slavery existed but the plantation system did not) that 

he had no intention of abolishing slavery. The federal military policy, of avoiding 

decisive battle while attempting to woo the South back into the Union, reflected this 

stage of the conflict. 

This stage did not last long. Two things brought about a change. First was the attitude 

of the whites enlisted in the Union cause. They opposed the spread of slavery and the 

breakup of the Union but were hardly enthusiastic supporters of a war that was 

bringing them extreme hardship while enriching their employers through government 

contracts. They showed their feelings early by a series of draft riots in New York, 

Cincinnati and elsewhere that commonly took the form of mob attacks on free blacks. 

The second factor making for a change in government policy was the role of the 

blacks themselves. For decades, free blacks had been the mainstay of the small 

organizations advocating the abolition of slavery, and the escaped slaves had been 

both a severe drain on the slave economy and a call to the conscience of the country. 
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Besides running away, the slaves also had developed various means of striking and 

resisting their exploitation, including launching numerous revolts, the most well 

known led by Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner. Now, as the War 

began, the black people began to see it as part of their struggle for freedom. Free 

blacks in the North understood that the cause of abolition was linked to a Union 

victory, in spite of Lincoln's protestations that he had no anti-slavery aims. While 

pressuring the government at all levels to broaden the War to one against slavery, they 

began to enlist in the Union armies, often against giant obstacles placed in their way 

by the government which did not want them as soldiers. The famous song, John 

Brown's Body, commemorating the great revolutionary abolitionist who gave his life 

struggling against slavery, was written and sung by the Massachusetts 54th Regiment, 

one of the all black units (commanded by white officers). 

At first the slaves watched and waited; it was not yet clear where their interests lay. 

So long as they worked the cotton, the South could place in the field of battle a 

disproportionate number of its white manhood. The first attempts made by the slaves 

to join the Union cause were repulsed; fugitive slaves, making their way to Union 

army camps in the South, were sent back to their owners. Gradually, under the 

pressure of necessity, the Union's policy began to change: fugitive slaves were 

reclassified as "contraband of war" and put to work building fortifications, etc. Soon 

they were enlisted as scouts and spies for the Union armies. 

By 1863, the attempt to wage a war against a force whose strength and weakness both 

lay in the institution of slavery brought about a change in Lincoln's policy. This was 

manifest in three things: first, the adoption of a more active military policy; second, 

the decision to encourage the enlistment and arming of Blacks; and third, the 

declaration of the aim of the war to be the abolition of slavery. 

It should be noted that Lincoln's famed Emancipation Proclamation freed no one: it 

merely declared slavery abolished in those areas then in revolt, that is, those areas 

where it could not be enforced. But as a statement of intent, it was enough to "loose 

the fateful lightning" - the six hundred thousand black laborers who embarked on a 

great working class upsurge, beginning in 1863, a mass withdrawal of labor power - a 

general strike - which quickly brought the South to its knees. 

THE AMERICAN COMMUNE 

By 1865, the war was over. How to reconstruct the nation? To restore slavery was out 

of the question; the nearly two hundred thousand blacks who had fought in the Union 

armies and the six hundred thousand more who had carried out the general strike, as 

well as Northern public opinion, which felt a hatred toward the slaveowners, ruled out 

that possibility. Yet the abolition of slavery had actually increased the legislative 
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authority of the former slaveholders, owing to an increase in the number of free men 

on whom representation was based. And the defeated but not yet crushed slaveowners 

were threatening to return to Congress to achieve there what they had failed to achieve 

on the battlefield: withdrawal of federal troops from the South, validation of the 

Confederate debt and restoration of slavery in all but name. 

Lincoln and his successor as President, Andrew Johnson, attempted to reason with the 

former slaveholders, offering to readmit the Southern states to the Union with the sole 

condition that they formally accept the abolition of slavery. When it became clear that 

the arrogant lords of the lash had no intention of submitting even to this mild demand, 

public opinion turned toward a more intransigent policy of reconstruction. 

Without the secessionist states in the Union, the Republican Party - the Party of 

northern capital, which had just carried out a war, to some extent in spite of itself, 

against slavery - held firm control of Congress. Within that Party, the radical wing, 

which was made up of genuine abolitionists and friends of the freed slaves along with 

others who recognized the need for stern measures to be taken against the South, 

gained ascendancy, initiating the period known as Reconstruction, which lasted from 

1868 to 1876. For a brief moment, the interests of northern capital, which sought to 

break the former slaveholders' resistance, and the interests of the slaves and their 

friends intersected. It was this intersection that made possible the emergence of the 

former slaves as citizens and voters, a continuation of the process that had made them 

soldiers. 

Once again, the turn in policy was prepared by the actions of the black people 

themselves, who were everywhere agitating, educating, organizing and arming 

themselves, in some places occupying the land of their former owners. These former 

slaves, taking advantage of the plight of the federal government which had forced it to 

rely on them, proceeded to carry the revolution forward. 

The Reconstruction acts passed by the radical-dominated Congress disenfranchised 

former Confederate officials and stationed federal troops in the South to protect the 

voting rights of the former slaves. Under these conditions, Reconstruction was carried 

to its furthest extent in South Carolina and Mississippi, the two former pillars of the 

Confederacy and the only states with a black majority. Of the delegates to a 

convention called in South Carolina for the purpose of writing a new state convention, 

almost half were former slaves and another fourth were so poor that they paid no 

taxes. Has the world ever seen a parliament of purer proletarian composition? 

The Reconstruction legislatures enacted a series of laws that brought the South the 

most extensive, and in some cases the only, social reform it has ever known. Child 

labor laws, free public education, women's property rights, credit structures to enable 
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the poor to obtain land - these and other measures flowed out of the legislatures which 

the men of property, North and South, denounced as "parliaments of gorillas." And 

behind these legislatures stood the black masses. Their radicalism generally took the 

form of an agrarian radicalism, but occasionally went beyond this, as for instance 

when the New Orleans Republican Club sent a formal message of solidarity to the 

Paris Commune and applied for membership in the International! 

And what of the white workers - what was their attitude toward these momentous 

changes? To answer that question, it is necessary to go back a bit, to before the Civil 

War. The trade union movement was basically a Northern phenomenon, since slavery 

had blocked the development of wage labor in the South. The unions well understood 

that free labor and slavery could not co-exist. Instead of opposing slavery, however, 

they opposed the slave, seeing in him the cause of their own degradation. Instead of 

enlisting behind the banner of abolition, which they feared would throw a mass of 

low-wage competitors on the labor market, the unions attempted to restrict the spread 

of slavery and free black labor as well, by supporting the Free Soil (for whites only) 

movement. On the very eve of the war, the unions took no official notice of slavery, 

regarding it, at best, as a subordinate part of the general labor question, less important 

than minor legislative reform. When the war broke out, instead of embracing the 

cause of the slaves as their own, white labor had to be dragged by the bourgeoisie 

kicking and screaming into the war, especially after the first wave of enthusiasm was 

spent. 

They followed the same course after the war. Highly incensed at the growing might 

and arrogance of the industrial bourgeoisie which dominated the government through 

the Republican Party, white labor turned toward efforts to build its own party, 

bringing it into direct conflict with Southern blacks, who had in many places 

transformed the Republican Party into a labor party in fact. Looking at the masses of 

newly freed slaves, white labor saw them not as part of their own class but as 

competitors and potential scabs, and attempted to restrict their employment by 

organizing them - when they agreed to admit them to the unions at all - into separate 

bodies. For the legislative accomplishments of the Reconstruction governments they 

cared not a rap, focusing their attention on the charges of corruption and on the so-

called waste of stationing federal troops in the South. 

What was true of the union movement was, sadly, also true of the disciples of Marx 

(although it was not true of Marx himself), who were quite influential in some 

sections of the labor movement. So it was that New York in 1871 witnessed a march 

of 20,000, demonstrating solidarity with the workers of Paris,20,000 radicals who 

were able to took across the ocean to the Paris Commune but were unable to look five 

hundred miles to the South to the South Carolina commune! 
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When white labor turned its back on Reconstruction, the end was in sight. The 

northern industrial bourgeoisie had no desire to see the continuance of the southern 

black revolt against property once it had accomplished the aim set for it of liquidating 

the former slaveholders as a class. The industrialists, therefore, in control of the 

Republican Party on a national level, carried through a legislative maneuver in 1877 

which led to the withdrawal of federal troops from the South. 

The Reconstruction governments and the black masses were confronted by the Ku 

Klux Klan and other white supremacist terrorist formations which had been 

mobilizing for just such a day. White supremacist "redemption" governments were set 

up m South Carolina and Mississippi, parallel to the legally constituted 

Reconstruction governments. The counter- revolutionary violence, which had never 

really ceased, became more intense, and after a few months, the reactionaries 

succeeded in crushing the Reconstruction parliaments and gaining official recognition 

from the authorities in Washington. Then began several decades of White terror. 

Black elected officials were ousted, black voters were eliminated by force and fraud 

and black power fell before the armed quasi-official counter-revolutionary mobs, 

given a free hand by the federal government. It was at this time that took place a little 

known episode in history, the "Kansas Exodus" of 1879, in which 90,000 blacks 

attempted to emigrate from the south; all but a few were halted by terrorism along the 

route. Sojourner Truth, who had been a prominent abolitionist and advocate of 

women's rights even before the Civil War, was one of the leaders of this "walking 

strike.") 

The industrial bourgeoisie now held sway over the whole country. Though the first 

external manifestations of U.S. imperialism were its seizure, in 1898, of Cuba, Puerto 

Rico and the Philippines, the birth date of imperialism as a stage of capitalism can be 

fixed as 1877, when the southern black masses went down to historic defeat. Northern 

labor, mainly white, would soon feel the cost of its failure to come to the defense of 

southern black labor. 

THE ROAD NOT TAKEN 

The year 1877 saw the outbreak of a great strike, in which railroad workers seized the 

terminals from Baltimore to Chicago, and in which the bourgeoisie unanimously saw 

the specter of revolution. It was both symbol and substance that the troops hurled 

against the strikers were in many cases the military units that had recently been 

withdrawn from the south. In St. Louis the workers, under the leadership of the 

Workingmen's Party, went beyond the seizure of the terminals and began to exercise 

power in the city through mass assemblies! 
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Consider for a moment what would have been the impact on U.S. (and world!) history 

had white labor chosen to make common cause with the great upheaval of the black 

toilers of the South? Will it ever be possible to know how different might the outcome 

have been had there existed among the thousands of professed Marxists in the country 

at the time even a small organized group that understood the world historic 

significance of Black Reconstruction and undertook to establish links between it and 

the militant labor movement of the North? 

Because White workers did not forge these links with black labor, a continuing pattern 

of labor control reasserted itself. The bourgeoisie was able to redefine the white skin 

privilege from that of not being a slave to that of having access to the bourgeois 

political process. Because of the inability of white labor to see its reflection in the 

struggles of black people, labor militancy was transformed into fight for white labor's 

interests. The subsequent history of black/white labor cannot be detailed here but a 

few illustrations will indicate the general direction. 

Within a decade after the counter-revolution of 1877, there arose once again in the 

South a movement which threatened the sway of capital - this time among poor white 

farmers, angry at extortionate interest rates and monopoly control of prices for 

supplies and farm products. This movement, organized in the Populist Party, for a 

time threatened to blow apart the "solid south" of the Democrats. The black masses 

extended their support to Populism and attempted to broaden its program to address 

the needs of sharecroppers and hired laborers as well as independent farmers. At first 

blacks were accepted into the movement and even defended as public speakers at its 

rallies. But the ruling class posed a choice to the insurgent white masses: accept the 

blacks into your ranks, and you will bear the full weight of state repression; break 

ranks with them and some of your demands will be granted. After a stormy period, the 

movement decided to take the latter choice. Thus, southern populism to this day 

continues to combine outpourings of wrath against “the banks” with adherence to 

white supremacy. Observe the curious spectacle of Tom Watson, the most prominent 

leader of early Populism, who was only allowed to take his seat in the U.S. senate 

after having accepted the racist compromise, making a speech in defense of the 

Bolsheviks on one day and another in defense of lynching on the following day. 

The Socialist Party, which was born around the turn of the century and attained 

considerable influence over the next two decades behind the figure of its well known 

and popular spokesman, Eugene V. Debs, was also fatally marred by its acceptance 

that the notion politics, even radical politics, was "white men's business." There were 

better and worse currents within American Socialism (the best broke with it early to 

join the Industrial Workers of the World) but the prevalent view was that the party 

could gain legitimacy in the eyes of the white workers only if it distanced itself from 

the black masses. Thus it organized racially segregated locals in the South (when it 
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admitted blacks at all) and failed to oppose the racist "oriental exclusion" immigration 

policies favored by the reformist union officials. 

It would be inaccurate to present a picture of unanimous adherence to the white 

supremacist contract within either the rank and file or the leadership of white labor. 

The Knights of Labor, organized in the last century, welcomed members of all colors. 

The anarchists grouped around Albert Parsons, hanged in Chicago in 1886 in the 

Haymarket affair (the origin of the May 1 holiday), were staunch defenders of 

proletarian solidarity. The IWW, organized at the beginning of this century as a self-

conscious revolutionary movement, in many respects the best and most successful 

revolutionary organization the country has known since the ending of the 

Reconstruction, broke with the pervasive racism of the American Federation of Labor. 

(Irish readers maybe familiar with the IWW, since James Connolly was an active 

member during his sojourn in the U.S.) Yet these efforts, in spite of some successes 

which we treasure, were never able to win the bulk of white labor away from the 

racist ideas and practices which tied it to capital. 

It was not until the Great Depression of the 1930's that there appeared on the scene a 

multi-racial revolutionary organization that sought to make the "Negro question" a 

central feature of its activities. The Communist Party, under the influence of Lenin 

and the October Revolution, began to challenge the notion of what constituted the 

labor movement, and to insist on the recognition of the strivings of black people as a 

vital part of the general revolutionary process. 

The CP, which began the decade as an organization of about 2,000 people, most of 

whom were foreign born and non-English speaking, had an important influence on the 

course of events of that time. It came to national attention through its role in several 

important strikes, particularly in the San Francisco general strike of 1934. 

Until the Depression, the workers in the mass production industries stood largely 

outside of the unions. The San Francisco strike along with other battles, most notably 

the sit-down strike at the General Motors plant in Flint, Michigan at the beginning of 

1937, showed the more farsighted sectors of the capitalist class that the old policy of 

confrontation with the proletariat would no longer serve their interests. These 

elements, represented by the Roosevelt Administration, decided instead on a policy of 

legalizing the unions and incorporating them into the framework of bourgeois legality. 

The Roosevelt Administration offered concessions of considerable value: the ending 

of the open tyranny of the steel barons and the bringing of the Constitution into 

industry, as well as the passage of much needed social welfare legislation, in which 

the U.S. was decades behind the most advanced European countries. These 

concessions gained significance in the context of the world march of fascism, viewed 
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fondly by those sectors of the ruling class who were unreconciled to the Roosevelt 

policies. 

In return, the Roosevelt Administration demanded that labor, for its part, forego its 

political independence and in particular that it entrust its fate to the coalition 

represented by the Democratic Party. This course seemed reasonable enough in places 

like Detroit where the CIO exercised considerable influence on the Democratic Party. 

The problem was that the party of the northern liberals was also the party of the 

southern lynchers. Any attempt to organize the southern working class would 

inevitably come up against the system of racial segregation. And any attempt to 

challenge the system of segregation would find itself quickly spilling out of the 

economic arena into politics, to confront the Democratic Party. As events had already 

shown in the campaigns to organize southern agricultural workers, the challenge 

would in no way limit itself to peaceful and legal forms. The idea of southern rural 

black toilers organized and in arms was not acceptable to any sector of the capitalist 

class, no matter how liberal and reformist. If the CIO and the Left chose to follow that 

course they could expect not a sympathetic hearing at the White House, but machine 

guns and tear gas. 

Faced with the alternatives, which were posed concretely over the course of several 

years, labor and the CIO Left, for a variety of reasons, chose to follow the line of least 

resistance. The Left-led organizations of southern black toilers were merged into 

national CIO unions, where they were allowed to languish; the efforts toward a labor 

party were indefinitely postponed in the interests of unity behind Roosevelt; and in 

general the CIO Left settled into a position as the legal left wing of the liberal-labor 

coalition. 

The acceptance on the part of the CIO Left of the race policies of the dominant sector 

of capital represented the "historic compromise" of that epoch. It made it possible for 

Ford, traditional fortress of anti-unionism, to incorporate the union into the system of 

industrial legality as soon as it won recognition in 1940. It enabled labor to play its 

role as part of the Grand Affiance that steered the country through World War II. It 

led to the emergence of the coalition of bourgeois liberals, the official labor 

movement and Negro reformism which has dominated U.S. politics for four decades 

and continues to do so, although its stability is now shaken. 

Politics as serious business disappeared with the cementing of the "historic 

compromise" of the late 1930's. When real politics reappeared over two decades later, 

it was largely due to the refusal of black people to accept any longer the results of that 

compromise. But we shall take that subject later. 
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We now turn to several topics which are among those often raised by European 

Leftists and which reveal some of the distinctive features of the U.S.: the question of 

the labor party, the question of fascism and the national question. 

THE LABOR PARTY 

Why has the U.S., alone among the developed countries, failed to produce a mass 

labor or social-democratic party? Is American prosperity so overwhelming or are U.S. 

workers so backward that they have felt no need to take any initiative that would lead 

them out of the two major capitalist parties? We believe the answer lies elsewhere. 

What is a labor party? It is the extension of the legislative arena of the usual trade 

union practice of bargaining for better terms in the sale of labor power. It represents a 

continuation of efforts to improve the conditions of the workers within the frame work 

of the wage system. Thus, while a struggle for a labor party can embody great mass 

energy and even revolutionary potential, in its realized form it represents class 

collaboration. 

U.S. workers, by and large, have managed to achieve within the two-party system 

much the same degree of influence and social reform legislation that their European 

counterparts have achieved through mass social-democratic and communist parties - 

in some areas, more. In many respects the CIO was more party than union: aside from 

drastically altering the face of industrial villages (e.g. Gary, Indiana and Flint, 

Michigan, major steel and auto manufacturing centers respectively; in such places the 

police are no longer called out to break strikes, and workers are not evicted from their 

homes during strikes or layoffs) the CIO also managed to acquire on a national scale 

influence within the Democratic Party equal to that of the unions within, say, the 

British Labour Party. Of course this political influence is conditioned, as it is in 

England, Germany, the Scandinavian countries, France and Italy, on the unions 

agreeing to confine their reform efforts to limits acceptable to capital, even if not to 

particular capitalists at a particular moment. As has already been explained, in the 

U.S. this means specifically avoiding a challenge to the white supremacist contract on 

which bourgeois hegemony rests. Thus the unions, both in their economic functions 

and in their political activity, have at best striven to redress some of the most glaring 

"excesses" of white racism, while leaving intact the fundamental compact on which 

white racism rests, namely the black, brown, yellow and red interests shall be served 

only after the needs of the white workingmen have been fulfilled. An additional point: 

in no other developed country is there such widespread cynicism toward the electoral 

process as in the U.S. It is taken for granted among all sectors of the working class 

and the entire population that all politicians steal and take bribes, that political parties 

are motivated purely by vulgar self interest, and that nothing of real value can come 

from the parliamentary game. The proportion of eligible voters choosing to cast a 
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ballot has steadily declined, and it is likely that the upcoming presidential elections 

will witness for the first time the non-voters outnumbering the vote totals of all the 

candidates combined. 

Given the observable cynicism of the American voter toward bourgeois politics, 

together with the deeply ingrained national tradition of lawlessness, it is conceivable 

that the working class will never go through a labor party phase, or else that it will 

give rise to a labor party as a side product of the emergence of revolutionary dual 

power forms. On the other hand, there is a possibility that the black movement may 

succeed in launching a mass black party; there have been signs of this development on 

and off in recent years. If that happened, it would represent the essential elements of a 

labor party, regardless of its label, and we would orient toward it wholeheartedly. 

FASCISM 

Everything in the U.S. must be viewed through the prism of the white supremacist 

contract on which bourgeois hegemony rests. Denial of rights to, and violence against, 

people of color is not fascism but the ordinary operation of bourgeois legality in the 

U.S. Indeed, this violence is premised not on the denial of bourgeois rights to the rest 

of the population but on the continuance of these rights. Groups like the Ku Klux 

Klan, resisting through the most savage violence even the slightest concession to 

people of color, have had as their aim not the destruction of unions, constitutional 

legality, etc. but their maintenance and strengthening for whites only. (For example, in 

one fifteen year period in the last century, there were over fifty strikes on the southern 

railroads with the aim of driving the black workers out of the industry and 

strengthening the bargaining position of the white union in relation to management. 

Even today, in many localities, the Klan does not oppose but leads union locals. 

There do exist fascist groups, and they have some base, but if fascism is understood as 

a movement, with some degree of autonomy directed against "ordinary" bourgeois 

rule, then it must be said that, excepting for a short period in the early 1930's, fascism 

has never been favored by the capitalist class in its dominant sectors. (This is not to 

deny growing pressure toward more right-wing, repressive policies within the existing 

institutional framework.) Why should the bourgeoisie favor fascism? Hasn't white 

supremacy served to maintain its rule so far? 

There is another side, however, to the question of fascism. The institutions of official 

society are undergoing a deep crisis, symbolized by the name, Watergate. As has 

already been mentioned, there is a pervasive lack of trust among the population in the 

conventional ways of redressing grievances. (And unlike England, the U.S. has no 

characteristic tradition of "We'll muddle through.") The bitterness and anger on the 

American scene, among whites no less than among people of color, can hardly be 
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exaggerated. It is likely to increase in the coming years. If this is taken into account, 

and if it is borne in mind that fascism is not merely a docile tool manipulated by a 

conspiratorial ruling class but has a definite autonomous component, then it is not out 

of the question that fascism, or something like it, may come to the fore, before the 

bourgeoisie is "ready" for it. If this happens, it will be based not on the independent 

petty bourgeoisie, which no longer exists, but on the masses of white workers reacting 

to a declining economy and increasing political disenchantment. Some black 

publicists have already noted that the white worker could be transformed from the 

rearguard of reaction into its vanguard. Signs of this tendency have already appeared. 

It is questionable whether old-style liberalism, or even a new social-democratic 

coalition, could prove an effective barrier to this possibility; only the proletarian 

revolution - the dictatorship of the anti-white supremacist working-class -can offer a 

convincing alternative to fascism to the ever growing of white workers who are 

hostile to official society to the very backbone of their souls. 

THE NATIONAL QUESTION 

For many years, the ideologists of capital boasted that the U.S. was a "melting pot", 

where diverse nationalities were blended together and came to lose their 

distinctiveness. In recent years, the line has shifted to one of touting "ethnicity", the 

preservation of diversity within a harmonious whole. Both of these versions of history 

are racist lies, denying the reality of national oppression which is the characteristic 

feature of U.S. life. 

The various European groups that immigrated to the U.S. passed through a similar 

experience: one generation of discrimination followed by assimilation, marked by 

their beginning the process of escaping from the lowest ranks of the working class 

they at first occupied. This pattern held true for the Germans, Scandinavians, and 

Irish, the groups that constituted the bulk of the immigrant population prior to the 

Civil War, and for the Slavic peoples, Italians and Jews, who began to come in large 

numbers in the last decades of the last century; the differences in the rate of 

assimilation were largely due to differences in degree of urbanization prevailing in the 

country from which they emigrated, the proximity of their language and culture to 

English around which the assimilation took place, and so forth. An these immigrants 

shared a common feature; they all came with two passports: the official paper from 

the government and - their white skin. 

This pattern never extended to the red, brown, black and yellow peoples who also 

make their home in North America. The native people, the red Indians, fell before 

several waves of western settlement; their land was stolen from them in a series of 

massacres and swindles and they were pushed off to the margins of society, left to die 
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out. In a similar situation to that of the Indians are the other native peoples, the 

Eskimos of Maska and the Polynesians of Hawaii. 

Between 1836 and 1850 the U.S. took nearly half of what then constituted the territory 

of Mexico, including a large population of mixed Indian, Spanish, and African stock 

that made up the Mexican people. In spite of treaty assurances to the Mexican 

government that the conquered peoples would enjoy civil rights equal to those of all 

other U.S. citizens, such has never been the case. Since that time, in response to the 

needs of capital for more labor power - first in the building of the steel mills and the 

railroads, later in agriculture and diverse industry - this population was augmented by 

large-scale immigration from Mexico, so that now the Mexican people make up a 

significant element of the population in cities from Cleveland to the west coast. They 

are generally confined to the lowest rungs of society, are the victims of legal and, 

particularly in the originally territories, extra-legal terror and often, in the case of 

immigrants, the constant fear of deportation as the demand for their labor slackens. 

There are over fifteen million of these people within current U.S. borders. 

Puerto Rico is a nation which had achieved self-rule within the Spanish empire and 

was conquered and occupied by the U.S. in 1898. It is still maintained as a direct 

colony, although there is some talk of making it a state as a way of forestalling 

independence. Beginning after World War I, when they were made U.S. citizens by 

Act of Congress, and especially following World War II, Puerto Ricans began arriving 

in large numbers on the mainland; today there are two million, concentrated in New 

York and other eastern cities and as far west as Chicago. This compares with three 

million on the island itself, who for many years were an important source of 

imperialist profits in agriculture. The islanders are now jeopardized by the growth of 

the petro-chemical and other capital intensive industries and the conversion of the 

island into a U.S. military fortress. These developments tend to make the island 

population superfluous to the plans of U.S. imperialism. 

Among the subjugated peoples which inhabit the current borders of the U.S., the 

largest group, and the one whose history is most intertwined with the history of the 

country as a whole, is, of course, that population drawn from African, native 

American and European stock, known variously as black, Black, Negro, Afro-

American, New African, Bilalian and "colored". The so-called “Negro Question” has 

long been a thorny one for U.S. Marxists, who have few successes and many failures 

to show in this area. In our view, there was nothing predetermined about the evolution 

of the black people of North America into a separate people. It is not at all excluded 

from possibility that, had the revolutionary democratic tasks of Reconstruction been 

fulfilled, black people could have joined their culture and blood with the other peoples 

who inhabited the continent to develop a single nation north of Mexico and the 

territories taken from it. However, the failure of the democratic revolution closed off 
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the possibility of integration, at least for the next historic epoch, and determined that 

black people, would embark on the path to separate nationhood. The road to 

nationhood and national consciousness has been a stony one for black people, because 

of the incredible obfuscation spread by imperialism. Through the development of a 

language, a culture, religion and church institutions, and other organizations of 

struggle, black people have moved steadily towards nationhood and the striving for 

self-determination. When black people are being discussed as a nation, whatever title 

is affixed to them (currently "Black" and "Afro American" are most widely favored) 

should be capitalized, a practice we should follow for the remainder of this paper. 

Chinese first came to the U.S. in large numbers in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century, drawn mainly by the demand for laborers to build the railroads. They were 

subjected to intense discrimination, including lynchings, and were generally regarded 

as competitors by the newly founded American Federation of Labor, which sought to 

prevent their immigration through support for the Oriental Exclusion Act (Lenin 

commented on this as one of the worst examples of chauvinist unionism). 

In recent years their numbers have been augmented by immigration from Hong Kong 

and Taiwan. Today they are ghettoized in "Chinatowns" in most large cities, 

victimized by overcrowding, high rents, and extreme exploitation (San Francisco's 

Chinese population is the largest of any non-Asian city). 

The case of the Japanese immigrants is instructive for understanding American reality. 

Coming from one of the world's most highly civilized countries, significant numbers 

of Japanese began to arrive on the west coast at the beginning of the century, 

attempting to take advantage of the plentiful land to establish themselves as 

independent proprietors. In contrast to the welcome given the Finns, Dutch, and other 

immigrants from similar background, but of European stock, they were relentlessly 

hounded by "patriots" and subjected to extra-legal and legal land theft. The most 

dramatic example was the treatment meted out to the Japanese at the start of the 

second world war, when thousands on the west coast, including many born in the 

U.S., had their land confiscated and were rounded up and relocated in concentration 

camps in the mid-west, on the pretext that they were "security risks". The contrasts 

with the almost complete lack of discrimination directed at the native German, Italian 

or other groups from "enemy" countries. Largely as a result of this act, to which most 

of the Left offered no objection at the time, Japanese are now to be found in Chicago, 

Minneapolis, and other Midwestern cities, as well as up and down the West Coast. 

As U.S. imperialism extended its domination after the second world war over new 

territories, numbers of people from countries suffering dislocation as a result of 

American economic penetration began to make their way to the metropolis. Today 

there are, in most major cities, communities from Asia (Koreans, Filipinos, Thais), the 
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Middle East (Palestinians, Yemenis, Syrians, Turks) and the Caribbean (Haitians, 

Dominicans, Jamaicans). In addition, there are large numbers of Cubans and 

Vietnamese, who are a special case because of their designation as "political" refuges, 

but whose conditions, particularly those of the latter, come increasingly to resemble 

those of every other persecuted racial minority. 

Thus it can be seen that the U.S., far from being a "melting pot" or a "harmonious 

community of diverse cultures", is in fact a seething cauldron of national oppression 

and strivings for freedom. And in the 1960's, that pot boiled over. 

THE 1960'S 

The decade of the 60's has already begun to pass into the annals of legend, as a host of 

historical studies, novels and films have appeared to interpret that time for those who 

didn't experience Jerry Rubin, Eldridge Cleaver, make-love-not-war, Black Power, 

and Woodstock. One feature shared by virtually all the attempts to interpret that 

wondrous decade is blissful omission of the fact that from the first bornings through 

each stage of the development, the impulse for the phenomenon known as the 

"sixties" came from the strivings oft he oppressed peoples, and the first place, the 

Black people. 

The 1960's actually began in 1955 when a Black woman, Rosa Parks, refused to give 

up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery, Alabama bus, as the law demanded. Her 

arrest touched off a wave of protest and struggle, as the Black community organized 

itself' organized for a boycott of the bus lines, and in the process created an alternative 

transportation system and a community-wide system of' internal communication and 

democracy, bringing to prominence the gifted young leader, Martin Luther King. 

This single event, more than any other, broke the grave-like silence of the Cold War 

years and sounded the call for the youth who were suffocating under the enforced 

dullness and conformity of that period. It was followed by the Freedom Rides, in 

which Blacks and whites got on south-bound buses in the north and refused to 

rearrange their seating when the buses crossed into the segregated south, In 196(1 

came the first sit-in, organized by southern Black students. In 1964 came Freedom 

Summer, when thousands of northern Blacks and whites went to Mississippi to assist 

in the voter registration campaign under way there under the auspices of the Student 

Non-Violent (later National) Coordinating Committee (SNCC). When two young 

whites and a Black were brutally murdered by white racists, the plight of southern 

Black people was brought to national attention for the first time in nearly a century, 

and the conscience of the country was for a moment stirred. Later that year, the 

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, based among Blacks in the state who were 

still denied the right to vote, attempted unsuccessfully to unseat the state's regular 
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delegation to the national convention to the Democratic Party. Out of the experience 

of the southern freedom movement grew the northern student movement represented 

by the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). There was a New Left, and virtually 

every radical movement now in existence can trace its origin to those days. (The most 

notable exceptions are the Communist Party and the Socialist Workers Party, Fourth 

International, who played a very small part in the events recounted above.) 

In every case the Leftward movement was First registered in the Black movement and 

then transmitted to society at large. Those features which became the hallmarks of the 

New Left - the recognition that racism was not an isolated flaw, the focus on direct 

action, the internationalization of the struggle - all these took First shape in the 

movement of Black people. 

One of the peculiarities of the U.S. Left, which must be thoroughly understood by 

anyone who hopes to make sense out of American reality, is traceable to those years. 

We are referring to the insistence of Black revolutionaries from about 1965 on that the 

problems of America lay not in the Black community but in white society and that the 

task of white radicals was not to colonize among Black people but to address 

themselves to the racism of white America; Black people must organize through their 

own autonomous efforts. This view, when it was First put forward by Black leaders 

like Stokely Carmichael and Rap Brown, caused a lot of agonizing among white 

radicals who had always harbored paternalistic attitudes toward Black people, but for 

a time it prevailed in the New Left. Even today there is a line between those Leftists 

who recognize the autonomy of the Black movement and the movements of the other 

oppressed peoples, and those who attempt to speak, through "multi-national" parties, 

in the name of the Black, Latin, Asian and Indian movements. 

By 1968, when the popular movements (with a healthy assist from the Vietnamese 

people) came within a hair's breadth of splitting the Democratic Party, it could 

accurately be said that there existed in the U.S. a Left that, in terms of size and 

impact, had nothing to be ashamed of when compared to its counterparts m Europe. 

The Black Panther Party brought thousands of youth, heretofore without voice, onto 

the center stage of politics, and stimulated developments in Latin and Asian 

communities and among white students. The high point was reached with the 

founding of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, a federation of groups from 

various industrial plants in the Detroit area who had organized themselves outside of 

the union structures and built links with the Black schools and community, as part of a 

conscious effort to link Marxism with the Black Revolution. This effort led many 

white students in SDS to look seriously to the working class as an agent for social 

change. 
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The insights of the Black movement - the fight against white supremacy, 

internationalism, Marxism and an orientation toward the working class - also had their 

impact on the newly emerging struggles of women. Women who had worked in 

SNCC, SDS women, women from the broad anti-war movement those who had been 

activated by the upheavals of the sixties came together and created a revolutionary 

current within what was to become the women's liberation movement. Many chose to 

organize separately from men, paralleling the development of Black organizations. 

Others continued to work in SDS, in women's caucuses and committees. Together 

they made significant contributions to extending the insights of the Black movement 

into white society, carrying on their battles in the streets, not the legislatures or voting 

booths. 

WHAT DID WE DO TO DESERVE THE 70'S 

All this motion seemed to end even more suddenly than it appeared. In the spring of 

1970 when Nixon sent U.S. troops into Cambodia, there was a mass protest on 

campuses across the country, which led to the fatal shooting of four students at Kent 

State, in Ohio. At the same time, there occurred the killing of three students at Jackson 

State, a Black college in Mississippi. The latter received scant attention from either 

the media of the white peace movement - mute testimony to the flaw that would 

eventually lead to its demise. 

Then, silence. It was as if all the participants in the stormy events of the previous 

decade had been gathered at the edge of a cliff and pushed off. What happened? 

The Black movement had been subjected to intense repression - the jailing of 

prominent leaders and thousands of activists, as well as government interference 

through the notorious "Counter-Intelligence Program" (COINTELPRO) which sought 

to create dissension and battles among various organizations. This repression, together 

with a number of serious mistakes that were committed by the leaders, led to a loss of 

confidence among the masses in the future of the movement and the fragmentation of 

the most important Black organizations, SNCC, the BPP and the League. The process 

in the white student movement was quite different: there the students had hurled 

themselves at the walls of power, to no apparent avail - the war was still going on. 

Never able to recognize the Black struggle as their own cause, unable to develop an 

approach to the white worker, the majority of white student radicals turned away from 

radicalism. 

The movements turned inward, towards astrology, Christianity, sterile variants of 

"Marxism-Leninism," individual terrorism and private pursuits. One of the 

manifestations of this turn was the sudden growth of the environmental movement, 

deliberately fostered and given respectability by the government and the media, which 
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began to take up efforts to save various animal and plant species from extinction - at a 

time when the U.S. was raining death on Vietnam and the Black community was 

being beaten, starved and drugged into submission. 

The 1970's were, in general, years of retreat; the only Left groups to show any growth 

were those, like the CP and the SWP, who played no role in the upsurge of the 

previous decade and those who deliberately renounced its lessons (the social 

democrats of the New American Movement, various "M-L" groups.) 

There were other exceptions, more positive in character. The movements among the 

other oppressed peoples, which began to develop later than the Black movement and 

were not the victims of such early repression, continued to grow. In Puerto Rico, the 

armed struggle reappeared, taking the form of small-scale, clandestine attacks on the 

physical symbols of imperialism. On the mainland the Movimiento de Libercion 

Nacional, which identified with the path of armed struggle, became the most 

important revolutionary Puerto Rican organization. 

The American Indian struggle reached new heights with the successful re-taking of 

Alcatraz, the Bureau of Indian Affairs and Wounded Knee. Sovereignty and land 

rights were reasserted in seizures of stolen land by Indian nations across the country. 

In the last few years Indian peoples have began to establish links with the anti-nuclear 

movement in order to end the "energy war" being waged largely against them. 

Mexicans in the southwest have also begun re-taking their land. All these movements 

soon began to attract their share of repression, with a number of prominent figures 

assassinated or jailed. 

The recent period has also given indications that the Black movement has begun to 

rebuild. The emergence of organizations like the Afrikan People's Party, a large 

demonstration for human rights at the United Nations headquarters, and the recent 

convening of the founding conference of the National Black United Front are all signs 

of this rebirth. Together with the rebellions in Miami, Chattanooga and else where 

they offer the hope that the corning years will witness the resurgence of a movement 

so critical to the development of a radical climate. 

The women's movement in the 70's, entering the national consciousness to the point 

that the term "male chauvinist" has become part of the general vocabulary and the 

most popular demands of the movement are universally known, although often as 

caricatures. Yet the earlier radical sectors of the movement, who pioneered in the 

development of new ways of living and who brought the challenge to male supremacy 

to every sphere of life, have been largely eclipsed by a national leadership which 

seeks to confine the struggle to improving the position of women through legislative 

means. Another sector of the women's movement has turned from activism to focus 
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on the building of "women's community" - cultural centers, services and supportive 

lifestyle. More activist oriented is the anti-violence against women sector of the 

movement. Its strength lies in women's direct action to free themselves from the 

danger and degradation of all types of violence. Its perhaps fatal weakness lies in its 

tendency to form alliances with the state, particularly the racist criminal justice 

system. 

Encouragingly, the radical sector of the women's movement has begun to coalesce 

once more, mainly around the struggle for reproductive rights, including the right of 

abortion and an end to compulsory sterilization which is suffered primarily by women 

of oppressed nationalities. This sector of the movement has emphasized and 

demonstrated the importance to the women's movement of linking up with the 

movements of the oppressed peoples within the U.S. and around the world. 

A new political force, the gay liberation movement, was also born at the start of the 

1970's. In its battle against official and unofficial harassment and repression, the gay 

movement has shown itself to contain a revolutionary as well as a class 

collaborationist wing. [See A. Rausch's In Partial Payment -KB] 

Since Three-Mile Island the anti-nuclear movement has become a national 

phenomenon. Militant demonstrations and attempts at reactor site occupations, along 

with large marches, have taken place repeatedly, and it is obvious that many new 

people are being drawn into the struggle. As with every other movement, its potential 

depends on its ability to link its future with the struggle against white supremacy. In 

this respect, the anti-nuclear movement has fallen far short, and its weakness in this 

area plays a large part in determining its general stance. It is still largely dominated, 

though not without opposition, by the old leaders from the peace movement, including 

sectors of the Left who seek to limit it to the single question of nuclear weapons and 

the export of reactors, both of which touch on imperialism, and refuse to take up the 

"front end" of the nuclear cycle, which relates to uranium mining, most of which takes 

place on American Indian land. In general, the current leaders of the anti-nuclear 

movement are doing everything in their power to keep it from developing into an anti-

racist, anti-capitalist movement. 

When Congress recently reintroduced registration for the military draft, it provoked 

the greatest response of mass illegality the country in a decade, as an estimated 

quarter of those called failed to show up. The movement is very new, but it too will 

undoubtedly reflect the struggle between white reformism and revolutionary 

internationalism that characterizes every mass appearing on U.S. soil. 

SOME CURRENT QUESTIONS 

http://www.sojournertruth.net/ipp.html
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The U.S. economy is obviously going through a crisis. The abandonment of the dollar 

as the dominant currency in world commerce, the high cost of energy, the runaway 

inflation, the recovery of Europe and Japan as competitors, the shutting down of a 

large portion of the physical plant of the steel industry, the near bankruptcy of 

Chrysler - all these occurrences point to the likelihood of hard times ahead and the 

consequent radicalization of the American worker. 

The strong point of our organization has always been its grasp of Marxist theory and 

U.S. history. Our weakness has been analysis of current trends. Recently, under the 

impact of events and the example of our Italian and Irish comrades, we have begun to 

take up questions of current analysis. For instance, what is the character of the present 

crisis? Is it structural, even apocalyptical, or is it another of the familiar crises of 

profitability and realization? Does it involve a crisis of the law of value itself? In 

another area, what is the relationship between the multi-nationalization of the 

capitalist ruling class and the nation-state as an instrument of rule? 

The answers to these questions have practical implications. For example, it has always 

been the practice of U.S. capital, in periods of economic difficulty, to shield the white 

workers as much as possible from the most severe burdens, by guaranteeing that the 

heaviest weight of unemployment falls on those sectors where the work force was 

predominantly Black. In the past, this has meant that Black people have gone through 

periods of extreme hardship, followed by their re-entrance in larger numbers than 

before into the basic industries. If the present crisis is of a different character than 

previous ones, and if the technology that emerges from it - the so-called silicon 

revolution - is of such a nature as to prevent the expansion of capital bringing with it 

the expansion of the proletariat, what impact will this have on the position of Black 

people and other oppressed groups? Will it be the policy of the state to push them into 

the status of a permanent underclass, a marginalized group with no firm and stable ties 

to the productive process? And what does this say about the policy of genocide as 

ruling class policy? What does it say about the relation of the struggle in the 

productive and non-productive sectors, and about the value of making such a 

distinction at all? Most of all, what would it mean for revolutionaries seeking to help 

the working class find the proper response to bourgeois policy, whatever it may be? 

The above are some of the questions we have begun to consider, in a process which 

we expect will be protracted and which will involve our entire organization and all 

those close to it. We have but recently become aware of the discussions on these 

questions that are taking place among our comrades in the revolutionary Left in 

Europe. We regard it as extremely necessary that we take part in these discussions, 

and that end is one we hope to accomplish through the development of closer and 

more direct ties with our European comrades. 
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STRATEGY 

The position of the working class under capitalism gives rise to two patterns of 

behavior, each with its characteristic consciousness. On one side are the efforts of the 

workers to improve their conditions of life while accepting the framework of the wage 

labor relation. This pattern, which manifest in ordinary trade union struggles, 

constitutes the basis for reformism. White supremacy, representing as it does the 

effort of a portion of the working class to strike a separate bargain with capital, forms 

part of this pattern. 

Alongside of the above sort of activity, workers are also compelled to resist their 

condition as wage labor and assert themselves as producers. Such resistance takes the 

form of direct action, tends in the direction of proletarian solidarity and challenges the 

institutional framework that ties the workers to capital. 

These two patterns of behavior are not imported into the working class by reformists 

or revolutionaries, as the case may be, but arise spontaneously out of the conditions of 

working class life. 

The revolutionary potential of the working class lies in its location in the production 

process, which compels it to act in ways that undermine the capital relation. 

Ordinarily, this aspect of working class behavior is subordinated to the dominant 

reformist aspect; even when it arises spontaneously it is accompanied by reformist 

consciousness. 

The task of proletarian revolutionaries is to seek out and discover those aspects of 

proletarian activity which foreshadow the future society, which manifest the tendency 

of the proletarians to constitute themselves as a ruling class, to link these sporadic 

activities into a coherent social bloc that exists and struggles under capitalism without 

accepting the permanency of capitalism, and to transform the consciousness of the 

participants through the criticism of bourgeois ideas as they exist within the working 

class. 

A revolutionary strategy is, in short, a strategy of dual power. It is the treating of 

revolution as an act for today, as a part of the continuous struggle, instead of a dream 

to be indefinitely postponed in the interest of "realism". 

From what we have said so far it should be evident that we regard the struggle against 

white supremacy as the most advanced outpost of the new society and the key 

ingredient in a revolutionary strategy. The waging of that struggle among whites is the 

main distinctive task of STO, as befits its character as an organization made up of 

white people. 
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READING LIST 

The following list of books may prove helpful to those interested in doing additional 

reading about the United States. 

W.E.B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction, Atheneum. 

Lerone Bennett, The Shaping of Black America, Johnson Publishing. Should be called 

"The Shaping of America." If you can read only one book on this list, it should be this 

one or the one above. 

William D. Haywood, Autobiography of Big Bill Haywood, International. First-hand 

account of the IWW, by one of its greatest leaders. 

Len DeCaux, Labor Radical, Beacon Press. Accounts of IWW, CIO. 

C. Vann Woodward, Tom Watson-Agrarian Radical, Oxford Univ. Press. Good 

biography of an enigmatic and characteristic figure. 

Robert Bruce, 1877-Year of Violence, Quadrangle Books. 

Robert & Pamela Allen, Reluctant Reformers-Racism and Social Reform Movements 

in the U.S., Doubleday. 

Al Richmond, A Long view From the Left, Houghton Mifflin. An autobiography of a 

former CP member. 

Richard Boyer & Herbert Morais, Labor's Untold Story, United Electrical Workers. 

To be read with extreme caution. Revisionist, white labor apologetics. 

Art Preis, Labor's Giant Step, Pathfinder. Trotskyist history of the CIO. A series of 

lies complementary to the lies in the one immediately above. 

Howard Fast, Freedom Road, Bantam. A novel of Reconstruction. 

Martin Glaberman, Wartime Strikes, Bewick Ed. World War II. 

Harry Haywood, Black Bolshevik, Liberator. Autobiography of an important CP 

leader, today a Marxist-Leninist. 

Mathew Ward, Indignant Heart: A Black Worker's Journal, South End Press. 

Excellent! 
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Six Radicals Remember the Sixties, South End Press. 

Georgakas & Surkin, Detroit: I Do Mind Dying, St Martin's Press. Account of the 

League of Revolutionary Black Workers. 

Hosea Hudson, Black Worker in the Deep South, International. 

Karl Marx & Frederick Engels, Civil War in the U.S. , Citadel. 

Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Bantam. Popular history of American 

lndian struggles. 

Autobiography of Malcolm X, Ballantine or Grove. 

Robin Morgan, ed., Sisterhood is Powerful. The major collection of writings from the 

women's liberation movement. 

Gorda Lerner, Black Women in White America, Random. 

Redstockings, Feminist Revolution, Random. 

 


